Curating dance in the current climate

The three issues that I’d like to consider with you are embedded in my title: curating dance in the current climate. 

I am going to talk about them in reverse order starting with 

1. Current climate.  (I deliberately avoided using the word crisis in my title even though ‘times of crisis’ is a consideration in the overarching topic of this seminar. We’ve been invited to consider artistic decisions.) 

There’s no denying that we are experiencing a critical shift, of global proportions, in how we live our lives, in our life styles, how we go about our (daily) business – work, play, shop, eat, travel, live. The recent credit crunch upheavals have had the biggest and most direct impact both on our working lives and, also, on the fast lane, market driven, consumerist lifestyles that we’ve  bought into over the past 15 years, or so.  (No more so than in Ireland.) Lifestyles that are fuelled by the huge technological advances that permit us to access products (concrete or conceptual) instantaneously, in small high speed packages so as to help us manage our time, and to provide us with more time for other things - which are just more of the same.  What is happening to our banking system through the obsessive, viral behaviour of our financiers and bankers, simplistically put, I know, the (equally simplistic) actions of trading noughts and other commodities, at the press of a return or delete button, to mind boggling proportions. What we are talking about is an incredible misuse and misunderstanding of the powerful dynamic of time and space – greed and instantaneous gratification.  The aftermath of which it will take decades to recover from. The severity of the global financial predicament had been foreshadowed; preceded by the toppling of other societal pillars (I speak certainly of Ireland): our, healthcare system, clergy, politicians.  It is not necessarily a bad thing.  The ‘flattening out’ of our society - through globalisation and the information era, enabled by new technology - is providing us with a moment to reconsider our values, individually and collectively (and, yes, the personal is the universal).  Will we take the time to do this?  Have the arts, too, bought into the hyper-market culture?  This would be understandable - with more money being exchanged and more resources put in place, greater mobility and opportunity in every direction for more artists and arts practitioners to create and to present their work. 

Are we at a point of overload? What about the quality of the work?  Is the ‘flattening out’ a necessary part of a process, an offer of  new opportunities to consider in what direction we might take our creative forces next, now that they’re being forcibly disentangled from dealing with greed and excess; what are our values and how can we ensure quality and engagement?  There may be fewer artists making work for a living and that, too, perhaps is necessary.  What we should try to encourage is that for those who do create works their inspiration and relevancy is ‘today’; at the same time, to advocate that a right of every citizen is to explore their creativity; that to have access to an arts education is all of our birthrights - though we won’t all become artists, nor should we. 

The green shoots of recovery will not come out of our economic activity alone, the turning point is through our arts and culture, both the storehouse of our past and the creative force of our future.

2. And so to dance at the turning point: Performance 

Dance is not capable of holding a fixed position. I used to consider this a weakness; a possible factor in why I felt it seemed more difficult for dance to enjoy equal status, to be taken as seriously as other contemporary arts disciplines: dance: - forever young - of the moment – current - on the move.

The big shift and breakthrough for dance, as a contemporary art form, is that it now enjoys more equal status with other contemporary arts disciplines.   How has this happened?

As an embodied practice dance is a powerful signifier – a critical time line, past, present and future - of contemporary culture as performance as a participatory experience. Moreover, at this moment of unprecedented change, dance is recognised and appreciated for its contribution in innovative and inspirational ways to other sectors, culturally, socially and politically, and as an exemplar in the arts. Returning to the information highway and the ever shifting time- space index along this, is not dance experimenting  more than any other artform with a plurality of forms, styles and genres which are now more possible and accessible; and, also, beginning to embrace the multi-functionality of the new media tools -  undoubtedly the case, I would have thought,  within marketing?   A distinctive feature of dance at the beginning of the 21st century is the surprising range of styles, the rich diversity of choreographic practice, included under the name of dance.  The term contemporary dance in my view is an insufficient description for this contemporary art discipline where dance makers are executing some extraordinary work at the boundaries of their practice, collaboratively drawing on influences across many other disciplines.  

What are the important issues and challenges for dancemakers in performance - on the web, in theatres, dancehouses, in school  halls, on the street, in festivals?  How do we ensure the dance makers, producers and curators don’t simply get caught up in the time and space deficit of the super information highway?  What are the values that we need to consider and what is the relevancy  for dancemakers and curators in our responsibilities to our audiences? Where and how will  dance as a collaborative, social activity continue to reconfigure, exchange, communicate our dreams and desires and ideals?

This summer we lost three exceptional choreographers, in remarkably quick succession, Pina Bausch, Merce Cunningham, and Michael Jackson. Each different in style and form with their own distinctive signature yet, similar in their relentless pursuit of the true essence of their choreographic art, seeking to maintain its relevance to their audiences. And I believe it was a lifetime’s journey for each of them. Bausch sought the haunting, beauteous frailty and absurdity of the human condition with the oft times brutal, conflicting roles played out by men and women.  Cunningham presented with intellectual rigour the belief in dance movement to communicate - needing neither explanation nor interpretation for the interplay of time and chance in his choreography as collaborative features of his aesthetic.  Michael Jackson’s highly articulated and fragmented body and gestural movement rhythms were how he made pop music dance and black soul contemporary. 

The work of all three was born out of a particular cultural milieu that they drew on and creatively progressed. Though they were each a phenomenal success, inspirational to artists and audiences alike, they never compromised their art. They were always progressing their work and interrogating its relevancy to a given time. Bausch’s inter-generational work; Cunningham performing into his eighties, one of  the first choreographers to embrace the digital media and understand its potency  as a creative and educational tool for the creative arts including choreography; and Jackson - had he lived longer, who knows?  His dance was timeless. I see my young teenage son now trying to perfect Jackson’s step turn and space walk in our kitchen like I had tried 30 years previously.  As an audience we had to work, imagine, actively engage with a Bausch, a Cunningham or a Jackson work. 

What will be the legacy of each?  Will it be in the perpetuation of their style and form which is - and will be – to influence  the work of young dance makers for years to come. Or, will it be (like Cunningham has requested it) to let his company be shut down after a two year, final international tour. The Cunningham Trust will be the guardians for posterity of  ‘the digital capsules’ of his complete works. Cunningham understood the need to leave space, and the time, for new radical and revolutionary work to emerge. As he put it ,


I understand that my pieces, whatever they’re worth, can easily enough be forgotten not only for what they were, but because as time continues, something else is happening which changes, which will push dance in different directions.

Hard choices and decisions by artists, funders, audiences programmer/curators: what criteria do we employ to take us on to the next stage?

3. Curating:   context and relevancy 

Quite recently I’ve taken up the position of artistic director of Woking Dance Festival in the UK. I curate an international festival programme every two years plus an annual outdoor summer shorts event. It ‘s a slight though not insignificant departure for me in that I am selecting a programme for a festival that has already been in existence for some time. I’m used to creating programmes that are inspired by a perceived need (artistic, social, aesthetic ).  Of course, I have inherited a style and the legacy of the previous director in particular in one strand: Dance Dialogues - an exchange programe with artists from north Africa and the Middle East . For our forthcoming festival in 2010 we will be focusing on a selection of artists from the arab world.

I’ve chosen to use the term curating rather than programming - a term not so commonly in use in the performing arts. For me curation  encapsulates a more holistic approach to presenting a festival programme; to consider what the reference points are for the programme; from the context and how the work relates to this  - be it artistic , social or aesthetically driven or, more than likely, a combination of all three.   The context in which the festival is being presented  is Woking, the UK and the greater international arena for festivals of dance. So I did not begin with any particular theme in mind. Rather I wanted to take the time for themes to emerge, ones I hoped that would resonate with local audiences  and have a wider impact on artists, extending beyond the life of the festival. 

In the current climate three topics have emerged which I’ll be curating  as  micro programmes  within our next festival in February 2010. In brief these include: The Everyday Living Project, where we consider artistic responses to the way we live our lives from a variety of workaday perspectives: cooking, working, shopping, leisure. The theme is governed by our sense of time and space, as previously mentioned, and this is what choreographers respond to. We began The Everday Living Project during our outdoor Summer Shorts event last July and we’ll be continuing the programme during the festival 2010. 

A second micro programme is on women and choreography  - with new commissions co-productions, presentations and talks -  highlights a concern that has already been debated in the print media  about the perceived lack of profile for women choreographers in the UK. The Dance Umbrella Festival in London is hosting a talk on this topic in October. Woking Dance Festival will pick up the baton in a special profile event in the lead up to International Womens Day, in early March.

Thirdly, in the current climate, we’ll be coming full circle and start afresh with a project dedicated to the early years (0 – 6 year olds) and dance. There is an inherent sense of time and place in programmes with this age group and their guardians which compels attention on the vivid, vibrant immediacy – and pure  enjoyment - of performance in the present moment.

We may only be able to dip into any of these themes as part the festival yet in the current climate the festival has to provide a fun, provoking and relevant experience - this is the most significant task for me curatorially. The festival’s ultimate success rests in the partnerships it forges, the audiences we hope to inspire and challenge, and in its contribution and relevancy within the local community and beyond.  ‘Curation’ is derived from Latin  cura:  ‘to care’…
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