THE GLOBE AND MAIL
TUESDAY, JANUJANRY 28, 2003

Germaine Koh and Phil lﬂygo in their Toronto apartment/exhibition sp
personalize the event, let everyone know who we ave and what we're doing,” says Koh.
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Arty house party

The new salon is an intimate blend
of informal exhibits, live performance

and mixed socializing

BY R.M. YALGHAN, TORONTO

se the word “salon” to de-

scribe an ant eveni, and

your potential audience is

immedijately iranspored 1o
the tangled, mind-numbing pages
of a Henry ]arnl s novel, whoere the
men woal spats, smoke cheseols
and discrééty difn the govern-
ment while the ladies collect on
the opposite side of the room io
gossip, ecxchange forbidden
French noveis and smooth their
petticeats 4 world of tea, finger
cakes and polite boredom.

The mare hopeful listener might
think himsell in for an evening of
rousing philosophical discussion,
the kind sponscred by Madame de
Fompadour near the dying days of
the French monarchy, or perhaps
2 night ol sharp barbs and emas-
culation, the specialty of Gertrude
5teln in her Paris years. One might
even hope for a Warholian after-
noon of saft music, light drag, and
very hart drugs.

But those days are long gone,
and, until very recenily, so was the
social impulse that puided the
salon tradition — the desire tn
gather together disparate antists
and thinkers, serve them snacks
and booze and sit back e watch
the A fly. We don™t socfalize in

s Pl €,
e
ogy makes us instantly accessible
to each other at all limes. Besides,
artists have enough chances to sce
each other al the regular rounds of
apenings and receptions.

Speaking from personal experi-
ence, ] knuw 1hat atending an av-
erage of 25 art openings a month
disinclines one o walk int a liv-
ing room [ull of egually vversocia-
lized artists  and talk  abuoul
ennlemporary art. That is, unless
there's a floor show.

Since the mid-nineties, varivus
artists have atiempted, in fits and
stars, lo revive the salon tradition
by repositioning it as a muli-
media drop-in, no a fermal sym-

positm, Five years ago in Toronto,
arlists Jaxon McDade and Jinhan
Ko opened up their dny Niagara
Street hame for a menthly series of
slide projections, performances
and dancing. [ubbed the Money
House, the series attracted hun-
dreds of artists who were glad to
try out new works without the
pressure of mounting a formal
show. Around the same titne, leg-
endary actress Clare Coulier began
performing monologues in living
rooms and kitchens, and poet/
painter hill bissett cleared out his

Ty readings.

When Ko and McDade split up,
the Money Heuse group trans-
formed, with the addition of artisi
Jennifer Papararo, into the Instant
Coffee collective, an engoing proj-
ect that nocasinnally sponsers in-
formal in-house exhibits and muns
a4 wildly successful Internet list
service and arls magazine. Bul the
genic was oui of the bottle, and
arlists in the cily quickly realized
that showing works in private
hames can be a lot less trouble
than begging (and paying) dealers
for space or negutiating the byzan-
tine, commitiee-driven world of
publicly funded galleries. For in-
stance, arlist James Carl exhibits

wurks from his balcony in Toron-
to’s  Kensingtan Market, and
designer/artist Barr Gilmore has
tumed the streel level stairwell of
his Queen West home into a tall,
namrow glass vitrine that show-
cases everything from video to
performance (by very thin artists).
Toronto artist (rermaine Koh is
picking up where Money House
left off by opening her tiny apart-
ment for a twice-a-monih series of
screenings, performances. exhibits

- bone aiﬂn s

Ws just the sort
of thing young artists
do naturally.'

and live music. Finingly dubbed
weewerk, given the small operat-
ing space, the scrics atracts a
mixed crowd of people who would
have little or no chance of encoun-
toring each other in their regular
circles. Young musicians squat on
the Aoor beside high-powered gal-
lerv directurs, trying 1o figure out
whe breught their dad o the
show. Fragile artists lurk by the
bar, waiting to sce if any uf the fur-
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k was definitely conceived, at least in part, from the tradition of the salon. But we like to

.

niture designers laugh at their lat-
ost carnest video. Theaoe artisrs
try to pick up rave kids, and every-
one wunders who, exactly, is that
rich-laoking guy in the comer, the
one with the confused model on
his arm.

Given the size of Koh's apart-
ment, peeple have no choice but
to socialize. At 2 recent screening,
I sat on a ledge and inadverfentdy
kept kicking a young dancer in the
head. She could only smile, as she
wits involuntarily  elbowing  a
ab-year-old photogrupher's stom

living réom a neiriral space — the
furniture is shoved inta the back of
the apartment and the art is taken
off the walls — but ane is always
aware (hat one s inside some-
body's home; an awareness that
breeds a refteshing decorum and
cansideration. But is this a salen
proper, or the ansy equivalent of a
vacation stides party? Koh wants it
both ways.

“Weewerk was definilely con-
ceived, al leasl in part, from the
tradition of the salon. But we like
1o personalize the event, let every-
one know who we are and what
we're doing, 50 it's not totally a fo-
cused discussinn event.”

On the night [ atiended, Koh

walked around her apartment in-
traducing herself to total stranpers
who'd just walked in off the cold
street, painting out the bar and a
generous row of coat hooks. T half
expected to he offered a pair of
slippers.

In the coming months, Koh is
teaming up with the Luft Gallery's
maonthly curators and  artists
forum called Arnt in the Dark, and
then with uber-art rag Artforum
magarine. Clearly, Koh is trying to
mix passive viewing events, such
as screening and performances,
with activities that require more
attentive participation.

“As far as salons as specifically
focused discussion  events  go,
we've hosted one small group so
far, and it worked. Wext, I'm hav-
ing a forum about collaborating at
the same time as 1'm showing col-
laborative art in a Valentine's Day
Reunion show.”

To succeed, Koh admits, the
new salon movement has te mix
spectacte  with  conversation,
dance with debate. _

Mot o be outdane, Montreal's
trendy Plateau is about to experi-
ence a salon revival in the ferm of
7eSPACE, an artists’ outler run
from a2 two-bedroom apartment
shared by artists . Hall and Carl
Rutian. Since last fall, Hall and
Ruttan have been bornbarding are-
ist list serves and publications,
hegging artists to fitl their apart-
ment with projects.

Theit message is blunt, “We
seek to upset the rather stagnant
cullural atmosphere ol Montreat
by staging performance and pei-
formative events, exhibitions and
other such flim-flam ir a social
setting not known to have previ-
ously existed in this city.”

In Winnipeg Plug In Gallery di-
rector Paul Butler hosts collage
parties in his hotne - -- inviting art-
ists to make collaborative works
on the spot using scissors, paper
and glue. Similar parties have
popped up in Vancouver and To-
romte. And in Saini fohn, veteran
folk musician Debbie Adshade
hosts and partcipates in 2 rotating
series of folk tini-concerts held in
living rooms and kitchens.

But mot everyone's smillen with
the homey approach. David Liss,
director of the Musewn of Con-
temporary Canadian Art, a large,
publicly funded gallery in subur-
ban Toronto, wonders whether the
salon revival is an attempt o make
art more accessible and Fiendly,
ot merely part of an endless cycle
in the arts.

“None of this is new,” he re-
minds me. “It's just the sott of
thing young artists do navarally. |
ddiel it m Ih!- (‘Ibhl’ll'\ Muking yow

Kt ypeee - ustally
Fothes ffom necessity and prag-
matism, not ideology. For me, it's
not all that seductive to get a peek
into someone’s home. [ don't re-
ally care; I'm not a voyeur, But t
understand the connections Lo the
whole do-it-yourself movement.™

Liss admits to going to "art
house parties” for fun, and, jok-
ingly, to a bit of jealousy.

“The great benefit of these
events is their small size. I mean, if
yvou have 25 prople at your art
house party, the place Iocks
packed. [ET had 25 people at one of
the MOUCA's openings, I'd be the
laughing-stock of the town.”
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