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Contemporary European Dance and the Commons

Kaaitheater, Brussels, March 24, 2015. I was glad that I was in Row B and not further back when Xavier Le Roy came and stood between the front row and the stage to talk to the audience at the start of Sans titre (2014) (Untitled 2014). The first of three parts of this piece was titled ‘Sans titre, a Lecture’. Le Roy began by announcing that the performance couldn’t go ahead as planned. His task for the first part of the evening was to have lost his memory. So perhaps the audience could assist? He read out the programme description which mentioned an earlier piece Sans titre to see if this might help. This work had been presented anonymously in a few theatres in 2005 and had been performed on a stage so dark that no one could properly make out what was happening: ‘With that aim, the movements were composed to produce zones of indeterminacy between animate and inanimate, object and subject, visible and invisible, and it was staged in a very dark situation.’1 It was not even clear from the programme whether Le Roy had created this earlier piece or even performed in it. He asked if anyone had perhaps seen it and could remember anything about it. Awkwardness spread through the audience. A few people were brave and said something; some seemed helpful, others expressed irritation in a provocative way.

The second part, ‘Trio Sans Titre’, seemed very like the description of the 2005 performance. The stage was so dark that it was very difficult to see anything. A recording of Béla Bartok’s piece Music for String Percussion and Celesta (1936) provided an atmospheric background. A dancer could just be made out coming on from the back and moving while lying on the floor in what at first looked like a pile of cloth. Gradually, as the lighting became a little less obscure, there seemed to be a second dancer and perhaps a life-size dummy, but if so, there still wasn’t light enough to make out which was the dummy and which was the live dancer. Movements seemed to ebb and flow in ways that offered new possibilities for hearing the intensities of mood in Bartok’s music. By the end of this part, the lighting, though still diffuse, was clear enough to make out a puppet on ropes that Le Roy was manipulating while executing a duet with it. Both were wearing what looked like coarse hessian onesies that covered the face in a dehumanising way. The effect seemed similar to that described in the programme of the 2005 piece, which evoked ‘zones of indeterminacy between animate and inanimate, object and subject’.

The lights were clear enough in the third part, ‘Solo Sans titre,’ performed to two tracks by DJ Shadow, the first quite mellow and bluesy, the second with a stronger hip-hop beat. Wearing the same onesie but with his head now uncovered, Le Roy started again lying down and gradually came up to standing while performing very similar movement material to the previous section, uncanny and puppet-like but looking different because of the different music. Le Roy is a self-taught dancer, so his dancing does not seem to have any connection with conventional dance vocabularies; but, after more than twenty years of performing professionally, his movements attest to an extraordinary physical knowledge and a clarity of focus in his body. Nevertheless, there is nothing remarkable about his movement, which potentially any non-disabled dancer could execute. After a bit, Le Roy disconcertingly started screaming and kept it up continuously for three minutes. In fact, all three parts he performed were disconcerting in different ways, the first because of the request for the audience to participate in the discussion, the second and third because of the seemingly non-human nature of the movement material performed.

The most awkward and challenging part of the evening was the first part. Although it was called a lecture, from my point of view as someone who teaches in a university, it was more like a seminar where the students are extremely reluctant to say anything. Whereas in such situations, the tutor tries to get a response from the students, Le Roy remained quite neutral. Ann Moradian, reviewing Sans titre (2014) in Paris, observed, ‘He asks us, indistinctly, for ideas on how to proceed, but doesn’t follow any suggestions offered.’ She goes on, ‘Someone proposes that the audience perform part one (which of course, Le Roy nixes as he has every other proposition we’ve given—either a lame excuse or by ignoring the suggestion altogether).’2 These difficult interactions with the audience, I propose, were in themselves the point, rather than any ideas raised in the discussion. There have been similar interactions between performer and beholder in earlier pieces by Le Roy, including his lecture performance Product of Circumstances (1999) and subsequently in Product of Other Circumstances (2009), production (2010), and low pieces (2011). Discussing interactions between performers and individual visitors in the gallery-based work production, Le Roy observes that the piece

is successful as it transforms and acts on the time that the visitor spends with the work. The way each one engages with the work doesn’t depend only on them but is negotiated between them and the participants.3

It is this one-to-one negotiation that Le Roy aimed to initiate in ‘Sans titre, a Lecture’.

If one goes regularly to see new European experimental dance performances, one gets used to encountering works that, like Sans titre (2014), don’t look like dance and don’t seem to be concerned with presenting conventional dance movement as such. Because the first part of Sans titre (2014) breaks with the usual arrangement of theatre space, which separates stage from auditorium, it raises questions about the relationship between performer and beholder that might not normally arise. Indeed, it seeks to find new ways of negotiating such relationships. One could say that, through searching for new ways of thinking about choreography, artists who make works like this seem to be challenging beholders to reconsider their preconceptions about what theatre dance is meant to be. I suggest that Sans titre (2014) goes further than this in so far as it draws attention towards normative ideas about the boundaries of what dance is meant to be. It does this through the way Le Roy negotiates with beholders and the kinds of movement material he performs which do not conform to expectations of normative virtuosity. Le Roy is in effect saying to beholders ‘you too have the potential to make dance’. By doing all this, Sans titre (2014) challenges the institutional nature of theatre dance.

An institution serves and promotes a particular purpose; in the case of a theatre this is the appreciation of performance. The institution organises the way people engage with this by ordering and regularising means of access and forms of behaviour. As Brian Massumi observes:

Institutionalization makes woodwork reproducible (through training of wood workers; through their insertion into a system of work in which they can be ordered to repeat the process as needed) and perfectible (through the accumulation and dissemination of techniques).4

In this light, institutionalisation makes theatre dance reproducible through the training of recognised movement vocabularies. The architecture of theatres that allocate separate spaces for performers and beholders and the convention that the proscenium arch is a fourth wall dictate particular relations between dancers and audiences. Institutionalisation also enables interactions between dancers and those booking, promoting, and administering dance. While these are all essentially interpersonal interactions, they are nevertheless prescribed by what the normative physical and ideological structures of the institution enable. Note that Sans titre (2014) troubles or breaks all of these. To initiate negotiations between dancer and beholder, it disrupts institutionalised relations. It refuses to conform to the conventional expectation that an evening in the theatre offers an enjoyable spectacle and should, in effect, be a consumer experience.

The different parts of the dance world as it is institutionalised, including the practices of theatres, production agencies and arts centres, funders, critics, conservatoires, and dance scholars, produce and maintain these norms through the ways in which they interact and work with one another as part of a market. This book itself is to some extent involved in, and part of, these sets of institutional practices, but it also reflects on and engages with discussions about forms of artistic practices, including ways of moving and ways of creating and structuring choreography. These are also to some extent governed by the institutionalised dance world but potentially have a degree of autonomy from it. Like Sans titre (2014), the dances discussed in this book not only question these norms but also challenge and ungovern the ways in which they are maintained. By ‘ungoverning’ dance, I mean giving it independence from its institutional constraints through aesthetic deconstruction. The Oxford English Dictionary has no definition of the word ungoverning but does have definitions for ungoverned and ungovernable. A governor is not only ‘a person who governs’; it is also a mechanical device that regulates the passage of material in a machine—steam in a steam engine, flour in a mill, or fuel in an internal combustion engine. I am not proposing that the dance world, as it is institutionalised, consciously and deliberately sets out to control and limit artistic expression. My argument is that it has a mechanism (or in Foucault’s terms, a dispositif) that performs a regulating function, just as a governor in a steam engine regulates the flow of steam. It is this function that the works discussed in this book problematize and disrupt.

THE MARKET, THE COMMONS, AND UNGOVERNING

This book investigates innovative practices in contemporary dance in Europe since the mid-1990s and, in doing so, discusses some of its common resources. It discusses work by a number of choreographers who came to prominence at the beginning of this period, such as Xavier Le Roy, Jonathan Burrows, and Maria La Ribot, together with those from a younger generation who started to show work in the 2000s. Sans titre (2014) typifies many of these artists’ practices. First, with its conceptually based approach, it exists somewhere in-between the areas of dance and visual art. It challenges and disrupts the way that the experience of beholding art has been turned into a consumer activity, part of a market. Like Sans titre (2014), the dance pieces discussed in this book have created performative spaces in which to acknowledge intangible properties and intensities of experience and knowledge that are common-pool resources.

When works like Sans titre (2014) challenge and disrupt normative expectations about theatre dance, they reveal mechanisms that are produced and maintained by dance as an institution. They draw attention to the generally invisible conditions through which dance circulates within its market. By doing so they offer performative critiques of the economic and political system of neoliberal capitalism whose rules the market for dance must obey. By revealing the relations of power that define and at the same time circumscribe and police the space of performance, I will show how these works ungovern dance or, to be more precise, ungovern the dance world as it is institutionalised.

When recent dance artists critique the institutionalised dance world, they are taking the first steps towards ungoverning the controls that are applied through the dance market. These have the effect of enclosing or privatising dancers’ artistic practices and related resources that I propose are most usefully seen as a commons. As Charlotte Hess and Elinor Ostrom define it, ‘A commons is a general term that refers to a resource shared by a group of people.’5 Until the mid-1990s, the term was mostly used to discuss shared physical resources, such as common grazing land or finite water resources. The term derived from the medieval English commons—shared grazing land.6 With the rise of the Internet and the new possibilities for sharing information that it offers, Hess and Ostrom point out that knowledge has also been recognised as ‘a shared resource, a complex ecosystem that is a commons’.7 An example of this are works covered by a Creative Commons Licence. One such is Linux, the open-source operating system for computers which is freely available8 through online distribution on the World Wide Web. Linux is an example of a knowledge commons. Whereas the users of common grazing land all know one another, this is not the case for those in the community using and managing a knowledge commons. Linux, for example, is continually being developed by programmers all over the world in different project teams for tasks in its development cycle. They do so for the common good and not for profit.

Many of the ways in which contemporary dancers, working outside the institutionalised dance companies, manage their work and maintain and develop artistic practices, I suggest, can usefully be understood as commons. Artist-run organisations such as Independent Dance in London and Movement Research in New York, the cooperatives in post-communist countries that Martina Ruhsam has written about,9 and the collectives of dancers in Brussels that Rudi Laermans discusses10 all share common resources in ways that could be compared with the commoners sharing a common pasture. On another level, many of the artistic practices developed by artists can be seen as knowledge commons. Contact improvisation, for example, can be seen as a knowledge commons that can be compared with Linux. Just as the operating system is developed by an international community of programmers who don’t necessarily know one another, Contact improvisation is taught and developed by a similarly diverse and loosely connected international community of dance practitioners. Cynthia Novack, in her ethnographic study of the community of contact improvisation practitioners, notes the tension between the egalitarian aspirations of those who founded it in the 1970s and a tendency to create a hierarchy of exceptionally talented dancers within it. Writing in 1990 she noted that while the community’s social ethos of egalitarianism has survived, it has been difficult to maintain.11 These are the kinds of problems within commons that Hess and Ostrom have analysed.

Political philosophers have used the idea of the commons while developing a critique of neoliberal politics and economics and of the new kinds of postindustrial,12 immaterial production involved in the contemporary business model—which has been looked at in terms of post-Fordism—that neoliberal economics has brought about. What I am calling ungoverning is a process through which those dance artists, who are relatively independent, defend their practices and resist the way the institutionalised dance world seeks to police or enclose common resources, reshaping it in line with neoliberal ideas about self-regulating markets. Ungoverning is a way of defending the commons, and the commons is always under attack.

The central focus of this book are readings of performances of recent European contemporary dance since the mid-1990s whose conceptual framing and dramaturgical structures create spaces for experiences that directly or indirectly resonate with current social and political concerns. It thus explores the intersection of two overlapping sets of theoretical ideas. These are an investigation of the ways in which some dance works either implicitly or explicitly critique neoliberal economics and the relations of power they create, and the postindustrial world of work; and an elaboration of the idea of ungoverning dance that draws on post-Heideggerian philosophy, and in particular discussions of relationality and ethics. An exploration of ideas about the commons, I argue, offers a way of rethinking theatre dance as a practice, and understanding the critical relationship between radical, independent dance artists and new ways of thinking and living, and new kinds of relations with others and with the world.

This chapter gives an overview of the historical context of this recent dance work through a brief examination of the careers of Jérôme Bel, Jonathan Burrows, and Xavier Le Roy, choreographers who came to prominence in the 1990s, and of the cultural and artistic context in which their work is situated. It introduces the theoretical perspective underpinning the idea of ungoverning by drawing on recent discussions in European philosophy about responsibility and relationality in the work of such thinkers as Emmanuel Levinas, Maurice Blanchot, and Jean-Luc Nancy. It identifies in recent European contemporary dance the persistence of radical, alternative ways of thinking that should not only be seen as exemplifying avant-garde practices but also enact a political critique in the way they reveal the power relations that disseminate normative values. These works, it argues, create spaces in which to imagine new kinds of relations and new ways of thinking and living.

Not Conceptual

It is useful here to describe, in general terms, the kinds of practices developed by recent European contemporary dance artists. Both Isabelle Ginot and Frédéric Pouillaude have discussed the way the generation of European dance artists who began to show their work in the 1990s were strongly critical of the institutionalisation of contemporary European dance in the 1980s. Ginot writes:

Those constructions of the 1980s were the target of sharp criticism in the 1990s, that started by a reevaluation of the status of ‘the dancer’ and developed into a global criticism of the system, through a return to values of performance, collective, rejection of virtuosity etc.13

Pouillaude sees the new dance of the 1990s as a ‘mutation’ and the opposite of French dance in the 1980s:

Variously named by the critics, who reduce it to the state of a local avant-garde—“New French scene” (Nouvelle scène française), “Young dance” (Jeune danse), etc.—this mutation constitutes, however one judges it, more than a fashion or a passing tendency; it announces a radical change of regime within the production of the works. And, actually, this change has already occurred. Today, for anyone that seeks to work in dance, there are impossibilities, there are some things that one simply cannot do anymore, or at least not with the same naïveté: narration, expression as well as composition or virtuosity.14

As both these quotations suggest, performances of much of this recent work have often used a minimum of theatrical resources—in terms of lighting, set, costume, or even music—or these have been used in ways that draw attention to their materiality, deconstructing their potential to create spectacular or illusionistic effects. For example, it is not unusual now to see some kind of music player or a laptop on stage, which the performer operates to play music. Similarly, execution of movement material in these works rarely displays conventional virtuosity. Choreography often, however, draws attention to the body and its potential for movement, in some instances prompting a rethinking of what virtuosity might mean. This rethinking, as I will show, has political dimensions. (By ‘political’ I mean subject to relations of power rather than party politics.)15 What is beautiful about such works is often the clarity and simplicity of their underlying conceptual structures or the key ideas that they propose.

André Lepecki, writing in 2004 about this recent innovative European dance, confirms many of the characteristics described above while adding some more theoretical and conceptual concerns. Recent European dance works, he argues, have

a mistrust for representation, a suspicion of virtuosity as an end, the reduction of unessential props and scenic effects, an insistence on the dancer’s presence, a deep dialogue with the visual arts and with performance art, a politics informed by a critique of visuality, and a deep dialogue with performance theory.16

An emphasis on the conceptual nature of the work has led to the term conceptual dance gaining currency.

Much of what Lepecki describes here could also be found in the work presented at Judson Dance Theater in New York in the early 1960s. The idea of conceptual dance, like that of conceptual art, emerged in the 1960s. Simone Forti, interviewed in 1993, called the pieces in her first evening-length concert, in May 1961, including Slant Board, ‘conceptual pieces’ because

you start with an idea, like that you’re going to build a ramp and put ropes on it and then you’re going to climb up and down. So you don’t start by climbing up and down, and then developing movement. You don’t start by experiencing the movement and evolving the movement, but you start from an idea that already has the movement pretty prescribed.17

There is a problem, however, with the language Forti uses here. When she speaks of ‘an idea that already has the movement pretty prescribed’, this seems to imply a separation between thought and physical action. What she describes is a movement idea or movement concept which she used to create Slant Board. Rather than using some process like improvisation to generate movement and then edit this down into set choreography, what Forti is describing here is the devising of a movement concept, one that is grounded in the experience of movement. Decisions about choreography can then be made by referring to this starting premise rather than to the artist’s own feelings or aesthetic preferences.

The problem with the term conceptual dance is that it does suggest the imposition onto movement of an idea that is not grounded in the experience of moving. At a round table discussion in 2007, dance artists Jonathan Burrows, Jérôme Bel, Xavier Le Roy, and dance theorist and dramaturg Bojana Cvejić all agreed that the term conceptual dance is misleading.18 This term suggests a practice that is purely cerebral and thus ignores what they argued are the important, physical aspects of this kind of work. Dominique Frétard, the French dance critic, complained that these dance artists were makers of non-danse (not dance): ‘Following the example of recent art practice, they privilege the work’s concept over the work itself, the interrogation more than the proposition.’19 Frétard laments that contemporary dance in France had passed in less than twelve years (between 1983 and 1995) ‘from enthusiasm to disenchantment, from movement to immobility, from hope to apoplexy’.20

As an art critic, Laurent Goumarre did not have Frétard’s problem with the overlap between dance and visual art. Goumarre coined the label l’art déceptif (‘deceptual art’) in an essay which discusses dance work by Jérôme Bel and Myriam Gourfink and visual art installations by Douglas Gordon and Ingrid Luche. Goumarre’s term is a combination of the English words deceptive and perceptual while suggesting a negative of the word conceptual. Whereas Lepecki draws attention to questions about the performer’s presence (and thus continues a debate about the ontology of performance initiated in the early 1990s by Peggy Phelan21), Goumarre wittily argues that l’art déceptif is ‘a dynamic, spectator-oriented form of art which sets out not only to forestall criticism or undermine judgement, but to raise questions about its own place and the expectations surrounding it’.22 Like much of the writing about Bel’s work, Goumarre here focuses on Bel’s Duchampian gesture of cleverly upending normative expectations about the nature of dance. This is an approach Bel himself has encouraged.23 Thus, he has sometimes tried to make work that has none of his own movement in it but entirely consists of work by others, as in, for example his 2004 piece Véronique Doisneau. Or he has presented a work choreographed by someone else but taken the authorial credit for it, as in Xavier Le Roy (2000), thus wittily engaging in the kind of deconstruction of ideas about authorship that Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault have analysed.24 Beyond these deceptual aesthetic strategies, I suggest, a more serious political ambition can be detected. As Goumarre infers, it is through the kinds of spectatorship that recent contemporary works invite, rather than through any subject matter or content, that one can find affinities between art and politics. Sans titre (2014) is an example of this because of the way it reveals how institutions govern dance through physical and ideological structures. As I will show, these affinities are grounded within correspondences between the aesthetic sensibilities these works generate and current social, political, or ethical concerns about inclusiveness and relationality.

In the professional lives of some of the choreographers who began showing their work in the mid-1990s, one finds similar sequences of events that, in each case, led to the kinds of positions Goumarre and Lepecki have outlined: a dissatisfaction with the direction in which contemporary dance seemed to be heading, a radical questioning and critical rethinking of what dance might be, and then a gradual discovery that each was not alone but that other choreographers had been pursuing similar artistic journeys at the same time.

The British choreographer Jonathan Burrows began his career at the British Royal Ballet, before leaving to run his own relatively small dance company in the early 1990s. He found that he was beginning to gain international recognition when he received commissions from William Forsythe—to make a large piece for Ballet Frankfurt—and from Sylvie Guillem—to choreograph a screen dance solo for her as part of a television series Evidentia that she was creating. He realised that the logical career path for him would be to use the attention he was attracting to gain more stable arts funding for his company, and then make larger pieces with more dancers, breaking into the touring circuit of larger, more prestigious theatres. This would have been to expand in a typically neoliberal way. This was not, however, what he felt he needed to do as a creative artist. He says he decided to commit what many would have considered at the time to be artistic suicide and to only make dance pieces with people who were not dancers—for example, the theatre director Jan Ritsema and the composer Matteo Fargion (some of his works with the latter are discussed in chapter 7).25

Jérôme Bel gives the following account of his artistic genesis. After dancing in a number of French contemporary dance companies, including Ballet Preljocaj, in the 1980s and early 1990s, he assisted Phillipe Decouflé in creating the opening ceremony for the 1992 Winter Olympics in Albertville in the French Alps. Finding himself with a healthy bank balance thanks to his work on this ceremony, Bel calculated that, if he lived frugally, he could afford to spend two years living in Paris without having to earn any money and could use this time to find instead a direction for himself as an artist. His apartment, he says, was close to a good public library, and he gradually read books about dance history, art history, and philosophy. He read key works by French post-structuralists whose ideas, he says, had been affected by the events in Paris in May 1968, in particular Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze, and Michel Foucault.26 At the end of this period, when he began to make work, he made the deliberate decision to do so at home and not in a dance studio, so as not to fall into habitual ways of moving that seem ‘normal’ in a studio but to find instead a new approach to performing.27 Bel’s breakthrough 1995 piece Jérôme Bel exemplifies this new approach, and Goumarre cites it as an example of l’art déceptif.

Xavier Le Roy became a choreographer via a slightly different route. As he explains in his 1999 lecture performance Product of Circumstances, he first became interested in dance while doing doctoral research in molecular biology. Having completed his PhD thesis, he gave up scientific research, finding himself disillusioned with its institutional demands. He was deeply uncomfortable with the expectation that he should regularly publish research articles, regardless of whether or not his findings warranted it, in order to help the research laboratory generate a steady income in grant money. ‘I was learning that research has to follow the methods of capitalism. I was asked to produce science not to search.’28 He began making work on his own without having the years of formal training in dance that, for example, Bel and Burrows had had, nor the experience of dancing in an established dance or ballet company. Whereas these other two dance artists devised strategies to unlearn a certain conventional dancerliness—Bel choreographing in a domestic space, Burrows choosing to work with ‘non-dancers’—Le Roy set himself the task of researching what his untrained body could do. As a result, he began creating pieces like Self Unfinished (1998) out of movement material that did not conform to conventional vocabularies of aesthetically valorised dance movements. I have already noted this aspect of Sans titre (2014). He thus opened up previously unconsidered potentialities for making dance.

All three dance artists recognised that their new approaches to choreography conflicted with normative ideas about dance as art. When Le Roy began to receive invitations to present dance work, he realised that

the systems for dance production had created a format which influenced and sometimes to a large degree also determined how a dance piece should be. Most of the time producers and programmers have to significantly follow the rules of global economy.29

In other words, he became aware of institutional pressures that were similar to those he had experienced within scientific research: ‘I felt like a fugitive who actually never escaped.’30

TROUBLING THE DANCE MARKET

Jonathan Burrows recalls that when he first started working away from the centre ground of contemporary dance he thought he was entirely alone in doing so.31 It was only when he was invited to the event ‘I’ll Never Let You Go’ in Stockholm in March 2001 that he found that others had been going through similar processes. Organised by choreographer Mårten Spångberg and Joachim Gerstmeier of Siemens Kulturprogramm, the event brought together a number of choreographers, visual artists, and dance theorists. It was described as

neither a festival, nor an exhibition, nor a conference in any conventional sense. The project sought to find new ways of presenting and discussing the performing arts through the interplay between choreography, performance art, theory and the visual arts.32

The title came from a line at the end of the film Titanic: Rose says ‘I’ll never let you go’ as she pushes the dead body of her lover, Jack, into the water. ‘This subtle, apparently paradoxical combination of word and deed—the kind of act involving relinquishing something in order to preserve’33 was the thematic focus of the event. It was here, Burrows said, that he met Xavier Le Roy and Jérôme Bel and first saw their work.34

It would be a mistake to see the approach to choreography of the artists involved in ‘I’ll Never Let You Go’ as a reaction against the aesthetic values or artistic ideas informing the work of these older artists. What was radical about the work of these younger artists was the way they used a deconstructive approach to choreography to draw attention towards what is usually invisible: the economic and political context that enabled its production. By doing so, they used aesthetic means to critique the role the market plays in the functioning of dance as an institution, and it thus ungoverned dance. One might imagine that the market operates in a benign way and does not deserve to be criticised in this way. It would appear that choreographers, who fifty years earlier would have had to work with ballet dancers or ones trained in one of a small number of accepted modern dance techniques, are now free to work within whatever approach they feel they need to explore. Audiences, for their part, are free to make their own choices and watch whatever interests them. This is a deregulated market. As Brian Massumi observes, however, this approach to the market merely points to capitalism’s ‘power to produce variety—because markets get saturated. Produce variety and you produce a niche market’.35 For similar reasons, capitalism can appropriate or capture innovation wherever it finds it. There is therefore a tension between the needs of the market to exploit innovation and the needs of artists to find alternatives outside the centre ground of contemporary dance when the latter fails to be relevant to contemporary experience. Contemporary dance as a commons is always in need of defence against incursions.

The word freedom is associated with the market in two ways. There is the consumer’s freedom of choice, and there is the freedom to make money alluded to in the title of a founding text of neoliberal economic theory Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom (1962).36 In their analysis of neoliberalism, Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello analyzed the ability of postindustrial capitalism ‘to base itself on new forms of control and [to] commodify new, more individualised and “authentic” goods’.37 They point to ‘certain mechanisms whereby capitalism, while holding out a certain liberation, can by the same token deploy new forms of oppression’,38 and to ‘capitalism’s vocation to commodify desire—especially the desire for liberation—and hence to recuperate and supervise it’.39 It is necessary therefore to be cautious about claims that contemporary dance is an expression of freedom and to ask what kind of freedom this means. Through recuperation, the market for dance performance often appears to favour works that close down rather than open up potentials for critique, particularly when the target of critique is the way dance as an institution encourages the idea that dance expresses an individualistic but supposedly universal freedom.

Burrows felt that the market dictated a particular career structure and found it was leading him artistically in a direction in which he did not think he should go. Le Roy explains, in Product of Circumstances, that the funding system for dance enabled him to research new ways of making dance but channelled the resulting products in particular ways:

I had integrated the economic dynamics of dance production because I wanted to be able to make a living with what I had decided to do. But, even though I was very careful not to find myself under that particular logic, and simultaneously aiming for acceptance and resistance, I was not always completely convinced by my decisions.40

This is a remarkably candid statement, particularly Le Roy’s recognition of the contradictory pulls of wishing to be accepted and yet at the same time resisting the effects that follow from what needs to be done in order to gain acceptance. It would be a mistake to dismiss these as isolated instances where individuals have experienced minor problems in negotiating and adjusting their relation with the institutionalised dance world. Many dance artists in the last fifteen or so years have investigated the new kinds of spaces for choreographic exploration that only become visible when one critiques the role the market plays in maintaining dance as an institution.

While choreographers are now allowed, or perhaps even encouraged, to work with a range of new approaches to movement that would have been unacceptable fifty years ago, they nevertheless experience new kinds of restrictions that operate on another level. As I have noted, by going against normative expectations, Burrows worried that he might be committing artistic suicide, while Le Roy felt like a fugitive who had never actually escaped. The institutionalised dance world no longer depends on a tightly disciplined approach to a limited definition of dance. It has become instead a world where there are new and subtler ways through which the market exercises control. This is a shift from what Michel Foucault called a disciplinary regime to a control society. Gilles Deleuze has pointed to the centrality of this proposition within Foucault’s work in the 1970s and 1980s: ‘We’re in the middle of a general breakdown of all sites of confinement—prisons, hospitals, factories, schools, the family … [This] initially presented new freedoms, while at the same time contributing to new mechanisms of control as rigorous as the harshest confinement.’41 The difference between these two ways in which power works in society is that ‘control is short-term and rapidly shifting, but at the same time continuous and unbounded, whereas discipline is long-term, infinite, and discontinuous. A man is no longer a man confined but a man in debt’.42 The ways in which the market exercises control over choreographers is short-term and rapidly shifting. While choreographers like Burrows and Le Roy cannot choose not to be part of the market, they generally nevertheless ensure that they do not become completely absorbed by it. They remain on the defensive against its tendency towards recuperation, and persist in resisting the market’s effects.

CONTEMPORARY DANCE PRACTICES AS A COMMONS

The idea of the commons provides an alternative to neoliberal politics and economics. It is an axiom of neoliberalism that the market must be free and unregulated or regulated as lightly as possible. There is supposedly no problem with the fact that it is determined by the individual decisions of people who act purely out of self-interest, because of the mantra that a self-regulating market is the only viable way in which these affairs can be managed. The idea of the commons takes an entirely different view of the way decisions can be made. This becomes evident when one considers debates about the ecologist Garrett Hardin’s contentious essay ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ (1968).43 Using as an example a common pasture, Hardin argued that people tend to use limited common resources in a way that benefits their own interests and inevitably leads to the depletion or deterioration of shared resources. To maximise their profits, Hardin proposes, people will put too many animals in the pasture and thus spoil it. This leads him to conclude that the idea of the commons is idealistic but unworkable.

As Charlotte Hess and Elinor Ostrom point out, there are a number of flaws in Hardin’s argument.44 Distinguishing between open-access resources and managed commons, they note that Hardin ignores the fact that the kind of commons he chose as an example would have been managed. He also, they point out, assumes that people only ever act out of self-interest and have no sense of the public good. Another flaw is that Hardin assumes that there are only two possible solutions to the problem, either privatisation or government intervention. Ostrom, however, carried out field work over many years into different kinds of commons—such as limited water resources, shared forestry, grazing, and fisheries—analysing the ways in which communities managed these. Her work identifies the kinds of management structures that communities use, and the problems and social dilemmas these involve. People in stable communities, she proved, reach decisions that are not just for profit.

To say that the common-pool resources of knowledge about contemporary dance are a commons does not mean that these are not used to make money. Professional dancers earn their living through the practice of their art. Dancers are paid for rehearsals (or should be) and for performances and may receive a fee when their choreography is presented by a theatre or festival (or may split the ticket sales with the venue), and earn a fee or wages for teaching and other related activities. In large companies, the sums involved are of course more substantial compared with independent dance artists, as are the costs involved in a company’s activities. No one, however, as far as I am aware, has become a millionaire as a contemporary dance artist.

Knowledge about dance techniques and approaches towards movement research are shared as are knowledge about improvisation and choreographic processes. Individuals may be paid to teach about these areas but this is so that they can go on working rather than to make a profit. Commercial companies protect their intellectual property through legal structures such as patents. There is no market for franchises in the teaching of so-called somatic approaches to dance training. While it is true that these approaches are increasingly taught in European and North American university dance departments and conservatoires, they have not been adopted by any major institutionalised dance company. As Melanie Bales and Rebecca Nettl-Fiol point out, professional dancers increasingly put together highly individual training programmes for themselves that reflect their own eclectic interests combining, for example, taking regular ballet class, a course in martial arts and in the Alexander technique.45 Dance artists share and exchange knowledge rather than jealously keeping it to themselves, as for example with William Forsythe’s CD ROM Improvisation Technologies and Steve Paxton’s interactive DVD Material for the Spine, both discussed in chapter 3. Artists benefit mutually from the existence of a community of like-minded artists. Jonathan Burrows’s book A Choreographer’s Handbook
46 is not just about his own approach to choreography but offers a wide range of different ideas. In doing so it refers to many other artists with whom he has taught in workshops or had conversations. Because contemporary dance artists share these common-pool resources as a knowledge commons, this makes some of them, who are politically aware, sensitive to and critical of the enclosure of physical or knowledge commons in general.

The artistic practices developed by dancers can be seen as a commons. Knowledge, Hess and Ostrom point out, ‘refers to understanding gained through experience or study’ and includes ‘creative works such as music and the visual arts and theatrical arts’.47 Whereas the pasture that Hardin chose for his example is common property, these artistic practices constitute a field of knowledge that is a common-pool resource. This is because many aspects of dance as an art form—such as dance techniques, theatrical devices, generic compositional structures or improvisational processes—are common-pool resources accessible to dance artists but also, as I will show in chapter 3, potentially subject to attempts at privatisation, copyrighting, and commercial exploitation.

Hess and Ostrom argue that the idea of the commons ‘can be constructive, and often provides the impetus to collective action around the commons’, but they go on to assert that ‘a commons is not value laden—its outcome can be good or bad’.48 The idea of the commons has united groups protesting against governments that sell off public asset and privatise public amenities and services, and against companies who try to claim copyright for things like seed banks, or genetic material, or intellectual property. The idea of the commons has also recently been taken up by political philosophers. For Michael Hardt and Toni Negri, the commons are

the common wealth of the material world—the air, the water, the fruits of the soil, and all nature’s bounty—which in classic European texts is often claimed to be the inheritance of humanity as a whole, to be shared together. We consider the common49 also and more significantly those results of social production that are necessary for social interaction and further production, such as knowledges, languages, codes, information, affects, and so forth… . [However,] through a long process of enclosures the earth’s surface has been almost completely divided up between public and private property so that common land regimes, such as those of indigenous civilizations of the Americas or medieval Europe, have been destroyed.50

One reason for Hardt and Negri’s interest in the idea of the commons is that it is used by activists opposed to globalisation and neoliberalism, such as those who mounted demonstrations against the World Trade Organisation meeting in Seattle in 1999, or the more recent protests against the banking crisis by Los Indignados in Barcelona and Madrid and by the Occupy Movement in London and New York. Stefano Harney and Fred Moten propose, through their idea of the undercommons (see chapter 6), that the commons is always under attack by those who wish to capture or enclose it. ‘Our task,’ they write, ‘is the self-defense of the surround in the face of repeated, targeted dispossessions.’51 It is this situation of always being alert to the need for self-defence of the commons in general that I suggest characterises much of the work discussed in this book.

In the face of these new political movements and new forms of extra-parliamentary political protest as well as threats from terrorism, the state has also recently emerged as an apparatus that, as Simon Critchley observes, ‘is there to control security at all costs’.52 As such it has been in its interest to limit and close down spaces for social and political interaction that are outside its control and this has, in effect, resulted in further encroachment on the commons. Neoliberal steps to dismantle the structures for public funding of the arts have this effect. Defence of contemporary dance practices as a commons is not only therefore defence of a common-pool resource but also of an aesthetic space that has the potential for imagining and creating a new culture and new ways of thinking and living. As David Harvey argues:

The commons is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind of thing, asset or even social process, but as an unstable and malleable social relation between a particular self-defined social group and those aspects of its actually existing or yet-to-be-created social and/or physical environment deemed crucial to its life and livelihood.53

To understand contemporary dance practices as a commons, therefore, is to posit a communal space in which dancers share responsibility for making and remaking, and which they appreciate for its usefulness as a common resource.

THEORY AND THE UNGOVERNING OF DANCE

As I noted previously, Jérôme Bel has spoken of reading, during his two years of idleness, the work of philosophers like Barthes, Deleuze, and Foucault, whose ideas he said had been influenced by the events of May 1968 in Paris. The generation of French intellectuals who moved away from Marxism after 1968 had previously protested against French colonial wars in Vietnam and Algeria and were shocked by revelations about the French army’s use of torture in both those wars. They became disillusioned with the inability of the Communist Party, both in France and internationally, and with the orthodox interpretation of Marxism on which party ideology was based, to mount an effective critique of these injustices and inequalities. This disillusionment was then compounded by the events of May 1968. They, therefore, began to try to analyse the workings of institutionalised power.

This rethinking of left politics has led to a recognition of new sites, such as cultural production, where the effects of power can be contested, and new ways of doing so. After 1968 European intellectuals began to realise that power relations operate through networks. Foucault states that these are ‘interwoven with other kinds of relations (production, kinship, family, sexuality) for which they play at once a conditioning and conditioned role’.54 Although their effect is to dominate, they are nevertheless prone to ‘inertia, displacement and resistance’.55 Deleuze also sees possibilities for resistance:

these power-relations, which are simultaneously local, unstable and diffuse, do not emanate from a central point or unique locus of sovereignty, but at each moment, from one point to another, in a field of forces marking inflections, resistances, twists and turns, when one changes direction, or retraces one’s steps.56

It is because of the instability of power relations, and because the subjects which they seek to take hold of and dominate are mobile rather than static, that resistance is possible and alternative ways of thinking and living can persist. The political here concerns new ways of thinking and living rather than parliamentary or congressional politics. These are the conditions of possibility in which processes of ungoverning can take place.

What Foucault and Deleuze describe corresponds in many ways with the subsequent critique of what philosophers associated with the Italian operaist movement have called the post-Fordist world of work.57 The mass production model of Fordism that developed in the early twentieth century was transformed through the neoliberal restructuring of capitalism that began in the 1970s. As production focused on smaller, specialised markets and on immaterial production, the world of work has adjusted requiring greater flexibility among workers. Paulo Virno proposes that the post-Fordist worker no longer requires professional expertise or technical knowledge: ‘On the contrary, what’s required is the ability to anticipate unexpected opportunities and coincidences, to seize chances that present themselves, to move with the world. These are not skills people learn at the workplace.’58 They are part of the general intellect (a concept Virno borrows from Marx’s Grundisse) which post-Fordism seeks to privatise and exploit. Virno argues that workers now ‘educate themselves outside the workplace and their entire lives become job competency and thus devoted to the labor process’.59 Social skills and forms of behaviour are thus privatised and used to create profit rather than being available as common-pool resources that contribute to the life of communities in general. Like Michael Hardt and Toni Negri, Virno was influenced by the ideas of the operaist movement. He arrives at his philosophical position via a very different intellectual journey from Foucault. Both are nevertheless, in effect, acknowledging that individuals are not just controlled from without but also from within. In other words, power works at both the macro and micro levels. In a late seminar Foucault talked about the ‘contact between the technologies of domination of others and those of the self’.60 He gave the name ‘governmentality’ to this overarching system, where macro and micro levels work in concert.

As I argued earlier in the chapter, when recent dance artists critique dance as an institution, what they are doing is ungoverning dance. Shakespeare used the term ungoverned in a negative sense, in phrases like ‘ungoverned youth’ and ‘ungoverned rage’ implying a lack of control and disturbance of balance.61 In the period covered by this book it is neoliberal ideology that could be said to disturb the balance. Acts of ungoverning in this context are positive. What the dance works discussed in this book are ungoverning, following Foucault, is the governmentality of dance as an institution, or, to put it another way, the controlling effects that the institution applies through the dance market and through its effects on individual self-management. Using aesthetic means, dance artists can ungovern the processes that have the effect of enclosing or privatising common-pool resources. These, as I see it, are shared as a commons by those involved in the contemporary dance sector. To ungovern is to resist the processes of control that, following Foucault, are applied from within—at the level of individuals’ artistic and aesthetic practices—and from the outside—through institutions. Ungoverning is continually engaging in the maintenance and protection of the commons through opening up spaces that are relatively free from the effects of control, regulation, or normalisation. In these spaces, spectators, as witnesses, can contribute to this ungoverning process. These are spaces for interaction, negotiation, and contestation as well as for sharing. This enables new kinds of relations to emerge. Attempts to institutionalise and govern the dance sector endanger these relations.

These spaces may, from time to time, coincide with the spaces of the institution, and indeed dancers and spectators may have no choice but to try to work at ungoverning them from within, the necessity being to think differently about them. As Le Roy has put it, this is to integrate with the economic dynamic of dance production while being careful not to be governed by its particular logic. It is sometimes, but not always, necessary to make explicit the workings of the institution to audiences, as works like Sans titre (2014) and Product of Circumstances do. This frees the space of performance, to some extent at least, from the controls that threaten to enclose and privatise it. I am using the term ungoverning—a word that is ambiguously both a verb and an adjective—because of its temporal connotations. Deleuze proposed that control is short-term and shifting. Those evading control, as I noted earlier, therefore need to be strategic, fluid, mobile, and alert to changes. Resistance, and the persistence of alternative ways of thinking and living and of alternative ways of relating with others, depend on taking care not to become fixed and predictable, and therefore to continue to be always in process of becoming.

This idea of ungoverning dance that I put forward here is intended as a complement to André Lepecki’s notion of exhausting dance—another term that uses a word that is ambiguously both verb and adjective. In his 2006 book Exhausting Dance, Lepecki argued that dancers since the mid-1990s have sometimes felt the need to create choreography that is no longer primarily concerned with the flow of dance movement but can encompass still acts. We have been witnessing, he suggests, ‘the exhaustion of the notion of dance as a pure display of uninterrupted movement’.62 To critique the notion of dance in this way, Lepecki argues, is to critique an idea of subject formation that has been central to modernity since the time of Descartes: ‘To exhaust dance is to exhaust modernity’s permanent emblem. It is to push modernity’s mode of creating and privileging a kinetic subjectivity to its critical limit.’63 Lepecki’s book is a key text for understanding recent developments in dance, and is important for putting questions about the relation between dance and aesthetics back on the agenda of Anglo-American dance studies. In particular, he shows how Heidegger’s philosophy, particularly his account of subjectivity, can offer insights into the kinds of critical questioning about presence and the fundamental nature of dance—its ontology—in which some of the most innovative dance artists in recent years have been engaging.

Lepecki’s focus on questions of ontology and his existentialist account of presence leads him to examine the political significance of individual acts of performative presence. Most of the works discussed in his book are solos that, he argues, act as ‘a means for transcending the self-contained, socially severed, self-propelled being-towards movement’.64 He points out that recent conceptually oriented European choreographers have created works that radically question

the presumed stability (that has always been secured by representation) between the appearance of a moving body on stage (its presence), and the spectacle of its subjectivity (that representation always casts as the spectacle of identity).65

Following Heidegger, Lepecki argues that the subjectivity that these works deconstruct is a self-positing, rational, unitary subject position. But, as Simon Critchley points out, in Heidegger’s fundamental ontology ‘the anticipatory resoluteness of authentic Dasein is simply a more existential version of self-positing autarchy’.66 By ‘autarchy’, Critchley means self-originating and self-legislating. This is very different from the post-Heideggerian approach to ethical subjectivity proposed by Emmanuel Levinas. As Critchley notes, for Levinas, ‘ethical subjectivity is the experience of being affected by another that precedes consciousness and which places in question our spontaneity and sovereignty’.67 I will return to Levinas’s view of ethics in later chapters but note here that it is very different from the idea of subjectivity underpinning Lepecki’s analyses of work in Exhausting Dance. Lepecki discovers in the works he discusses a politics of individual engagement rather than one of individual or collective responsibility and action. Questions about the commons and relationality do not appear in his book.

Lepecki makes a number of references to Deleuze and Guattari and their concept of the body without organs, their concepts of the rhizome and of the processes of territorialisation and deterritorialisation. He also refers to Foucault’s critique of authorship. What Lepecki doesn’t consider, however, is these writers’ political philosophy. Foucault and Deleuze draw on a philosophical heritage that emphasises flows of energy and relations of power. Its genealogy runs through the philosophies of Nietzsche, Bergson, and Spinoza. Lepecki’s focus on presence and on the nature of individual being, however, leads him to the ontological concerns of Heidegger and thus back to Aristotle. The politics that informs Exhausting Dance is a critique of modernity, particularly that developed from German critical theory by Peter Sloterdijk; this is supplemented with Randy Martin’s application of Marxist theory to performance studies. This is a very different approach to politics from the left libertarian politics of the situationist Guy Debord, or of Deleuze and Foucault, or of a subsequent generation of philosophers that includes in France Jean-Luc Nancy, Jacques Rancière, Judith Revel, and in Italy Giorgio Agamben, Michael Hardt68 and Tony Negri, Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, and Paulo Virno. Jérôme Bel and Xavier Le Roy, for example, each mention Debord’s ideas about the society of the spectacle in one of their works.69 The political thinking of the choreographers whose work Lepecki discusses is closer to the work of these leftist thinkers than it is to the more orthodox academic Marxism that informs the approach which Exhausting Dance utilises.

This chapter began with a description of Xavier Le Roy’s Sans titre (2014) as an example of the choreography and performance that are the subject of this book. I have identified overlapping sets of theoretical ideas through which the book develops readings of these kinds of works. They are works that ungovern, critique, and are part of, or defend, a commons. To further clarify the appropriateness of these issues to these recent works, I shall briefly apply them within a reading of Sans titre (2014) and use them to indicate key concerns in this book.

First, Sans titre (2014) creates a space within which dancer and audience have access to common aesthetic and affective experiences. It involved a conscious negotiation between dancer and visitor thus touching on issues around ethics and relationality. Our responsibilities—to one another and to art—are a central concern of this book. Second, I noted that that Sans titre (2014) challenges any expectation that Le Roy should provide his audience with a spectacle or virtuoso dancing. Instead, it offered its beholders opportunities to recognise that if Le Roy could do this, then they too have a potential for making dances. Paulo Virno argues that, in the post-Fordist world of work, production has significantly changed from Fordist approaches so that now everyone employs virtuosity in what they do, and that this could potentially be used for the good of what he calls the multitude rather than, as it is currently, to make profits for the few. A section of the book focuses on virtuosity. It looks at the intersection between a radical, alternative approach to virtuosity in dance and the way a political concept of democratic, egalitarian virtuosity has emerged from critiques of post-Fordist labour.

Third, the starting point for Sans titre (2014) is the memory of the previous Sans titre from 2005.
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