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The Performa Biennial was founded by the renowned curator and critic Rosel.ee
Goldberg in New York in 2004. Its fifth installment, Performa 13, was held
towards the end of 2013. and was co-curated by more than 50 curators. Lasting
over three weeks, the revelry included more than 100 performances in some 40-
plus venues, covering a wide range of fields and formats, including performance
art, visual art, music, dance, poetry, fashion, architecture, design, and the
culinary arts. Chinese artist Guo Hongwei, armed with insatiable curiosity,
attended Performa and took copious notes throughout. Here LEAP has selected a
few segments to share with our readers.
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Boris Charmatz, Flip Book
PHOTO: Paula Court
Courtesy of Performa
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I arrive at MoMA on November 1, right around noon. to the second-floor stage that

was constructed several days ago. I have come to see the first performance listed in the
biennial guide—Flip Book, a tribute to the famous dancer and choreographer Merce Cun-
ningham by Boris Charmatz. The aptly named Flip Book plays like a series of images from
the book Merce Cunningham: Fifty Years, combining the static photographs into a series
of chronologically ordered montages. As stafl slowly flip through pages of the book on
shelves on either side of the stage. the dancers stop in freeze-frame according to the pho-
tographs. In one hour and over several hundred pages, the life story of a dance legend is
told.
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Picter Ampe and Guilherme
Garrido, Still Standing You
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mding You. The piece combines elements of standup comedy

On the evening of November 3, 1 go 1o see N
with acrobatics, pushing the limits of both physical and ethical endurance, to create a one-hou sexually charged
farcical masterpiece. Pieter Ampe opens the show by siting on Guilherme Garrido's feet, whose back is on the
ground and feet in the air. Pieter then begins his standup routine, explaining to the audience how he sees New
York City and talks about the Halloween Parade that he attended several nights earlier. He explains that he was in

an awesome Batman costume and met many Robins. He then turns to complaining about his partner; who in the

meantime had heen supporting Pieter's weight with his legs. The monologue quic Klv pushes past ten minutes, test-

ing Guilherme physically as well as mentally. When Guilherme can no longer bear the weight, he kicks Picter into

the corner. The two men then begin wrestling, each trving to get on top of the other. turning into a series of ever-

evolving positions that combine a comedic clement with tremendous Hexibility and endurance, They continue to
ent, each challenge increasing in difficulty; meanwhile

challenge each other physically throughout the entangle
they lob verbal insults at each other, adding to the black humor and the general comedic atmosphere. The contlic

continues to escalate throughout the performance, eventually reaching a point when the two men begin undress-

ing. The show culminates when they grab cach other's penis and continue the tug-of-war by morphing their posi
tions and body shapes. The show ends as it began, with Picter sitting o1 Guilherme’s leet, although both men are

shier.

now several pieces ol clothing
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Akademia Ruchu. Chinese Lesson
PHOTO: € |

Courtesy of Performa

H, 4 f T
il l AEEIGH S i, & 21

I'he entrée for November 6 was Chinese Lesson, a performance presented by the Polish be-
havior art group Akademia Ruchu. This group has been in existence since 1973, spanning over
four decades, and the members are all senior citizens of the art scene. Regardless of whether their
artis still in vogue, the perseverance and dedication exemplified by their very presence command
remendous respect. Chinese Lesson begins with the swinging several balls made from metal, rub-
ber, or glass: the metallic balls clang with booming resonance; the rubber balls bounce noiselessly
in contrast; while the glass balls break crisply, showering the stage with shards. The performers go

backstage while the beautiful Jolanta quietly removes the glass. Several black tables are brought

onstage, and five elderly artists return with white chalk, drawing on the tabletops as they continue

to mumble the word “chiyoo” (a misguided pronunciation of the Mandarin word for “freedom”)

glish, and Polish. Thereafter, they hold the chalk with their teeth and prostrate

in Chinese, Er
themselves on the tabletops, wiggling their bodies as though suspended in mid-air. They stand

* lewters forming the word freedom on their black shirts. This is

upright again and we see blu

then repeated with “chuanjie” (unity) and “mingchu” (democracy). Finally, they pat each other
down until the white marks disappear from thewr shirts. Following the performance, | ask them

how they have managed to live and work together for the past four decades. 1 imagine back in the

1970s, Jolanta must have been a mesmerizing dancer, and the men full of youth and vitality; the
lives they've led are themselves memorable art projects, leaps and bounds more interesting than
many projects we call art today. As it turns out, Jolanta was the wife of the founder of the group.
Once his courtship was successful, the other men had no option but to back off. The group only
gets together tor performances—they barely see each other outside work, each leading his or hes

own life,
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November 12, Jerome Bel's Disabled Theater. Unequivocally the best
experience of my trip. Prior to the show, everyone had their doubts: em-
ploying performers who suffer from mental handicaps, including Down's
Svndrome, seems on the surface 1 be a promotional gimmick, and I've
read conflicting reviews since the show's debut at AOCUMENTA(13). As
the performance begins, the stage assistant introduces cach performer in
E

and briefly introduces him or herself, as well as the condition he or she

lish and German. Each performer then steps up to the microphone

suffers from. They behave like children, untainted by the real world, their
eves betraying an innocence only found in the very voung. Their actions
are ordinary and unpretentious. At the end of their introductions, each
performer dances to a song of their choice. The girls tend to go for Justin

Bieber, and the nostalgic ones may go for Michael Jackson. Most of the

dances seem 1o fall just short—they have clearly been rehearsed, but thei
mental limitations lead to physical limitations in either the interpretation
< OUR, EEFIR 6
Bel and Theater HORA
Disabled Theater
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or execution of the choreography. It is a stark contrast to the crispness

and fuidity in a professional dancer’s routines; it removes the element of

performance from the art ol dancing. Performance is a subjective under-

taking; no matter how skilled one becomes, the audience can always tell

Conrtesy of Perform, that it is a carefully prepared act that combines mental focus and physical
fitness to achieve a specific purpose. Each performer’s talent level dictates
the fine line that separates conscious expression and unconscious truth

lo quote a cliché, these men and women are performing with their lives

Each performance, good or bad, helps me create a more full-bodied understanding of the art of performance. | have always
wanted to understand the driving force behind performers: to pretend to be someone else, to use the body as a medium to express
a specific message. Suddenly I realize that the opening to Performa 13 was not Flip Book on November 1. I begin to think the event

actually kicked off with the Halloween Parade a few days prior. Perhaps that is why the Performa launched in November. On the

v of the parade, everyone was pretending to be someone else, and the entire city was part of a mrand performance, with New

York as its stage. My role in this? That of a tourist. (Translated by Frank Qian)
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