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. Marathon Dance Relief'is a large-scale installation commissioned
by Lismore Castle Arts and developed in response to the gallery space at
St. Carthage Hall. The work embodies Nicole Wermers interest in
invisible labour and the ‘body—economic’, dmwing on the phenomenon
of marathon dance competitions in Depression-era America.

It is interesting to think about the dance marathons that occurred
throughout the US during the Great Depression as a kind of groupwork,
combining many mini-dramas evolving over the course of these endurance
competitions. Obviously, the couples are working not with but against
cach other, and in the context of their own precarious situation (many
desperate couples would apply to these competitions lured in by the cash
prize; in some instances, winners could take home a meal). It all starcs
off rather jolly, not unlike a normal tea dance of that era, but over the
course of days and weeks what is normally a leisurely and sometimes
romantic activity turns into an exploitative sideshow. I see these competi-
tions as a precursor to reality TV formats like Love Island or Big Brother
where (working class) people willingly exploit themselves and are set

up against each other in order to gain validation, visibility and money.
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[ started to collect images of dance competitions of the Depression
era around ten to twelve years ago. I'd source them mostly from
the internet — from newspapers, archives and film stills. However,
years before that, in the 1990s, I watched the movie They Shoot
Horses, Don’t They? by Sidney Pollack and there also was a fashion
shoot in the 1990s that I came across, I believe in Vogue Italia,
by Stephen Meisel based on the film. In most photographs of the
competing couples there was a visible structural imbalance, with
one person being more exhausted than the other and the stronger
body supporting the weaker body. This reminded me of contrapposto
in classical sculpture, where one leg holds most of the weight of
a body. Funnily, it was often the women who were holding and
propping up limp male bodies in a sort of grotesque pieta. There are
a lot of collapsed torsos with comically bent and distorted limbs,
and [ exaggerated that in my own compositions; in one, the couple
forms a kind of bridge with their torsos on top of one another
(which I took directly from one of the archival photographs).

From the beginning it was clear that I wanted to depict these
always exhausted and sometimes comically contorted couples as a
relief sculpture, ideally wrapping around the outside of a building as
a frieze. | imagined the display of exploitative entertainment and
invisible labour as a counterpoint to the typical architectural reliefs
depicting physical labour and heroic acts. One of the reasons 1
thought the theme of dance marathons would be perfect to take the
shape of a horizontal frieze was that you are able to read it from
left to right like a linear narrative, but there are also similarities to
a Fordist assembly line, where each worker is producing an isolated

element of a whole they never get to see in its entirety.
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I produced individual clay slabs with one to three couples on and
also left some slabs empty. The figures started by being quite closely
based on the actual photographs of dancing couples from that
time, although later I made up quite a few as well. I arranged cut-out
images of the couples as a line up, looking fora composition that
worked — that is, one with dynamic and dense parts but also empty
spots suggestive of couples that had given up or been disqualiﬁed.
As wet clay has a tendency to collapse anyway it was a fun material
to play with for relief. The rules of the competition required the
couples to never stand still, and so they dragged cach other’s lifeless
bodies across the space, occupying the dancefloor in strange ways.
Moving beyond the confines of the dance marathon, I love
the intensification and exaggeration of the interaction of space and
the body inherent in modern dance more broadly, in particular
in Pina Bausch’s work. Her sensitivity towards the (urban) everyday
realm of the Bundesrepublik I grew up in, with its invisible thresh-
olds, private and public zones — and the rituals and gestures around
them — triggers in me a mixture of nostalgia and discomfort. It
is interesting that she emerged from German Expressionist dance,
which I've always thought of as a style that occupies and invades
space. In Bausch’s own work she extends the space that surrounds
the body in a way so as to include the space of interpersonal (mainly
heterosexual) relationships, as well as relationships with objects
(furniture and archicectural elements like café chairs and tables).
[ particularly like Cafe Miiller and Kontakthof. I am an even bigger fan
of Michael Clark’s work, especiaHy as it subverts the gender con-
forming and stereotyping that I find a bit frustrating about Bausch

(although obviously, it is a portrait of its time).

MARATHON DANCE RELIEF 65

Like Bausch’s architectural organisation of the stage, when planning
an exhibition, I think a lot about how visitors move around the
space. For the show in Lismore I installed the slabs interconnecting
and mounted on tables folded upwards; that created a sort of
diagonal chorus line dissecting the former church space and its axis
symmetrically7 forcing visitors to walk along and around it to see
the reverse of the relief. I also thought about the stained glass in the
church as making patterns on the floor like a dance floor. Stained
glass in gothic churches, as well as the other awe-inspiring architec-
tural features of the gothic style, were means of high spectacle to
manifest religious faith in early churchgoers who were often not able
to read and who were subjected to other very direct means of
grasping the ‘divine.’ Imagine the effects these interiors must have
had on people when the sun, all of a sudden, streamed through
those coloured windows before the invention of electricity — let alone
film and television. I always thought there was a trajectory from
the coloured light spectacles of medieval churches to the design
of nightclubs with their stroboscopic lights — smoke and mornings
at Panorama Bar when the window shutter opens to the daylight.
The connecting slabs in Marathon Dance Relief also suggest
something of a dancefloor. For me, a dancefloor is interesting, both
structurally and spatially, both when empty and full of dancers.
It’s a stage but it is mostly level with the surrounding floor, although
often in a different material. When daneing is enjoyed purely recrea-
tionally7 it can be a special magic zone inside an already escapist
building like a club or a dancehall. Filled, it can be the site of many
dramas. | Certainly have spent some of the best times of my life
on dancefloors.




