
to content page

(performing) arts in the public space

Courant is het driemaandelijkse magazine van Vlaams Theater Instituut vzw
Afgiftekantoor Brussel X - v.u. Joris Janssens, Sainctelettesquare 19, 1000 Brussel

BeLgIË-
BeLgIQUe

pB
BRUSSeL X
1/1336

Courant 107 november 2013 - januari 2014

oUt of the BoX 

P 409697

Institute for the 
Performing Arts



3 Out Of the bOx

This issue of Courant, VTi’s quarterly magazine, is a compilation of material gath-
ered during the ‘Out of the Box’ conference, which took place in Brussels in 
September 2013. Performing artists and arts professionals from all over Europe 
discussed several aspects of performing arts in public spaces: the artistic and 
social motivations, aspects of programming and curating, the relationship with 
the audience, etc.

The origins of this conference can be traced back to the ‘Crossroads’ colloquium 
VTi organised a year earlier, during the 2012 Flemish Theatre Festival in Antwerp. 
The discussions then were about networking and collaborating within and outside 
the performing arts, and about possible cross-collaboration between art and other 
social domains. 

At that time we were treated to a powerful and memorable speech in which the 
Rotterdam philosopher Henk Oosterling called on us to seriously rethink theatre’s 
place in society (cf. Courant 103, November 2012). One of the elements in his 
argument was that artists should think about the place where they show their art. 

Art in public spaces is nothing new, Oosterling said. We have long since been 
erecting statues in town squares and putting on street plays. But art’s involvement 
in the public domain has shifted – or is at the very least diversified – as a result of 
a number of social developments. 

Oosterling argues for theatre that is not only played out in public space, but first and 
foremost functions as public space. He spoke about ‘artistic interventions in public 
space that themselves create public spaces and embrace new possibilities for inter-
action’. In a mediatised and intercultural society, he explained, art can engage with 
all kinds of social processes and open itself up. We heard an inspiring plea for the 
theatre of tomorrow: an experimental place for social interaction, for unconventional 
connections and associations, for structural links with other sectors. In this process 
theatre might lose some of its identity, but can gain a lot more besides.

Many artists and cultural workers have had similar thoughts. All over Europe we 
see various attempts to define this theatre of tomorrow, by seeking out public space 
and rethinking theatre as public space. First, Jorinde Seijdel provides us with some 
context. If artistic practices in public space have changed quite significantly over 
the last ten or twenty years, this is because what we understand as public space 
has also changed drastically (through privatisation, complex interactions between 
physical and virtual spaces, etc.). The rest of this issue shows the diversity of 
approaches. We see how theatre and performance can be implemented as an 
activist strategy, how artists create contexts in which certain new kinds of social 
interaction are provoked and tried out. We see how artists use subtle interven-
tions to make us think about how public space guides and shapes our behaviour. 
We look at this not just from an artistic, but also from an institutional perspective.

This is not only happening in Flanders or Brussels; it is an international phenom-
enon. Which is why the line-up and the audience at the Out of the Box conference 
was international. Because we want to share the insights of the conference with 
everyone who was there, this issue of VTi’s magazine is by exception in English.
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The international credit crisis, the Euro crisis, the Arab 
Spring, Occupy camps in Amsterdam, Deventer and 
New York City, Project X in Haren and London … 
Over the last five years it has become clearer than 
ever that interacting processes of privatisation, glo-
balisation and mediatisation are dramatically alter-
ing the nature and conditions of current-day public 
space and the public domain. The fight is on again 
for the communal, on a different scale than before 
and in new places. What does this mean for art that 
is intended to be exhibited in contemporary public 
space? Can it help towards this goal by falling back 
on traditional functions such as commemoration, 
decoration, celebration and representation, or is it 
forced to relate to the new spatial and social constel-
lations that are emerging, and thereby to the politics 
of the communal? 

THE nEW TImE-SPACES oF oCCuPy  
AnD ProJECT X

The activism of the international Occupy movements 
and the famous flashmobs and Project X, planned 
partly on Facebook and Twitter, which took place 
recently in London and Haren, are ostensibly the 
result of various social desires and urges, but what 
they have in common is that they connect time and 
space in a new way and demonstrate new expres-
sions of presence and public action.1 Occupy is the 
leaderless global protest movement that emerged 
in 2011, inspired by the Arab Spring, and which 
rejects the greed of the financial sector, neoliberal 
market-oriented thinking, the power of multination-
als and the growing social and economic inequal-
ity in the world. During the summer and autumn 
of 2011 Occupy camps sprang up throughout the 
Western world. The inhabitants sometimes got into 
serious fights with the authorities, who hadn’t a clue 
how to deal with the new phenomenon. Occupy 
demonstrated and organised itself not just in the 
physical public space, but also via the internet. 
Much use was made of live cams – ‘The revolution 
will be live-streamed’ – which broadcast daily life 
in the camps as if it were reality TV.

1. See also: Seijdel, Jorinde. ‘Mic Check. Publieke 
ruimte en presentie ten tijde van de Occupy-
bewegingen’. In: Lene ter Haar & Lotte Haagsma 
(eds). Claiming Visibility. The Politics of Public Art. 
Amsterdam: Mondriaan Fonds, 2012, and Seijdel, 
Jorinde. ‘The Intangibility of Occupy. Ultra-Short 
Notes’. In: Club Donny #8, March 2012.

In contrast the flashmob-like phenomenon of Project 
X, whereby large numbers of young people come 
together for a ‘party’ (in the style of a Dutch party 
hit: ‘Waar is dat feestje? Hier is dat feestje!’, or 
Where’s the party? Here’s the party!) at a place 
announced via Facebook and Twitter.2 On 21 
September 2012 thousands of people from across 
the Netherlands congregated in the Groningen vil-
lage of Haren after a girl who was celebrating her 
sixteenth birthday mistakenly sent out a private invi-
tation as a public ‘event’ on her Facebook page – 
this led to an unstoppable online dynamic to more 
than 400,000 invitees. The outcome was a local 
emergency decree, riots, the deployment of the Riot 
Squad, injuries and arrests, and finally an official 
investigation into the new phenomenon. Project X 
parties took place last year in Germany, France 
and America: all led to riots with the authorities and 
damage on an enormous scale.

Occupy and the Project X parties may be fleeting 
fads, but the extent to which they are accompanied 
by an unregulated interplay between the physical 
and the virtual does make them firmly representative 
of new models for resistance and celebration in the 
public domain. Do they not show two sides of the 
same coin? Are they not both testing out, albeit in dif-
ferent ways, the 21st-century idea of public freedom 
of movement and thereby the space of communality? 
According to 20th-century ideas, public space should 
be an optimum space, free from oppressive pow-
ers, in which rational discussions are held (Jürgen 
Habermas). Or public space should be a ‘common 
world full of differences’, in which people have the 
freedom to do as they please (Hannah Arendt).3 

This modern summary of a homogeneous, demo-
cratic, thoughtful and peaceful space seems to be 
more of a myth than ever in the 21st century: phe-
nomena like Occupy and Project X, but also the 
riots and looting in the French suburbs in 2005 and 
in London in 2011, occupy the space in a fanatical 
way, seize and overpower it for an unspecified time. 
These kinds of action are more in tune with Chantal 
Mouffe’s ideas about public space; she believes that 
the attempt to reach rational consensus is on a road 
to nowhere. In her political thinking she distinguishes 

2. The name is a reference to the 2012 American film 
comedy Project X, which also deals with a party that 
gets out of hand. 

3. See for example The Human Condition (1958) by 
Arendt and Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit by 
Habermas (1962).

At the conference we welcomed a whole host of international guests via the SPACE 
platform. SPACE – short for Supporting Performing Arts Circulation in Europe – is 
a European collaborative project in which VTi is engaged together with ONDA, 
the British Council, Pro Helvetia, the Arts and Theatre Institute in Prague, the Adam 
Mickiewicz Institute in Warsaw, the Italian Ministry of Culture, and Dutch Performing 
Arts from the Netherlands. A programme entitled ‘Destinations’, on the perform-
ing arts in public space, is taking place in Brussels (September 2013), in Poland 
(October 2013) and Italy (March 2014). At the conference we welcomed other 
guests via the Summer Academy run by CIFAS (Centre International de Formation 
en Arts du Spectacle), in which twenty professionals followed four days of keynote 
speeches and master-classes on the relationship between art and the city. 

The discussions at the conference were put in a different light by the sad news 
that reached us the day before: the passing away of Marianne Van Kerkhoven, 
the house dramaturge of Kaaitheater and – without a doubt – one of the leading 
figures of the Flemish performing arts since the seventies. Quite suddenly there 
was loss and sadness in the Theatre Festival and the venue that hosted it. But at 
the Out of the Box conference remembrance also meant inspiration. The motor 
behind the discussions of that day was a rigorous and never-ending engagement 
to connect art with society. This was exactly what had driven Marianne’s impres-
sive body of work throughout her career. To quote an excerpt from her State of 
the Union speech at the Theatre Festival: ‘Beyond the performance lies the theatre, 
and beyond the theatre lies the city and beyond the city, as far as we can see, lies 
the whole world and even the sky with its stars. The walls that connect these rings 
with one another are made of skin: they have pores, they breathe. Sometimes that 
is forgotten.’ We will not forget these words. They were with us at the conference 
and we will carry them with us not only today but for a long time.

WheRe’S the paRty??
pUBLIc Space, aRt anD the commUnaL 

Jorinde Seijdel

Dominoes – Station House Opera (photo: Thomas Seest)
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of segregation or exclusion in the urban domain.8 In 
a wider interpretation of Hardt and Antoni Negri, 
the area of ‘the communal’ encompasses much 
more than the urban outer domain or the natural 
and material – such as meadowlands, and soil, 
water, and air, etc., previously. They stress that in 
our time the communal is increasingly immaterial 
and affective (knowledge, information, communica-
tion, images, codes), and it is precisely that which 
is being appropriated by the neoliberal market and 
being privatised by means of capitalist command 
relationships. ‘The communal’ is not accessible to 
everyone, because not everyone is involved in the 
connections and social exchanges from which it 
arises.9 The fight for the communal is therefore not 
merely about ‘reterritorialising’ the physical urban 
domain, but just as much about how these immate-
rial and affective goods and production processes 
should be shared.10 

The serious rioting and looting that took place in 
London’s deprived areas in August 2011, and which 
then spread to Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool 
and Bristol, and were also controlled in part via the 
internet and mobile media, were equated by Slavoj 
Žižek with the events that Hardt referred to in Paris. 
Žižek’s commentary looks specifically at the signifi-
cance of the lack of a ‘message’ among the rioters: 
‘As with the car burnings in the Paris banlieues in 
2005, the UK rioters had no message to deliver. 
(There is a clear contrast with the massive student 
demonstrations in November 2010, which also 
turned to violence. The students were making clear 
that they rejected the proposed reforms to higher 
education.) This is why it is difficult to conceive of 
the UK rioters in Marxist terms, as an instance of the 
emergence of the revolutionary subject; they fit much 
better into the Hegelian notion of the “rabble”, those 
outside organised social space, who can express 
their discontent only through “irrational” outbursts 
of destructive violence – what Hegel called “abstract 
negativity”.’11

The lack of a message or a clear demand is also 
exactly what the Occupy Movement was often 
accused of. At the same time, some regarded this 
as a deliberate negation of the existing order and 
therefore as pointing the finger at the failures of both 
the political – the fundamental ‘who gets what and 
how?’ – and of (party) politics. After all, the battle for 
the communal emerges precisely from the fact that 
there is no message between people anymore. Žižek 
too includes in his interpretation the disregard or the 

8. Lecture in the Academiegebouw of Rijksuniversiteit 
Groningen on 17 October 2008.

9. Negri, Antoni & Michael Hardt, Commonwealth. 
Massachusetts: Belknap Press at Harvard University 
Press, 2009.

10. In this light, WikiLeaks can also definitely be seen as 
an attempt to reclaim the communal.

11. Žižek, Slavoj. ‘Shoplifters of the world unite’. In: 
London Review of Books. 19 August 2011. www.lrb.
co.uk/2011/08/19/slavoj-zizek/shoplifters-of-the-
world-unite.

failure of the political, when he refers to ‘those out-
side organised social space’. Having been left aside 
by politics, groups of people force their visibility. 
Nevertheless, the ‘irrational’ outbursts of destructive 
violence’ that occurred in Haren and caused so much 
damage are light years away from Habermas and 
Arendt’s ideas about public space and public mood, 
but also from the productive dissensus between 
‘friendly foes’ according to Mouffe’s agonistic model. 

If we regard these undefined clashes and conflicts 
in the public domain in the light of philosopher 
Jacques Rancière’s ideas about the communal, 
political and aesthetic12, then the question arises as 
to whether or not these riots are an attempt to get 
the political working again. According to Rancière, 
political conflict is that – rare – event when those 
who are not perceived break through the sanc-
tioned principles which guarantee participation 
in society and thus subvert the consensus on the 
perception. The process here is not about an indi-
vidual interest or the interest of a specific group, but 
about making voices heard. But if the issue is about 
real political conflict, this is not what is happening 
in Western countries and the political order is not 
really being broken down: for the time being these 
are just incidental outbursts or demonstrations, 
which are being papered over by administrators 
and those in power for the good of the existing 
order. What is clear is that the ‘police order’, as 
Rancière calls the ruling executive order, is clue-
less as to how to deal with the erratic behaviour 
of its citizens and the new use of public space. It 
is obsessed with health and safety in public space, 
but allows itself to be completely overwhelmed by 
the runaway minority or persistent occupier.13 

ArT, THE CommunAl AnD THE PolITICAl

Since it is claimed that the public domain is chang-
ing from the inside out and from the outside, and is 
becoming hybrid and unstable in its substance due to 
the interaction between the physical and the digital, 
between global time and local space, and that both 
in the amount of communal space and of space for 
the communal it is under pressure, the question about 
what role art can play is ever more pressing. Can 
art play a significant part in recapturing the commu-
nal and the political? Whatever happens, art can no 
longer fall back on its representative, commemora-
tive or aesthetic-decorative function. If there is less 
community, both in the physical-spatial and symbolic 
sense, then the mission or the message about what 
has to be mediated through artwork becomes very 
diffuse or arbitrary, as does which public should be 
targeted and what sort of commissioning programme 
may be suitable for a government or institution.

12. See for example: Rancière, Jacques. Het esthetische 
denken. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2007.

13. As seemed to be the case in 2012, given the way 
the Amsterdam authorities dealt with the asylum-see-
kers’ camp in Osdorp.

‘agonism’ from antagonism.4 In antagonism oppo-
nents regard each other as enemies, while in ago-
nism the opponents come together as ‘friendly foes’ 
or ‘foe-like friends’. Friends, because they are sharing 
a common, symbolic space. Enemies, because they 
both want to organise that space in a different way. 

The question, however, is whether her theory about 
agonistic space is still relevant: after all, it is pre-
cisely the sharing of a common space that is com-
ing under pressure, a space that is moreover being 
expanded via the social media in a way that is not 
visible or cannot be experienced by everyone. As a 
result, opponents cannot meet each other as ‘friendly 
foes’ and the authorities have no idea how to handle 
either the Occupy participants or the Project X party-
goers. In short, public space is no longer functioning 
as a stage for resistance, but has itself become the 
cause. And so as to be able to keep its wayward 
subjects in line, the authorities must diligently look for 
new forms of control and bio-politics.  

However, the efforts made by the authorities to regain 
control of the contemporary public space and its 
rebellious subjects are also an effect of the interplay 
between the physical space and the digital space. 
The global digital space adds a new time-dimension 
to the material space, making it more difficult to 
control or localise. ‘In the network era, space is no 
longer merely a three-dimensional concept, grafted 
on a linear time-scale. It has several nodes, a “space 
of flows” which is interwoven with a “timeless time”, 
whereby the capacity for fusion is greater, towards a 
coordinated mass’, says media theorist Joss Hands, in 
the context of a reflection on social media and revolt.5 
The Occupy movements tested the boundaries of pub-
lic freedom of movement by occupying the space not 
just for a day or a week, but for an unspecified time, in 
various places at the same time and both online and 
offline. Occupy is therefore demonstrating in a new 
way in time and space. Doug Rushkoff goes so far as 
to call the Occupy event the first real movement of the 
internet era, whose narrative model is fundamentally 
different from the time in which things still seemed to 
take the linear route, were organised hierarchically, 
and had a specific beginning and end with clear 
leaders and followers. Rushkoff: ‘... this is not a move-
ment with a traditional narrative arc. As the product 
of the decentralised networked-era culture, it is less 
about victory than sustainability. It is not about one-
pointedness, but inclusion and groping toward con-
sensus. It is not like a book; it is like the Internet.’6 

4. Mouffe, Chantal. ‘Kunst en democratie. Kunst als 
agonistische interventie in de openbare ruimte’. In: 
Open. Cahier over kunst & het publieke domein 
# 14 Kunst als publieke zaak. Rotterdam: NAi 
Uitgevers/SKOR, 2008. 

5. Hands, Joss. ‘Sociale media en de mobilisering 
van de menigte’. In: Open. Cahier over kunst & het 
publieke domein # 21 (Im)Mobiliteit. Rotterdam: NAi 
Uitgevers/SKOR, 2011.

6. Douglas Rushkoff on CNN, http://edition.cnn.
com/2011/10/05/opinion/rushkoff-occu-
py-wall-street/index.html?hpt=hp_c1.

According to philosophers Christoph Brunner, Roberto 
Nigro and Gerald Raunig, Occupy is about ‘the 
active reappropriation and redistribution of time’ and 
about a new form of resistance, the molecular strike. 
‘The molecular strike is an interface in the time regime 
of the prevailing deterritorialisation that propels us, 
intended to experiment with new ways of living, new 
forms of organisation, new time relationships. It is no 
longer simply a battle to reduce the number of work-
ing hours, but more to do with completely rearranging 
time as a whole.’7 In their opinion it is also the simulta-
neous highlighting of the ‘paradox of the public’: ‘The 
public domain does not exist, especially not in the tidy 
spaces of city centres.’ This paradox also seemed to 
be effective at the Project X meeting in Haren: every 
citizen is free to go to Haren and stay there, but a 
gathering of thousands, outside the authorised (time) 
schedule of community life must be stopped, if neces-
sary by issuing an emergency decree and mobilising 
the Riot Squad. There was no space in Haren simply 
just to be there, without a clear request or message. 

The incident in Haren was therefore not a meeting in 
the ordinary sense of the word, but the physical effect 
of an event that was ‘created’ in the digital, non-lin-
ear reality of Facebook and Twitter, where another, 
globalised arrangement of time and space rules. The 
internet-led Occupy event also reflected the digital 
logic of creating, deleting and copying in the way that 
the physical ‘sites’ came and went. Authorities will 
increasingly be confronted by incidents and events 
whose cause and consequence occur in different 
spaces, and which emerge from a friction between 
the physical and the digital. This provokes different 
behaviours in the various parties involved, and these 
behaviours are more difficult to predict and control. 

THE CrISIS oF THE CommunAl

What Occupy and a phenomenon like Project X 
most demonstrate is that traditional public space 
and the communal are in crisis, under pressure from 
processes such as privatisation, globalisation and 
mediatisation. Ownership and power relationships 
have been turned on their head. Fundamental politi-
cal questions are being posed again, such as what 
belongs to whom and what belongs to everyone. To 
reinforce this, new forms of action and ‘agency’ are 
being sought. 

Some years ago, philosopher Michael Hardt declared 
that the crisis of the communal was a consequence 
of a disregard for the political. As a result, access 
to ‘the communal’ is forced. Referring to the riots in 
the Paris suburbs in 2005, he maintained that this 
was a fight for the communal, directed at structures 

7. Brunner, Christoph, Roberto Nigro & Gerald Raunig, 
‘Reterritorialiseer! Nieuwe dimensies van huidige 
vormen van activisme’. In: Open. Cahier over kunst 
& het publieke domein #23 Autonomie. Rotterdam: 
NAi Uitgevers/SKOR, 2012.

http://www.lrb.co.uk/2011/08/19/slavoj-zizek/shoplifters-of-the-world-unite
http://www.lrb.co.uk/2011/08/19/slavoj-zizek/shoplifters-of-the-world-unite
http://www.lrb.co.uk/2011/08/19/slavoj-zizek/shoplifters-of-the-world-unite
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/10/05/opinion/rushkoff-occupy-wall-street/index.html?hpt=hp_c1
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/10/05/opinion/rushkoff-occupy-wall-street/index.html?hpt=hp_c1
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/10/05/opinion/rushkoff-occupy-wall-street/index.html?hpt=hp_c1
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Another artist who systematically juxtaposes the politi-
cal and politics and thereby tries to establish what 
art and politics have in common, is Jonas Staal.20 
In 2011, in exhibition hall W139 in Amsterdam, 
together with his colleague Hans van Houwelingen 
and the Amsterdam alderman for culture, Carolien 
Gehrels (PvdA), he organised the ‘Allegories of Good 
and Bad Government’ project, in the context of which 
four artists and four politicians lived together day and 
night from 1 to 4 May 2011 in a tent camp in W139. 
The aim was to conduct a running debate on their 
mutual connection by discussing in detail a political or 
artistic case concerning each participant.21 The spa-
tial design of the camp was carried out by the design 
and research agency Metahaven, which attempted 
to make a statement about politics and community 
by incorporating all the necessary practical facilities 
for the task – for speaking, eating, drinking, sleep-
ing, moving. The idea was that a Gesammtkunstwerk 
would emerge on the theme of the organisation of 
society and the possibility of a shared artistic and 
political project would be examined. 

In reality, the form of ‘Allegories of Good and Bad 
Government’ was also its content, and it was more 
about an ostentatious communion of art and poli-
tics in a common space than a very specific mes-
sage. What is remarkable is that this staged camp 
– which also bears the hallmarks of a reality TV 
show – was used some months later by Occupy, the 
major difference being that the majority of politi-
cians didn’t agree with those camps. 

On the agenda were social phenomena and artistic 
projects in which the communal and the public were 
questioned, claimed and produced in various differ-
ent ways, and also the importance of the political, 
as Rancière saw it, was pushed to the fore. No one 
specific or nuanced message, question or demand 
of the political apparatus is central, but rather the 
management, constitution and development of the 
communal. And for all these projects it is being pre-
sent that is a creative or disruptive force.

What Occupy, the flashmobs and Projects X have in 
common with art projects is that, whether intention-
ally or not, they have managed to take into account 
the boundaries between the real and the digital, the 
physical and the virtual, and the public and private. 
This highlights how the common good is increas-
ingly determined by other social and economic 
relationships and conditions of time and space, in 
which new subjectivities and actors and immaterial 
goods are produced, and thus also altered relation-
ships of power and possession. 

20. www.jonasstaal.nl/projects_nl.html
21. Participants: Salima Belhaj (D66), Mariko Peters 

(GroenLinks), Carolien Gehrels (PvdA), Nicoline 
van Harskamp, Jeanne van Heeswijk, Hans van 
Houwelingen, Ruud Nederveen (VVD), Jonas Staal 
and Michiel van Wessem (VVD).

 www.allegoriesofgoodandbadgovernment.com

In order to allow the political to work properly, art 
will also ultimately have to pay attention to the ten-
sion and links between the physical public space 
and social networks. To start with, there will have to 
be a critical examination and analysis of the domi-
nant media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook 
and Google. Under the leadership of lecturer 
and media theorist Geert Lovink, the Instituut voor 
Netwerkcultuur in Amsterdam is conducting just 
such a study, entitled ‘Unlike Us: Understanding 
Social Media Monopolies and their Alternatives’.22 

In ‘Unlike Us’, culture theorists, designers, artists and 
activists are working together to better understand 
the dominant social media platforms and thereby 
also contemporary capitalism, and to develop alter-
natives to them. The research agenda includes the 
following: ‘Without falling into the romantic trap of 
some harmonious offline life, “Unlike Us” asks what 
sort of network architectures could be designed 
that contribute to “the communal”, understood as 
a shared resource and system of collective produc-
tion that supports new forms of social organisation 
(such as organised networks) without mining for 
data to sell.’ At a time when we all submit to social 
media en masse and in so doing feed only a few 
powerful media companies, this would seem to be 
a crucial point. The party is about to begin!

Jorinde Seijdel is an author, art theorist and editor 
of Open! Platform voor Kunst, Cultuur & het Publieke 
Domein. She is currently a lecturer at the Gerrit 
Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and a theory men-
tor at the Dutch Art Institute (MFA ArtEZ) in Arnhem. 

Jorinde Seijdel was commissioned to write this piece 
by BAM, Flemish Institute for Visual Art, as part of 
its analysis of the visual arts field. A number of writ-
ers were invited to examine the situation in various 
sections of and practices in the visual arts, and the 
results were used for further discussion in work-
groups. Most of the pieces were written in Dutch.
http://bamart.be/nl/pages/detail/8833

22. http://networkcultures.org/wpmu/unlikeus/about

In 2011 in the Netherlands the neoliberal, popu-
list minority cabinet concluded that art in the public 
domain no longer needed any attention or support 
and could be left to the markets. As a result the Stichting 
Kunst en Openbare Ruimte (SKOR), set up in 2000 
and subsidised by the Ministry of Education, Culture 
and Science, was forced to dismantle its current prac-
tice of mediation and commissioning. Last spring, 
partly in collaboration with SKOR, and as a reaction 
to the dismantling policy of the government, the pro-
ject ‘De Meent: buying out space’ (meent is an old 
Dutch word for the space that belongs to everybody 
and nobody) was set up. Active members include art-
ists Wouter Osterholt and Elke Uitentuis and philoso-
pher Ernst van den Hemel. The project is managing the 
purchase of ‘De Inkijk’, a SKOR exhibition space in the 
form of a small, monumental house on Ruysdaelkade 
in Amsterdam, by means of ‘crowd investment’. The 
idea is to acquire the house with the help of a big and 
heterogeneous group of people, and then to manage 
this property democratically. Using procedures and 
laws for the purchase of private property, ‘De Meent’ 
aims to lay a realistic claim to common space: ‘In sim-
ple terms, the project proposes to make use of money 
and ideas of ownership with the aim of being able to 
stamp the object forever as a new shared space, for 
everybody and for nobody.’14 Everyone who makes 
a contribution becomes a co-owner and has an equal 
say about what happens in the space, the only rule 
being that decisions about programming and the 
maintenance of the building must be made with an 
overall consensus. The shared space must then func-
tion as a platform for research and experiments on 
democratisation processes – lectures and debates 
already take place here on a regular basis.

About six months since the start, 1.87% of the total 
purchase price of 150,000 euro has now come in, 
so that this project, which is at least remarkable and 
committed, looks like becoming mainly symbolic and 
the current lack of ‘community’ threatens to take over. 
‘De Meent’ is about ‘the communal’ and community, 
but it is not ‘community art’ aimed at a specific neigh-
bourhood. Instead it is a form of ‘crowd culture’, in 
which a global few are brought together by shared 
interests. And it can also be seen as an exercise in 
the ‘politics of things’ – a political-philosophical meth-
odology to research social reality and democracy, in 
which things are regarded as ‘matters of concern’ 
within a network of relationships of technology, 
issues and actors.15 By literally using a thing – the 
building ‘De Inkijk’ – and demonstratively giving it a 
place in an analysis of the interplay of democracy, 
community and art, the political and social impor-
tance of ‘the communal’ comes to the surface.

In Community Art. The Politics of Trespassing, the art 
sociologist Pascal Gielen states: ‘... it is striking that 
(often digestive) community art frequently surfaces in 

14. www.meent.nu
15. For Politics of things, see for example: Open. Cahier 

over kunst & het publieke domein #24 Dingpolitiek: 
Wat kunst & design doen in democratie. Rotterdam: 
NAi Uitgevers/SKOR, 2012.

countries with pronounced neoliberal regimes, such 
as Great Britain, Australia, the United States and 
nowadays also The Netherlands. An attempt seems 
to be made to compensate for the absence or immi-
nent breakdown of a strong social infrastructure, 
typical of the welfare state, through artistic opera-
tions. Perhaps that is the very reason why community 
art is currently experiencing a comeback.’16 This is 
a significant observation about the phenomenon 
of community art, which is indeed often used by 
authorities to flesh out the shortcomings of their own 
political and social policy. For art this is an uneasy 
task, which is often doomed to failure. 

By means of his sculpture ‘Bijlmer Spinoza Festival’, 
which existed for a few months in 2009 and 2010 
in the ‘colourful district’ of De Bijlmer in Amsterdam-
Southeast, the Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn tried 
very deliberately to escape the pitfalls inherent in the 
assignment of creating community from the outside 
and forcing participation. By placing the emphasis 
on his own continuous presence and involvement 
and on a continuous production – a performance, 
a philosophy lecture and a debate every day in 
collaboration with the inhabitants – he did seem to 
achieve a ‘modus vivendi’ with the neighbourhood, 
in which real public space was created.17 

In an e-mail exchange with Rancière, referring to 
the residents who were present from the beginning 
and suffering from an abundance of ‘free time’ 
because of unemployment and social problems, 
Hirschhorn writes: ‘Our presence on site was what 
was shared, our ‘common good’.’ And he asked 
himself: ‘Did the “Bijlmer Spinoza Festival” create 
a space, time and moment in the public domain, 
not only because of the presence of the work itself, 
but also because of the presence of all the partici-
pants – myself included?18 Rancière answers thus: 
‘Making different times equal is in fact the prereq-
uisite for a public space, i.e. for creating a space 
which does justice to everyone’s capacity to see, 
produce and think. Art draws its political power not 
so much from educating, provoking or mobilising 
as from its capacity to create such public spaces.’19 
This is certainly connected to Rancière’s idea that 
the political arises from the conflict over the division 
of what is perceptible by the senses, and that the 
communal arises from a balanced sharing thereof. 

16. De Bruyne, Paul & Pascal Gielen (eds.). Community 
Art. The Politics of Trespassing. Amsterdam: Valiz, 
2011, p. 29.

17. The ‘Bijlmer Spinoza Festival’ was the fifth project 
in Hirschhorn’s series ‘Presence and Production’. 
See also: http://spinoza.blogse.nl/log/website-bijl-
mer-spinoza-festival-online.html.

18. ‘Gesprek tussen Jacques Rancière en Thomas 
Hirschhorn. Vooronderstelling van de gelijkheid van 
verstandelijke vermogens en liefde voor de onein-
digheid van het denken’. In: Open. Cahier over 
kunst & het publieke domein #23. Rotterdam: NAi 
Uitgevers/SKOR, 2012, p. 132.

19. Ibid., p. 140.

http://www.jonasstaal.nl/projects_nl.html
http://www.allegoriesofgoodandbadgovernment.com
http://bamart.be/nl/pages/detail/8833
http://networkcultures.org/wpmu/unlikeus/about/
http://www.meent.nu
http://spinoza.blogse.nl/log/website-bijlmer-spinoza-festival-online.html
http://spinoza.blogse.nl/log/website-bijlmer-spinoza-festival-online.html
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Saturn II (Marseille) – Karl Van Welden (photo: 2013 United Planets)

Saturn II (Copenhagen) – Karl Van Welden (photo: 2013 United Planets/Maarten De Vrieze) Saturn III (Vitrolles) – Karl Van Welden (photo: 2013 United Planets/Maarten De Vrieze)
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Thank you everyone at the VTi and at CIFAS for 
inviting me. Yesterday at CIFAS I read out a letter to 
my dead father; it was a more theoretical approach 
questioning the role of the city and how we sepa-
rate what we believed in from how we act in the 
world, how civilisation separates everything – we 
travelled from the myth of Gilgamesh to the Paris 
Commune, a NATO bunker to hunter-gatherers (for 
the text: see http://wp.me/p2qoo5-2s).

Today I will talk more about practice, show some 
pictures and try and suggest six strategies that 
could take us beyond a culture of collapse. 

1. nEVEr BEForE …

We have entered an epoch unlike any in human 
history: some call it The Anthropocene. An epoch 
is a geological time period – you might recall the 
names of previous epochs – the Pliocene or the 
Holocene for example. The Anthropocene (named 
in 2000 by climate scientists) means the age of the 
human, and it marks a completely new age, where 
humanity has itself become a collective geophysical 
force of nature. In previous epochs it was things like 
asteroid impacts and volcanic eruptions that trans-
formed the planetary systems and heralded events 
that shift global systems, such as mass extinctions 
and the ending of ice ages, now it is us. The art 
of changing the world has come a long way since 
twelve thousand years ago when we began this 
experiment in civilisation.

In the age of the Anthropocene, humans are affect-
ing not just the place they live in (as they have for 
millions of years) but the entire systems, most nota-
bly the stratosphere. Our climate system is tipping 
out of control due to our CO2 emissions, leading 
to what many are calling a climate holocaust – a 
recent study showed that over the next eighteen 
years 100 million people could die due to causes 
related to climate chaos.

There are more trees on farms than in the wild, there 
is more rock and soil moved by bulldozers and min-
ing than all geological processes combined, there 
is ten times more plastic than phytoplankton in the 
oceans. We are irreversibly altering the cycles of 
the biosphere, nature is now a product of humanity. 

Of course it is not all of humanity, we don’t all have 
an equal responsibility for the Anthropocene, and 
one must never forget that the average Bangladeshi 
consumes 26 times less energy than a Belgian. But 
it is those of us who continue in the absurd logic of 
economic growth on a finite planet who are shap-
ing our life support systems in ways that have never 
occurred before.

In the age of the Anthropocene, the ancient dis-
tinction between natural history and human history, 
between culture and nature, collapses. It is a crisis 
with consequences whose scale is unimaginable, 
the end of most of life on earth.

This conference is entitled Out of the Box. Let’s look 
at the natural limits of the planet’s ecosystems and 
imagine them as a kind of box; when it gets too 
full it collapses, it’s what is known as the carrying 
capacity. When we take away a resource from an 
ecosystem there is a moment when the ecosystem 
cannot replenish itself as fast as the resource is 
being stripped from it, and overshoot occurs. Right 
now we are exceeding lots of those limits, including 
the acidification of the oceans, the nitrogen cycles 
and biodiversity loss, and by the end of today two 
hundred more species will have become extinct, it’s 
the same every day, that’s 73,000 every year. We 
are on our way out of the box into a world system 
that has not existed for millions of years, we have 
set off the sixth greatest extinction, and yet some-
how we seem to continue business as usual. 

What our generation is living through is the final 
confrontation between neoliberal capitalism’s need 
for infinite growth and the finite resources of the 
planet, and no amount of financial speculation or 
high-tech intervention will buy the system out of the 
inevitable crash. The future is not what it used to be.

How does this change the way we make theatre? 

In the age of the Anthropocene, is art enough? 

***

At this point of the talk I project a video. It’s grainy 
and hand held, definitely home made. It’s been shot 
from a boat. We see an enormous glacier wall, it 
must be the Antarctic. The ice is blue and beautiful; 

IS aRt enoUgh?
Some StRategIeS foR peRfoRmance  
In the age of the anthRopocene

John Jordan 

C.A.P.E – Crew (photo: Thomas Seest)

100 procent København – Rimini Protokoll (photo: Maja Nydal Eriksen)

John Jordan delivered the first keynote speech during the ‘out of the box’ 
conference on 5 September 2013 at the Kaaitheater in Brussels.

http://wp.me/p2qoo5-2s
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the light is grey and eerie. Suddenly the ice wall 
collapses into the sea, hundreds of thousands of 
tonnes of ancient frozen snow shatters and falls. 
We hear a crowd oooh and ahhh in awe.

Then we hear laughter, uncomfortable giggles. The 
camera turns a hundred and eighty degrees and 
we see dozens of tourists on board a cruise liner, 
wrapped in coats with cameras around their necks. 
We see a middle-aged woman laugh hysterically, 
she covers her mouth up with her hand in embarrass-
ment. ‘It’s wonderful,’ she says. ‘Were you happy?’ 
asks the cameraman, ‘Yeah,’ she replies breathlessly. 

A younger woman in a pink woolly hat approaches 
the camera ‘I knew it was going to happen,’ she 
smiles, revealing a row of perfect white teeth. Then 
a distant voice in the crowd says: ‘That was the 
grande finale …’ … The camera is turned off half-
way through her sentence …

These are tourists, rich western tourists, and they 
are on an expensive cruise to go and watch the ice 
melt in the Arctic. They are spectators of the climate 
holocaust, a sad sign of our society of spectacle 
and extreme separation. 

***

I was trained in theatre, one of our culture’s great 
tools of separation – a place where I learnt that art 
and life must be separated by a stage and that audi-
ences must remain in their seats even when the world 
is falling apart around them. Later I went to art school, 
and there I learnt that whatever happens never let 
your work become instrumentalised by politics, for 
then it loses its autonomy as art. As a young artist I 
was confused. I decided to make what I thought was 
radical political performance – body art. 

Inspired by artists like Chris Burden, I would take 
what I thought were risks, lie naked in baths of 
oil for three days, break electric light bulbs near 
puddles of water, sleep above piles of maggots, 
all metaphors for our crumbling world – but I real-
ised that it was always the same public coming to 
the galleries and theatres, something did not feel 
right, I had to try another strategy, something that 
touched more people outside the ghetto of culture.

So I decided to do the same thing, but in the public 
realm, on the street. I tried lots of things: taking my 
own blood and mixing it with oil during an anti-war 
demonstration, walking blindfold into the rush hour 
crowd on London Bridge pushing a wheelbarrow 
full of bones. But in the end members of the public 
just thought I was mad or they wanted to talk about 
definitions of art – ‘this was not art’ they would tell 
me, art is in the museums. But I did not care about 
what was or was not art, I wanted to talk about 
how we turn things around, how we build a society 
beyond the logic of a capitalism which puts profit 
before life. But maybe art got in the way? 

2. Do THE InVISIBIlITy TrICK

And so I took advice from Jean Dubuffet, who wrote 
‘Art loves to be incognito, its best moments are 
when it forgets what it is called’. I decided to make 
the art invisible – whether it was a fake develop-
ment agency to propose digging up a buried urban 
river in London, or a fake sex shop to talk about 
men’s addiction to pornography, the strategy was 
the same: create a situation which ignites a provo-
cation and a discussion in the public realm, but 
hide the fact that it’s art. The fact that these were 
works of art was irrelevant, in fact it seemed clear 
that the less the label of art was visible the more the 
public really wanted to engage in the issues. 

Then one day my life was thrown off course, I 
jumped over a wall at an anti-road protest and 
clambered onto a bulldozer to stop it destroying an 
ancient woodland and one of the 350 homes due to 
be razed to build a new motorway. My life changed, 
I discovered the power of direct action. And I was 
not alone, I was with people who used their bodies 
as tools not only of communication but also of resist-
ance. It was like body art, it was beautiful, powerful 
and yet effective, things were being changed in the 
here and now, landscapes saved, roads cancelled 
– it was performance that was as poetic as it was 
pragmatic, as courageous as it was creative, and 
yet no one called themselves an artist or performer. 

Direct Action is not about making demands, or 
denouncing, it’s not about asking politicians to do 
something for us, it’s doing things directly. You see 
a community being destroyed, you put your body in 
the way; you understand that people are homeless, 
you open a squat to house them.

I realised what a body can do. I did not look back. 
This was theatre like I had never seen before – some-
times there were casts of hundreds of police officers 
on horseback charging through forests blanketed in 
mist with protesters’ bodies dancing across the tree-
tops. There were scenes on a scale that no opera 
house could ever afford, it was drama that was real, 
that refused to pretend, and it worked. Following 
the 1990’s anti-road movements in the UK, seven 
hundred roads were cancelled. Direct Action was 
costing the road-builders too much in security costs, 
it hit them where it hurts, in their profits. 

From that day on I chose the path of civil (and 
uncivil) disobedience and direct action. Social 
movements became my life and the material of my 
practice. I gave up making political art and began 
to apply art to the political, to designing new forms 
of resistance and models of post-capitalist life. 

Escaping what art critic Suzy Gablik calls ‘the pris-
ons of the art world’ meant that I found myself in the 
police cells of the real world a bit more often. The 
picture on the right is of my clown being arrested, 
the police officer said I was a 22-year-old female, 
in fact I was 40! More of that later.

Kolonel Klepto (aka John Jordan) is arrested. Clown Army protests against arms traders, London, 2003 (photo: Steve Stuffit)



16 17Courant 107 Out Of the bOxto content page

Imagine a busy high street, Saturday afternoon; 
shoppers mingle on the thin strip of pavement that 
separates the shops from the busy road. Suddenly 
two cars career into each other and block the road, 
the drivers get out and begin to argue, one of the 
drivers brandishes a hammer and starts to smash 
up the other’s car. Passers-by are astonished; time 
stands still. Then people surge out of the anonymous 
shopping crowd and start to jump on top of the cars, 
multicoloured paint is thrown everywhere. An enor-
mous banner is unfurled from the roofs of the two 
destroyed vehicles – Reclaim the streets – free the 
city / kill the car – it proclaims. Five hundred people 
are now surging out of the tube station and take over 
the street. As the Surrealists might have said, every-
day life has been penetrated by the marvellous.

Thus began the first street party, in Camden High 
Street in May 1995. All afternoon people danced 
to the sound of a mobile bicycle-powered sound 
system. Free food was served up from long trestle 
tables that stretched down the middle of the road 
and children played on a climbing frame placed in 
the middle of a now liberated crossroad junction. 
As evening fell and people drifted off, riot police 
moved in and tried to re-assert their authority, hav-
ing spent the entire day without it!

The tactic of Street Parties spread quickly across 
Europe, and the fact that it filled radical politics 
with pleasure was key. As Brecht said, the ‘Our 
theatre must … train people in the pleasure of 
changing reality.’

Three years later, Britain’s shortest stretch of motor-
way, the M41, played host to ten thousand people 
reclaiming it and dancing their hearts out. The hard 
shoulder was filled with over a ton of sand and 
turned into children’s sandpit, the central reserva-
tion became a picnic site and a stage for perform-
ers. Stretching across the six lanes were huge vivid 
banners including a ten-metre-long yellow sun burst 
and the Situationist’s slogan: ‘The society that abol-
ishes every adventure makes its own abolition the 
only possible adventure.’

Some of the most striking images were the two 
huge carnival figures, six metres high with mas-
sive hooped skirts, with bagpipe players wearing 
restoration wigs installed at the top of them. These 
seemingly innocent figures were wheeled up and 
down the motorway all day and night, but hidden 
under the skirts, away from the eyes of the police, 
and drowned out by the sound of the techno sound 
systems, people were busy drilling into the tarmac 
with Kanga hammers and planting saplings. 

The story of the trees planted in the tarmac touched 
people around the world, a classic fairytale of 
rebellion told on the early threads of the world 
wide web, it became a powerful myth, a moment 
of audacity that told a simple story about the state 
of the world and resistance, and had more mobilis-
ing power than any number of facts and figures 
about the state of society. It inspired the striking 
Liverpool Dockers to contact and work with us, a 
constituency that was many worlds away from the 

When you disobey in the art world you are 
acclaimed as an ‘enfant terrible’! When you diso-
bey in the real world the state labels you ‘Domestic 
Terrorist’ and you are put on police files and fol-
lowed. On one police spotter card for identifying 
‘dangerous’ protesters during demonstrations, I 
was surrounded by my friends, who I have to say 
do not look like criminals. Funny how police ID pho-
tos turn everyone into a criminal. Being surrounded 
by friends is maybe a key difference that I saw, 
between social movements and the art world. In 
social movements I observed a shift away from 
ego, away from the deep separation of individual-
ism that so plagues capitalism and finds its zenith in 
the role of artists. I experience a sense of collective 
creativity, of solidarity and extraordinary radical 
imagination, by thousands of people who would 
never dream of calling themselves artists, but who 
spend their life trying to remake the public sphere. 

3. GIVE uP rEPrESEnTATIon

A key strategy for art in the age of the Anthropocene 
is a shift away from the pathology of representation 
towards the role of art as a tool of social transfor-
mation. 

We have to cure ourselves of the art world’s dis-
ease of representation, we have to stop pretend-
ing to do politics. Do we need more performances 
about climate chaos? More shows about extinction, 

installations about the rise of inequality? I think 
theatre can do a lot more than simply show the 
world to people. It has so much more to give society 
than mere social commentary and denunciation. It 
can do a lot more than illustrate issues or make the 
problem visible, it has the potential to act directly, 
to create collective solutions, to enable us not only 
to imagine other ways of living but to enact them in 
the here and now. 

This idea of enacting the world we want in the here 
and now, whilst simultaneously saying ‘no’ to the 
disasters of the present, is what is called ‘prefigura-
tive politics’. I was privileged to be part of a move-
ment in the late 1990s that embodied this idea and 
brought enormous amounts of rebel creativity to 
its tactics. The movement was called Reclaim The 
Streets (RTS).

A merger of artists, anarchists, ecologists and rav-
ers, RTS developed the idea of the Street Party as 
subversive public intervention. The idea of the Street 
Party was to take over major roads in London and 
transform them into ephemeral festivals of resistance. 
As RTS wrote at the time: ‘We are basically about 
taking back public space from the enclosed private 
arena. At its simplest it is an attack on cars as a 
principle agent of enclosure. It’s about reclaiming 
the streets as public inclusive space from the private 
exclusive use of the car. But we believe in this as a 
broader principle, taking back those things which 
have been enclosed within capitalist circulation and 
returning them to collective use as a commons.’

Reclaim the Streets. Hidden under the puppets trees are being planted, M41 Street Party, 1996 (photo: Julia Guest)Reclaim the Street's first street party transforms the road back into a place for people rather than cars, Camden High Street, London,  
May 1995 (photo: Nick Cobbing)
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CIRCA worked with professional clowns to develop 
a methodology, rebel clowning, that introduced play 
and games into the process of political organising. 
We developed a series of training sessions that 
encouraged activists to reprogramme their bodies, 
to develop their intuition and to ‘find their clown’ — a 
childlike state of generosity and spontaneity. Rebel 
clown training sessions attempted to peel off the 
activist armour and find the vulnerable human within.

Emphasizing the inner work of personal transfor-
mation that too many movements ignore, CIRCA 
viewed both soul and street as sites of struggle. 
The deep work of clowning, involving real letting 
go and finding the absolute spontaneous self, can 
have profoundly liberating psychological effects on 
participants. Clowning is a state of being rather 
than a technique. CIRCA’s combatants are not 
meant to pretend to be clowns, they should be real 
clowns. 

It’s a core CIRCA premise that mocking and utterly 
confusing the enemy can be more powerful than 
direct confrontation. In one instance, a seventy-
person-strong gaggle of clowns walked straight 
through a line of UK riot cops who, strangely, could 
not hold their line. When the video footage of the 
event was examined, it turned out that beneath 
their visors the cops were laughing too much to 
be able to concentrate. Other clowns filled their 
pockets with so much strange junk that it took hours 
and lots of paperwork when stop-and-searches 
occurred. A favourite tactic was to walk into army 
recruitment agencies and, in a clownish way, try to 
join up, thus causing so much chaos that the agen-
cies had to close down for the day, whereupon 
CIRCA would set up its own shabby recruitment 
stall outside. 

Turn-of-the-century anarchist Emma Goldman posed 
this problem: ‘how to be one’s self and yet in one-
ness with others, to feel deeply with all human 
beings and still retain one’s own characteristic 
qualities.’ CIRCA bridged that divide, allowing par-
ticipants to discover their own inner clown while at 
the same time wearing a ‘uniform’ that made them 
feel part of a strongly bonded group.

Despite being one of the co-founders of CIRCA, 
I was also its first deserter, for reasons I haven’t 
got time to go into now. A few years after going 
AWOL I came upon the homepage of the National 
Extremists Tactical Co-ordination Unit’s (NECTU) 
website. NECTU’s role is to coordinate intelligence 
about domestic ‘extremists’ between police, gov-
ernment and corporations. The banner image of 
the site was of the clown army. At first I thought 
someone had hacked into the site and changed the 
image as a joke, but it remained there for months. 
Were rebel clowns really such a threat to the state? 
Or was the real threat simply giving people a taste 
of freedom and commonality? 

Other smaller Labofii experiments have included 
dozens of shields made with the large portraits of 

people affected by climate change, used to push 
through police lines to block the offices of the 
company that wanted to build a third runway at 
Heathrow airport, part of a movement that forced 
the plans to be shelved. For The People v the 
Banksters Snowball Fight, a few months after the 
financial crash a simple twitter message invited 
people to meet up in London’s financial district the 
morning after heavy snow to challenge the bank-
ers to a snowball fight. More recently there was 
an experiment at the Kampnagel Summer Festival 
in Hamburg, involving a theatre curtain with thou-
sands of mushrooms growing out of it and the 
release of a species of ant that is attracted to elec-
tronics and that can short-circuit computers. Ant-
pheromone trails were sprayed by the audiences 
into the banks that fund fossil fuel extraction … but 
I don’t have enough time to talk about that now. 

Flowing through the Labofii’s experiments lie new 
ways of relating to each other and organising our-
selves: working without hierarchy, using consen-
sus decision-making, taking direct action, practis-
ing self-management and living ecologically (the 
Labofii is now based on a working organic farm in 
France); we refuse to wait for the end of capitalism, 
but attempt to live in spite of it. 

5. rEFuSE To PrETEnD To Do PolITICS

In his brilliant essay on art and politics, Liars Poker, 
the radical art critic Brian Holmes wrote ‘Basically, 
what I have to say here is simple: when people talk 
about politics in an artistic frame, they’re lying.’ It’s 
very fashionable to be doing politics in the world of 
contemporary culture at the start of the twenty-first 
century. But despite the number of biennales, festi-
vals and exhibitions plastering the words activism, 
social change, resistance and the political all over 
their publicity, the majority of the work is simply 
representation of activism, pictures of politics, fic-

green anti-authoritarian rave scene we were com-
ing from. It became one of the many tiny but inspir-
ing actions that gave rise to the networks of diver-
sity that formed the alter-globalisation movement a 
few years later. 

That event taught me two things: 1 – That imagi-
nation and audacity break down boundaries of 
different classes and interests and 2 – That stories 
and myths are what change the world. As Stephen 
Duncombe writes in his book, Dream: Re-imagining 
Progressive Politics in an Age of Fantasy: ‘Politics is 
not solely, or even primarily, about reasoned think-
ing and rational choices; it’s an affair of fantasy 
and desire. People are rarely moved to action, sup-
port, or even consent by realistic proposals; they 
are motivated by dreams of what could be.’

4. THE yES AnD THE no

During the European Social Forum held in London in 
2003, the artist James Leadbitter, otherwise known 
as the vacuum cleaner, researcher Isabelle Fremeaux 
and I cofounded the Laboratory of Insurrectionary 
Imagination (Labofii). In the Labofii we try to inhabit 
the boundary between art and politics, to open spaces 
where the imaginative poetic spirit of art meets the 
courage and rebelliousness inherent in activism. By 
bringing these two worlds together to share creativity 
and invent new forms of political action. We hope 
to create new forms of radical political culture which 
are irresistibly pleasurable and effective. At its heart 
is the idea that our work must say yes and no, simul-
taneously demonstrate the alternatives to capitalism 
whilst resisting its barbarity.

We see the gifts of the artist as ones of creativ-
ity, the capacity to think outside the box, attention 
to detail and the priority of the poetic. Yet in its 
shadows is the cult of the individual genius, the big 
egos, the separation of means and ends and the 
fear that the political is the end of art’s so-called 
autonomy. The spirit of activism has its own shad-
ows, an overemphasis on rational argument, a ten-
dency for fixed ideas and a lack of imagination 
when it comes to ways of acting and communicat-
ing. But its brilliance is in its attention to the ethics of 
everyday life and the critique of power, its commit-
ment to collective processes and the construction of 
the common, its desire for real transformation and, 
most of all, its courage to break the law. 

The Labofii sees art and activism as inseparable 
from everyday life. Our work aims not to make art 
but to shape reality, not to describe our world but to 
change it. We treat insurrection as an art and art as 
a means of preparing for the coming insurrection.

The experiments (we don’t call them projects, plays or 
pieces) vary, but a sense of adventure is key, such as 
in the Great Rebel Raft Regatta, G.R.R.R, performed 
with the Camp for Climate Action (a movement that 
formed the bedrock of our practice until 2011): 

Imagine. Sunset. Summer 2008. A gentle hillside. 
Tents fluttering in the wind, whirling windmills, 
circus marquees filled with animated bodies. Two 
thousand people: talking, eating, working in a 
squatted field. Tomorrow is the big day, you can 
smell the excitement … and the nerves. 

Your team is ready, an affinity group of six peo-
ple, new friends made over the last week, living 
and deciding things together in this field. You are 
briefed in a tiny tent by a pirate, you like his black-
ened eyes and tilted hat. He gives you a treasure 
map and tells you that your task is to launch into the 
river at 7am, ‘sharp!’ The aim is to shut down the 
coal-fired power station downstream. ‘This is where 
the boat is buried’ he says, pointing to an X on the 
map, a mischievous glint in his eye. 

The camp is surrounded by thousands of police 
officers. They search everything that comes in and 
out. Later that evening you meet a mysterious man 
in a nearby railway station, whom you recognise 
thanks to a secret sign. He gives you life-jackets. 

The night is warm. You are creeping through the 
woods. A white column of light sweeps the canopy, 
the ripping roar of a police helicopter overhead. 
You know that there are twelve other groups, hid-
ing, searching for their boats. You listen out for 
them, the crack of a twig. You read the map by 
headlamp, and find the spot. You dig. Here it is: 
your boat! There is even a bottle of rum! You drink 
and sleep amongst the trees with your friends.

Dawn … You rush down the beach, throwing your-
self into the dingy. Hundreds are swarming into the 
river. The water is filled with little bobbing packs 
of rebel rafters, the colossal chimneys of the power 
station a stark backdrop to the vulnerable bodies of 
hope flowing towards it. Media helicopters ripple the 
water around you. Giant black police speed boats 
try to catch you, you paddle as fast as you can, and 
you laugh … louder than you ever laughed before. 

A year later the plans to build a new coal-fired 
power station on the site are cancelled.

The Labofii has also developed more complex meth-
odologies of disobedience; one such experiment 
was the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army 
(CIRCA). To some, CIRCA might appear to be but 
a ragged bunch of activists sporting false noses, a 
smudge of grease paint, camouflage pants and bad 
wigs. And those people may be right. But it is also 
a highly disciplined army of professional clowns, a 
militia of authentic fools, a battalion of true buffoons.

CIRCA aimed to be a new methodology of civil 
disobedience, merging the ancient art of clown-
ing with contemporary tactics of nonviolent direct 
action. It went on to be a successful meme and 
international protest phenomenon, with self-organ-
ised groups taking action in the streets outside sum-
mits and military bases in dozens of countries from 
Colombia to New Zealand, Belgium to Germany.

A member of the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army manages to 
push police back with lipstick traces, Edinburgh protests against G8 - 

Scotland, July 2005 (photo: Indymedia)
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tive resistance in public space, she somehow thinks 
that we are just going to ‘pretend’ to do it. The word 
‘civil disobedience’ was used dozens of times in the 
project proposal, our website is filled with images of 
direct action. Yet somehow she did not see it. 

We tried to find a compromise that involved the 
museum drawing up a contract clearly stating that 
it was not liable for any ‘illegal’ activity that might 
ensue from their exhibition. Then another email 
arrived. The curator had realised that it would be 
absurd to write a contract that would be neutral 
enough to make all parties happy, us artists, the 
social movements we were working with, the city 
authorities and the police. And so the commission 
was cancelled. ‘I wanted very much to include you 
in the exhibition and I hoped to find a solution, but 
… I don’t think your project should be limited and 
cut in every way to fit into a contract. It was like 
cutting a big colourful bird to fit into a small grey 
cave.’ The curator never accepted that the decision 
she made was a political one.

The Labofii has always had a complicated position 
on the edge of art and activism, between subculture 
and mainstream, theatre and street. It is on the edge 
that creativity comes alive. The points where a for-
est meets meadowland, or the sea slaps against the 
shore, are the most dynamic parts of an ecosystem. 
It’s in those slithers of space that a multitude of dif-
ferent species build beneficial relationships. Nearly 
everything we take for granted in society began 
as an experiment on the margins, the ‘edgelands’. 
It is for this reason that we try to have one foot in 
the imagination of the art world and the other in 
the courage and commitment of the political world.

The story of what happened next with the Bike 
Bloc is much longer than would fit into this talk. 
But the Bristol design process involved over fifty 
people and came up with some great prototypes. 
Interestingly, during a public debate, the director 
of the Arnolfini Gallery admitted that hosting the 
Bike Bloc designs was fine, but if the actual actions 
had taken place in his own city, and not hundreds 
of kilometres away in Copenhagen, he probably 
would not have commissioned us.

Weeks later, in Copenhagen, we were welcomed by 
The Candy Factory, an ex-squat turned into an open 
cultural centre. Several hundred people worked in 
the freezing December snow, stripping hundreds of 
bikes, welding and making beautiful machines of 
resistance, training ourselves in new forms of street 
action bicycle choreography, and generally work-
ing in a colourful collective frenzy. Despite police 
raids on the space and confiscation of some of best 
machines, and despite the pre-emptive arrest of over 
two thousand people (all these arrests were later to 
be seen as illegal by Danish courts), the Bike Bloc 
took to the streets on the day of action. 

Over 250 people swarmed around the conference 
centre to distract the police forces. The tactic helped 
the rebel delegates from inside the UN negotiations 

break out and meet activists from outside who had 
broken into the security area, so as to clearly state that 
the negotiations were utterly skewed by the power 
given to corporate lobbyists and the bullying attitude 
of over-industrialised countries. They called for a soci-
ety based on solidarity, mutual aid, respect for each 
other and the nature that feeds and carries us.

Despite all the walls erected to stop us, that snowy 
day, we had become the Bike Bloc.

6. SInK your CulTurAl CAPITAl

In the Labofii we see teaching as part and parcel of 
our practice. For the past five years we have been 
holding two-week workshops that merge art activ-
ism and the design philosophy of permaculture. In 
2010 we were invited to hold a two-day public 
workshop in art and activism in London’s contem-
porary art museum, the Tate Modern. We entitled 
it: ‘Disobedience makes history’. 

The curators wanted it to end with a public ‘perfor-
mance intervention’. They are proud of the work-
shop and put it on the front page of the Tate’s web-
site. A week before the workshop we get an email: 
‘Ultimately, it is also important to be aware that we 
cannot host any activism directed against Tate and 
its sponsors,’ the curator continues ‘however we 
very much welcome and encourage a debate and 
reflection on the relationship between art and activ-
ism.’ One of the Tate sponsors is oil giant BP. We 
realise this is the best teaching material we have 
ever been given. 

Every day Tate scrubs clean BP’s public image 
with the detergent of cool progressive culture. But 
there is nothing innovative or cutting edge about 
a company that knowingly feeds our addiction 
to fossil fuels despite a climate crisis, a company 
whose greed has killed twenty-one employees in 
just over a year, a company that continues to invest 
in the cancer-causing climate crimes of tar sands in 
Alberta, Canada.

By placing the words BP and Art together, the 
destructive and obsolete nature of the fossil fuel 
industry is masked, and crimes against the future 
are given a slick and stainless sheen.

Every time we step inside the museum, Tate makes 
us complicit with these acts, acts that will one day 
seem as archaic as the slave trade, as anachronis-
tic as public executions. Every time Nicholas Serota 
is asked how a museum that prides itself on deal-
ing with climate change can be funded by an oil 
company, he responds that there are no plans to 
abandon BP sponsorship. The fact that the chair 
of the Tate’s board of trustees is the ex-CEO of BP 
obviously has nothing to do with it!

***

tional insurrections, micro-gestures with little strat-
egy for how they might evolve into any meaning-
ful social transformation. There is little effort to use 
creativity to build new social movements, yet a lot 
of work enclosing social movements in the realm of 
art, as if it were a zoo for exotic species – the ‘real 
activists’.

In early 2009 the Labofii was invited to take part 
in two shows themed around the UN climate nego-
tiations, COP 15, to be held in Copenhagen in 
December. This was to be a historical moment: 
Copenhagen would be central stage for a global 
showdown between the world’s governments, all 
wanting to ‘save the planet’. Most of the world’s 
multinational corporations had sensed an opportu-
nity for a crafty bit of green wash, and jumped on 
the bandwagon. The cultural world did not want 
to be left out, especially as ‘socially engaged’ art 
was the new darling of the mainstream theatres 
and museums.

One of the shows was to take place a month before 
the conference at the Arnolfini Gallery in Bristol, 
UK. The other would be in Copenhagen, part of 
an exhibition entitled Rethink, involving all of the 
city’s museums. Our commission was to be at the 
Nikolaj Copenhagen Contemporary Art Centre, 
bang in the city centre just as the COP 15 circus 
was in town, a fantastic opportunity to merge art 
and politics.

The idea for Put the Fun Between Your Legs, Become 
the Bike Bloc was simple. We had spent a month 
living in Copenhagen in 2008, in the free town of 
Christiania, during our road trip that became the 
book/film Paths Through Utopias (La Decouvérte, 
2011). As bike lovers, we were impressed by the 
multitude of cyclists in the Danish capital, but were 
flummoxed by the number of discarded bikes eve-
rywhere. The streets were littered with thousands of 
old bikes for some reason abandoned by the own-
ers. Copenhagen’s waste would become the inspi-
ration: why not collect the old bikes and transform 
them into tools of creative civil disobedience to be 
used during the actions in Copenhagen?

The project would thus be in three parts: Research, 
Design and Implementation. In Bristol, we would 
bring together artists and engineers, welders and 
bike hackers, activists and bike geeks, and mem-
bers of the public in a series of free open workshops 
where we would look at the intrinsic characteristics 
of bicycles, research how people have pushed bike 
design to alternative uses beyond pure transport, 
and begin to design new tools of civil disobedience. 
Using consensus decision-making, we would decide 
collectively on the best designs, build prototypes 
and test them. A week later, many people from the 
workshop would go to Copenhagen and scale up 
the project, working with international activists there, 
especially the UK climate camp movement. 

There were eight weeks to go before the project 
started. Fliers and publicity had been designed and 
printed, photos sent for the catalogues, information 
distributed to the social movements, and workshops 
held with the UK climate camp to promote the idea.

Then one day the phone rang. It was the curator 
from Copenhagen. 

‘Hi John, I’ve been talking to the Danish police.’

‘Oh!’ I replied slightly surprised. 

‘They say that there are laws about what 
constitutes a “bicycle” in Denmark.’

‘Really!’

‘Yes.’ She began to outline them. ‘There are lots of 
details, I can send them to you by email. We need 
to send applications of designs to the police, two 
to three weeks beforehand.’

‘That’s interesting,’ I said. ‘But in the end, we 
will be using these bicycles in acts of civil 
disobedience, it doesn’t really matter whether they 
are legal or not in the first place.’

‘What do you mean?’ she replied bemused.

‘Well, it is civil disobedience.’

There was a pause.

‘You mean you’re going to break the law?’ I could 
hear fear in her voice.

I tried to reassure her: ‘Not necessarily, but the 
whole point of the project is to build new tools 
of creative resistance and use them during the 
Reclaim Power day of action.’

‘You mean you’re really going to do it?!’ she said, 
shocked.

The conversation lasted over an hour. She said it 
would be very difficult for a city-funded museum to 
be involved in direct action and needed to talk to 
the lawyers in the Copenhagen city council.

I am still astounded at how the disease of representa-
tion is so powerfully embedded in the art world that 
when a curator invites an art-activist group whose 
track record is all about creating new forms of crea-

The Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination. Put the Fun Between 
your Legs. Become the Bikebloc, bikes, the power of radical friendship, 
December 2009 (photo: Kristian Buus)
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The workshop begins. A cold winter’s day, a slick 
glass and wood-panelled room at the top of the 
museum. We project the email onto the wall and 
ask the workshop participants whether we should 
obey or disobey the Tate’s orders. The curators try 
to sabotage the heated discussion. It makes great 
drama and even better pedagogy. 

The participants decide to disobey, and the action 
will be planned by them at the next workshop. The 
evening before it I was summoned to a meeting 
with three curators, the head of security and public 
services. They tell me that if we do anything they 
will shut the workshop down. ‘You are censoring 
us?’ I ask. ‘That’s a very emotional word to use’ I 
am told. ‘And anyway we respect the intellectual 
content of your work.’ The meeting lasts over two 
hours. I leave even more determined to disobey. 

At that moment I realise that the Labofii will never 
be invited back to the Tate. But to make art in the 
service of life sometimes means letting go of all the 
promises of fame and fortune that institutions lure 
us with. As the Zapatista indigenous rebels say 
‘We are already dead, therefore you cannot kill 
us.’ There was nothing the Labofii wanted from the 
Tate, the freedom to no longer be dependent on the 
institution was exhilarating, we had well and truly 
sunk our cultural capital and it felt liberating.

The next day the students created a simple action 
against BP’s sponsorship of the museum and after-
wards set up a collective called ‘Liberate Tate’, 
which is today still continuing its work to free the 
Tate from its oil barons. A few months after their 
founding they made global headlines when they 
poured out hundreds of litres of black molasses 
inside and outside the Tate during its party celebrat-
ing twenty years of BP sponsorship, held while oil 
was gushing into the Gulf of Mexico. 

Since then over a dozen actions have taken place, 
a body lying naked covered in oil on the floor of 
the museum, a 16.5m wind turbine blade carried 
by a hundred people and donated to the Tate as 
a gift from the nation, an alternative audio-guide 
tour. The actions have grabbed media attention, 
from the front page of the Financial Times to articles 
in the art press, BBC TV news to local radio sta-
tions, and a public debate around the ethics of the 
corporate sponsorship of culture has been thrown 
open, all thanks to the Tate’s attempt at censorship! 

7. CulTIVATE THE unEXPECTED

No one knows how the age of the Anthropocene 
will unfold, it all depends on us, and whether we 
recognise the insanity of this culture and decide to 
take down the powerful institutions that continue 
to push us over the edge, and begin to repair the 
wreck of this world. 

Allan Kaprow, inventor of the Happening, wrote 
that ‘We may see the overall meaning of art 
change profoundly – from being an end to being a 
means, from holding out a promise of perfection in 
some other realm to demonstrating a way of living 
meaningfully in this one.’

When he was writing this in 1983, the CO2 levels 
in the atmosphere were at 343 parts per million 
(PPM). Now as we sit here in this theatre in Brussels 
in 2013 our atmosphere has reached 400 ppm. 
The last time that level existed was probably three 
million years ago. Most scientists say that the safe 
upper limit is 350 ppm. Today’s rate of increase is 
more than a hundred times faster than the increase 
that occurred when the last ice age ended. 

The choice of doing nothing – of continuing to burn 
ever more oil and coal – is not a choice. It will lead 
us, if not to hell, then straight to a place with very 
similar temperatures. There has never been a more 
urgent time to put art at the service of life. 

At the end of 2009, to commemorate the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, the BBC World Service did a poll 
of 27 countries, asking if ‘capitalism was working 
well’. Only 11% of those questioned said yes. One 
in four said it was ‘fatally flawed’ and that ‘another 
economic system was necessary’. This was before 
the European debt crisis had begun to unravel in 
Greece. The system is brittle, it has lost its legiti-
macy in many ways and everything is primed for 
a radical shift.

Such shifts in culture are always unexpected: who 
could have predicted the French Revolution, the 
abolition of slavery, the end of the Soviet empire, 
the Arab spring. Most of these events began with a 
few rebels coming together and finding the strength 
to disobey, setting the sparks that light the waiting 
powder keg, sparks made of courage and creativity. 

The Anthropocene may well herald a new dark age, 
but as Rebecca Solnit wrote in her extraordinary 
book, Hope in The Dark: ‘The Apocalypse is always 
easier to imagine than what actually comes next’.

John Jordan started out as co-director of the social 
art group Platform (1987-1995), a group of art-
ists and activists that acted together on social and 
environmental issues. He left Platform to work in 
the direct-action collective ‘Reclaim the Streets’ 
(1995-2000). This collective shares the ideal of 
community ownership of public spaces. John Jordan 
formed the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army 
and co-founded the Laboratory of Insurrectionary 
Imagination, a facility for experiment, research and 
learning. One of his latest projects is a book-film 
about Utopian communities in Europe, Les Sentiers 
de l’Utopie, in collaboration with Isabelle Fremeaux. 

Liberate Tate, Human Cost, Direct action with molasses against BP sponsorship of Tate Britain, London, April 2011 (photo: Immo Klink)
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experiencing a show or performances, but where 
they are immersed in another kind of reality. You 
could say there’s a different kind of political and 
ethical background to it, other than working in 
building-based organisations or structures.’

Choosing to work with festivals can have a lot of 
reasons. The temporary nature, lightweight struc-
ture and flexibility enables festivals to generate a 
greater freedom, synergy and focus in which peo-
ple are more willing to act in uncontrolled or other 
controlled ways. In addition, festivals are perfectly 
suited to responding to the changing public space 
and to contemporary social issues.

Trevor Davies: ‘We always work in five- or ten-
year cycles, finding new themes which seem to be 
important, relevant and challenging while trying to 
keep ahead of the mainstream and also provide 
some nourishment to the mainstream thinkers, with-
out distancing ourselves from society.’

urBAn SAFArI

According to Davies, curating art in public space 
can best be understood as ‘meta-curating’. The 
curator not only compiles an artistic programme, 
but also integrates it into public space, giving 
new significance to the place and thereby also the 
urban fabric with which it is interwoven. By locat-
ing performances at places that are normally cut 
off from the other public spheres in the city – har-

bours, abandoned sites etc., – you open up a new 
contemporary public space in the city. You invite 
people on an ‘urban safari’ to places they do not 
know, which they may be afraid of, or which they 
normally disregard, and you thereby stimulate the 
idea of sensing the city. 

Participating in these urban safaris, people per-
ceive the city as partly real and partly imaginary, 
part fact part fiction. There is a whole interplay 
between facts and fiction, history, present existence 
and future, which is very important. It is being able 
to move in this kind of landscape and working with 
this kind of dramaturgy that enables artists to chal-
lenge notions of territory.

SoFT ProTESTS

Although the urban fabric is only ‘eroded’ for a 
limited time, cultural events over a long period of 
time can actually influence the city through gen-
erations of visitors and citizens. Trevor Davies: ‘It 
doesn’t matter if you are temporary as long as you 
come back and do the same thing. The storyline 
doesn’t have to be constant but you have to some-
how make it into a dramaturgy over a long time. 
The idea of actually sustaining the approach and 
building on, developing, a timeline that compounds 
understanding and attracts more and more interest 
while also starting to deliver some of the solutions 
is very important.’

Trevor Davies, originally a town plan-
ner, is the founder of the Copenhagen 
International Theatre (KIT). It was estab-
lished in 1979 and is a festival-based 
organisation using festivals as catalysts 
of change by creating temporary sites of 
artistic experience. Every two years, the 
theatre organises the mETroPolIS festi-
val, which aims to change and transform 
urban space through artistic experiences. 
At the out of The Box conference, Trevor 
Davies talked about the strategies of arts 
institutions and the relationship between 
artists, audience and curator in public 
space performances. A report. 

THE FESTIVAl FormulA

In recent years there have been more and more 
artistic initiatives that have left the organised institu-
tions such as theatres and museums and give art a 
temporary haven in public space. Why do curators 
opt for the festival format?

Trevor Davies: ‘Festivals have a temporary state of 
existence, creating a territory in which somehow 
the rules are changed and the situations are differ-
ent from the everyday. While the ways to do this 
can be very different, mostly it is about an intensify-
ing, almost immersive experience. This format helps 
to generate a situation in which people aren’t just 

‘cULtURaL acUpUnctURe  
In the URBan faBRIc, that 
IS What We aRe aBoUt’
tRevoR DavIeS aBoUt the ReLatIonShIp  
BetWeen aRtISt, aUDIence anD cURatoR  
In pUBLIc Space peRfoRmanceS

Sofie Joye

Metropolis – Art Zoyd (photo: Torben Huss)
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don’t lack public space but lack public place. For 
example, the Architects of air project is about cre-
ating a temporary meeting point for both residents 
and others. When it vanishes, it leaves an imprint 
of something that has been, creating a history for 
this place. Other artists chose to interact with a com-
munity and make stories about and/or with them 
(ZimmerFrei) or actually use the idea of occupation, 
taking over the streets, trespassing on people’s space 
(La Marea - Mariano Pensotti). Being allowed to do 
that creates also a sort of public arena for reflection. 

Without touching on all the strategies being used by 
artists operating in public space, we can distil some 
contemporary tendencies. According to Davies, 
looking at the arena of arts in public space (see 
graph below) we can identify artistic performances 
where the audience is 100% passive as against 
those where the audience is 100% active, taking 
over the role of the artist. The artist in these latter 
cases provides the conceptual framework and the 
means for that engagement. The same goes for the 
notion of public space. We can distinguish spaces 
that are being used as a 100% formal black box 
and artistic performances that are 100% integrated 
in the environment. The projects concentrated in the 
bottom left are the pieces that work in closed envi-
ronments and in their own structures but are to do 
with the city. Working in the top right you will find 
what you could call artistic landscapes, in which the 
artistic outcome is more dependent on the environ-
ment and the audience participating in the work. 

EXPAnDInG THE noTIon oF PuBlIC 

When we speak of public in public space, we are 
speaking of more than just audiences. A perfor-
mance in public space appeals to and creates dif-
ferent and parallel public groups. In addition to the 
traditional public (participatory public) that we also 
find in theatres and museums, art in public space is 
also faced with the presence of people who uncon-
sciously become part of the performance. They range 
from people to whom the performance appeals by 
chance and who decide to stay and follow it (core 
public) to those who are in this place by chance 
(secondary public) or are passing by coincidentally 
(peripheral public). Locative and social media also 

add another layer to the physical world of publics, 
creating a social media public that receives informa-
tion about the event – or even participates in it – 
without physically being there. In this way, it reaches 
people who would not normally come into contact 
with art, so that new and potential public groups are 
opened up and developed.

Trevor Davies points out that working in the public 
space is interesting because there are many agendas. 
Working in public space is also about tourism and 
branding, new urban strategies, social lives in the cit-
ies, the revival of the streets as the political arena of 
protest, social media, the search for new audiences, 
about artists reengaging in society’s activities etc. 
‘When you are working in this arena, you have to see 
all these things that are going on at the same time. It is 
the role of the curator/producer to notice these things 
and to balance them, in order for the project to be 
successful.’ That is why operating in public space is 
such a challenge for artists and curators. 

Sofie Joye works on performing arts projects at VTi.

These reoccurring projects function as soft protests 
that trigger another kind of looking at landscapes 
and cityscapes. In a way you might say this soft 
curating of the city works against decision-makers 
who look at the city in other ways. It is creating 
a counterbalance in the way the city is perceived, 
talked about and understood and in doing so it 
is meta-curating the city. In 2007, for instance, 
the French music group Art Zoyd opened the 
METROPOLIS festival with the live musical accom-
paniment of Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis. The film 
was shown as a protest against the gentrification 
of the area, and was projected onto an iconic 
building in the harbour that was going to be demol-
ished. Although the protest was futile – the contract 
to demolish had already been signed – the pro-
ject generated enough discussion, which helped 
to reconsider the destiny of other places. Trevor 
Davies: ‘You can always find these places in the 
city in which the idea will be to expand or to regen-
erate. We use these points as our point of depar-
ture to touch on these open nerves, which are often 
not talked about enough. Cultural acupuncture in 
the urban fabric, that is what we are about.’ These 
initiatives challenge the notion of public space and 
territory and by doing so activate people to engage 
in the city. 

ArTIST STrATEGIES

According to Davies, artists have over the years 
developed various strategies to challenge the 
notion of territory through art, ranging from the sim-
ple positioning of an artwork in the public space, 
through organising walks round the city, to the 
temporary occupation of public space with perfor-
mances and installations.

One way of working is intervening in landscapes or 
urban-scapes. Some artists do this by positioning an 
artistic work in a certain environment and thereby 
making subtle but obvious connections between the 
work and its environment. This is a rather classic 
approach in the sense that the public is not active, 
and in that way it is just about positioning. Another 
way of working we find with artists such as Lotte 
van den Berg, who works with untouched land-
scapes and plays with the idea of the periphery of 
normality. By performing in a polluted area – where 
trespassing is actually not allowed – she points to 
the horrors of the post-industrial sights of the city, 
which are often desolate and polluted. These visual 
juxtapositions – how you position a work in connec-
tion with other iconic things – are important. 

For some artists working in public space is about 
looking at the iconic and questioning it, while other 
projects are more concerned with creating tempo-
rary arenas for meeting and living in places which 

100% InTEGrATED 
In EnVIronmEnT

100%  
PASSIVE  
AuDIEnCES

100% FormAl 
BlACK BoX

100%  
ACTIVE 
PuBlIC

Architects of air (photo: Torben Huss)

The Hill – ZimmerFrei (photo: Thomas Seest)

La Marea – Mariano Pensotti (photo: Torben Huss)
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Taking a stroll around a reduced perimeter helps to 
take stock of the many artistic interventions that are 
deployed, whether discretely or not, within the city. 
The canal area, located between the Sainctelette 
square and the Porte de Ninove, is particularly rich 
in this regard. Maybe because urban art likes pop-
ping up between the cracks and that the canal itself 
suggests the image of a gaping wound? Whatever 
the case may be, our walk enables us to reconstruct a 
chronology of contemporary art in the public space.

Tags and graffiti, a legacy of the hip-hop culture of 
the 1980s and 1990s, continue to appear on walls 
(images 1 to 4). They are similar to the contextual 
art defined by Paul Ardenne: they are signatures, 
expressions which signify their existence, which pre-
sent more than they represent. The many crayons 
which have invaded Brussels over the last few years 
are a metaphor for the artist’s tool, much as the spray 
can was the most prevalent image in hip-hop graffiti.

First appearing in the early 2000s, street art makes 
use of myriad materials: posters, stickers, even mixed 
techniques as seen in Ernest Zacharevic’s painting 
which featured a shopping trolley (image 1). A more 
intimate dialogue is struck up with the work’s immedi-
ate environment: Clet Abraham’s stickers only have 
meaning when affixed to one-way signposts, repur-
posing them in an entertaining fashion (image 5). 
Paradoxically, these images are also less anchored 
in a specific territory: unlike the hip-hop graffiti artists 
who roamed around a particular city, Clet Abraham 
is a French national and places his stickers on sign-
posts around Europe, while Ernest Zacharevic comes 
from Lithuania and works in Malaysia. Contextual, 
maybe, but on the scale of globalisation.

tRaceS of aRtIStIc 
InteRventIonS In  
the canaL zone
an evoLUtIon of URBan aRt anD pUBLIc aRt

Adrien Grimmeau and Wannes Nimmegeers
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6

At the same time as street art made its appearance 
on the scene, graffiti art began to become institution-
alised. A.L.I.C.E. Gallery promotes urban artists, and 
the very recent Meininger Hotel, located only a few 
steps away, was decorated by a few of the scene’s 
best-known names. A little further along, the remains 
of a monkey hung by its feet swing to and fro in front 
of the KVS, as a mark of the artist Bonom’s passage 
from the street to the theatre, where he put on the 
Human Brush performance in 2010 (image 6). 
Also in the neighbourhood, Martin Margiela’s shop 
window bears the mark of Kidult’s passage through 
the area, showcasing the brands that have struck up 
partnerships with graffiti artists.

7

8

Ever since bridges have begun to be built between 
urban art and institutions, official public art has 
been taking a few lessons of its own. There has 
been a gradual move away from dropped sculp-
tures – monumental works parachuted onto public 
places – towards participatory art and ephemeral  
interventions. Kurt Deruyter’s photographs (image 
7) highlight the increasingly close link between  
artists and residents, much like the colourful over-
sized toy windmills which line the banks of the 
canal, created in 2005 in partnership with the 
students and teachers of the Athénée Royal Serge 
Creuz. The mosaic created by the Sarendip col-
lective near the youth hostel located on the Rue de 
l’Eléphant (2013) was another successful project: 
the artists based their design on discussions and 
local children’s’ drawings to create a sort of auto-
portrait of the neighbourhood (image 8). 
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9

a feW noteS on Space 2  
– DeStInatIonS
JoURney: peRfoRmIng aRtS anD pUBLIc SpaceS, 
4-6 SeptemBeR 2013

Sodja Lotker

The ‘SPACE 2 – Destinations Journey: Performing Arts 
and Public Spaces’ project aims to create a platform 
for European festival organisers to network and cre-
ate projects with a focus on performance in public 
spaces. The practice of theatre in public space has 
been on the rise in the last decades and is becoming 
a crucial aspect of contemporary theatre. Today’s 
public space needs theatre, but contemporary thea-
tre also needs public space. 

Public space is a place where people, most often 
strangers, meet and negotiate. It is a political 
space, where relations are built and cultivated. But 
what exactly is public space? Streets and squares 
are … Parks are … But what about privately-owned 
shops? Or museums that you have to buy a ticket 
for? The main questions connected to performance 
in public space are: what are the rules of this space, 
and for that we have to ask: who owns the space? 
The city council? A private company? A person? 
A congregation? Because the person that owns 
the space makes the rules. And the rules make the 
space. But the ‘rules’ are also made by our own 
selves – our assumptions, our superstitions and our 
inertia – and we behave according to them in the 
public space, without question.

Some of the most interesting performances of 
recent years, by artists such as Lotte van den Berg, 
Mammalian Diving Reflex and Rimini Protokoll 
(and many, many more) – change or frame the 
audience’s perspective or view and thus change 
perceptions and behaviour in the public space. 
Audiences are seers but they also become doers. 

The French philosopher and sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre talks about space being socially con-
structed – but it is important to remember that he 
is talking about three layers of space: architectural 
and socially constructed space, but also, and most 
importantly, the space changed by practice. This 
practice of space that changes the space is what 
makes performance in public space potentially 
important in a social and political sense. 

The three days of ‘SPACE 2 - Destinations Journey: 
Performing Arts and Public Spaces’ were inspiring 
and challenging. The participants included: Festival 
Corpi Urbani/Urban Bodies, Genova; Onassis 
Cultural Center, Athens; Entre cour et jardins, Dijon; 

Kaserne Basel; Migrations, Wales; PLACC festival, 
Budapest; STANICA Žilina, Slovakia; MIR Festival, 
Athens; Szene Salzburg; STUK, Leuven; Les tombées 
de la nuit, Rennes; Street for Art Festival, Prague; 
Over het IJ Festival, Amsterdam; Zamek, Poznań; 
Festival Santarcangelo dei Teatri, Santarcangelo di 
Romagna (Italy); CSW - Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw; ANTI Festival, 
Kuopio (Finland); and Steirischer Herbst, Graz. 

The group of SPACE participants was dynamic, 
consisting of people working in a variety of per-
formance fields (theatre, dance, installation, site 
specific, music etc.) and with different strategies 
(international work, local engagement, community 
projects etc.) but there seemed to be an overall simi-
larity in scope and more importantly in intention. 
This made the dynamics of the dialogue in the dis-
cussions and the potential cooperation challenging 
and inspiring. 

The first day of presentations was quite exhaust-
ing – there were many presentations,  with over 
23 people presenting their festivals, organisations 
and specific projects. This was an import starting 
point for the participants in understanding each 
other’s work. The second day of the Journey was 
connected to Out of the box | International confer-
ence on (performing) arts in the public space. The 
conference has set some of the basic questions con-
nected to the public space. The choice of three key 
artist-speakers – Caudia Bosse, Willi Dorner, John 
Jordan – from different artistic approaches showed 
a variety of possible strategies for approaching the 
public in public space. The third day was devoted 
to local artists (David Helbich, Karl Van Welden, 
Heike Langsdorf, Simon Allemeersch, Ann Van de 
Vyvere, Benjamin Verdonck) and we were able to 
see some high-quality strategies and projects that 
could be part of future collaboration within the 
SPACE project. 

 

Sodja Zupanc Lotker is the artistic director of the 
Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and 
Space, an international event presenting contempo-
rary stage design. She also works as a dramaturge 
for independent dance and theatre performances in 
non-theatre spaces.

Public art is gradually leveraging the bottom-up 
approach. Participation itself was the central focus 
of many of the works created as part of the Kanal 
festival, some of which still remain in place. Thomas 
Laureyssens, for instance, sets up structures whose 
purpose can only be activated through collective 
use, while Thierry De Mey created a pattern on the 
ground which can form a guide for a choreography, 
if passers-by appropriate it … (images 9 and 10). 

Adrien Grimmeau is an art historian and lecturer 
at ISELP (Institut Supérieur pour l’Etude du Langage 
Plastique). He is a graffiti specialist and wrote 
Dehors!: le graffiti à Bruxelles, about the role of 
graffiti in art and more specifically in the artistic 
life of Brussels.

Wannes Nimmegeers studied photography at the 
School of Arts in Ghent, Belgium. He currently 
works as a freelance photographer and mentor in 
media-education.

Translation from French to English: Simon Robertson
All photos by Wannes Nimmegeers
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relate. The quality of this relationship was crucial 
for the KVS. It provided us with new insights and 
knowledge on which we could continue to build. 

We asked the artists to first develop an understand-
ing of the place where they had been invited to 
work and then create ‘something’ that would be 
meaningful to the place, its residents and visitors. 
Everyone was given plenty of time to examine the 
many-layered nature of the task (from three to nine 
months). The locations were bearers of utopian 
images that played an important role in the devel-
opment of an urban fabric. Architecture: in Renaat 
Braem’s modernist Model District; local adminis-
tration: in the city’s most multicultural borough, 
Sint-Joost; lastly the relationship with Europe in the 
Leopold District: the European Quarter. 

It is the ambition of the KVS to be a relevant per-
forming arts organisation in the middle of a super-
diverse reality. To this end this reality needs to be 
recognised and play a determining role in our artis-
tic development. The fragmentation of communities 
is countered by a growing urban super-diversity. The 
city dweller is shaped by a multitude of impressions. 
His identity is no longer merely that of language, 
nation or culture, but, at the very least, consciously 
or unconsciously, is affected or enriched with many 
other forms and contents. 

In any case it is clear that cities are increasingly at 
odds with the old nation-state logic that builds on 
shared pasts and a common language as a defini-
tion of the people.

We are well aware, however, that not all urban-
ites are cosmopolitan. The cosmopolitan who has 
embraced super-diversity is part of an elite. As in 
many other cities, social reality in Brussels is the big-
gest shadow cast over the development of any pos-
sible urban project. Growing poverty increasingly 
inhibits the relationship between people and culture. 

I do not know if these findings are those that form the 
basis for an ever-increasing number of young artists 
to take their first steps into the art world by an urban 
route. In any case it was a blessing for the KVS to be 
able to work with some of them during Tok Toc Knock. 
Their individual strategies were very different, but at 
the same time complementary. In this sense it was also 
an unusual artistic encounter between a place like the 
KVS, which has two large theatres, and the kind of 
artists who do not easily fit into the logic of a theatre.

The practice of the past year has only highlighted the 
need for these urban interventions. The interaction of 
environment, residents and artists yielded very mean-
ingful, unique performances that could only have 
been accomplished in each individual place. 

The festival formula was the best available, but 
was very demanding for an audience that was 
invited to attend from five to fifteen events at one 
location (sometimes it was wonderful to see how 
several performances unconsciously latched onto 
one another, and of course a pity that only the die-
hards could share that experience). It was by no 
means straightforward for the local audience either.  
However, there was high visibility and a much-dis-
cussed presence that was best reflected in Didier 
Deneck’s attempt to set up a ‘citizen’s café’ in a very 
visible location in Sint-Joost (also an important ges-
ture that anticipated growing a-culturalism and the 
disappearance of informal ‘artistic’ meeting places).

By making a grand gesture, the impact of Tok Toc 
Knock was not limited to the festivals. The event 
gave rise to many discussions and conversations in 
the socio-cultural field that transcended the artistic 
story and allowed it to continue working at a societal 
level. In my view, creating cross-overs like this is one 
of the key elements we should not lose sight of. 

The evaluation, which is still in full swing, leads to 
two crucial questions:

1. How can we give this story a place in the future, 
within the theatre’s walls too? Are there other 
ways in which the city can also be present in 
our buildings?

2. How do we continue our concrete relationship 
with the city as an artistic workplace, in regular 
activities? How do we optimise the public-place-
resident-artist relationship? 

Willy Thomas is a theatre-maker and a member 
of the core artistic team at the Brussels city theatre 
KVS. In this capacity he was the coordinator of the 
2013 Tok Toc Knock festival.

In a place like the Brussels city theatre KVS you are 
always a passer-by and that is good. Here there 
is no overriding personal story that has developed 
over a lifetime, as in most collectives. In organisa-
tions on this scale the artistic policy implemented 
is associated with the choices of the artistic direc-
tor. In this case, the director in consultation with a 
team that is officially dubbed ‘the company’, but 
which actually consists of a collection of individuals 
(actors, directors, dramaturges) assembled around 
a certain content. 

The content on which the KVS has worked for more 
than a decade has its origins in an enforced ‘out of 
the box’ period during the renovation of the theatre 
and the construction of a second complex on the 
former car park. 

For a period of six years, the old centre was exchanged 
for the colourful but poor area of Molenbeek on the 
other side of the canal (1999 to 2005).

Historically speaking, the Brussels KVS is an instrument 
of the Flemish political presence in a predominantly 
French-speaking city. The struggle of a cultural minor-
ity which, in the familiar tradition of language-related 
community-based thinking, feels itself despised. (Even 
today this is one of the major political issues of this 
country which, were it not for Brussels, would prob-
ably have been split up long ago). 

The old artistic mentality and practices have ulti-
mately not survived this literal displacement. The 
Brussels reality could only be ignored or accepted. 
Jan Goossens, who succeeded Franz Marijnen, 
chose the latter. 

This means that the city of Brussels has played a 
key and determining role in the making of artis-
tic choices. In this context, the programming and 
production concepts were reviewed. Rather than a 
form of profiling, it was a direct result of a changed 
situation that led to a necessary turning point. 

Both the already advanced project in Kinshasa, with 
its annual festival, and the more recently launched 
operation in Palestine, were directed on the basis 
of a local Brussels reality. However, this local slant 
was not exclusive or strictly principled. There was 
room for good stories whose raison d’être was not 
necessarily derived from the city.

My personal career was mainly related to the small 
collective Dito’Dito, which I founded together with 
Guy Dermul in 1984. Since the early 1990s we 
had decided to make the city (Brussels) our subject. 
This especially meant letting go of well-established 
paths running parallel with Dutch theatre and 
Flemish cultural policy. Work with Dito’Dito was a 
first attempt to see the city as an inclusive whole; to 
relate to other languages, communities and cultures. 

After ten years of research and working on a small 
scale, the KVS invited us (at the time of the move to 
the Bottelarij in Molenbeek) to work together and 
later on to become a part of the artistic core of ‘the 
company’. Dito’Dito ceased to exist in 2005 and 
we moved with the KVS from Molenbeek back to 
the centre. 

In 2009, the first discussions were held about a 
major urban project in which it would be important 
to step outside the theatre. Until then the city had 
mainly been a source of inspiration for the work and 
the programming within the walls of the theatre. In 
this project the KVS would move into the city and use 
it as an artistic workplace. The dominant feeling was 
that we needed to contact the Brussels reality, which 
was so close, to heighten our knowledge of the 
rapidly-changing city we regarded as the very heart 
of our activities. We needed concrete experience to 
help us focus on future choices. It was also necessary 
to do this with a grand gesture and a certain radical-
ism. A choice that would give the whole event a real 
impact. Both in the theatre and in the city.

This finally brought us to the Tok Toc Knock formula of 
three two-week festivals in three different locations; on 
the one hand creating work externally for the whole 
season (during the festival there were no activities in 
the theatre) and on the other establishing a formula 
with which, in that same season, we in the KVS looked 
back at performances that had made their mark on the 
new story of a Royal Flemish Theatre in Brussels over 
the past ten years. We called this ‘our repertoire’. 
A look at the past both inside and outside, a quest 
for the future. 

Tok Toc Knock is a perfect example of a project 
that is as complex as the reality it relates to. There 
were few agendas that bound the artists to strict 
objectives. In fact the whole project generated its 
own outlines from the inception of the idea to the 
very last festival. The scenario was a proposal and 
it was a proposal to which everyone could freely 

BoXeS In BoXeS
Willy Thomas
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The public space appears largely to comprise streets 
and squares. Some ascribe a special value to it. Some 
think it encompasses a democratic potential and in 
that sense is a distant heir to the Greek agora. But 
unlike the ancient Greeks, who denied access to the 
public democratic domain to a large section of the 
population, anyone who moves through the streets 
and across the squares, from the homeless person to 
the bank manager, can come into contact with public 
art. In practice most of the encounters between pas-
sers-by and works of art are very brief and superficial 
compared to the experience of art lovers who travel 
specially to see a work. Can streets and squares actu-
ally claim this special ‘democratic’ value? According 
to the architectural theorist Bart Verschaffel, these 
places are nowadays anything but ‘public’. Here you 
will find ‘not the logic of living together or of nego-
tiation’, ‘but that of consumption’.1 Indeed, many 
street theatre performances and sculptures in the 
public space can hardly avoid that logic: in the first 
place they help to brighten up the shopping areas. 
Verschaffel claims that it is precisely theatres and 
museums that are outstanding public spaces. Along 
with schools, libraries and town halls, they are impor-
tant refuges for critical ideas. 

However, surely traditional art institutions are the last 
places we would expect to find public art? Does it 
not, by definition, present itself as being ‘out of the 
box’? Between the street and the square on the one 
hand and the theatre and museum on the other, there 
stretches a vast territory within which artists work. 
Nowadays their gaze falls on very diverse places 
such as supermarkets, wasteland, schools, hotels, 
offices, social housing complexes, cafes and stations, 
as well as rural environments such as a field through 
which a train runs, or less ‘physical’ places such as 
advertising spaces in newspapers, the Internet, the 
stock market, etc. It is clear that we cannot simply put 
all these real and virtual spaces under the heading of 
public space without stretching the truth.

 

From THE PuBlIC To THE SPECIFIC SPACE

The privatisation of the public space and the grow-
ing diversity of environments into which art has 
moved make ‘art in the public space’ a concept of 
unclear substance and vague boundaries. The neu-
tral, less value-laden ‘site-specific art’ seems to be a 
much more convenient term. Indeed, artists move in 
specific areas, each with their own specific logic and 
degree of accessibility, and each raising their own 
specific questions and issues. Not all these places 
may be equally comfortable, but in essence they are 
all perfectly fertile territory for an artistic practice. In 
itself it does not matter whether they are situated ‘in’ 
or ‘out’ of the box, and whether they are public or 
private, urban or rural, real or virtual. 

1. Verschaffel, Bart. ‘De mythe van de straat: Over het 
begrip “publieke ruimte” en de (cultuur)politiek’. In: De 
Witte Raaf, 111 (September-October 2004), pp. 4-6.

Some artists look at the art institutions themselves 
in the same detached way. Indeed, theatres and 
museums are also specific environments with spe-
cific characteristics to which you can respond as an 
artist. Following Field Works-hotel and Field Works-
office, in which Heine Avdal and Yukiko Shinozaki 
subjected the space inside a hotel and an office 
to a field study, in nothing’s for something they 
focussed on the space and machinery of the thea-
tre. The C&H artistic collective’s Postcards From The 
Future took place in nine different neighbourhoods 
and environments in Brussels including the North 
Station and the European Parliament. With a per-
formance in the bar at the KVS, which supported 
Postcards From The Future, C&H highlighted the 
institutional context of its large-scale urban project. 
And Sarah Vanhee, who has presented her Lecture 
For Every One in dozens of very different social 
contexts where specific groups of people come 
together, raised questions in the theatre about what 
it is that unites a theatre audience.

SPACE AS ConTEXT

The concept of ‘art in public space’ makes a distinc-
tion from other forms of art, which is based on the 
places artists occupy with their work. However, more 
important differences are found in terms of how they 
approach these places. In other words, the ‘how’ 
carries more weight than the ‘where’. Do artists treat 
the space as a ‘context’ and therefore as a complex, 
heterogeneous reality, full of meaning, that surrounds 
their work and can have a radical influence on the 
way it is interpreted? A physical place could be com-
pared with the tip of an iceberg: underneath there 
is a universe of written and unwritten rules, tempo-
ralities, value systems, social structures, previous his-
tories, professional practices, economic processes, 
institutional routines and so on. Does the artwork 
make these ‘invisibles’ visible? Is it the product of an 
intense interaction with its context? Does it encourage 
reflection on the environment in which it finds itself?

During the 2012-13 theatre season, the 
KVS, Brussels’ city theatre, left its haven 
and went out into the city, producing and 
presenting artistic work in three very dif-
ferent districts. As a dramaturge I was 
closely involved in this project, called Tok 
Toc Knock, and in some of the working 
processes of the artists participating. In 
what follows I will focus on a termino-
logical question. What do we talk about 
when we talk about ‘art in public space’? 
Although it was shown ‘out of the box’, 
much of the work in Tok Toc Knock doesn’t 
seem to fit this notion. I will try to inves-
tigate other terms, I hope more appropri-
ate, and I am very curious how these will 
relate to the conceptions of Jozef Wouters, 
Thomas Bellinck and Simon Allemeersch, 
who are also taking part in this session on 
the KVS city project. 

ArT In PuBlIC SPACE

So, what do we talk about when we talk about ‘art 
in public space’? Generally speaking it indicates an 
art that thrives outdoors in places that are accessible 
to everyone. People can often see it or experience 
it free of charge. Apart from art lovers, the audi-
ence for ‘public art’ also consists of passers-by who 
unexpectedly come into contact with the work. The 
environment in which it is placed can never be fully 
monitored. This degree of unpredictability brings a 
certain tension with it, because at any moment pub-
lic life may interfere with the work and its meaning. 
Conversely, the work can also interfere with public 
space in many ways: by surprising the passers-by, 
by framing, disrupting, transforming the environment 
… The term covers different artistic disciplines and 
the most diverse artistic practices. Bonom’s graffiti, 
Benjamin Verdonck’s Kalender 365-day action cycle, 
Lotte van den Berg’s location theatre performance 
Agoraphobia, Arne Quinze’s fluorescent orange 
installation The Sequence at the Flemish Parliament, 
Willi Dorner’s colourful human sculptures Bodies in 
Urban Spaces and David Helbich’s sound walks all 
come under the same common denominator.

hoW Do aRtIStS DeaL 
WIth the Space In WhIch 
theIR WoRk IS SItUateD?
 

Sébastien Hendrickx

The Sequence – Arne Quinze (photo: Studio Arne Quinze)

Bodies in Urban Spaces – Willi Dorner (photo: Thomas Seest)
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Of course, not every artwork has such a self-con-
scious, specific relationship with the space and nor 
does it need to. Not every sculpture has to question 
the museum, not every piece of location theatre its 
location. The city can function as a large, moving 
stage set and in principle this is no problem. Many 
works of art reflect a more formal relationship with 
the space. They are created while their destination 
is uncertain or may afterwards constantly move from 
one place to another, like a dance performance on 
tour. In these cases spaces have to meet a number 
of practical and aesthetic requirements. They simply 
function as platforms for the production and presen-
tation of art – nothing more, nothing less. 

A formal relationship like this only becomes problem-
atic when the environment neutralises or contradicts 
the impact or significance of the work. We have 
already mentioned the many forms of street theatre 
and public art that are uncritically absorbed into the 
saturated, commercialised centres of our contem-
porary cities. This does not mean that places like 
this are simply unsuitable for artistic interventions. 
Everything depends on how artists deal with this 
in their work. For example, the Kalender long-term 
action cycle was a major exercise in artistic interven-
tion in the contemporary ‘spectacle city’. Benjamin 
Verdonck dreamt up the figure of the ‘city director’ 
who was imagined to be responsible for organising 
the sales and the many festive events that are con-
stantly held on the streets and squares of Antwerp. 
This fictional director was the antagonist to whom he 
tried to relate critically all year long.

 

THE ConTEXT AS TEXT

In order to describe this ‘how’, this way of relating 
explicitly to the space in which the artwork is situ-
ated, I would like to propose the following term: 
the ‘externalist working mode’. I found the word 
‘externalist’ in an essay by the sociologist Rudi 
Laermans.2 He uses it to indicate a specific way 
of studying art. According to him, art historians 
mainly focus on the internal qualities of artworks. 
They often treat them as if they were autonomous 
artefacts, detached from their contexts of produc-
tion and reception. Laermans describes this art 
historical approach as an ‘internalist’ one. In their 
turn, art sociologists ‘de-centre’ artworks when they 
study them. They always shed light on the practical 
conditions and social dependencies that influence 
or determine the production and reception of art. 

The externalist working mode does not apply to 
a way of studying, but a way of producing art. 
Externalists all have a sixth sense for the heterogene-
ous realities in which their practices exist. They first 

2. Laermans, Rudi. ‘Artistieke autonomie als waarde 
en praktijk’. In: Marie-Josée Corsten, Huib Fens, 
Pascal Gielen, Christianne Niesten (eds.), Autonomie 
als waarde: dilemma’s in kunst en onderwijs. 
Amsterdam: Valiz, 2013, p. 76.

‘de-centre’ their work by scanning its context: how 
does it function socially, economically, legally, insti-
tutionally …? What values are attributed to it and by 
whom? Who else is using or inhabiting it? Who is 
excluded from it? Which views on art and artists are 
present there? Secondly, they question their relation-
ship to this environment: Why am I here? How do the 
topics and questions that I want to address relate to 
this context? Who is supporting me and why? Is my 
presence welcomed or not? Who is my audience? 
Thirdly, they ‘re-centre’ the work by interacting with 
its context and making this interaction an inextricable 
part of the artwork itself. They can expose the envi-
ronment, frame it in a specific way, twist its written 
and unwritten rules, extract material from it, generate 
networks of local collaborators and so on.

In order to develop their work for Tok Toc Knock, 
Simon Allemeersch, Thomas Bellinck and Jozef 
Wouters all temporarily located their studios in spe-
cific urban environments. Wouters established a ficti-
tious architectural office in an apartment in the Cité 
Modèle, a famous modernist social housing complex 
on the outskirts of Brussels. With the help of a group of 
architects and youngsters from the neighbourhood he 
designed All Problems Can Never Be Solved, a highly 
controversial exhibition questioning architecture and 
urban planning. Allemeersch lived and worked for 
several months in an empty shop in the Rue des Deux 
Eglises, a street connecting the Brussels’ European 
quarter with the poor and densely populated borough 
of Saint-Josse-Ten-Noode. His observations of daily 
life there and collaboration with some of the inhab-
itants all fuelled Assemblage d’une rue, a theatrical 
portrait of this super-diverse street. Bellinck created his 
science fiction museum on the EU, Domo De Europa 
Historio En Ekzilo, in a vacant building a few hundred 
metres from the European institutions. He met up with 
political scientists, activists, historians and journalists 
following the EU. One member of the team preparing 
the opening of the ‘real’ House of European History 
in 2015 even donated her personal notebook to 
Domo. The communication campaign accompanying 
Bellinck’s fictitious institution focussed on the interna-
tional political press, which helped to attract an audi-
ence of political analysts and Eurocrats.

Bellinck, Wouters and Allemeersch all related criti-
cally to the environment of their work while explor-
ing its daily routines, specific operations, complex 
social networks etc. The externalist working mode is 
always characterised by this tension between prac-
tical proximity and critical distance, and between 
arts autonomy and its heteronomy. It emphasises the 
uniqueness of every single place and at the same time 
implies the complete equivalence of spaces. Whether 
it is situated ‘in’ or ‘out’ of the box, whether it is public 
or private, urban or rural, real or virtual: every space 
imaginable is suitable for artistic interventions. 

Sébastien Hendrickx is a dramaturge. He has 
worked for Benjamin Verdonck, Walter Hus, C&H, 
Tom Dupont, Thomas Bellinck, Jozef Wouters, Heike 
Langsdorf, Simon Allemeersch and Bas Devos.

ZWERM - Tree – Thomas Laureyssens (photo: Thomas Laureysssens)
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Willy Thomas read out this letter of Thomas Bellinck during the  
‘out of the box’ conference on 5 September 2013.
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To me the only spatial difference between working in jail, on a square or in the theatre was that not every place 
had proper beams to hang stage lights.

The real difference was always the people.

The people I worked with and the people I worked for.

That, to me, was one of the reasons why I decided to join Tok Toc Knock.

Because sometimes I long for other adventures than the crafting of stage plays generally attended by leftist 
intellectual critically-reflecting convinced art-loving spectators.

Don’t get me wrong.

I love crafting stage plays generally attended by leftist intellectual critically-reflecting convinced art-loving 
spectators.

But just as I feel an urge to keep exploring different forms to tell a specific story, I find it indispensable to keep 
looking for those people that specific story needs to be shared with.

And so I ventured out of the box.

In the wake of Tok Toc Knock.

And upon venturing out of the box, I ventured out of the realm of theatre.

And I built a museum.

The House of European History in Exile.

A futurist-historical museum about life in the former European Union.

Housed in a derelict old boarding school in the European quarter.

Maintained by a fictitious neo-esperantist movement, called The Friends of a Reunited Europe.

For a long time our presence in the European quarter went relatively unnoticed.

It must have been the most invisible form of ‘public art’ ever.

Although we did publish an announcement in the neighbourhood magazine.

And I did invite the local inhabitants to collaborate on a theatre project about the sinking of the Titanic.

I dreamt that the creation of this play would run parallel to the development of the museum.

That it would influence the concept of the museum, and vice versa.

We did start rehearsing.

In effect, we still are.

But the museum and the theatre project never quite managed to intertwine.

Maybe because the museum really was a story that I wanted to tell.

Whereas the theatre project is all about the stories the inhabitants-come-actors want to tell.

Which soon they will.

Anyway.

Back to the museum.

Which for a long time remained hidden behind its inconspicuous, ramshackle façade.

It was only when we put up a sign with the logo of the museum that panic broke out.

A small-scale local panic.

But panic nonetheless.

About yet another obscure EU body that seemed to be setting up shop in the neighbourhood.

About where they’d conjure up enough additional parking space.

To accommodate the avalanche of visitors that would no doubt flood in to visit this new European museum.

I guess, on a very local level, that was the first time we collided with what you could call the ‘public space’.

Dear audience,

This is not my voice.

This is the voice of an actor.

He kindly agreed to lend it to me.

As a prosthesis for mine.

I apologise for this artifice.

But I am currently out of the box.

This was about the only option by which to share my thoughts with you.

Without having to succumb to the call of the inescapable video message.

You, inside the box, conferring about what it means to step outside.

To create ‘art in the public space’.

When I was asked to contribute to the debate, I first decided to double-check what ‘art in the public space’ means.

I was not sure whether my work qualifies as ‘art in the public space’.

A brief inquiry into the world of ‘public art’ revealed an infinite variety of practices and creations.

Ranging from graffiti and flash mobs to public fountains.

Or, in the very worst cases, roundabout sculptures.

Like many European countries, Belgium has a long tradition of roundabout sculptures.

The last time I checked, my work had little in common with roundabout sculptures.

In any case.

Somehow I feel the term ‘art in the public space’ is both too restrictive and too broad.

Shall we say fairly slippery.

On the one hand it seems to imply a false opposition to ‘art in the private space’.

Although I haven’t got the slightest inkling of what that might mean.

‘Art in the private space’.

As an artist, it is my desire to interact and to communicate.

Why on earth would I want to limit my work to the private space?

Until now, everything I’ve created was intended to be public.

Public as public can be.

Whether it was presented in prison, on a square or in the theatre.

Although I admit at times the actual radius of this public aspiration is certainly debatable.

On the other hand, I find that the term ‘art in the public space’ seems much too fixated on the literal notion of ‘space’.

SeRvIng DRInkS at a 
megaLomanIac BaR
aBoUt Domo De eURopa hIStoRIo en ekzILo

Thomas Bellinck
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Not in the sense of ‘art IN the public space’, but in the sense of ‘art AS a public space’.

As a bar.

A megalomaniac bar on the top floor of a ramshackle building.

Where I, as a bartender, for the first time get to meet each and every member of my audience.

Where, after the imposed solitude of their individual visit, they are eager to talk to me. Or to the other solitary visitors.

Regardless of whether they are inhabitants of the neighbourhood, Eurocrats, Eurosceptics, regular theatre-goers, 
followers of the tweeting MEP or passers-by who were merely intrigued by the signboard outside.

Where, every now and then, a long overdue European debate arises.

And a tiny microscopic civil society forum spontaneously pops into being.

So when asked what it meant for me to venture outside the box in the framework of Tok Toc Knock, I’d say it’s 
quite a mouthful.

It challenged me to explore yet another uncharted medium of transformation.

It enabled me to attract an audience that would never have come to one of my stage plays, generally attended by 
leftist intellectual critically-reflecting convinced art-loving spectators.

It made me discover a radical potential that surpasses the effect of what I normally attempt to do in the ‘public 
space’ of the theatre.

Although I can’t help wondering how radical that potential really is when the story you are trying to tell remains 
largely unchallenged.

I tried to build a museum that would show the excruciating complexity, rather than take a simplistic stand.

A museum that would be unbiased, yet totally subjective.

Not necessarily an anti-museum.

But certainly a museum that shows what other museums leave out.

The way the Museum of the National Bank of Belgium omits the on-going financial crisis.

The way The Parlamentarium keeps silent about the so-called democratic deficit.

But somehow, in my quest for this complexity, I have created something which seems to be uniformly liked by 
Eurosceptics, as well as pro-Europeans and Euro-agnostics.

What is the point of looking for friction when you get general consent in return?

But maybe that’s another story altogether.

Maybe I need more time in and out of the box to figure that out.

Thomas Bellinck is a theatre-maker and together with Jeroen Van der Ven forms the Steigeisen company. In 2013, 
as part of the KVS city project Tok Toc Knock, Thomas created the Domo de Europa Historio en Ekzilo, a futurist-
historical museum on the life in the former European Union. 

Photos by Danny Willems

When we found ourselves distributing letters to the inhabitants of the neighbourhood. Compelled to clarify our 
presence and that of our highly debated signboard.

When the museum, through its signboard, was interpreted not as an artwork, but as a real museum.

As the literal denotation of the form I had chosen to shape my story with.

The museum’s second encounter with a certain notion of ‘public space’ was on a somewhat more global level.

The museum opened its doors on May 9, also widely ignored as Europe Day.

A few hours before opening time, an inquisitive journalist from The Guardian decided to come and take a look.

He probably just had some spare time because no other Europeanish activities were taking place on this 
godforsaken Europe Day.

The EU institutions had just thrown a party the weekend before and had shot their bolt before their actual festive day.

So.

The resulting article in The Guardian seemed to hit something of a nerve.

In no time it triggered a deluge of interviews, articles and reports that appeared in newspapers and online 
magazines and featured on TV and radio shows all over Europe.

Once again it was not so much the museum as a concrete, physical artwork that made it into the ‘public space’.

But rather the museum as an idea.

This emerged manifestly from the literal positioning of the articles in the newspapers.

Instead of ending up in the arts column, the museum managed to creep into the world section.

On one rare occasion it even hit the front page.

For once the newspapers didn’t dispatch their art critics, but sent us their foreign correspondents.

The articles they wrote were not reviews, but news.

Those who couldn’t come wrote articles about the fact that others had written articles about the museum.

I have to admit that at first the museum’s glorious entry into the ‘public space’ was a completely virtual affair.

In my silent, shabby building I was just making my rounds and watering the plants, entertaining more journalists 
than visitors.

But then an MEP and a former prime minister decided to come and take a peek.

And the MEP tweeted.

And from the realm of the media, we entered the realm of politics.

One of the vice-presidents of the European Commission delivering a keynote speech in Bratislava used the museum 
as his starting point to talk about the EU’s current woes.

To be perfectly honest, most of his speech was pretty laborious, proffering solutions born from the same school of 
thought that got us into this bloody mess in the first place.

In fact, the vice-president never even visited the museum.

I should know.

I was there.

Making my rounds and watering the plants.

Serving drinks at the museum bar.

I still am.

As we speak, I’m serving drinks.

At a megalomaniac, 10-metre-long bar top on the top floor of The House of European History in Exile.

Up here, after a claustrophobic romp through the EU’s past present, visitors can drink in the panoramic view.

With the European Parliament headquarters glistening in the distance.

Actually, it is in this very bar that the idea of ‘public space’ at last became a tangible reality to me.
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and an open future, between demolition and build-
ing, between indeterminate place and planned 
use. We might call them the city’s scars or conflict 
zones: peripheral locations where a large build-
ing has been knocked down, where a motorway 
or a harbour is expanding towards nearby hous-
ing areas, where the planned urban fabric has 
‘dropped a stitch’. In short, where weeds often run 
riot, in more than one sense. There is something 
incomplete about ‘urban cracks’, something that 
makes them rich in traces, meanings, potential own-
erships and qualities and creative possibilities of 
all sorts. In their introductory chapter, Van Eeghem 
and Steel are not romantic about it, but with plenty 
of cultural philosophy nuance they define urban 
cracks as a spatio-temporal, politically-charged 
transitional space whose meaning is not formed by 
what is built there, but by how it is used. Perhaps 
this is their ultimate characterisation: ‘Since Google 
Street View made a photographic road map, one 
can add that urban cracks are often situated where 
the company’s mapping car did not turn down the 
road.’ Urban artistic practices as a correction of 
Google: that sounds good, doesn’t it?

muTuAl FErTIlISATIon

The authors themselves write about the purpose 
of Reading Urban Cracks: ‘This book is intended 
to inspire and enrich artistic and social practices 
and to incite critical debate on the manner in 
which practitioners can contextualise and localise 
their work. Moreover, it is intended to stimulate 
exchange and shared learning processes between 
artists and community workers’. The authors are 
mostly concerned with the exchange between at 
least two domains that come into contact with each 
other in many projects in the urban setting, though 
often still with insufficient cooperation: the social 
and the artistic. The book itself is also an attempt to 
achieve this. Researchers in social work unite in a 
single volume with artists-in-research. For instance, 
a chronicle by Elly Van Eeghem runs across every 
page of Reading Urban Cracks, in the ‘cracks’ of 
the chapters, as it were. Her video, intervention 
and installation art often focuses on such themes as 
consumption and movement in urban space. She 
spent many weeks on an empty piece of ground 
in the uninhabited Oceaniëstraat in the Afrikalaan 
harbour district. She examined and unearthed 
traces of the past there and in the end chalked the 
sentence ‘feel free to act and to proceed in what-
ever you do’ on a wall there. The chronicle docu-
ments her finds and reflections, such as:

Should art truly render the city more beautiful? (than 
it really is)

Or more transparent? (than it appears)

Assurance Ambiance, the socio-artistic project by the 
Ghent organisation ROCSA that Riet Steel analyses 
in the middle of the book, aims above all for new 

creative encounters between local residents and art-
ists on vacant lots of land in the Muide-Meulestede-
Afrikalaan district. It was a project commissioned by 
the city council’s Department of Urban Renewal and 
Neighbourhood Development. From an artistic point 
of view, this sort of set-up seems to go against the 
grain. ‘Community art’ with the objective of urban 
renewal, not rooted in an artist’s own needs? In the 
art world it is soon seen as something that does not 
really count. But it is precisely this distinction of value 
that Reading Urban Cracks abolishes. The book 
updates a new continuum between the social and the 
artistic, in which it is not so much the authorship of 
urban interventions that counts, but how they ‘work’ 
in practice, what difference they make. This practice-
oriented view is a stimulating proposal, also for the 
arts sector. It is only when the strict definitions on both 
the artistic and social sides are permitted to loosen 
up a little that there is any point in dreaming of more 
fruitful cross-sector practices for public space. The 
authors of Reading Urban Cracks are of course right 
when they express the nuance that ‘artists should not 
become community workers, and community work-
ers should not become artists’. But perhaps we should 
talk more about ‘fertile imagination’ instead of just 
about ‘artistic quality’ or ‘social cohesion’.

In her analysis of Assurance Ambiance, Steel exam-
ines precisely this continuous negotiation between 
artistic and social considerations. She does this 
through the eyes of the three – and later two – pro-
ject coordinators: Olivier Provost, Evelyne Deceur 
and Xavier Cloet (from CirQ, who halfway through 
the project turned his attention more to the new 
DOK creative site). She consistently asked for their 
impressions and experiences on the progress of 
the project. For instance, they evaluated their first 
intervention, the festive ‘Car and Carpet Wash’ on 
a controversial site in Vorkstraat in April 2010, 
as being insufficiently artistic to last. Their second 
intervention, a mural drawing (to be coloured in) 
of a street view on the ugly side of one of the two 
blocks of social housing in Scandinaviëstraat (with 
the artist Saar De Buysere) in its turn appeared to 
have been imposed a little too autonomously to 
be really able to involve the residents. ‘Social and 
artistic responsibilities were divided’, says Steel 
regarding the division of tasks during the interven-
tion. The success of projects in public space turns 
out largely to depend on the right balance between 
neighbourhood involvement and a strong all-round 
artistic concept – a balance that turned out better 
in a later exhibition on the DOK site and the crea-
tion of a space shuttle at ‘Loods 21’. This combined 
testing of social and artistic accomplishments is a 
view of urban interventions by or with artists that is 
not new, but it is different from the way such inter-
ventions are often viewed in the art sector. And for 
that reason it is definitely enriching. Perhaps ‘really 
good artists’ count for less, when it comes to what 
is often intended in public space, than artists who in 
the first place are good ‘translator-interpreters’ and 
‘designers’. Art in public space is not only a matter 
of attracting the attention, but above all of passing 
on attention.

Artistic projects in and involving the city 
attach importance to places that are often 
forgotten. But how do these projects them-
selves attract sufficient interest, since they 
are often barely visible? The book Reading 
Urban Cracks documents a number of artis-
tic and socio-artistic initiatives in the muide-
meulestede-Afrikalaan area of Ghent and 
on this basis offers practical considerations 
for other urban artists and social workers. 
The book is the result of an interdisciplinary 
research project by Hogeschool Ghent that 
ran from november 2009 to march 2012.

Reading Urban Cracks makes you realise that much 
of the other secondary material on urban practices 
is actually incomplete. On the one hand it is often 
limited to the simple documentation of completed 
projects. And then a collection of photos, quotes 
and at most a few random associations together 
help give some extra range and durability to the 
fleeting artistic intervention. This is recorded for 
the future by transferring its live moments to paper, 
video or an online archive. Benjamin Verdonck, for 
example, had a site for the daily unfolding of his 
Kalender 09 project, and Simon Allemeersch is cur-
rently working on a book on his ‘household’ in the 
Rabot tower blocks in Ghent. This documentation 
becomes part of the artistic project itself: direct, one 
to one, often more exhaustive than reflective. On 
the other hand there is an increasing amount of 
discursive material on urban interventions by art-
ists: essays, collections of reflections, academic for-
malities. They are written and perpetrated mainly 
by theorists, and show a tendency to break away 
from their actual subject into fashionable reflections 
on bio-politics, agonism or the urbanisation of the 
world. The artists themselves do not always recog-
nise their own work in all this.

This straddling effect says something about the situ-
ation of ‘artistic projects in the streets’. Even though 
its historic roots reach back to Fluxus and even the 
historical avant-garde, it remains a young artis-
tic practice. Or rather, these projects will always 
have to contend with their ephemeral or even mar-
ginal elusiveness, outside the traditional forms of 

presentation and the cultural temples that give the 
work its significance. They have after all made this 
position on the sidelines into their core function. 
Creating openings, breaking down boundaries 
and exploring new directions: it is by definition pio-
neering work that is set outside the familiar system, 
beyond the canon. At the same time it is precisely 
this vague openness that makes urban art highly 
receptive to rapid absorption by all manner of dis-
courses and even ideologies – especially at a time 
when urban challenges are greatly increasing and 
the social support for subsidised artistic expression 
is seriously decreasing. In this way there is prob-
ably no other artistic development that is so much 
embraced by both left- and right-wing politicians. 
Urban art does something ‘with the people’, has 
a distant hint of art education and can be incor-
porated into urban development and the creative 
industry. In short, urban art is everything and noth-
ing. So what is it?

THE rICHnESS oF WASTElAnD

Reading Urban Cracks – Practices of Artists and 
Community Workers, a book in English by Riet 
Steel, Elly Van Eeghem, Griet Verschelden and 
Carlos Dekeyrel, published in 2012, examines 
this question by zooming in on a single neighbour-
hood project and by taking an extremely concrete 
approach to it, but without losing sight of how and 
why this local project is part of a much wider dis-
cussion. The study does what a lot of secondary 
material on urban interventions does not do: it both 
documents and reflects. It forms or contains both a 
sumptuous book of photos and an artistic interven-
tion, with a more theoretical part plus a structured 
research diary containing the impressions and later 
reflections by those responsible for the social and 
artistic sides of the project in the Muide-Meulestede-
Afrikalaan district of Ghent.

The glue that holds all these approaches together – 
or at least most of them – is the concept in the title: 
‘urban cracks’. Or, as the introductory chapter tells 
us, those undeveloped places in a city which are 
in a transitional stage between empty space and 
a concrete purpose, between a delineated history 

the compLeX meanIng 
of InteRvenIng
aRtIStIc anD SocIaL pRactIceS In URBan 
InteRStItIaL SpaceS
Thoughts on Reading Urban Cracks by riet Steel, Elly Van Eeghem,  
Griet Verschelden and Carlos Dekeyrel

Wouter Hillaert



56Courant 107 Out Of the bOx

57

to content page

PArTICulAr PoInTS oF FoCuS

This is the main reason why Reading Urban Cracks 
is such an interesting book: it offers artists and com-
munity workers additional considerations to take 
stock of. It remains open enough not to become a 
code of conduct, but pays well-founded attention 
to the broader context in which their interventions/
projects in public space function. In addition to the 
involvement of the target public and the artist in all 
aspects of the project, there are another two points 
of focus that the authors repeatedly bring up. The 
first is the duration of a project, which is an old 
sore. You too often see ‘hit and run’ projects, where 
the artist takes the credit for his clever concept but 
which in the long term signifies very little for the pub-
lic domain where it took place or remains standing. 
‘Temporariness and durability need not necessarily 
be conflicting features, but they often are’, writes 
Steel. It is usually more difficult for rapid interven-
tions to make a difference than long-term processes 
and recurring interventions that are able to create 
the essential networks and ownership. This requires 
a mode of production completely different from the 
temporary machinery that the performing arts by 
their very nature operate. However, last year the 
KVS proved with Tok Toc Knock that it was possi-
ble, though durability will remain a major question 
there too. The maker does not necessarily have to 
undertake this himself, but it is his responsibility to 
help create it before leaving again.

The second point of focus that emerges from the 
analysis of Assurance Ambiance is the context 
of the interests in which projects are carried out. 
Which masters do you serve, as an artist or com-
munity worker? In this respect, urban renewal is 
often a slippery path. Are you not too likely to act 
as the scouts for the major investment that follows 
on afterwards, leading to gentrification? Or as 
unwitting small-scale city-marketeers? With regard 
to Assurance Ambiance, which received not only 
funding from Ghent city council, but also an empty 
building as their base, Steel observes: ‘The organi-
sation is inevitably drawn into the logic of a cer-
tain policy, where power structures and conflicting 
views on society and urbanity prescribe reality’. 
‘Instrumentalisation’ in the context of a logic of func-
tionality is almost by definition a pitfall – though we 
should also stop instrumentalising that fashionable 
word for anything and everything. Autonomous 
integrity has become an illusion. Negotiation and 
even infection are more or less the basic condition 
for any urban project. The question is mainly how 
rich or powerful the master is whom you serve, or 
even whether they are actually on the other side.

THE PuBlIC IS PolITICAl AGAIn

In their conclusion, the four authors once again 
introduce this sort of concrete focus point in a handy 
model for the still recent discourse on social and/or 
artistic interventions in the urban fabric. For instance, 
they make a distinction between ‘art placed in public 
space’ and ‘art localised in public space’. The first is 
a preconceived product that is inserted into the street 
scene, the second unfolds on the spot as part of a pro-
cess, by means of spontaneous links with the complex 
stratification of the surroundings and history. It is pre-
cisely the democratic element of the second variant 
that Riet Steel, Elly Van Eeghem, Griet Verschelden 
and Carlos Dekeyrel wish to emphasise more than is 
customary in other studies. To this end they update 
the ‘social-spatial approach’, a model originating in 
German social pedagogy that enables the study of 
the interaction between everyday realities and major 
social and political issues. They fill this model with 
such inspiring notions as ‘the tactics of slow return’, 
‘palimpsestuous reading’ and the Greek poesis: 
‘thinking through making, making as knowing’.

These concepts are not an aim in themselves. They 
support the one major point that this book is intended 
to make: that (peripheral) urban places are not by 
definition public, but have to be made public and 
political. Earlier on, the book had already quite 
critically pointed out that Assurance Ambiance 
had not been able to deal with that many urgent 
issues in the Muide-Meulestede-Afrikalaan district: 
the serious transport problem, poverty and social 
exclusion, the difficulties of dialogue between dif-
ferent population groups and so on.

Thus Reading Urban Cracks concludes with what lies 
at the heart of all urban practices: an extraordinary 
balancing act. ‘Artistic and social practices need to 
connect to realities in the neighbourhood, refer to 
the world as it is, but at the same time provide a per-
spective on the world as it could be by critically ana-
lysing these realities.’ It is an ability that should not 
be forgotten: making public space a ‘social forum’ 
once again by means of an artistic intervention that 
stirs the imagination. Something that is quite obvious 
is given a slight twist and, if it works out, it even 
helps to question the prevailing power relationships. 
‘Urban cracks do not bear this potential as such. 
Their potential depends on the why and how of art-
ists’ and community workers’ interventions in these 
urban cracks.’ Those makers who wish to take this 
‘how’ and ‘why’ to heart will find this book inspiring.

Riet Steel, Elly Van Eeghem, Griet Verschelden and 
Carlos Dekeyrel, Reading Urban Cracks. Practices of 
Artists and Community Workers. University College 
Ghent, School of Arts & Faculty of Education, Health and 
Social Work, and MER Paper Kunsthalle, 2012. http://
issuu.com/merpaperkunsthalle/docs/urbancracks

Wouter Hillaert is a performing arts critic for 
rekto:verso, De Standaard et al.

Shouting Piece – David Helbich (photo: Benjamin Pomerleau for SPOR festival 2010, Aarhus)

http://issuu.com/merpaperkunsthalle/docs/urbancracks
http://issuu.com/merpaperkunsthalle/docs/urbancracks
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ZouT! – DIy-driedaagse voor jonge 
makers en kunstenaars 
21 > 23|11|2013
oostende

ZOUT! is een platform voor en door jonge makers en 
kunstenaars met een ferme knipoog naar de plaats 
van het gebeuren, Oostende. Onder impuls van een 
aantal kunstenaars broedden de steunpunten BAM, 
VTi en het kunstencentrum Vrijstaat O., Mu.ZEE, 
TAZ, CC De Grote Post en het Kunstenloket een ei-
gengereid programma uit dat kan gelden als een 
state of the art van waar kunstenaars nu van wakker 
liggen: hoe ontmoet ik mijn zielsverwanten, mijn ge-
neratiegenoten, en breng ik een interactie op gang? 
Hoe kom ik aan artistieke en zakelijke feedback na 
de veilige muren van een opleiding en los van de 
instituten? Wat is mijn positie in de maatschappij en 
vooral: hoe organiseer ik mezelf?

In de ruimtes van De Grote Post en van Mu.ZEE vinden 
jonge podiumartiesten en beeldend kunstenaars net 
als mediatoren, kunstcritici, programmatoren, drama-
turgen en curatoren elkaar tijdens speeddates, keyno-
te-speeches, mentorgesprekken, een pecha kucha-och-
tend over alternatieve modellen van zelf organisatie, 
doe-tafels met cases, workshops etc. Drie dagen DIY! 
Tijdens artistieke interventies en een pop-uptentoon-
stelling leveren kunstenaars finaal hun commentaar en 
schuwen ze de confrontatie niet. Tijd voor zout!

meer info vind je op www.vti.be.

First Aid @ VTi 
VTi - Brussel

Om de twee weken op dinsdagnamiddag is er zoals 
steeds ‘First Aid @ VTi’. Dan helpen we (beginnende) 
kunstenaars met hun vragen over subsidiedossiers, 
inhoudelijke kwesties, contacten … Deze infomomen-
ten zijn persoonlijk, gratis en zonder afspraak. Bellen 
kan natuurlijk ook (02 201 09 06 – vraag naar Nikol 
Wellens en/of Annelies Van den Berghe). 

Praktisch

Eerstvolgende data: dinsdagnamiddag  
26 novem ber en 10 december, telkens tussen 14:00 
en 17:00. Voor meer data: check www.vti.be.
Plaats: VTi (3e verdieping), Sainctelettesquare 19, 
1000 Brussel

Gratis

Voor meer info: nikol@vti.be

DECEmBEr

Bâtard festival en congres
2>7|12|2013 
Beursschouwburg - Brussel

De tiende editie van Bâtard staat voor de deur. 
Naast een presentatieplek wil het festival dit jaar 
ook een platform voor ontmoeting zijn. Daarom is 
er voorafgaand aan het festival een congres. De 
organisatoren lanceerden begin dit jaar een oproep 
om bezorgdheden door te geven, die ze vervol-
gens in kaart brachten. Het congres heeft tot doel 
om deze bezorgdheden op een breder platform te 
bespreken en gezamenlijk intensief te onderzoeken. 
De nadruk ligt op ontmoeting. Er wordt nauw samen-
gewerkt met drie Brusselse kunstscholen: P.A.R.T.S., 
a.pass en RITS. Een groep studenten, samengesteld 
uit deze drie scholen, gaan ter voorbereiding van 
het congres aan de slag met de kaart van bezorgd-
heden. Met hun input wordt het congres voor een 
deel vormgegeven.

Het Bâtard festival vindt plaats op 5, 6 en 7 de-
cember in de Beursschouwburg in Brussel. Negen 
geselecteerde kunstenaars gingen aan de slag met 
de kaart van bezorgheden: Henry Andersen (AU), 
Julien Berberat (CH), Anne Breure (NL),  Chris De-
puis (CA), Bryana Fritz (USA), Romain Hamard 
(FR), Christoffer Schieche (SE), Maud Seuntjens (BE) 
en Elly Van Eeghem (BE). 

Praktisch

Data

congres: van maandag 2 tot vrijdag 6 december 
2013

festival: donderdag 5, vrijdag 6 en zaterdag  
7 december 2013

Plaats: Beursschouwburg, Auguste Ortsstraat  
20-28, 1000 Brussel

Voor meer info: www.batard.be

caLenDaR 

(photo: Tine Declerck)

http://www.vti.be/
mailto:nikol%40vti.be?subject=
http://www.batard.be
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Gezamenlijke Vlaams-nederlandse acties:

•	Fonds Podiumkunsten, VTi, het Nederlandse Con-
sulaat-Generaal in NY en Flanders House zullen 
op APAP samen een collectieve promostand 
opzetten. Nederlandse en Vlaamse kunstenaars 
en hun gezelschappen kunnen zich inschrijven als 
gebruiker van deze stand. Op die manier krijgen 
ze aan een gunstig tarief (200 euro/persoon) toe-
gang tot de meeting en kunnen ze de stand gebrui-
ken als uitvalsbasis voor het voeren van promotie 
en het beleggen van ontmoetingen met potentiële 
presenters.

•	Flanders	House,	 het	Nederlandse	Consulaat	 en	
VTi organiseren een debat op APAP op zondag 
12 januari rond het thema 'Immersive and site 
specific theatre'.

•	Flanders	 House	 en	 het	 Nederlandse	 Consulaat	
nodigen alle Vlaamse en Nederlandse groepen, 
gezelschappen en podiumprofessionals die op 
dat ogenblik in NY zijn, uit op een informele 
welkomstdrink op vrijdag 10 januari (exacte 
tijd en plaats te bepalen).

•	Flanders House en het Nederlandse Consulaat 
organiseren een informeel ontmoetingsmo-
ment bestemd voor een selectie van Noord-Ame-
rikaanse programmatoren en Vlaamse/Neder-
landse podiumkunstenprofessionelen op zondag 
12 januari (18:00 tot 20:00, plaats te bevestigen).

•	Het	 Nederlandse	 Consulaat	 en	 Flanders	 House	
zullen een beperkte promobrochure uitgeven 
naar aanleiding van de Vlaamse en Nederlandse 
aanwezigheid in NY op de verschillende events 
in januari.

•	Het	 Nederlandse	 Consulaat	 en	 Flanders	 House	
zullen ook aanwezig zijn op de IPAy show-
case conferentie in Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania), 
maar ditmaal niet met een stand. 

oproep – call for interest

Wij willen graag weten wie uit Vlaanderen/Brussel 
in New York zal zijn in januari en graag betrokken 
wordt bij deze activiteiten (opname in de brochure, 
uitnodiging voor netwerkevenementen, eventuele 
toegang tot APAP). 

Mail naar marijke@vti.be. 

Deadline voor inschrijving via VTi: 25 
november 2013

Alle info op www.vti.be

landschapstekening 
Kunstensteunpunt 2014 
In 2014 zullen de onderzoeksinspanningen van VTi 
helemaal in het teken staan van een nieuwe land-
schapstekening. 

In het voorstel tot een hernieuwd Kunstendecreet krijgt 
het eengemaakte Kunstensteunpunt de opdracht een 
landschapstekening te maken bij de start van elke 
nieuwe legislatuur van de Vlaamse regering. Deze 
opdracht omvat enerzijds de opmaak van een be-
schrijving en evaluatie van hoe de kunstensector 
vandaag functioneert en anderzijds een heldere visie 
voor een toekomstig kunstenbeleid in Vlaanderen. De 
nieuwe minister van Cultuur neemt deze landschap-
stekening van het Kunstensteunpunt als advies mee in 
het formuleren van de eigen beleidsvisie.

Hoewel de fusie van VTi, Muziekcentrum Vlaanderen 
en BAM in 2014 nog in ontwikkeling zal zijn, gaan 
we alvast een traject aan om samen een landschap-
stekening van en voor de kunsten in Vlaanderen te 
kunnen voorleggen aan de nieuwe minister van Cul-
tuur na de verkiezingen van 25 mei 2014. Van janu-
ari tot en met juni 2014 zullen we een analyse maken 
van de kunstensectoren die zowel een functionele als 
een disciplinespecifieke blik verenigt, onder meer 
door middel van focusgroepen. Deze analyse zal 
nadrukkelijk gesitueerd worden binnen een bredere 
maatschappelijke context, waaruit mogelijkheden en 
uitdagingen voor de kunstensector worden gedetec-
teerd. VTi zal dit traject, zoals steeds, in nauw over-
leg met de podiumkunstensector doorlopen. 

Met vragen of commentaar kan je contact 
opnemen met delphine@vti.be.

mAArT

Save the date - internationale 
studiedag over kinder- en 
jongerenkunsten
03|03|2014 

Krokusfestival Hasselt

Courant 108 (15 februari 2014), die volledig in het 
teken staat van ontwikkelingen in de kinder- en jon-
gerenkunsten, wordt voorgesteld op 3 maart 2014 
op een internationale studiedag in samenwerking 
met het Krokusfestival in Hasselt. Het Krokusfestival 
ontpopte zich tot multidisciplinair kinderkunsten-
festival en loopt volgend jaar van 26 februari tot 6 
maart 2014. Het precieze programma van de stu-
diedag wordt later bekendgemaakt. Zeker is alvast 
dat Yvette Hardie, de Zuid-Afrikaanse voorzitter 
van het ASSISTEJ-netwerk, de keynote-speech geeft. 
Meer info volgt de komende maanden op www.vti.
be en www.krokusfestival.be.

JAnuArI

oproep: gezamenlijke internationale 
promotie Verenigde Staten

januari 2014

Nederland en Vlaanderen werken begin 2014 sa-
men om de promotie van Vlaamse en Nederlandse 
podiumkunsten in de VS te ondersteunen. Flanders 
House (de Vlaamse Vertegenwoordiging in de VS), 
het Consulaat-Generaal van Nederland in New 
York, het Nederlandse Fonds Podiumkunsten en VTi 
slaan de handen in elkaar om tijdens enkele belang-
rijke festivals en professionele beurzen een aantal 
activiteiten te organiseren. Daarnaast sommen we 
graag een aantal interessante podiumfestivals en 
-beurzen op die begin 2014 plaatsvinden in de VS.

Festivals en beurzen in januari:

•	Van 10 tot en met 14 januari 2014 zal het Noord-
Amerikaanse podiumkunstenveld zich weer in 
New York verzamelen voor de jaarlijkse Arts Pre-
senters Conference. Deze podiumkunstenbeurs 
wordt door de Association of Performing 
Arts Presenters (APAP) georganiseerd in het 
Hilton Hotel in hartje Manhattan. Jaarlijks bezoe-
ken meer dan 3600 professionals uit de podium-
kunsten uit ruim 30 landen de APAP (www.apap-
conference.org).

•	under The radar – new york Jaarlijks inter-
nationaal theaterfestival, geprogrammeerd door 
Meiyin Wang en Mark Russell. Het festival vindt 
gelijktijdig met en voorafgaand aan de Arts Pre-
senters Conference in New York plaats. Deelne-
mende groepen zijn onder meer SKAGEN en tg 
STAN. (8-19 januari 2014, www.undertheradar-
festival.com)

•	IPAy conferentie – Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia. IPAY (International Performing Arts for Youth) 
is een goede springplank voor Vlaamse kinder- 
en jeugdtheatergezelschappen met ambitie om te 
toeren in Noord-Amerika. (22-25 januari 2014, 
www.ipayweb.org)

•	Het	ISPA Congres (International Society for Per-
forming Arts) van januari staat in het teken van 
‘Imagining a new economy for the arts’. (14-16 
januari 2014, www.ispa.org)

•	In	het	Prototype Festival staan muziektheater 
en opera centraal. (8-19 januari 2014, http://
prototypefestival.org) 

•	CoIl van PS122 is een jaarlijks performance-
festival geprogrammeerd door Vallejo Gantner, 
artistiek directeur van PS122. (Exacte data nog 
niet bekend, www.ps122.org) 

•	Het	American realness festival brengt dans 
en performance. (Exacte data nog niet bekend, 
http://tbspmgmt.com/AMERICAN_REALNESS_.
html)

Harmonic Fields – Lieux Publics (photo: Thomas Seest)
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Start tournee Circuit X
najaar 2013
Tijdens Het Theaterfestival werd de aftrap gegeven 
voor de derde editie van Circuit X, het platform voor 
jong podiumtalent. De geselecteerde voorstellingen 
waren allemaal te zien op Het Theaterfestival en 
op 24 oktober ging de tournee van Circuit X van 
start. De vijf geselecteerde voorstellingen zullen 
nog te zien zijn op 30 verschillende plekken 
in heel Vlaanderen. Hieronder vind je alvast de 
voorstellingen van half november tot eind februari. 
Check www.circuitx.be voor meer data.

datum voorstelling plaats
november 2013
za 16 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk CC De Biekorf - Lebbeke
za 23 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk CC De Werf - Aalst
di 26 - 20:00 BOG. kc STUK - Leuven
do 28 - 20:15 Vergeetstuk C-mine Genk
vr 29 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk GC Den Breughel - Haacht
     
december 2013
za 7 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk CC Knokke-Heist
za 7 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever CC Zwaneberg / Cultuurkapel - Heist-op-den-Berg
zo 8 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever CC Zwaneberg / Cultuurkapel - Heist-op-den-Berg
wo 11 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever Don Boscokerk Buizingen
do 12 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever Don Boscokerk Buizingen
vr 13 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever Don Boscokerk Buizingen
za 14 - 20:30 Zwarte Woud forever Don Boscokerk Buizingen

januari 2014
za 4 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk CC Mortsel
za 11 - 20:00 Vergeetstuk CC Ter Vesten - Beveren
wo 15 - 20:00 BOG. CC Belgica - Dendermonde
vr 17 - 20:30 Vergeetstuk Uithuis Hoboken
za 18 - 20:30 Sweat baby sweat CC ‘t Vondel - Halle
za 18 - 20:30 Vergeetstuk kc De Werf - Brugge
zo 19 - 20:30 BOG. CC Westrand - Dilbeek
vr 24 - 20:15 Sweat baby sweat CC De Adelberg - Lommel
do 30 - 20:00 Sweat baby sweat CC Sint-Niklaas
do 30 - 20:30 Vergeetstuk CC De Herbakker - Eeklo

februari 2014
za 1 - 20:00 Sweat baby sweat CC Nova - Wetteren
za 8 - 20:15 Vergeetstuk CC Jan Tervaert - Hamme
do 20 - 20:00 BOG. CC ‘t Schaliken - Herentals
za 22 - 20:00 BOG. OC ‘t Waaigat - Zwijndrecht

www.circuitx.be

www.facebook.com/podiumtalent

Ich bin wie du – Haider Al Timimi & Geert Vandyck, geselecteerd voor Circuit X (foto: Bart Grietens)

http://www.circuitx.be
http://www.circuitx.be
http://www.facebook.com/podiumtalent
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coLophon
contact
VTi
Institute for the Performing Arts in Flanders
Sainctelettesquare 19
1000 Brussels
Belgium
T +32 2 201 09 06
F +32 2 203 02 05
info@vti.be
www.performingartsflanders.be
data.vti.be

aBoUt vti
As a centre for the performing arts, VTi is an open house 
with a strong link to both the practice and the decision-
making process. As interface organisation between profes-
sional practice, policy, education and an interested public, 
VTi stimulates discussion about performing artists and their 
work, about cultural policy and performing arts issues, 
about evolutions and trends in performance land, about 
international and intercultural works and about the place 
of art in society.
To this end, VTi today fulfils three core functions that contin-
uously interact with one another: research, documentation 
and interaction. VTi aims to provide relevant information 
via an extensive arsenal of instruments that can be flexibly 
deployed. By presenting facts and facilitating the circula-
tion of expertise, it aims to contribute to the sector's continu-
ing development and, based on a thoroughgoing knowl-
edge of the past, work on a future-oriented social climate 
for artistic creation.

Staff
Diane Bal, Wessel Carlier, Christel De Brandt, Martine De 
Jonge, Marijke De Moor, Delphine Hesters, Joris Janssens, 
Sofie Joye, Stijn Lens, Stefan Maenen, Bart Magnus, Hilde 
Teuchies, Annelies Van den Berghe, Nikol Wellens

openIng tImeS 
Tuesday > Friday 10:00-18:00
Closed on Saturday, Sunday and monday

LIBRaRy
Our library collections contain a mine of information and can 
be consulted free of charge. If you would like to borrow materi-
als, you pay a contribution of €5 a year. Once registered, you 
will receive our magazine Courant 4 times a year. On data.
vti.be, you can search through our library catalogue.

BookShop
You can find our bookshop at the VTi library and on 
www.vti.be.
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