EAST - DANCE - ACADEMY

(Working notes by Emil Hrvatin, Bojana Kunst, Aldo Milohnić, and Goran Sergej Pristaš)

PREMISES AND CONCEPT

The great advantage of contemporary dance as one of the youngest art disciplines is its permanent articulation and re-articulation. Although it is still struggling for its own institutionalisation in most parts of the world, we may say that the greatest chance for dance is to establish itself as a practice of permanent re-articulation rather than a discipline. This would be possible only if dance were understood as a cultural and mental paradigm, rather than a mere aesthetic discipline.

Education in contemporary dance is still rarely found. If it does exist, it is mainly based on the master-student relationship, on the situation in which someone's personal knowledge is objectified in the moment of transfer to those who are exposed to the transfer of knowledge. The objectification of personal knowledge is possible because of the authority of the situation, which authorizes the master as the bearer of knowledge. This situation has rarely been reflected upon, since dance education has been established as an extension of general education, constructed as an ideological apparatus of the state. Education in dance understood as a discipline means to discipline a student, to prepare him/her for the reproduction of the master-student matrix in the choreographer-performer situation. If general education in schools trains us to become good citizens, dance schools train us to become good citizens in the profession of dance; to become an always and already stand-by working power.

The idea of the East - Dance - Academy is based on the fact that we can still rarely find regular dance education in Eastern-European countries (the same holds for southern and northern Europe). The knowledge of dance is fragmentarily imported via students who have been educated in Western Europe or in the United States. Mostly, they are trained dancers, who visit schools and workshops and import the acquired technical knowledge. Local dancers are educated through the knowledge of a returnee or through workshops where the knowledge of a western master is compressed in time and space. Therefore, everything we know in dance is based on the institutionalised dance knowledge from the West. And dance knowledge in the West is mainly institutionalised as the knowledge of the master.

The East - Dance - Academy should definitely have a completely different name, but for the purposes of its initiation, its present title is sufficiently associative and provocative to keep the debate sharp. Its potential program, structure, institutional frame ... they should be based not on the compilation of the existing Western models, but on rewriting the European dance history, which should include the specific dance history of Eastern Europe. 

 
REWRITING THE HISTORY OF EUROPEAN DANCE

An urgent issue in dance is to redefine the European dance history: to substitute it by one that would not be determined by Western parameters or based on aesthetic evaluation. That approach would be something that we might call political aesthetics (analogous to the political economy).

Dance as an art form has always been considered an art form of democratic societies. There is no other art form that would be so closely linked to contemporaneity (modern, post-modern, contemporary) and freedom as dance is. Dance is an art form par excellence of the first world, the democratic and free world.

It is not surprising that the official histories of contemporary dance do not mention dance in non-democratic societies. There is only folklore, ballet and the military parade — all of them being forms typical of pre-democratic regimes.

Even in the second and third world countries, the history of dance as an art form is seen entirely through the eyes of the West. If there is a dance history, it is the history of some student of a great Western master, mostly Laban, Wigman, or Palucca.

The history of dance is not understood here as an institutional history with its developed white areas and black spots, which comes very (suspiciously enough) close to the geopolitical mapping of the Western world. What interests us is precisely this 'different history', which Derrida defines as the "history of paradoxical laws and non-dialectical discontinuities, a history of absolutely heterogeneous pockets, irreducible particularities, of unheard of and incalculable sexual differences…"
 What one should do is to map the spaces and the articulation of bodies differently, to disclose the history of events and the affirmations of dance through other forms. Such history can reveal that the history of dance in the West has existed all the time, but as the domain of material, bodily transition of genres and recognised forms. 

What one should do is to detect and find those places, areas, and events where dance has been piercing through. If we take the example of our close environment, then performances by the conceptual group OHO and the Pupilija Ferkeverk collective of poets (both active in Slovenia in the late 60's), Kugla glumište and Milana Broš (both active in Croatia in the 70's) were the places where dance was piercing through. Dance could not find its own institutional status until the communist regime had started to decline (in the 80's), but it was constantly present and emerging in those fields that were the so-called fields of experiment — visual arts, experimental music and theatre, performance art ... The critical interpretations of performances by Pupilija Ferkeverk say that "they used elements of dance." But actually it was vice versa — it was dance that had found its way into their performance, however poetic this may sound. To put it simply, the notion that dance did not exist in non-democratic societies is a highly questionable thesis and the urgent thing to do is to redefine the history of dance. This would also shed a completely new light on the processes that have been going on in the European dance over the last 10 years.

If we look at the work of the Croatian-based BADco., the Slovenian choreographer Nina Meško, Romanian Eduard Gabia, or the Estonian group United Dancers of Zuga — to mention just a few — we can see that its origin lies in something that we may call dance piercing through.

EAST

East is not only a geographical category, it is also a political notion, as well as a mental structure. 

There are, however, hidden histories of the East, histories that some researchers even consider impossible (cf. Impossible Histories. Historical Avant-gardes, Neo-avant-gardes and Post-avant-gardes in Yugoslavia, 1918 – 1991, edited by D. Djurić and M. Šuvaković, MIT Press, 2003). In order to create the preconditions for these histories to become possible, there should be evidence of a third history included in the canonic dance historiography. On the other hand, many performances that were produced in Eastern-European countries in the last few decades of the 20th century incorporated not only material elements of dance but – and that is even more important – a mental operation of "thinking-through-dance", which was not merely aesthetic, but also had important political implications. This fact of dance piercing through other media and genres was also related to the status of art production at that time and the lack of institutional background, supporting infrastructure, etc. In the Eastern context, dance and performance arts were produced in rather poor material conditions, in a spontaneous manner, and even on the edge of political or/and cultural incident. Furthermore, performers were coming to the performing arts from different artistic contexts, i.e. literature, fine arts, art history and theory, etc. Usually they lacked any specific dance education.

There are many vectors of research, which point to various directions. One of them might be an analysis of the (cultural, political, economic...) context and mapping of dance production that was geographically located in the East. More precisely, it should include not only artistic production of performances, but also theoretical production, i.e. dance theory that was (and still is) well developed and innovative in that part of Europe. Another vector of research might be a more relational approach, comparing East and West as mental categories, with their own patterns and presuppositions. In this context, it could be productive to work with a range of notions that might be a good starting point for such theoretical operation. For instance, the list of the so-called "7 sins" of the East as it was constructed in the framework of the 7 Sins exhibition in Ljubljana (Museum of Modern Art, Ljubljana, December 2004 / January 2005). These "sins", which are allegedly typical for Eastern Europe, would be collectivism, utopianism, masochism, cynicism, laziness, non-professionalism and love of the West.

Rather than thinking in aesthetic terms, we are interested in “coming out” of the dance habitus of the politically and ideologically dense societies of the East. Although there is nothing essential about the East as such, there is at least a persistent idea of transitivity that was always assigned to the former political regimes of the East in terms of transition from socialism to communism, then from fake communism to wild –capitalism, etc. This never-ending flow/flood of transition(s) is in fact something like living in a constant trans, i.e. in a state of art that is always in motion, in constant transformation, transition, and translation. Moments of transgression, of subversive singularities rather than massive oppositional cultural practices, are at the same time chains of transitional moments with their intrinsic potential to transform both space and time, to shift the co-ordinate system in which the artwork is produced. In other words, the specific quality of transition comes out of an intensive approach to the debate on the ‘transitional moment’ (here and now) rather than the transitional period (understood as a massive time metaphor, in which one acts now and then), which demands a reconnection of our optic and sonic links to the world we live in through a different approach to the production of time. In the process of transition, of becoming the same, only more redistributed and actualized, one is always late, especially in comparison with the engaging speed of capital. Mental sets that we call "dance" are trans-positions of thinking, which are graspable in a metaphorical, yet material (traceable) way. 

DANCE

The problems that East - Dance - Academy is formulating are not relevant only for the Eastern-European context. We do not think that there is anything essential about Eastern-European Art, but this longing for essentialism produces an over-identification with the Western imaginarium of the East. In fact, it seams that the problems we are dealing with are becoming more transparent once they are on the outside of this image, being a part of it, but also a threshold to its sphere.

The dance piercing through is, therefore, not a phenomenon that we wish to pursue in comparison with the disciplinary history of the Western dance. What we would like to do is to isolate dance as a cultural category that still produces a sort of discomfort within the aesthetical disciplinary debate. And that is because dance is still predominantly perceived as or accused of self-expressionism and romanticism, of freedom from all meaning.

This leads us to the necessity of exploring the cultural category (strategy) of dance as a non-disciplinary form of expression, emerging from and piercing through other disciplinary forms of art, such as performance art, music, film, etc. Therefore, we will focus on the reconstruction and archaeology of the emancipatory strategies of art production in Eastern Europe, in which dance has pierced through and inscribed a lightness of thinking in favour of joy, creativity, and improvisation.

Unprofessionalism
"The unprofessional attitudes that have allegedly been characteristic of Eastern Europe are reflected in works by artists who are interested precisely in the potential of such attitudes.
First, not being professional may imply a sincere and "loving" (amateur) approach to a certain field. Unprofessional and non-professional attitudes developed by artists and social groups are directed not only against structured work procedures and established ways of relating, but also against the marketplace. Such attitudes imply joy, improvisation, and creativity.
Additionally, it is possible for artists to enter numerous fields in which they are by no means professionals and to work within, and with, these fields, offering new insights, approaches, and perspectives as well as, sometimes, criticism."

Quoted from the concept for the 7 Sins exhibition, Modern Gallery in Ljubljana

The fact that the Eastern-European visual and performance artist is engaged in dance and takes part in language inevitably leads to the discussion on the formative categories of choreography and performance as metaphors in favour of thinking dance as a cultural rather than merely an aesthetic category. It asks for re-approaching the expressive character of dance, but also, beyond the paradigm of self-expression, for redefining dance in accordance with the philosophical concepts of "lightness" (Nietzsche, Badiou), Gelassenheit (Heidegger), "weak thought" (Vattimo), "whatever" (quodlibet) (Agamben), etc.

The strategies of dance should be rethought in the light of emancipatory will, opening up towards the material change, the passion for reality. There is a risk that those strategies will remain ungraspable or non-objectifiable, but we should also think about the field of art as a sort of space generated by technicity, a discovery of practical methods of ordering and structuring, which do not guarantee results, but nevertheless generate powerful effects, products of social and cultural change (Elisabeth Grosz).

ACADEMY

It seems to us that today we should start thinking from the beginning and consider a generic model of production and exchange of knowledge in art, escaping the idea of a centre in opposition to which periphery is configured, that we should open the highways of knowledge between old and new institutions, those that still need to be defined.

There are several steps that need to be taken: 
1. One should formulate a model in which the consumers define the type of knowledge they wish to obtain (there are modified variants on the black market of knowledge); 
2. The existing institutions for the production of knowledge should not be perceived as competitive or opposed; instead, they should be integrated in the network of other institutions and non-institutionalised subjects in the production of knowledge, which would erase the difference between centre and periphery and introduce a new dynamism in the distribution and exchange of knowledge; 
3. One should consider forms of knowledge production and transmission that exclude or postpone the appropriation of knowledge by institutions, since forms of knowledge within the network should remain a sort of public good. 


Under the term of generic model, we mean a certain non-identitarian type of education, which is again a tautology, since it screams out the fact that it is happening in art. Therefore, it means running away from the representation of the state of things, but at the same time running towards the edge of an abyss, where the situation can only be observed from behind. In a way, that is a reflection of transformativity in art; learning how to look through and from art rather than learning how to create art. Hereby, we are necessarily entering a paradox where the ‘theatrocracy’ becomes rather interesting, though not as an identification with the spectator's gaze, but rather as the artist’s effort to learn how to become an observer by looking from his or her own work and than backwards through it. 

FUTURE STEPS

0. Sending information about EDA by mid-June 2006

1. Research on the 3 concepts - East - Dance - Academy - understood as mental sets

- Maska, Frakcija, TkH - common issue on the 3 concepts in the fall 2007

- Archive of the case studies - Slovenia (Pupilija, OHO...), Croatia (Kugla, Milana Broš, T. Gotovac...), ...

- Application for research grants

2. Establishing a network of researchers and education partners

- Maska (Ljubljana), CDU-ADU (Zagreb), Czech Theatre Institute (Prague), Kanuti Giildi (Tallinn), TkH (Belgrade), Per Art (Novi Sad), National Dance Centre (Bucharest), Tanzquartier (Vienna), Art Workshop Lazareti (Dubrovnik), Lokomotiva (Macedonia), International Festival (Stockholm) ...

3. Presentation and debates about the projects in cities with a dance scene, but with no permanent professional education

- Zagreb, November 2006, Conference on EDA

- Vienna, Tanzquartier, January 2007

- Documenta publication on education, spring 2007

4. Pilot situations of the translation of knowledge (rehearsing methods of the translation of knowledge)

- Translation of knowledge as production of knowledge

- Open dialogues on the dramaturgy of performance

- Demonstration of reconstructive approaches

5. International "Festival of knowłedge" - festival as a place of celebration of (exchange of) knowledge
- Exchange of art practices, research methods, network experiences, protocols of knowledge, dissemination strategies

- Synthesis of the first 4 points

(As of June 5th, Vienna, written by Emil Hrvatin, Bojana Kunst, Aldo Milohnić, and Goran Sergej Pristaš within the framework of the Education Acts project: Artistic positions on the current debate on education
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