


This month four middle-aged 
men will spend two weeks 
living in the window of Myer. 
Peter Barrett asks them why. 

On March 12, four middle-aged men will kiss their wives 

and children goodbye and lock themselves behind the 
windows at the Myer Bourke Street department store, where 
they will live for nearly two weeks. 

In a repeat of their 1996 Melbourne Festival show, the 
Urban Dream Capsule's Neil Thomas, 47, David Wells, 46, 
Andrew Morrish, 52, and Nick Papas, 48, will be on 24-hour 
display in a three-metre-deep space where almost their every 
move (the toilet has a door and the shower has a vanity 
screen) will be on public view as part of Festival Melbourne 
2006, the arts component of the Commonwealth Games. 

The group have performed in 11 cities around the world 
including Ghent in Belgium, London, Montreal, Wellington, 
Perth, Chicago, Galway, Sao Paulo, Singapore and most 
recently Hong Kong, where they lived in a custom-made 
glass pod built in a sprawling new shopping centre. 

They have proposed marriage on someone else's behalf 
in a disused shopping arcade in Belgium (the couple are 
now married with three children); been interviewed at 
4.50am on NBC's Today Show at Chicago's Sears 
department store; been accused of infidelity in Sao Paulo 
by a woman who claimed on Brazilian television to sneak 
in every night to have sex with them (the group deny it); 
learned to knit swimwear in Hong Kong; and blocked traffic 
in Montreal as crowds came to see them emerge after 14 
days behind the windows of a department store. 

On the surface, four men in a bubble may sound like 
Big Brother, but that's where the comparison ends. "People 
hear about it and think it's a voyeuristic event," says group 
leader Neil Thomas, "(but) we actually perform all the time, 
it's not a passive situation. We demand the audience 
become involved." 

Reactions to the bubble men's improvised routines have 
been remarkable. "It builds in ripples," says Thomas. "You get 
people who get really involved and they step back and watch 
other people getting involved, so you have tiers of observers 
observing how people relate to it, observing the observers. 
And we observe. We look at you, it's not a passive situation." 

Thomas recalls receiving a note from a woman in 
Belgium who thanked the group for making her laugh for the 
first time in the six months since her husband had died. 
"That's what makes you want to keep on doing it." 

On the flipside there's the stale air, exhaustion, food 
poisoning, colds and 18-hour days on show. "It's art, but 
there is an elite sport aspect to the physicality," says 
Wells. "Physically, you do suffer ... you stub your toes, you 
graze your knee, you cut your finger. By the end of it, you 
can hardly shave, everyone ends up with cut faces. It is 
tough in that way." 

Each member of the team brings his own personality to 
the performance, which is crucial to their success, says 
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Thomas. "I've often thought of us as four sides of a square." 
The group first met 15 years before the Dream Capsule 

premiered, when they performed outdoor shows around 
Australia as the Blue People. They also have separate 
careers: Thomas as co-curator of the Museum of Modern 
Oddities (MoMO), a collection of artefacts that has toured 
Australia and internationally, as well as collaborating with 
David Wells on an intimate two-man show called Mantalk; 
Andrew Morrish splits his time between teaching, performing 
and living in Europe and Nick Papas performs around 
Melbourne with physical theatre performance group Born 
in a Taxi as well as teaching drama. Each performer is now 
able to make a living from his art. 

Although the group has received some government 
money for travel, Thomas says it relies mostly on 
international arts festivals to pay the bills. "We haven't 
gone the path of the Australia Council and the bureaucratic 
arts funding, which is kind of unusual," says Thomas. 
"The advantage of going down that path is they generate 
publicity for you because it's in their interest - and that's a 
positive. The negative is you have to go through 
all their hoops. We tend to work in an ad-hoc fashion. 
Each case is different and that's hard to fit into a funding 
model." 

Life in the capsule tends to pulse to a familiar rhythm, 
although it can vary slightly from venue to venue. Nick Papas 
always wakes first, at 7.30am, and spends 30 minutes talking 
to his wife over the internet. Then it's Andrew Morrish's turn 
to rise, followed by Thomas, who usually has a shower, 
and lastly Wells. 

At breakfast - prepared in a kitchen with electric stove, 
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microwave and blender - the men sit around and talk while 
commuters pass by outside on their way to work. Then there 
are the dishes to do, vacuuming and perhaps some stretching 
or shaving their heads. There are usually ongoing activities too, 
such as painting, knitting (Papas made 10 pairs of woollen 
swimmers in Hong Kong) or working on the group's website. 
Lunch is more formal, after which people amuse themselves 
with some improvised make-believe cooking, for example. 
In Hong Kong dinner was early at 6.30pm, followed by the 
evening's entertainment program. This usually starts with a 
game of charades using whiteboards to communicate with 
the audience, followed by some slapstick "warm-up" dancing, 
which develops into almost set dance routines. 

Each host city exerts its culture on the performance, 
although the physical aspects of the capsule itself can also 
influence and inspire routines. For example, the rounded 
space of this year's Hong Kong capsule led to an improvised 
zombie character (Wells), who would chase the others 
around and around until someone was able to kung-fu him 
into submission; in Belgium, dinner was quite a serious affair 
whereas in Melbourne crowds were happy for the men to 
make slapstick fun of eating and food. For some reason, 
though, shower time is hugely popular wherever they go. 

Full-frontal nudity, however, is not part of the show. 
Thomas says he has only once flaunted his birthday suit, 
during a quiet moment in Perth, when (he thought) only one 
security guard was watching. "So there I am. I've got all my 
clothes off - and it's pretty scary because in case someone 
was coming down the walkway you had to be ready to jump 
behind the counter. So, I'm running around and the security 
guard who was there - it was at night - was killing himself 
laughing." Later, he found out why: a camera was sending 
footage direct to the city's police station. In the United States, 
it was a different story. As Wells explains in his best American 
policeman's accent: "One buttock and we're gonna pull the 
show. We want to be very clear about that. One buttock ... " 

Plenty of people have bared their flesh on the other side 
of the glass: two women in Hong Kong flashed their breasts, 
police removed a man in Perth who dropped his pants and, 
for some unexplained reason, mooning was commonplace 
in Britain. 

What the performers are most worried about this time 
around, though, is how this repeat season will be received, 
especially in the light of Big Brother and band Regurgitator's 
"Band in a Bubble" stunt at Federation Square. 

"I'm a little bit tentative to come back because it's 
been so great in other places," says David Wells. "I don't 
want to go to the place where I live and grew up (and find) 
it's a dud!" (m) 

Photography Simon Schluter 

Urban Dream Capsule is part of 
Festival Melbourne 2006, at Myer in 
Bourke Street from March 12 to March 
26. See www.urbandream.com 
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