Becoming Room, Becoming Mac

New Artistic Identities in the Transnational Brussels Dance Community


By Eleanor Bauer

A preliminary version of this text was first given as a lecture within B-Chronicles: A discursive event around mobilities and subjectivities in the dance community presented by Sarma and Damaged Goods in the Performatik series at Kaaistudios, in Brussels on the 13th of January 2007.

1. On Perspective

I was initially invited onto Sarma’s B-Chronicles team in the Spring of 2006 as an artist, in order to create and perform something on the issue of community within the current situation of transnational mobility in the performing arts, centered around the crossroads or focal point of Brussels. Given the vastness and diversity of this community and its flows, it was immediately evident to me that my own limited perspective would certainly not suffice to illuminate such a reality. To go about investing in this issue with any sincerity, I would have to dive into it head first and invite a shattering of all my assumptions or projections. Interview research with members and participants of the "Brussels dance community" was designed by the B-Chronicles team in collaboration with sociologist Delphine Hesters as a part of the project. The interviews were to serve as a resource for the creation of written, performed, and interactive presentations by the contributors to the B-Chronicles events and webpage. So I opted to conduct the interviews myself, choosing as research for my own artistic output the direct immersion of my perspective within a multiplicity of others.

Mobility is a concretely formative part of our reality, and the issue of transnational movement is a huge set of circumstances that determines the performance of our lives. Its personal effects are so prevalent in my daily life, especially once I turn my attention towards them as I have done in the last seven months of working on this project that it is no longer possible to separate between the issue and my life or the issue and its effects, much less to distinguish cause and effect within the complex relationships of economic, artistic, political, personal, institutional and physical circumstances that constitute the forces in the life of a performing artist today. To determine why we move where we move as often as we move, and decipher which instability provides for which behavioral pattern is so inter-circumstantial and subjective that an attempt to explain from a birds-eye view what is actually going on involves more cross-referencing than an advanced game of Sudoku.

Interviewing 50 people – including myself before and after the other 49 – was therefore an attempt to magnify the individual and personal trajectories that illustrate such circumstances. Doing so I involved myself deeper within a topic that did not initially stir me into action to create a piece, observing as it became more and more apparent and relevant in my surroundings, less and less escapable, more of a "real" issue. What began as a hypothetical issue, a potential frame to place on my surroundings, encounters, and experiences, became my reality.

Now, when I look at my calendar and it appears more as a list of cities and countries than anything else, I am aware of becoming that which I was not critical of before, and might not have questioned. When 90 percent of my contact with friends and loved ones is online instead of in the flesh, I am aware of the chasm between social and professional needs that grows within such mobility. When 80 percent of my friends are in the performing arts field or are also professional relations, I am aware of the conflation between the social and professional spheres that takes place in this field. When I pay rent and receive my mail in an apartment that I will only spend at total of two non-consecutive months in in 2007, and when I only spend ten days a year in the city I call home; when the only place I have voting power (however fictional it may be) and pay taxes (however poorly they are spent) is a 24-hour commute away, and when I have people in three different cities asking me when I am coming home; when I have my own toothbrush in three other cities; when I have to carry with me four different contracts and four Certificates of Coverage from the US Social Security Administration written out for four different countries every time I board a plane, just in case they question my purpose of travel (lucky for me I am an Anglo-Saxon female with a US passport so they usually never do); when I have all my photo albums on the internet instead of in books; when I own more suitcases than pieces of furniture; when I spend more money each year on travel expenses than rent; when I choose one book over another at the airport bookstore because it is lighter and smaller; when I catch myself speaking more idiomatic international English than proper English; when I get emails from fellow danceWEB alumni trying to coordinate residencies together, seeking further international exchange for the sake of international exchange; when all of my closest collaborators live in different places; when my entire artistic career feels like it is on hold when my laptop is in the repair center, making me realize that the new requirement for an artist's autonomy and productivity is no longer A Room of One's Own as Virginia Woolf would have it, but a Mac of one's own -- a port for interconnection rather than a space for solitude; when I have more "presence" artistically and socially in the places I am not than in the places I am; when I get more email announcements from colleagues about sublets than I do about upcoming performances; when I have more possibilities to apply for residency than I do to apply for subsidy; when the same list of experiences compares to most of my interviewees, colleagues, and acquaintances, and when I come from rehearsal in Berlin to Brussels for one day in order to participate in a discursive event on an internationally disseminated artistic community and sleep for one night on my roommate's floor while a subletter working for the EU sleeps in my bed, I realize I don't have to invent a performative answer to these issues – my life has become itself a performance of them.

Let's be clear that this is not a barrage of complaints, and that I do recognize the amount of privilege that is also inherent in the above portrait. But as much as I do not wish to incriminate the structures that contribute to this lifestyle, neither do I think it appropriate to romanticize the artist as a nomad and to attribute all of her or his movements on the planet to her or his roaming adventurous gypsy spirit. To place a closed and/or unidirectional causality between the institutions and the artists when it comes to their mobility would be foolish and unnecessarily polemic. Simply put: institutions are localized, dance studios and most offices are fixed places, and people are not. People are moveable. So is money, of course, but we seem to have found it easier to traffic people across borders than subsidies.

So we travel very far to make work inside of empty rooms that are not so different from the empty rooms in the city we just left behind: maybe a grey Marley floor instead of a black one, maybe it has a ballet barre, and if we're lucky it has windows. But how does all that is outside that window change what is made? Or does it only manifest itself in our personal lives? How is one connected to the world while in the room of one's own? If one puts the Mac of one's own inside the room of one's own, one becomes virtually connected way outside the window, but what about just outside the window? Do we care where we work or not? Can we think critically about the relevance of our presence in one place or another? Shall we challenge ourselves to include what is outside the window? Can we take hold of the international network and use it to our advantage instead of running around the globe chasing after the money and space? Is it our obligation to move ourselves around all the time, as living breathing art objects or cultural ambassadors and messengers? Can we challenge the institutions to move more money than people every now and then?

Finally, as we are all workaholics in this field, the people will work where they can, and that means that as it is we go where there is space and money. Or do we? Is it space and money that attracts dancers to Brussels? If it were just space and money that we needed, we would all live in Essen year-round. But we do not. Then why do so many dance professionals choose to live in Brussels (even if for only half of the year)?


2. "Brussels Dance Community?"

Only one out of fifty interviewees said that he moved to Brussels because he loved the city itself, (though he also already had a job secured before moving). So dance professionals are attracted to Brussels primarily for professional and artistic reasons. Interviewees’ particular reasons within the professional/artistic scope are very much based on the times that they came. Ten years ago the contemporary dance community was hardly more than the contemporary dance companies themselves, and was still an emerging sub-sector of the Brussels theater scene which outnumbered but gave place for its dance-appendage. The cases of those moving to Brussels for a job with a dance company are much rarer now, while the cases of those coming without a plan and living on a prayer has increased exponentially. Perhaps there is something of a do-it-yourself energy and mind-frame of possibility that lingers in the smoggy Brussels air after the self-made successes of the older, more known companies of Rosas and Ultima Vez. In addition to the hype created by these companies, we have P.A.R.T.S., which acts as a magnet not only for those who are accepted, but often those who are not – moving to Brussels anyway, taking workshops with the same teachers at the various studios in Brussels which have also increased in number and size. Contemporary dance in Brussels grew quickly from nothing and gained a place on the map quite rapidly, and as we all know, fast successes leave a wake of vulnerability, a period of adjustment, wherein questions of sustainability arise. The money and space in Brussels have never been here before the artists, it has been a history of demand and supply – where the artists' demands are met by requests to the powers that be and by the presence of the artists applying pressure upon the ministries and funding bodies. But it seems the demands cannot be met as fast as the "dance community" grows. And this is when the community becomes a competitive one, and issues of who should get the space and money come to the foreground.

If the space and money are not pulling the artists, but the artists are pulling the space and money, what is pulling the artists? There is another kind of immaterial currency – discursive, artistic, social, educational, inter-relational activity that produces a cultural climate of productivity, but also of competition, and support, and... and... and... Is this the activity that creates the image of what we are calling the "Brussels dance community"? And is it that image, that activity, that "community" that attracts the monthly influx of foreign newcomers increasing steadily for the last ten years? What kind of a community exists now, as a result of such a history? Do people still come to Brussels because they know about Rosas and Ultima Vez and think that those companies generate as much opportunity as they symbolize? Is the "community" merely the after-effect of other more pragmatic concerns? In relationship to current mobilities, what is the nature of this fluctuating conglomeration of 500 plus (that's an unofficial estimate) dancers moving through and within Brussels each day?

To begin to answer these questions, the first problem we encounter of course is limits: with every fifty people you would include, there are fifty more attached to them that you ought also to consider. In order to set limits to the interviewee group, we defined the "Brussels dance community" first as anyone living in Brussels who works on the creation and presentation of dance performances. This includes choreographers, performers, technicians, dramaturges, presenters, critics and administrators, but there is also a huge population that supports and surrounds these working strata of the community, and those are the hundreds of dancers who don't appear onstage, can't afford to fill the theaters but do anyway, fill workshops, classes, and auditions, may or may not be here legally, may or may not stay, may or may not find work performing, but are in Brussels for one reason: to dance. We can call this a less visible stratum, but visibility is not objective, for the question becomes, visible to whom? They are visible to each other, visible in auditions, and can be overall more visible than many programmers or managers. It is not unlikely that the "unemployed community" and the "dramaturge community" within the "dance community" are completely invisible to each other. Many frames of comparison and lines of division pop up quickly that tell us loud and clear: just because we all share an interest in dance and live in the same city does not make us a community.

One interviewee said to me that the interest in the Brussels dance community is an outsider's fascination, an image of togetherness and like-mindedness that from the inside disintegrates completely. Other interviewees said that there is no such thing – that community does not exist in the Brussels dance field. Again others describe it as a multiplicity of subjective spheres in which each is the center of their own community. Others see it as a network of interconnected milieus, joined by specific points of interest ranging from personal to practical to artistic, and might consider the initial delineation of "Brussels dance community" as "those living in Brussels and working in dance," – or working at a bar and living here for dance as it may be – as purely demographic, and to call that a community means no more than to say "the immigrant community" or "the bio-shoppers community" or "the science community". Though each of these mentioned communities might find occasional solidarity behind a given issue, once you include discipline or profession, as in the case of "the science community," or in our case, of "the dance community", you cite a binding condition, a strong common interest that overlaps several spheres and can host sub-communities driven by sub-categories of other common interests. Within the Brussels dance community, one can name sub-communities brought together by theoretical discourse, communities brought together by practical information (keeping one another informed about opportunities, auditions, and classes), communities brought together by social ties, and miniature and temporary or lasting communities formed around projects, to name a few. What is consistent in all of these communities is an exchange of something that keeps it together: information, thoughts, collaboration, material and ideological support. It is in currencies and communication that networks are tied together and communities are formed. In this sense community is not a static thing that exists as such, but a performative entity, a thing that requires a set of actions to come into being.

One major form of currency in this map is recognition – I will borrow from Rudi Laermans now in saying that "recognition is the symbolic capital of the art world". After all, we don't do it for the money, right? And as performers engaged in an interactive medium of collaboration and presenting ourselves in front of others, we don't just do it for the personal and private satisfaction either. In addition to the necessary recognition of our audiences, the recognition of our peers is a currency generated specifically within the "dance community" that creates motivation to continue working, influences how the work is made, and determines in a very socially oriented way who makes it and who doesn't. Whether we like it or not, we need to be recognized to survive in doing what we do.

The interesting twist is in the value placed on recognition within the body of interviewees. Though some cited their own auto-recognition as the most important and others did cite a good review or positive reception from an unknown public as valuable forms of recognition, when asked what form of recognition they most value, a majority of interviewees answered: the recognition of their immediate peers and collaborators. Which means more than just the recognition of your name or your face (though that level of recognition is also an important symbolic capital at times in one's career). Recognition from your closest peers is about being recognized accurately, or fully, to be seen in the way you intended to present yourself, to recognize your intention in their reception. People like to feel understood. So what do we actually need from a wider community? If we say recognition is the main currency of an artistic community, and the most valued type of recognition does not breach outside of the project participants, does this not challenge the existence of a wider "community"? If so, much to the pleasure of those who are agitated to discuss such a thing. Some artists are specifically turned-off by a discussion of the "dance community" because it connotes everything besides the work itself: the competition, the who-knows-who, the vying for recognition. And those who see community as a distraction from the work are often those with a distaste for "networking" because it implies a philistine and opportunistic approach to one's contemporaries. Let's entertain this perspective and erase for a moment the wider community, and rather regard it as something like a cohabitation and interrelation of sub-communities.

What is consistent in these sub-communities is instability: the immediately close are the most important but who comprises the immediately close is usually shifting all the time. Within the frame of dance, hardly anybody, including the most seemingly stable and supported companies and institutions, know what projects they will do more than two years in advance, as based on funding intervals. If a large company receives four year subsidies, they will know at least a financial part of their reality and the scale and quantity of productions that will be expected of them for four years, but the personnel of course can change, and they do. Most choreographers rank in around two years maximum of planning ahead, and freelance performers can hardly plan one year ahead, as they are the last to know if/when/where the pay, the rehearsals, the residency, or the performances will take place. So if we say that a sub-community forms around a project, and a project is cancelled because it did not receive funding, or the personnel changes for each project within the same company, that is a very fragile notion of community. Not to mention the non-working stratum: though marked by a general effort to help each other stay informed, the tie that binds members of the "unemployed community" is their mutual interest in not belonging to that stratum any longer, and members of this stratum literally disappear from it: when employed, they no longer appear in classes, workshops, and auditions, and when fed up, they quit or move to another city. So what kinds of community or communities are there at all?


3. Dance: The Old New Community Field

To discuss the "dance community" is to conflate the professional/artistic realm and the social realm. Herein lies the difference between field and community. Community is a paradigm within society and social relations, activated or performed on a social, personal, inter-relational level, and dance is the profession it does or does not form through, the idiom it does or does not exchange as currency in order to build further ties, the common interest around which a community can be activated, the field from which it does or does not grow. So when we say "dance community" we ask about the social within the professional or artistic. How are social affinities built as based on artistic affinities, and vice versa? Here we must invite a third term – that of culture, which effects the formation of communities as common identity.

Hannah Arendt defines culture as the relationship between society and its objects: Culture is neither society nor art, nor religion, nor entertainment nor sports for that matter, but the nature of the relation of one to the other, of society to its objects. Culture is the attitude in operation when society and its “enlarged mentality” (Kant, Critique of Judgement) or common sense (suggested in French as “good sense” or le bon sens) confronts the images, products, and events of that society. If culture is that which forms between society and its products (including art), and community is that which forms between members of society, then we see that culture and community are of a similar nature, potential fields of activity completely determined by how they are enacted, and whose centripetal force is agreement.

Culture influences community in alliances formed over similar cultural attitudes. The arts thrive on intercultural interest (which is a cultural attitude in itself) so we may not all share cultural history, but like everyone else, we gravitate towards those with whom we feel common in our attitudes towards cultural objects. Human beings seek social interaction with those who share an appreciation for the same books, music, art, games, foods, beliefs, ideas – cultural alliances are a determining factor of how sub-communities divide themselves. Commonality creates community, and the activities of communication, exchange, and the sharing of interests within a community confirm and solidify its existence. This is where the conductors of "common sense" come into play. Curators are granted the power of judgment to determine what is presented to society and to the field, and in discourse, where the critics are granted the authority, common attitudes towards those pre-selected objects are formed. This is not to say that we agree on the things we are presented with, on the contrary we rarely ever do, but the theoreticians, critics and dramaturges, those with discursive authority, curate the references, lexicon, and frames of analysis that circulate as tools for production and reception. All those at work in the "cultural sector" participate in the formation of the relationship between society and its product(ion)s. As performers, as people onstage, we inherently produce an attitude in relationship to the society that watches us. Performance is a product of society that opens the movement of cultural attitudes in the opposite direction, from the product towards society. Because our artistic media are human beings, we have a particular handle on the between-space of culture: our art is social.

Dance and performance are not only social in their presentation, but in creation as well. When collaboration and interaction are the basic premises of creation, we are working constantly in a cross-influence between social and professional, i.e. the community and the field, where the two planes merge into one. There are of course, as always, exceptions, as in working with written scores and other such processes that attempt to remove this social aspect from the artistic process, but in general, to work in our artistic medium requires a great deal of social skill, so to utter such a conflation as "dance community" is perhaps not such a crime, and to investigate what is sociologically specific about community in this field is not arbitrary. But furthermore, to think what we can do with this massive amount of "people power" that convenes in performance unlike in any other media is to engage a notion of community towards productive aims rather than avoiding community as all that which is besides the artwork.

I realize that I do not propose something new here: critical thinkers and makers in the performance field have turned their attention towards the modes of art-production as an engagement of politics within their artistic praxes since the 1960's. Over the years, a recurrent proposal to harnessing this people power potential is collectivity. Several artists interested in consciously engaging the social and collaborative nature of performance-making rather than taking it for granted have subsumed individual identity and authorship into a uninomic (and sometimes utopic) whole at one time or another. But as we know, this approach is difficult to sustain given the monetary and symbolic economies of our field that more readily invest in hierarchical structures and unavoidably attach recognition to individuals. Furthermore, with less and less sustained structural support in general and more short-term project support, the combination of an economy that wants star-figures and contains less long-term contracts is a double-blow to the collective. With no boss, no contract and often unpredictable income, the maintenance of a collective requires the strong and persistent commitment of each participant who has to fight the currents of the freelance market pulling them into the undertow of the massive, individualistic, globe-trotting dance labor force. Therefore, even if not geographically tied, the collective proposes an obsolete idea of community – that of a relatively localized and isolated group of intimates. It is important to finally define here these two basic versions of the term "community", even if it's obvious: the old-fashioned and the contemporary. An old-fashioned definition of community connotes physical presence and cohabitation, the sharing of practical survival needs, vital support and care, and stems from the ways of life established by an agricultural society, therefore confining community geographically and materially. A contemporary definition takes into consideration newer forms of communication and exchange towards increased mobility, and stems from a post-industrial society where both the individual workers and the businesses themselves have multiple specializations and extreme flexibility. Hence, communities today are built often on physical absence and virtual presence, communicating through mobile phones, Skype conferences, chat rooms, blogs, the digital exchange of texts, images, and files. Working with such a contemporary reality, there are also now a number of individual artists as well as located institutions taking interest in how these platforms of communication can become a deliberate part of their working processes. Today's artistic collective no longer lives in the same house, but on the same open-source web page.

While other professions in this contemporary model can leave the physical farther behind, the dancer cannot. We may be affective laborers, but we are intensely material. The performing artist today inhabits and maneuvers within a perfect hybrid between the old-fashioned and contemporary definitions, the analogue and digital representations of community. For as dancers we have to be physically present in order to create and perform (with the exceptions of a few, let's say "conceptually oriented" examples) and on the other hand, the international scope of professional networks we move within reflects the breadth and distance facilitated by and inherent in the contemporary definition of community. So what we in the performing arts grapple with is a combination between "a room of one's own" and "a Mac of one's own"; our actual work in the studio is equally vital to our profession as are our networking capacities, particularly on an international level, hailing multi-city co-productions and residencies (and still working below minimum wage) in order to gather sufficient resources to realize even mid-sized projects.


4. Becoming Room, Becoming Mac, and What Now

In order to make use of such international networks, one must be self-sufficient and everywhere at once. The individual performing artist is becoming both the Mac and the room at once: inseparable from his or her computer, the laptop has become an extension of his or her brain and body, always attached at the fingertips and the primary portal of professional and social connection, while the body becomes his or her only home, the only consistent place of dwelling and continual return, the high importance of which affirms it as the only room of one's own.

The performing artist him/herself is a resource, a located node of activity and hub for information that processes and produces within the interstices of culture and community. In a neo-collective or post-collective model, the artists that remain pro community engagement must maintain very individual-oriented strength and productivity while remaining connected to the world and to each other, each highly differentiated while in constant collaboration with a larger network of other creative, productive, individuals that support and engage in each other's interests. This description is ambitious considering what it requires in terms of time and energy, and generosity of course, as we are not payed for keeping in touch even when our work depends on it.

In order to realize the potential and vitality of this community/field complex, we have to stay generous with our ideas and resources. Why? Because we are dealing with culture, a between space, and we must tend to its activation and cultivation if we have any concern for its condition. And of course because, especially in our field where resources are limited, no "we" will get very far by hoarding them. So are we a "we" or aren't we? When asked "what do you do for free for which you should be paid?", the list of replies from any given interviewee was often impressively long and involved giving one's expertise, time, thought, and energy to another's artistic and professional projects without asking anything in return. Which is 100% legitimate evidence of community, the new/old/social/professional kind. The challenge I pose to that community is to take by the horns this do-it-ourselves and ask-what-we-need spirit that is responsible for the existence of contemporary dance in Brussels, and work to define and pursue the concrete demands of an increasingly fluid and flexible community.

And in case you are wondering, "Why Mac?". No this is not a sponsored advertisement, but an evident reality: when asked what was their most expensive purchase in the last year, the majority of interviewees answered: a new Mac. The runner up? Airplane tickets.
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