
Bird Songs, Safety Gear, and International Art Biennales
 by Bill Burns


Several years ago I began making safety gear for small animals while I was studying in London, England. Although the first results were crude I have persisted. Since our simple beginnings helping small animals, an extraordinary series of events have occurred. Admittedly, some of them at first appeared in the guise of misery but I think it is safe to say that these events have had a profoundly positive effect on my life and helped make Safety Gear for Small Animals the juggernaut it is today. 

The following memories are about my encounters with professionals associated with international art biennales. I would be remiss not to point out that I am unable to evoke the names of some of these individuals. In their stead I have used their job titles or professional designations. This unfortunate compromise is neither for my protection nor theirs but is simply a result of my inability to either utter or write their names without becoming agitated. My attempts to write this story on several occasions over the past few years have been thwarted by this problem. I am indebted to Dr. Jeanne Randolph for helping me to recognize the symptoms of agitated aphasia and to understand the complexities of disassociation. 

One of my most special memories is of a sharp-witted curator who had just begun her studies with Griselda Pollock at Leeds University in England.  Rumour had it that she was preparing a proposal for the Havana Biennial. And I had reason to believe that she was interested in my safety gear products. But she overestimated the length of her arm while reaching for a Cornish pasty on her first day at the university cafeteria.  She thus nudged her laptop computer into the Coca Cola dispenser. It filled with liquid. She sent it to Apple. Apple reported back to her that it appeared to be filled with Coca Cola. The biennale documents were destroyed. The deadline passed. My dream of participating in an international art biennale was put on hold.

An unremarkable year passed before I met a young critic who had been invited to curate the Taipei Biennale. Our meeting took place at the Cafe Beaubourg in Paris. He seemed desperately tired. One of his two mobile phones vibrated against the sugar bowl and a Swiss performance artist had already joined him. He absently fondled my safety gear while fielding calls and granting the two of us an audience. In no time at all he had unhinged the harness from one of my hard hats and snapped a clasp off a respirator. I knew that opportunity was knocking so I held my tongue. He gave mixed signals. He fixed his gaze on his telephones while he asked me to arrange a wilderness adventure for him on his forthcoming visit to Canada. His agenda included northern lights and moose. Hope returned. I obliged.

I knew a gorgeous site on a windswept corner of Lake Manitou in Algonquin Park. We set up the tent under the stars and dozed off. When morning arrived the young curator was understandably anxious to defecate in the Canadian wilds but his lack of woodsmanship proved his to be his undoing. From the little information I was able to gather his squat seemed well positioned; it was on a gentle slope and well aimed. However, it was in removing himself from the situation that something went awry. Whatever it was made his testicles swell; they became, now the size of navel oranges, now the size of grapefruits, now the size of size of melons. (The kind from Morocco.) 

As luck would have it I had accumulated a certain amount of wisdom about the natural care of people in such circumstances. Firstly, I used my own t-shirt and some particularly green willow branches to jerry-rig a sling to hold the curator’s delicate cargo. Secondly, I concocted a poultice composed of reindeer moss and pine needles to sooth the pain and extract the contents of the grub coloured pustules that had erupted all over the afflicted area. I gently applied and removed the poultice every few of hours. I made him infusions of wild spearmint and gooseberry. When he needed to relieve himself I helped him on and off with the sling. When the Northern Lights appeared I dragged him out of the tent by his armpits until his head passed the awning.  Within a few days the swelling subsided. He returned to Taiwan. I was sure my vigilance would garner me a special place at the Biennale.  But it seems I had crossed a threshold of intimacy. My work was not selected. 

Shortly after my second exhibition at 303 Gallery in New York I started getting very busy. The Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam invited me to develop a new project. Harvard University’s, Lets Go USA, published a feature about my animal safety products. Calls for my work came from Wayne Baerwaldt in Winnipeg, Ralph Rugoff in Santa Monica, and Natalie Vallois in Paris. Meanwhile the Simpson’s ran an episode in which Homer became a conceptual artist and started making safety gear for small animals. Within a fortnight of the broadcast of the Simpson’s episode I received a call from someone at the Banff Centre for the Arts in the heart of the Canadian Rockies.  The woman, whose name genuinely escapes me, invited me to come there to finish an anthology that I was working on. The book was to be published by the University of Minnesota Press. I suspect they saw my star was on the rise and wanted me to finish the project while I still had time. I knew that the director of the Banff Centre’s gallery was working on something to do with the Venice Biennale. I will win no glory to confess that I saw this circumstance as an opportunity.

To be blunt things at Banff did not go well. I could have predicted neither the sequence nor the scope of events. My co-editor, who was my girlfriend at the time, was caught in bed with the gallery director. At that point I entered a prolonged dissociative state so my own recollections cannot be relied upon. However, I have since been told a story whose veracity I have no reason to doubt. It goes as follows: one moonlit evening, the two of them had a row on the local ice skating pond. Their acrimony attracted the attention of either an elk or a mule deer, depending on whose account you accept.  One thing lead to another, the gallery director slipped, fell, cracked his head. When he came to, three and a half days later, he found that he had been air lifted to Calgary and assigned a bed at Foothills Hospital.  Meanwhile at the Banff Centre, back room reproaches of indiscretion and toadyism were widespread as were rumours of fluid buildup and memory loss.  A lot of light was cast on the situation. The optics were poor. His contract would not be renewed. His project for the Venice Biennale was scuttled.

Once the danger to the health of the gallery director had passed my concern turned to other matters. I was surprised and rather disgusted at myself to find I was more burdened by missing an opportunity to go to the Venice Biennale than I was by the anthology’s demise or the lamentable state of my relationship with my girlfriend. By night, I was consumed by ruminations on loneliness, missed spreads in art journals, the unfinished manuscript, ice-bound caribou, oil-encrusted seabirds, and whales with compromised sonar systems. By day my mind oscillated between fears of lost exhibition, sales or production funding and self-loathing for entertaining such base thoughts. Torn between the injuries of love and the urgencies of liberal economics I began to relive the most troubled moments of my youth. 

Always looking for a way to turn stumbling blocks into steppingstones I decided to develop a project so innovative that it would overshadow the languishing anthology and the increasing likelihood that I would never participate in an international art biennale.

Memories of the bird songs filled my heart and I could not rid my head of them. This became the seed of Safety Gear for Small Animals Birdcalls of the Northern Hemisphere project. To date we have rebuilt or customized seventeen birdcalls. It is a joyous fact to record that I will be recounting this story and asking my colleagues to join me in playing these birdcall instruments in a very brief concert for krill at the Biennale at the End of the World. 
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