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Pull Quotes:

We felt immediately that we had an appropriate performative response to deal with the aftermath of 9/11.

So how does this structure sit with these differences? It simply respects them. In some ways the architecture becomes a model of how the human body can sit with difference. We could allow different ideas to transform our bodies rather then “destroy” them. This transformation could be called education.

What we're trying to do is to set up events that pose the question but allow people to come to conclusions that we wouldn't dream of.

All these contributions that artists make feed into the creation and transformation of a culture.

Up until February of 2009, and for twenty years prior, the performance group Goat Island was arguably one of the most inventive art collectives that have ever come out of Chicago. Besides producing highly anticipated biannual performance pieces, which collaged dancelike movements, text, sound, video, and theatre, Goat Island also managed to establish a pedagogical presence in Chicago and abroad through: their many weekend performance workshops, their annual three-week intensive summer-school held at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Goat Island’s individual members’ teaching assignments at the various art colleges around the city, and through a five-year educational, creative collaborative with the students and teachers of Northside College Preparatory High School. I’ve been an art teacher at Northside for seven years.  

Towards the end of 2007 I interviewed Bryan Saner—one of the core members of Goat Island—just as the group was working on their final performance, “The Lastmaker”. At that time I was no longer in Chicago, having left to complete my graduate studies in art education at Penn State University. Since my research interests revolve around unpacking many of the experiences I had during my collaboration with Goat Island and comparing those experiences to theories of performance pedagogy (Garoian, 1999), interviewing the members of the group has become an invaluable exercise. 

As you will notice in this abridged transcript, the “interview” quickly became a conversation. Both Bryan and I agreed that it should be presented with a minimal amount of annotation. We are grateful for the opportunity to do so in this periodical and it is my personal hope that Bryan’s words would inspire in others “creative response” (Goat Island, 2002) such as has been repeatedly inspired in my life and work. 

Jorge Lucero

Visiting Assistant Professor of Art Education

University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign

J: Can you briefly talk about what kinds of things you do as a maker?
B: It's a combination of practices . . . sculpture, performance, furniture making. My goals with these practices are more aligned with making a lifestyle. Twenty years ago my wife and I were working as artists in Chicago and realized there were other artists and activists like us trying to seek out a living. We began discussing how we were going to survive and make our objects, our performances and activist actions, and not focus all of our time on making money. We thought if we could just take care of the basic big necessities, things we were spending most of our time working mundane jobs to pay for, we would have more time for our art and living. One of our solutions was to buy a property together with two other families. We decided to create this little community.

    Buying a building together allowed us to have the stability of a place where we could work and live. It’s fifteen years since we actually bought the house and we own it now because we've shared resources. We need less money now, which translates into having more time. Those economic considerations have contributed to the creation of this lifestyle.

    I make sculptures . . . recently, grave markers in granite for friends and family. I have a small furniture making business. I design and build one-of-a-kind pieces and do architectural restorations and installations.

 I work with Goat Island, a Chicago-based collaborative performance group that tours internationally. We work slowly, taking generally three years to make a performance and then tour it for a few more years . . . so there is a five-year cycle of focusing on one project with a group of six core performers. This work centers more on theatre and performance art. It deals with social issues and begins with the human body; meaning there are physical dances, but the work also deals with the human condition in terms of its content, exploring questions we ask ourselves. It's a five-year process of addressing or researching the question.

That’s the nutshell of what I do as a maker.

 

J: I noticed that one of the things that you didn't mention was your pedagogical practice. From having observed you, it seems so much a part of your performative practice . . .
 

B: Yes. Absolutely. It's central. I actually came to Chicago to teach at Lakeview Academy, which I did for ten years. It’s a small alternative high school based loosely on the one room schoolhouse model, serving students who, for one reason or another, have dropped out of the traditional system then decided to return to school to get their high school diploma.

     In 1997 my wife and I and our property co-owners started a family cooperative grade school for our kids: Sunflower Community School. We wanted to educate our children within community and were interested in expanding this community to families in the neighborhood.  Again, using the one room schoolhouse model, we eventually had twelve elementary school age kids. The parents were teachers and the kids were involved in setting up the curriculum of the school, choosing what they wanted to learn.

     I also teach with Goat Island. Each year the performance group teaches two summer schools, one in Europe and one at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and also a winter school that happens in Europe. This year it's going to be in Glasgow.

     Then there’s the apprenticeship: through the furniture making and sculpture practice I set up an apprenticeship with one of the Northside Prep High School Students.  The apprenticeship goes beyond the making of physical objects and concerns itself with creating lifestyle.

 

 

J: Maybe we can come back to this teaching thing in a minute. Could you talk a little bit about the last performance you did, “The September Roses,” in terms of content and intention, being that it was made in proximity to the events of September 11th and the war?
 

B: Most of the performance works we make are related to each other. When September 11th happened we were in Berlin performing a piece called, “It's an Earthquake in My Heart”, a work that addresses disaster. We felt immediately that we had an appropriate performative response to deal with the aftermath of 9/11. One of things we discovered in this process was the next question: How do you repair? That was the question we researched for our next piece, “When will the September Roses Bloom? Last Night Was Only a Comedy”.

    When we're exploring a question we draw from many sources. In this case, we came upon the writings of Paul Celan, the Romanian poet and translator who, after World War II, wanted to repair the German language. He felt the Nazis damaged it in the eyes of the rest of the world. His intention was to create poems to repair the German language. He wrote beautiful, dark and poignant poems about suffering, horror and the aftermath of the war...

 

J: There are socio-political issues that come up in this particular performance, but also just from the little hints of things I've seen for the new performance, the image you sent me of this contentious landmark, the Hagia Sophia, and all it's gone through, I notice that the title of the Goat Island anthology Stephen Bottoms is putting out is called “Small Acts of Repair”, right? I'm wondering, how much of this is teaching? It seems to me there's this part that seeks to engage the consciousness of the world in a way that is very poignant. Do you guys see your performance as a teaching practice? I'm not talking about the actual teaching practices, but the actual performances?
 
B: Absolutely. And it's the kind of teaching that ideally avoids telling people what to think. When we make these performances we have very specific ideas. We do have things we want to tell people. We have this question we want to propose and explore together with an audience in a performance. We do this by setting up events that occur on the stage live, in front of people. There is no improvisation.  Because we work for three years, we have time to set every moment, every second, and we know what each other is going to do on the stage.  The audience is seeing this for the first time, however. In “September Roses” we worked with the question of how do we repair? In the new piece, which is called “The Lastmaker”, following from that question of repair we're asking, how do we sit comfortably with difference?

Originally we wanted to study the Hagia Sofia, this church, then mosque, then museum that was built around 532 in Istanbul, when Istanbul was Constantinople. It was the mother church of the Christian religion. In 1453 the Ottoman Turks invaded and the church became a mosque. Amazingly, they didn't destroy the building. They continued to use the body of its architecture and slightly transformed it with what would be considered a very differently practiced religion. In 1935 it became a secular museum.

   

So how does this structure sit with these differences? It simply respects them. In some ways the architecture becomes a model of how the human body can sit with difference. We could allow different ideas to transform our bodies rather then “destroy” them. This transformation could be called education.

 

Now, we find ourselves in a performance dealing with this question and we have an audience, in their human bodies, experiencing difference. I’m referring to either the different theatrical practices themselves or the different ideas that the theater is presenting. There is a confrontation of sorts.  We explore it together. How do you understand? How do you respect these differences?

What we're trying to do is to set up events that pose the question but allow people to come to conclusions that we wouldn't dream of. It's this live event with human bodies that make this phenomenon happen. All of this education begins with the human body in the time and space of the performance. I'm not sure there are thoughts without the body.  Thought comes from the flesh, the interaction of the flesh with the earth, flesh with otherness and other people—difference. It's the body that filters all this and it's where the work of epistemology happens. This is the place of learning.

In posing these questions to live audiences, our performances facilitate the creation of original thought. They enable understanding, or even misunderstanding. Perhaps the misunderstanding is as illuminating as the question. The goal is to perpetuate questions and, as part of the creative process, ask new ones. Being in these places and not knowing, as an empty vessel, is the starting point for the audience to begin thinking new thoughts.  We have designed emptiness, literal stillness and silence, in the performance.

The performances are constructed so the audience is allowed to come to very different understandings in addition to the original intentions we had.  I think that's what education is about, to be able to communicate an idea as a teacher and allow that idea to fluctuate, because truth is not fixed. It can evolve. The process that performance participates in allows truth to evolve in that way.

 

J: You know, I'm writing this research paper. It’s a reaction to a couple of pieces of writing about assessment and evaluation, which is sort of a boring topic in teaching. My proposal in the paper has to do with making this a creative act so it wouldn't have to be boring. I was looking up the etymologies of both of those words — the word assessment actually means, “to sit next to the other… to place next to the other to create a judgement”, evaluation means “to look for the value in something” and the word value means “strength,” to find strength in something.” So I wrote this paper based on the idea of evaluation as a process of collage, of being able to place things next to each other and then draw conclusions. Like you were saying, sometimes those conclusions are intentioned, sometimes they're unintentioned. That really makes sense as a pedagogical practice, now more than ever.
 
 B: You just alluded to dealing with assessment and evaluation as creative acts. I think that's one of the keys that connects and intricately aligns performance and teaching. In the process of making these performances we're responding creatively to a question with our bodies, or we build something with audiences during the moment of the performing. If we present things properly, the event opens up a dialog and opens peoples’ imaginations. They are responding creatively with new thoughts. I think that's pedagogical.
 

J: I think so too.  Let me ask you just one last question that has to do more with venue. A couple of years ago you guys presented the work at the Venice Biennale. How does that work as a kind of school, a large-scale international venue that gets a lot of media attention?
 

B: Well the amazing thing is that it's a developing community on a very humble and real level. Even though the Biennale is a big event, we meet people who are all in the same shoes as we are. There are exceptions, but most of the artists who are performing or presenting work at the Biennale are just making a living. The important thing is to see this as a community-building event. I know there are dealers and economics of the art world, but I think that's an attachment to the real event of the communication between artists.

 

How does that work in terms of education? Artists will at some point go out and show work in the community. Once we step out we enter the liminal space of not knowing if what we've made is working or if other people will like it.  This liminal space is where learning happens, where the audience approaches and has a chance to look, where people are provoked or inspired to create new understandings of the culture that they live in. All these contributions that artists make feed into the creation and transformation of a culture. There was work that was really looking carefully at the world, making sensitive responses, seeking to create a more livable place or to create a culture that somehow understands peace, justice and suffering and addresses these issues. It asks the questions: How do we live with them? How do we sit with them as human beings?  Tell me why you’re interested in the Biennale.

 

J: One of the things I’m looking at is Joseph Beuys and his work, specifically his lecturing and the work he did with pedagogy-practice [doubling as] an art practice.  Work that was teaching, but left a residue, an object maybe, like the chalkboards. In conversations with some of my classmates and one of my professors this thing came up: Manifesta, Manifesta 6, A Biennale in Cypress. Instead of having artists invited to exhibit work, the three curators were going to invite a certain number of artists to create pedagogical spaces. Teaching spaces all over the south of Greece and Cyprus were set up, but there was this contentious area where they had opened up one of these “schools”. It was open to all people, including two ethnic factions that were having problems with each other, [which caused] the government closed down the entire Biennale. They ended up canceling it altogether. It didn’t happen. The Manifesta didn’t happen. When you go on the Manifesta website and you look up Manifesta 6, which was a couple years ago, you get the statement from the government canceling it and the response statement from the curators.

I’m looking at what happens with Goat Island, when you’re playing on the large format but have these very internal concerns. What’s interesting about your answer is that you brought it back down to the small.
 

B: Because the small platform is there. We seek out the subtle plane that we can operate on. I think with Goat Island we’re not about the commercialization of art but about making a humble contribution to art. That is in some ways very opposite of commercial. There is awareness about challenging that corporate structure and creating a holistic lifestyle. The Biennale provides the community for these exchanges to happen. It was very inspiring to be a part of that. 
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