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/re/framing the international #2 is  
the second issue of a three-part ‘pop-up’ 
magazine series in which Kunstenpunt/
Flanders Arts Institute brings together 
trends, ideas and stories around new 
models of working internationally in 
the arts. Later this year we’ll publish a 
summary of the results, giving way to 
possible new prototypes of working 
internationally.

Sign up to receive the next (and last) issue of  
/re/framing 
by emailing katrien@kunsten.be

***

   



  between 
In this second issue of re/framing 
the international, we continue to 

unravel internationalization in 

the arts. Artists, mediators and 

in-the-know observers consider 

the added value and meaning 

of working internationally in 

the arts. They also point out the 

painful issues: the toll demanded 

of the well-being of artists, the 

limited exchanges with audiences, 

and the ecological effects. Each of 

our authors, from his or her own 

perspective, seeks possible routes 

to achieving a more sustainable 

art practice. In the framework 

of a research and development 

trajectory of the Flanders Arts 

Institute, this publication seeks 

to break open that which is being 

taken granted, by means of essays 

and conversations with artists, as 

well as inspirational gatherings 

and conferences. 

editorial

 'Here' 
     and                  'There'



Researcher Joachim Ben Yakoub and curator 

Hicham Khalidi both bring the importance 

of national borders into perspective. They 

claim that people and places are much more 

intertwined than some would have us believe. 

Frontiers cannot always be so sharply defined. 

Both argue on behalf of a necessary dialogue 

between ‘here’ and ‘there’, between ‘we’  

and ‘they’, beginning with that multilayered 

stratification. One must also consider the 

complex and sometimes painful histories 

with which local and international dynamics 

are strongly interlaced, and/or coloured by 

unequal power relationships. More and more 

artists and curators – as citizens with multifac-

eted identities – are leading the way in engag-

ing in that dialogue between ‘here’ and ‘there’. 

They are taking the initiative, developing more 

equal relations between the places where they 

live and where they are active, as well as where 

they (or their families) once came from. 

In his essay The Dream Collaboration, 

Joachim Ben Yakoub illustrates this by way of 

the work of Sofiane and Selma Ouissi, their 

online dance performance Here(s), which 

takes place in real time between Paris and 

Tunis, and their Dream City festival in the Tunis 

medina. Ben Yakoub makes a plea for us to re-

think the existing frameworks for international 

collaboration in the arts. A 'foreign' country 

is also ‘here’, and vice versa. Work by artists 

from different regions and continents is often 

shown and welcomed in a context of exoticized 

and paternalistic frameworks. All too often, 

we think about what 'we' can do from here, for 

'them', when there would be more to learn by 

seeing it from the other way around.

For curator Hicham Khalidi, intercultural 

dialogue based on inter-local conditions, on 

subjectivity and the multifaceted identities of 

artists and audiences, is a consistent thread 

throughout his work. His essay, Where are we 

now? To whom do we ascribe ‘Moroccanness’? 

evolved from a request from the Marrakech 

Biennial to be sure to involve enough 'Moroc-

can' artists in the festival. He asks when an 

artist is or is not Moroccan: is it birthplace,  

or nationality, or is an artist's cultural frame  

of reference or sphere of influence that plays 

the greater role? 

The way that Flemish cultural centres an-

nounce or present their foreign artists in their 

programming also raises questions like these. 

When is the nationality of the artist even 

mentioned, and when is it not? Within what 

formats do we programme work by Western 

or non-Western artists? Is there a connection 

between international programming and the 

city or neighbourhood where a given cultural 

venue is located? In Trending Countries, Kun-

stenpunt researcher Simon Leenknegt applies 

an analysis of the discourse to the way cultural 

centres announce their offerings of exhibi-

tions, concerts and performances. He employs 

figures to confirm what Ben Yakoub and Kha-

lidi are also indicating: there is considerable 

international programming, and it is diverse, 

but it is often seen in terms of compartmen-

talized stereotypes.

Such insights about interrelatedness and lack 

of reciprocity cannot, of course, fail to be fol-

lowed up by such an organization Kunstenpunt, 

which has the task of 'matching' artists and 

organizations worldwide. What can we do with 

these pleas for greater multiplicity and trans-

national solidarity? In my own contribution to 

this issue, I attempt to apply these reflections 

to our own position as a supporting organi-

zation. I moreover consider possible future 

trajectories for international policy on culture 

and cultural diplomacy in European countries. 

Hilde Teuchies’ call for stronger European 

cultural projects fits seamlessly with that 

concept. In the second part of her essay,  

Reclaiming the European Commons, she not 

only dissects the (too) limited place that 

culture holds in European policy, but also the 

restraining behaviour of member states. What 

steps can Europe, and its individual member 

states, undertake, together, in order to make 

culture a true foundation of an ambitious 

European project?  

Ash Bulayev, Sarah Vanhee and Jeroen 

Peeters question the habits of the interna-

tional (performing) arts marketplace. Artists 

are expected to be always available and 

flexible, super-mobile and networked, as well 

as actively engaged in different projects in 

different countries at the same time. But is 

this what makes international travel in the arts 

meaningful? Why take transportable ‘prod-

ucts’ on international tour for like-minded 

art audiences, when what really requires time 

are the encounters with citizens, in all their 

diversities? Why not work longer at a single 

place, in order to get to know the diversity 

and complexity of that place? And what about 

the ecological footprint of international trav-

el? Ash Bulayev considers the impact on the 

well-being of the artists themselves, based 

on established careers. Despite much-lauded 

talent and international recognition, such 

artist careers can lead to precariousness and 

exhaustion. The limitations of the current 

systems of subsidies, not adapted to transna-

tional realities, here also plays a role.  

In music, as well, the way the industry is or-

ganized has an impact on artists – artistically, 

personally and financially. How can musicians, 

despite everything, find possibilities for 

setting this system to their advantage, there-

by developing long-term perspectives for 

their careers and their oeuvres? Nico Kennes 

discussed this with front man Colin H. van 

Eeckhout, of the successful post-metal group 

Amenra. Analysis of the internationalization 

of Belgian music (2013-2017), based on data 

from Kunstenpunt, which you were able to 

read about in the first issue of this magazine, 

is hereby enriched with the story of the career 

trajectory of a specific group.

Between ‘here’ and ‘there’…. In today's 

super-diverse societies, we will never again 

have decisive, clearly defined borders (despite 

those who argue for them!). The lives and 

work of artists – who are internationally high-

ly active and mobile for widely diverse reasons 

– are the very best illustration of this fact. As 

mediators, supporters and policymakers, it is 

up to us to create the conditions in which that 

mobility can also be long-lived, sustainable 

and meaningful. 

Dirk De Wit

head of international relations

at Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute
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Join the debate 

and get inspired 
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I remember it like it was yesterday. I was standing right in the 

self-proclaimed centre for art and media Argos in Brussels, 

looking at choreography that was performed simultaneously in 

Paris and Tunis.  By aligning the precise framing of both spaces 

and by synchronising time in Paris and Tunis, the Sofiane and 

Selma Ouissi managed bridge any geographic or time-limited 

restriction to create a third, albeit virtual space, which suc-

ceeded in bridging any possible spatial or temporal limitation. 

Paris and Tunis melted before my eyes into a new third free 

space in which both dancers pursued their lived - almost symbi-

otic - choreography.

The online dance performance Here(s) of the inseparable 

artist duo Selma and Sofiane Ouissi took place in October 

2011 during the opening of the Meeting Points 6 festival, an 

initiative of the Young Arab Theatre Fund. Sister and brother 

Sofiane en Selma gradually formed - from one performance to 

the next - a single body through their shared practice as dancer 

and choreographer, until Selma moved to Paris and Sofiane was 

left alone in Tunis. Thanks to real-time video communication 

applications, they managed to bridge the distance between 

both metropolises and thus found a way to reconstitute their 

shared practice and reflection. During Here(s) they share this 

initially rather practical communicative bridging, which gradu-

ally grew into a full-fledged choreography.  

In what follows we will delve deeper into the question 

how this performance touches on the essence of current 

global challenges in a clear, refined manner. Subsequently, the 

Meeting Points festival, in which this performance took place, 

will be seized in order to linger on the necessity to review ex-

isting practices transnationally, to anchor them sustainably and 

lastly, to interweave them from below with other relevant local 

diasporic practices. Throughout this exercise I hope to touch 

upon possible pitfalls in setting up collaborative relations with 

the MENA region from the privileged position that the capital 

of Europe, at least for now, still enjoys. The main challenge will 

be to understand the apparent contradiction between differ-

ent types of global and local dynamics and thus to discern the 

importance of their inevitable entanglement and to take into 

account its political implications. A necessary exercise, certain-

ly now Tunisia is included in the Creative Europe programme.  

Joachim Ben Yakoub

about the article

This article is an adapted version of a keynote
the author gave at a Kunstenpunt round table 
meeting with art on working together with artists 
and organizations in/from the MENA region in 
June 2017 at GC Vaartkapoen (Brussels). 

On possible 

pitfalls in the 

creation of 

collaborative 

projects with 

the mena region.
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Update the international
 

As the title Here(s) already suggests, the live performance 

relates to the virtual embodiment of plural localities. If today 

we speak about ‘here’, however, we are still speaking about a 

singular locality that is opposed to another clearly delineated 

locality, ‘there’. In other words, it is not yet quite grammatical 

to use ‘here’ in the plural. The trouble with pronouncing the 

plurality of ‘here-s’ in the title thus refers in itself to a trou-

bled understanding of changing relation to time and space. 

Moreover, it is important to underline that the proposed re-

calibration of time and space in the performance, is not taking 

place in a power vacuum. By connecting Paris with the capital 

of its former colony Tunis, the ensuing third space, in which the 

choreography unfolded, fundamentally challenges the way in 

which we understand and represent our entangled and mutu-

ally constitutive but conflictual histories and geographies. The 

postcolonial border that is crossed digitally back and forth in 

the course of the choreography is in reality still sharply cutting 

our humanity today. Let’s just think for a second about the dai-

ly horror of the often fatal informal movements on the funerary 

waves of the Mediterranean Sea.

The changing experience of time and space was not only 

the central subject of the online choreography and the broad-

er Meeting Points festival, it is a phenomenon that more and 

more people experience in their everyday life. Since the fall of 

the Berlin Wall and the final breakthrough of ongoing neoliber-

al globalisation, more and more people are moving from more 

and more places to more and more places. In about two hours 

you can go from ‘here’ in Brussels to ‘there’ in Tunis. Moreover, 

through video communication technology, it has become possi-

ble – as we saw in the performance - to be simultaneously pres-

ent ‘here’ in Tunis, ‘here’ in Paris and ‘here’ in Brussels. This 

plural simultaneity determines the way in which the globalised 

world is shaped in practice today - day in day out. Mobility has 

not only radically increased in terms of quantity, it has also un-

dergone a profound qualitative change. Today, people whose 

migration has been formalised and regularised, no longer need 

to choose per se whether they live ‘here’ in Brussels or ‘there’ 

in Tunis,  they can live ‘here’ and ‘there’ simultaneously as new 

applications made bridging time and distance increasingly us-

er-friendly. However, this changed mobility remains relative to 

the legal papers one needs to bridge the euro-centric bounda-

ries that divide the world in nation states.

The choice between both is thus essentially only a matter 

of historical constructions and their related rusted anachro-

nistic ideas and concepts and thus of political power. What is 

central in this plural simultaneity is the question what ‘Paris’ 

exactly means in ‘Tunis’ or ‘Tunis’ in ‘Paris’. This question is 

however difficult to answer without taking into account the 

concrete geographical imaginary connotation of both cities, 

their respective political role as floating signifiers and there-

fore also their function as historical or cultural metaphors in 

a postcolonial and sometimes enduring colonial context. The 

same reasoning also holds for perhaps easier examples such as 

Palestine or, today, Kabul or Damascus. It is of crucial impor-

tance - if we want to update our understanding of international 

relations - to constantly re-iterate the question, what for in-

stance ‘Palestine’ signifies metaphorically in Brussels, but also 

what ‘Brussels’ denotes in Palestine and how both mutually 

relate. Or what ‘Damascus’ stands for in Brussels and what we 

insinuate when we speak about ‘Brussels’ in Damascus. How do 

‘Brussels’ and ‘Damascus’ mutually relate to each other? 

These are essential political questions, as more and more 

metropolises have become majority-minority cities, where the 

majority of the population is part of a minority in a context of 

accelerated globalisation, generalised migration and thus of en-

twined proximity, but also of  growing inequality and conflict. 

Although hundreds of people drown each month in the waves 

It is of crucial importance 
- if we want to update 
our understanding of 
international relations - 
to constantly re-iterate 
the question, what for 
instance ‘Palestine’ 
signi ies metaphorically 
in Brussels, but also what 
‘Brussels’ denotes in 
Palestine and how both 
mutually relate.
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of what we can call The Red Mediterranean, more and more 

people live in an urban context that reproduces global dynam-

ics both geographically and historically on a local scale at ever 

greater speeds and in greater concentrations - a phenomenon 

that critical geographers such as Doreen Massey conceptual-

ized as time-space compression. In these global metropolises the 

‘here’ and ‘there’ are fundamentally and completely entangled. 

I believe that it is in that complex and sometimes conflicting 

intertwining of what Edouard Glissant aptly named the Tout-

Monde that all our future challenges lie, not least when wishing 

to set up new forms of collaboration between the European 

continent, North Africa and the Middle East.

No matter how familiar RyanAir, WhatsApp and Skype 

sound to our ears, that plural simultaneity and relative mobility 

and time-space compression we just evoked,  remain challeng-

ing to understand - and the title of the performance of Sofiane 

and Selma Ouissi - difficult to pronounce: Here(s). The world 

Edouard Glissant is talking about is no longer only made ‘here 

and now’; it is the plurality of interwoven localities and tem-

poralities that shapes today’s world. Although both places are 

geographically and historically almost completely intertwined, 

we are still convinced that Tunis lies at a safe distance from 

Paris. When a demonstration is held in Brussels against the 

ongoing colonisation of Palestine, when an attack takes place 

in the heart of Paris or when the Turkish diaspora has to vote a 

Turkish referendum in Brussel, some are accused of importing 

conflicts from the Middle East. Increased mobility, digitisation 

and globalisation have not only accelerated the migratory 

movements, but have also ensured that political ideologies, 

events and therefore also conflicts ‘abroad’, have a direct 

impact on the ‘interior’, and vice versa. Moreover, the intracta-

ble conviction lives on that that Tunis and other metropolises 

in the Global South have “to develop” along an imaginary line 

drawn by the progressive economic, technological but also 

moral and political evolutions in Paris or other metropolises in 

the Global North. Self-declared superiority was never a taboo 

here, on the contrary.

Local and global movements are becoming increasingly 

interwoven and fundamentally challenge our current under-

standing of artistic work and international cooperation. Global 

conflicts are intensifying and intruding in the safe environment 

of the arts centre and are  challenging the autonomy and re-

sponsibilities of the arts. How must the arts deal with this rap-

idly changing, conflictual political reality? What at first sight 

seems to be none of our business appears upon closer inspec-

tion to be unfolding on our doorstep. Conflicts are not ‘import-

ed’, but reproduced worldwide - always anew - on a local scale. 

The increasing conflicts and wars since 9/11 in countries with a 

Muslim majority are not only bringing about political destabi-

lisation and unprecedented human suffering and destruction 

‘there’, but are also a powerful challenge to society ‘here’ in 

countries with a Muslim minority. Questions about the autono-

my of the arts and the creation of international collaborations 

are thus becoming not only radically more complex, but also 

ever sharper and more conflictual. What does it mean to be an 

artist, to facilitate artists or to set up international collabora-

tion projects in this at times contradictory and disruptive, but 

challenging contemporary context?

  We have almost forgotten, but it was only six years ago 

that the world shook to its foundations after the Tunisian 

masses took to the streets to overturn their dictator, then still 

supported by the international community. This unexpected 

popular movement consequently triggered a collective ‘awak-

ening’ from Cairo, Barcelona and Athens via Kampala, Istanbul 

and Tel Aviv to Dakar, Damascus and even Wall Street... of 

all places! For a moment it seemed as though the dominant 

identity politics had suffered a fatal blow and that political 

space finally emerged to expose and alter hegemonic power 

balances and to annihilate historical relations of exploita-

tion. For a moment it became clear that this was not a clash 

of civilisations, but of geopolitical and economic interests. 

Today, alas, our opinions, historical convictions and imaginary 

geographies, which appeared to have been overturned at the 

time, seem more than ever to be firmly in place. Like never 

before, our political representatives are catalysing our fears in 

the ever sharper delimitation of imaginary borders, enemies 

and the construction of walls. Not only the notorious wall be-

tween America and Mexico, but also the wall in Calais less than 

200 kilometres from Brussels, or the wall between Tunisia and 

Libya, Turkey and Syria or indeed Israel and Palestine, are not 

only reassuring the alienated mass; they materialise - down to 

the bone - the inherent contradictions and indignant imbalanc-

es of neoliberal globalisation.
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With both feet  
on the ground

 
An update of our political notion of international rela-

tions to the pace of our contemporary globalization is urgent. 

Through a renewed understanding of the internal through the 

characteristics of  relative mobility, time-space compression 

and  plural simultaneity, we will now re-direct our attention 

to the grounded and concrete challenge of deepening exist-

ing collaboration trajectories between Brussels and Flanders 

on the one hand, and the Middle East and North Africa in the 

broadest sense. Given the seriousness of the challenges we 

face today, it is necessary, instead of reinventing the wheel, to 

focus on what has already been achieved in our dynamic arts 

landscape, starting with the initiatives for which the above 

political and social context is not a shocking reality check, but 

a daily practice. For this it is necessary to look at what partner-

ships have already been established and especially how we can 

look back on them critically. We could re-open with a sense of 

nostalgia the programme leaflets of Masarat in 2008 or Daba 

Maroc in 2012. Two season-filling cultural initiatives where, 

among others, the Halles of Schaarbeek made the connection 

between our capital and artistic movements in respectively 

Palestine and Morocco. Or that of the more recent Moussem 

Cities, where our beloved nomadic arts centre connects the ar-

tistic dynamics in Tunis, Beirut and Casablanca with a Brussels 

audience. Or the intensive and sustainable commitment of the 

former artistic team of the KVS in Ramallah and its surround-

ings, which brought about effective landslides in the local 

performing arts and internationally and has now luckily merged 

into Connection vzw, the organisation that continues the in-

ternational work of the former team of the KVS. Let’s certainly 

not forget the pioneering role of the Kunstenfestivaldesarts in 

this light. And lastly perhaps, we could also dare to open the 

booklet of less successful stories such as the whole Flemish 

Daarkom disaster and its painful, if existing, collaboration with 

the more or less like-minded French-speaking Espace Magh, 

which by contrast has managed to set up meaningful projects 

in collaboration with various players from the Maghreb region 

and its diaspora here in the capital. A necessary exercise cer-

tainly now Daarkom is transforming into the somewhat more 

humble and hopeful Darna.

 

Local and global 
movements are becoming 
increasingly interwoven 
and fundamentally 
challenge our current 
understanding of artistic 
work and international 
cooperation. hat at irst 
sight seems to be none 
of our business appears 
upon closer inspection 
to be unfolding on 
our doorstep.
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Un la i ed uni
 

This contribution will however limit itself to the critical 

reading of one story, which ties in nicely with the introductory 

virtual performance. Here(s) took place during the vernissage 

of Meeting Points, a contemporary transnational arts festival 

initiated by the Brussels Young Arab Theatre Fund, recently 

renamed Mophradat aisbl. Argos and the KVS opened in the af-

termath of the promising spring of 2011 their doors in Brussels 

to the sixth edition of the multidisciplinary festival, curated at 

the time by Okwui Enwezor. The programme of the festival was 

caught up by the global protest movements that had broken 

out that year. From the Arab Revolutions over the Indignados 

to the Occupy movement, not only were authoritarian re-

gimes and their allied corrupted economy of the one per cent 

radically questioned, but also rusted orientalist concepts and 

other imaginary geographies took a terrible knock. The works 

on show revolved around the given theme, ‘Locus Agonistes’. 

Caught up by radical political events, Meeting Points became 

an exploration of various aesthetic strategies to represent the 

meeting points between agonistic localities through three dis-

tinct ‘Flash Points’. The Middle East, North Africa and Europe, 

the three areas where the festival took place locally, were thus 

no longer conceived as geographically distinct entities, but as 

three fleeting constellations or ‘Flash Points’ for well-reasoned 

and motivated disagreement. The meeting points between 

these three randomly connected constellations are put forward 

as sites for potential societal productions.

Meeting Points is a recurring biennale and is always 

curated in and across seven different cities: Amman, Athens, 

Damascus, Beirut, Berlin, Ramallah, Cairo, Tangiers, Tunis and 

Brussels. It is systematically organised in cooperation with lo-

cal partners, working in close collaboration with independent 

spaces, artists, organisations and networks. It fully incorpo-

rates its transnational character in its structure and deliber-

ately chooses not to have a central city where all activities 

take place, but generates a simultaneous artistic discourse 

and practice across multiple centres and cities. The festival is 

already in its eighth and last edition, but it is on the fifth edi-

tion, curated by Frie Leysens and Maha Maamoun, the present 

argument will be further elaborated. It is after all during this 

fifth edition that the Unclassified programme was launched.

Unclassified was an initiative of the Meeting Points fes-

tival organized by the Young Arab Theatre Fund that chal-

lenged curators from six different cities to curate an artistic 

programme with and for the city in which they lived. The idea 

was to set up a well-balanced dialogue between the travelling 

programme of Meeting Points and the various local artistic 

realities in Alexandria, Amman, Beirut, Cairo, Damascus and 

Tunis. The resulting projects were very diverse both formally 

and in the way they related to the local urban contexts. Together 

they formed a profound reflection on the position of artists and 

place-bound artistic productions not only in the direct relation 

with their audiences, but also in relation to the inhabitants of 

the various cities and the specific urban and cultural landscapes 

in the MENA region.

Unclassified was announced with a healthy dose of doubt 

about its sustainable character. I do not know what the con-

sequences were of the Unclassified call in Alexandria, Beirut, 

Cairo or  Amman. This contribution is limited to what the call 

of Meeting Points, at the time still under the direction of Tarek 

Abou El Fetouh, has brought about in Tunis. As, what began as 

an answer to the project call in 2007 has today grown into Dream 

City, a biennale of contemporary art in public space that speaks 

to the imagination.

With the Unclassified program, artist duo Selma & Sofiane 

Ouissi found the means to finally launch their long-dreamed 

urban interventions. In May 2006,  Selma Oussi was invited  to 

present live the performance STOP . . . BOOM on RTCI (Radio 

Tunis Chaîne Internationale). On the spot she decided to conclude 

the interview by spontaneously calling artists to march in the 

streets to defend the arts in Tunisia. The red lights in the studio 

interrupted her statement, signaling the live stream was cut. A 

stripe of music abruptly ended the interview. As the following day 

the radio host was fired, both Selma and Soufiane were afraid this 

incident would also have repercussions on their safety. However, 

there was no space for doubt when in the summer 2006, curator 

of Meeting Point festival Frie Leysens invited the duo to answer 

her Unclassified Call. The spontaneous call on life radio was trans-

lated in an intention note proposing a choreographic protocol 

in public space that would materialize in the the first edition of 

Dream City. What was initially conceived as a reflective artwork in 

the public space of the medina, as a choreography to make artists 

walk in the streets to defend art, eventually grew out to become 

an  unstoppable artistic movement.

From the start it was conceived as a space-time to rethink 

artistic practices from a post-disciplinary perspective in an 

authentic dialogue with blind spots in the old medina in Tunis. 

Through a collective and participatory artistic practice, the festi-

val dreams from below of a possible and lasting future for and 

with the city, its inhabitants, users and passers-by. It was set up 

and produced without any official application or permit. Which 

in itself was particularly brave in the context of a dictatorial 
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regime where it was forbidden by law to move in the intensely 

controlled public space in groups of more than three. The strong 

gesture initiated by Sofiane and Selma brought too many artists 

in movement to be stopped by the police. The festival was wel-

comed by many as a respite in the suffocating routine of autocrat-

ic conformity, but also as a clear opening and a breakthrough in 

an otherwise also relatively obedient and closed artistic land-

scape. Even though it was never conceived as a festival, but as an 

artwork, a second edition imposed itself by a growing demand of 

artists for a federating and reflective platform.  

With the second edition in November 2010, the festival 

deepened its initial principles and objectives. The programme 

elaborated on the theme of the dream city, but added to the 

whole some subversivity by making its intentions explicit to 

reclaim the street as a symbolic space, to divert its symbols 

and question its limits. By hindsight, the festival seemed to be 

permeated by an accurate premonition about what the country 

and the world were to expect. Through both the artistic practices 

facilitated in public space and the discourses sent into the world, 

the festival emphasised the need for an “individual and collective 

awakening” and this long before the start of the revolution.

The first edition of Dream City since the start of the rev-

olution, only took place in 2012. After mobilising revolts had 

managed to jointly wipe the rusted dictator off the map, various 

controversies related to the newly acquired freedoms and the 

unanswered urge for dignity imposed themselves. The festival 

was therefore compelled to formulate the question whether art-

ists can still dream up their world in an age when their freedom 

is being threatened in the depths of their existence.

Since 2011 some artists have indeed been threatened by 

various violent attacks by Islamist activists in Tunisia. The high 

point was the iconoclastic attack on the exhibition Le printemps 

des arts in El Abdellia Palace in Tunis, where various artworks 

were destroyed and burned, after which a number of violent 

demonstrations in the country left one dead and hundreds 

of injured. In the wake of these attacks, the binary division 

between secularism and Islamism settled as the main frame 

in which the political situation was understood. Artists were 

moreover a priori pigeonholed in the secular cubicle, which 

only seemed to confirm the supposed incompatibility between 

art and Islam, modernity and tradition.

By contrast, the third edition of Dream City comprised 

a well-balanced programme in the public space of the medi-

na of Tunis. It managed to intelligently divert the polarising 

secular-Islamist pitfall and brought forward a new critical and 

poetic third space in which the social and political causes and 

consequences of the revolution and their relation to freedom 

could be broadly reconsidered. Artistic interventions were 

once more explored and redefined as driven by a combative 

but reconciliatory force in a polarised society. To preserve its 

autonomy in public space and to avoid any form of political 

exploitation, the participatory and inclusive character of the 

interventions was even further deepened.

For the last edition in 2015, the revolutionary storm had 

largely subsided, law and order had more or less been restored. 

It was the ideal opportunity to raise future-oriented and 

promising questions about the role of art in maintaining, ques-

tioning and manipulating social relations. For this last edition, 

artistic directors Selma and Sofiane Ouissi were assisted by 

Jan Goossens as guest curator. Dream City further oriented is 

international facet in the direction of the African continent and 

the Middle East rather than towards the ‘West’ or the ‘North’. 

For the first time in a long time, the discussion emerged again 

about the possibility of a continental bob marley aesthetic. 

The question as to how the urban aspect of the proposed artis-

tic interventions can mutually connect local and global issues 

was further explored.
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Un la i ed ru el
 

Besides Unclassified Tunis, the Meeting Points festival 

also stimulated artistic impulses in Alexandria, Amman, Beirut, 

Cairo and Damascus. In Athens, Berlin and Brussels, however, 

the work of artists from North Africa and the Middle East was 

only shown from a receptive point of view. When we recall 

our updated understanding of the international, the question 

indeed imposes itself why no Unclassified Athens, Unclassified 

Berlin or Unclassified Brussels was set up? This is not a norma-

tive question nor a judgement, but a question that points to 

an important pitfall. When partnerships are launched from the 

European continent with actors, networks and organisations 

from the mena region, one often still thinks about what we 

‘here’ can contribute to the arts sector ‘there’. It is rare that 

both geographic poles that distinguish ‘us here’ from ‘them 

there’ are seen as mutually constitutive. On the contrary, the 

presence of various international cultural institutes and ngos 

‘there’ is hardly ever problematized. 

Just think of the innumerable initiatives of the Institut 

Français, British Council or Goethe Institut. While the oppo-

site is perhaps even unthinkable. So no, this is not a plea for 

the establishment of a Flemish Council in the Mena region, on 

the contrary. Convincing you to set up a mena Council here in 

Brussels will probably require more than the arguments that 

could be brought up within the limits of this contribution. 

This final remark wants to let the question linger as to why no 

curator or curatorial collective was challenged in for instance 

Brussels to compose, outside the existing policy structures and 

the regular arts field, an artistic programme with and for the 

city, with and for diasporic artists from inter alia the Middle 

East and the Maghreb? The resulting dialogue between the cen-

tral programme of Meeting Points and the artworks that would 

have emerged out of an artistic engagement with the various 

informal local urban networks in Brussels, would certainly have 

appealed to the imagination. That is surely beyond any doubt, 

right? Brussels is brimming with talent ‘here’, and yet these 

creative ‘raw materials’ apparently are not as easily welcomed 

as the artistic – maybe more exotic and less familiar and de-

manding - potential ‘there’ in the  Middle East and North Africa. 

Although Brussels is a global metropolis where the ‘here’ and 

‘there’ are fundamentally interwoven, artistic talent growing 

on our doorstep remains unnoticed - under the radar of the 

most important players in the arts sector. The main blind spot 

in the whole dream international collaboration lies therefore in 

the meeting points, intersections and connections that we can 

make between, on the one hand, the MENA ‘here’  and the mena 

‘there’. After all, it is in this interwovenness that lies the po-

tential to go beyond the advancing bifurcation that is imposed 

on us today on both sides with catastrophic conflictuous, even 

deadly, consequences.

 

 

When partnerships are launched 
from the European continent with 
actors, networks and organisations 
from the  region, one often 
still thinks about what we ‘here’ can 
contribute to the arts sector ‘there’. 
It is rare that both geographic 
poles that distinguish ‘us here’ from 
‘them there’ are seen as mutually 
constitutive. On the contrary, the 
presence of various international 
cultural institutes and s ‘there’ 
is hardly ever problematized. 
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Artists without borders
 

The trajectory of Dream City biennale informs us that a 

generous but thoughtful impetus of a transnational organiza-

tion ‘here’ in Brussels can have a structural impact ‘there’ in 

North Africa, if at least it can quickly make itself redundant. 

When we take into account the plural simultaneity, relative 

mobility and time-space compression so characteristic of our 

globalised world today, the local anchoring of a transnation-

al arts festival emerges as a sine qua non not to become an 

object of political instrumentalization. With the Unclassified 

programme, Meeting Points has been able to give an impulse, 

beyond the formal policy structures, to the right collective 

to develop from below an artistic platform that managed to 

change the arts sector in Tunisia profoundly. Moreover, this 

has all been possible in a context of a deeply rooted autocratic 

regime. With an enduring flow of different and diverse artistic 

interventions in public space, Dream City managed to chal-

lenge a dictatorship in a powerful manner. As it was not tied to 

any policy framework, it could also adapt quickly to the rapidly 

changing post-revolutionary situation and grow into what it 

has become today. To what extent the collaboration between 

Meeting Points and Dream City remained limited to the initial 

impulse or whether a more systematic collaboration occurred 

is something I unfortunately do not know and which can be the 

subject of further research. It is thus certainly worth further 

exploring the archives of the Unclassified programme with the 

question how The Young Arab Theatre Fund set to work in or-

der to make itself redundant. Further research in this direction 

will proof productive in answering the question how organi-

sations can facilitate international cooperation from below. 

However, the genesis of DC in itself tells us already enough 

about how we can deepen existing transnational collaboration 

trajectories between artists and cultural workers ‘here’ and 

‘there’ in the current political context.

 

Just as theatre company Action Zoo Humain made clear 

during its latest performance, Join The Revolution, the ques-

tion cannot be raised as to what we can do ‘here’ for the arts 

sector ‘there’ in Tunisia, without challenging ourselves ‘here’ 

to occupy the stage ‘here’ too and thus, without becoming an 

‘artist without borders’ and converging into the worldwide 

revolution that is tearing down the walls maintaining our 

colonial histories and their related imaginary and real conflict-

ing geographies. That destroys the political difference that 

remains between the world ‘here’ and ‘there’, and creates 

space again for difference, justice and equality. The dream 

collaboration thus goes beyond the alleged need to set up the 

right initiative ‘here’ or ‘there’, but starts out with the mission 

of reinforcing the various existing initiatives and especially the 

meeting points, intersections and connections between the 

various existing initiatives simultaneously ‘here’ and ‘there’. 

In the hope that the Mediterranean Sea will soon be able to be 

crossed from both sides on an equal footing.

 

The dream collaboration 
thus goes beyond the 
alleged need to set up 
the right initiative ‘here’ 
or ‘there’, but starts out 
with the mission of 
reinforcing the various 
existing initiatives and 
especially the meeting 
points, intersections and 
connections between the 
various existing initiatives 
simultaneously ‘here’  
and ‘there’.
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Trending Countries
In the previous issue of /re/framing the international 

we published figures on the export of 
Belgian performing arts and music to foreign 
countries. But how do you map the import? 
How ‘international’ are the arts on offer in 
Flanders and Brussels? Looking for answers, 
Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute turned to 
linguistics for help. 

Simon Leenknegt

Whoever is looking for a calendar of cultural events 

in Flanders or Brussels will soon come across Publiq’s 

UiTdatabank. This online database lists thousands 

of concerts, shows, exhibitions and other events, 

organised by professionals or amateurs. As such 

it is a suitable source to explore the local cultural 

programme. Although no specific information 

is given about the nationality of the people and 

organisations behind the event, many events come 

with a description. And these descriptions often 

include an international reference, and not only 

when it concerns the origin of the artists, bands 

or companies in question. It can also concern 

an international career; artistic and commercial 

successes abroad; international themes that make 

up the subject of an exhibition, show or concert; 

repertoires or artistic traditions from other countries 

that are being presented; or foreign languages in 

which people are singing, speaking or writing.

So the descriptions of the events in Publiq’s 

UiTdatabank offer a view of the ‘international 

dimension’ of these events in all its facets. If a 

country, a city or a language features in a description, 

it means that someone (maker, organiser, 

performance venue or exhibition space) found it 

interesting enough to mention it. If we add up these 

international mentions in the descriptions, we obtain 

an indication of the international nature of the arts 

on offer in Flanders and Brussels. A reference list with 

specific terms (for instance, ‘Italy’, ‘Italian’, ‘Italians’ 

and ‘Rome’) was established and an automated 

search was carried out for these terms in the 

descriptions of, in this case, thousands of concerts, 

theatre and dance shows, and visual art exhibitions in 

2014. This corresponds to what in linguistics is called 

a corpus analysis. 

The results of the corpus analysis of Publiq’s 

UiTdatabank can be consulted in the report Trending 

Countries: Onderzoek naar vermeldingen van het 

buitenland in het kunstenaanbod in Vlaanderen en 

Brussel in 2014. We counted 5,989 concerts, 4,397 

shows and 784 exhibitions with at least one mention of 

a foreign country. Most mentions of foreign countries 

relate to concerts (16,014), followed by theatre 

and dance shows (10,030) and exhibitions (2,365). 

We counted 5,989 concerts, 4,397 shows and 

784 exhibitions with at least one mention of a  

foreign country. Most mentions of foreign countries 

relate to concerts (16,014), followed by theatre  

and dance shows (10,030) and exhibitions (2,365). 

Proportionately speaking, most international  

references relate to exhibitions (2,365/784). 

Download the full original report (Dutch) 

online under ‘Publications and Compilations’ 

at kunsten.be
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Congo-Kinshasa was mentioned most (117 
times) in descriptions of concerts, shows and 
exhibitions in the Brussels-Capital Region. By 
comparison: in the descriptions of events in 
the province of Antwerp, Congo-Kinshasa was 
mentioned 71 times (in the other provinces, this 
number is smaller). 

Morocco was mentioned more often in relation 
to events in the Province of Antwerp  (138 times) 
than to events in Brussels (58 mentions) or in 
other Flemish provinces. 

The sharpest difference lies in the references 
to Turkey: these occurred most often (211 times) 
in relation to concerts, shows and exhibitions 
in East Flanders. In second place we find even-
ts in the province of Antwerp (67 mentions). 

Congo
mentions

Morocco
mentions

Turkey
mentions

West Flanders 51 4 19 
East Flanders 35 33 211

Antwerp 71 138 67
Brussels 117 58 51
Flemish Brabant 13 13 19
Limburg 15 22 62
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Number of mentions of Congo, Morocco and Turkey 
in descriptions of cultural events in Flanders and 
Brussels (2014). Source: Publiq, UiTdatabank
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Proportionately speaking, most international 

references relate to exhibitions (2,365/784). 

A lot of countries are also referenced: 153 

different countries are mentioned in relation to 

the concerts, 124 in relation to the exhibitions 

and 109 in relation to the theatre and dance 

shows. It is striking that, for each of the three 

sorts of events, the same five countries receive 

the most mentions, namely France, the UK, the 

Netherlands, the US and Germany. 

Besides drawing up this ‘popularity poll’ 

of countries, we also looked at the context 

in which these mentions are made. The five 

most frequently mentioned countries are 

mentioned in various contexts: the origin of 

the artists or performers (‘a Dutch theatre 

group’, ‘a British-Nigerian band’), the origin 

of the repertoire performed or the artistic 

influences on the artist (‘the orchestra 

performs the French baroque repertoire’, 

‘influenced by German expressionism’), 

a training in a foreign country (‘the artist 

lived and studied in New York and Paris’), 

international success (‘a long tour in the US’, 

‘sold-out shows in France’) or other languages 

(‘English lyrics’). Historical anniversaries 

play an important role. For instance, the First 

World War centenary drove up the number 

of references to the countries involved in 

this war. A similar phenomenon is observable 

with the events surrounding the fiftieth 

anniversary of labour migration from Turkey 

and Morocco.  

The discourse about countries differs: for 

instance, when Congo-Kinshasa or Morocco 

is mentioned, this is almost exclusively in 

relation to the background of the makers and 

performers or in relation to the theme of the 

event. We also observe differences depending 

on disciplines and genres. When, for instance, 

reference is made to non-Western countries in 

the descriptions of exhibitions, this generally 

happens for photography exhibitions. Asia, 

Latin America and Africa are popular subjects 

for documentary-photography exhibitions 

in Flanders and Brussels. In the descriptions 

of concerts, non-Western countries are 

proportionately mentioned a lot when they 

relate to folk or world music. So the discourse 

about other countries is not free of stereotypes.  

We can connect the international references 

in the descriptions to the places where the 

events described took place. For instance, are 

specific countries mentioned more often in 

relation to concerts, shows or exhibitions in 

East Flanders than to those in West Flanders? 

For most mentions of countries, there was 

little difference depending on the location of 

the event. But as the infographic here below 

shows, we noticed, in relation to the mentions 

of three countries, a striking connection with 

a location in Flanders or in Brussels. 

In 2014, Congo-Kinshasa received the most 

mentions (117) in relation to concerts, shows 

and exhibitions in the Brussels-Capital Region. 

By comparison: in the descriptions of events in 

the province of Antwerp, Congo-Kinshasa was 

mentioned 71 times (in the other provinces, 

this number is smaller). Morocco was 

mentioned more often in relation to events 

in the Province of Antwerp (138 times) than 

to events in Brussels (58 times) or in other 

Flemish provinces. The sharpest difference 

lies in the references to Turkey: these 

occurred most often (211 times) in relation 

to concerts, shows and exhibitions in East 

Flanders. In second place we find events in the 

province of Antwerp (67 mentions). 

The discourse here reflects the way in which 

artists and cultural venues in the mentioned 

locations in Flanders and Brussels deal with 

the history that Belgium shares with the 

Congo (as a former colony), Morocco or 

Turkey (as sources of migrant labourers) – a 

history that has also been decisive for the 

composition of the local population. 

Flemish Brabant

Limburg

Antwerp

71

138

67

15
22

62

13 13 19
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International mobility is about ourselves, about the values 
and experiences that have made us who we are. Saying 
goodbye to these – as individuals, as artists or as cultural 
professionals, as a sector, or indeed as a society – is 
consequently anything but self-evident. 
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ransition
Exercises 
for a 
More 
Sustainable 
Mobility

Jeroen Peeters
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A year or so ago, an invitation from Norway arrived in my 

mailbox: was I ‘available’ for a seminar not far from Bergen on 

such-and-such a day? “We can provide more information.” I had 

already given a few lectures in Bergen, so the invitation wasn’t 

completely out of the blue, but I was nonetheless surprised 

by its laconic style. Following a friendly reply, I still did not 

learn much more about the project, the specific context, other 

participants or remuneration. It was undoubtedly intended as 

an open invitation, but how on earth could I make it fruitful 

for my own work, and for others, with no further dialogue? It 

seems that this has become the status quo for invitations these 

days: unconditional availability for an economy of generic 

international exchange. What I did receive was a photograph 

of the beautiful fjord seen from the Hardanger Gjestehus in 

Ulvik. My astonishment turned into bewilderment. Unlike most 

invitations, this one did not even pretend to conceal the fact 

that a great many journeys in the arts are primarily a form of 

luxury tourism.

Reports and analyses about anthropogenic climate change 

and the socio-economic crisis that evolves from it are every-

where. In addition to everyday automobile traffic, regular air 

travel has an enormous impact on our ecological footprint. If 

we want to limit the warming of the Earth, we need to do things 

very differently, and do them less, because technological mira-

cle solutions for international mobility are decidedly not close 

at hand.  1  For today’s art sector, this leads to conflict, because 

research, production and distribution are all tuned to an interna-

tional marketplace. Moreover, international mobility is suppos-

edly an important driving force for the acquisition of symbolic 

capital, and this is intimately intertwined with a certain concep-

tion of freedom, which holds efficiency, flexibility, accessibility 

and availability in high esteem. The travelling ‘autonomous’ 

artist is not simply an abstract mascot of this image of mankind.

No, international mobility is about ourselves, about the 

values and experiences that have made us who we are. Saying 

goodbye to these  – as individuals, as artists or as cultural 

professionals, as a sector, or indeed as a society – is consequent-

ly anything but self-evident. In our search for a different, more 

sustainable practice of international mobility in the arts, how 

can we think about and engage with the moral conflicts and 

identity crises that the climate issue imposes on us?

I did not travel to Bergen, yet I never communicated 

my reasons with those who organized the event. The whole 

issue was settled with a simple e-mail, of the ‘unfortunate-

ly-no-time’ genre. It is indeed cumbersome and time-consum-

ing to constantly have to explain why you do or do not accept 

invitations, not to mention the process of actually making 

the decision. Nonetheless, this issue seems important to me, 

because of the politicizing effect that it entails. There is a slow, 

yet broadening awareness in the art world concerning work-

ing conditions and proper remuneration. The development of 

such an ethos must also be possible in terms of environmental 

awareness and sustainable development. To that end, there is 

a need for a different kind of travel practice, as well as a new 

language, if one wants to help shape such a practice and be 

able to communicate about it. What stories are we telling our-

selves? What stories are we writing as we travel with our physi-

cal bodies and their technological extensions? Like a postcard, 

the photograph from Ulvik presented me with a question: how 

do you imagine yourself in this landscape? Or perhaps: when is 

international travelling truly meaningful?

In search of a different, more sustainable practice of 

travelling in the arts, I wish to pause to consider these ques-

tions. On the basis of my own experiences and conversations 

with colleagues, I will first look at the main reasons why artists 

and cultural professionals travel, including development 

(study trips, research, prospecting), production (residencies) 

and presentation (touring). I will then sketch the contours of a 

different practice of travel, based on a number of exercises in 

transition, whereby the tension between personal action space 

and systemic change confront questions about the responsibil-

ities of the art world as a whole. 
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There is a slow, yet 
broadening awareness in 
the art world concerning 
working conditions and 
proper remuneration. The 
development of such an 
ethos must also be possible 
in terms of environmental 
awareness and sustainable 
development.

ra el as de elop ent
 

Why indeed do artists and cultural professionals travel? 

They travel to expand their horizons, to prospect, investi-

gate or find inspiration, or to be able to talk about the latest 

blockbuster exhibition. They travel in order to network, make 

connections, take part in exchanges about a local artistic scene 

and its specific ways of working or organizing, seeing and 

speaking. They travel for artistic research, perhaps in the form 

of long-term work in the context of a local community.

The suspension of daily routines and the development 

of an unfamiliar, even foreign perspective on yourself, and 

allowing this to question the normal state of affairs on the 

home front is already an initial motivation for travel. In fact, 

thanks to the media, the internet, globalization and a post-

modern attitude to life, that stranger’s perception of ourselves 

has now become part of countless everyday practices, often 

in a self-aware and playful manner. 2  Travelling is therefore 

not a necessary precondition for cultivating that stranger’s 

perception or tracking down the unfamiliar. But the eye of the 

artist and travelling do complement one another, as Lucy R. 

Lippard suggests: “We are not who we think we are when we are 

elsewhere. We can even become another person entirely. Who 

will ever know? Travelling can be a kind of performance piece.”  3  

Which journeys will or will not have meaning is nonetheless 

not something that can be immediately determined, let alone 

determined in advance. How far do you actually have to go in 

order to explore new horizons?

The promise of travel is that of transformation beyond 

tourism and the fleeting consumption of new experiences. 

“When people move and meet, all kinds of transformative encoun-

ters are indeed possible, but not guaranteed,” as Taru Elfving 

writes. 4  It is precisely here that we again find the undecidable 

and vulnerable character of travel: the majority of contacts 

made when people travel are indeed fleeting, and do not lead 

to follow-ups worthy of mention. Encounter and dialogue are 

therefore an important secondary motivation, even if they are 

not instrumentalized. Some contexts focus on exchange, or re-

search (festivals, congresses, laboratories, workshops, summer 

academies, etc.), but here too, there is the issue of the condi-

tions. Is there enough time and space, tranquillity and open-

ness at hand to allow true encounters (intended or otherwise)? 

The suspicion inherent here does not go well with the speed of 

travel today and the philosophy of efficiency that have taken 

hold in the art world.

In a conversation about sustainability, an arts programmer 

commented, “I can’t do anything with pleas to encourage people 

to stop travelling. We live in a globalized world, and for the time 
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In practice, producing in 
residency regularly serves as 
an economic safety net for 
artists working in precarious 
circumstances. The fact 
that honoraria and working 
conditions may be better 
elsewhere is nonetheless a 
problematic self-deception 
that makes this economic 
argument untenable. Why, 
here in wealthy Flanders, 
with its well-structured 
system of subsidies for the 
arts, can’t we do better?

being, that will remain the case. What we need to stop is cheap 

mobility.” Taking issue with the economic and political context 

of travel is certainly justified, but for me, the comment about 

cheap mobility raises some uneasy questions. Well-educated 

cultural professionals and artists believe that the nature of 

their work easily raises them to a position above noncommittal 

mobility. Their cultural capital and opposition to petty-mind-

edness are such that these justify not having to consider giving 

up any of their privileges. Is travel for artists and cultural 

professionals really more ‘noble’ than the travelling behaviour 

of other citizens? The idea of the artist or cultural professional 

who engages in the production of meaning on behalf of many 

here conflicts with social and ethical issues about environmen-

tal justice. The consequences of the climate crisis will, after 

all, first and primarily affect the world’s poorer regions. In our 

excessive mobility, how long can we close our eyes to that?

Nonetheless, such a sociological view is too simple, 

precisely because it presumes a clear and detached position, 

one that is seldom afforded us in our everyday practice. Artists 

(and by extension cultural professionals) are today field an-

thropologists who experiment with the meanings on which a 

society thrives. 5  Globalization, ecological crisis and travelling 

indubitably make up part of today’s complicated world. The 

anthropological perspective is the issue presented by the post-

card: how do you imagine yourself in this landscape? When is 

travelling truly meaningful? Awareness of one’s own position 

in relation to ‘the other’ consequently also entails a potentially 

critical approach to one’s own practice and how it is embed-

ded. Does the ‘development narrative’ with which we justify 

our travel behaviour really lead to different, specific choices? 

When does that travelling have a positive effect on the artistic 

diversity and quality of the arts in Flanders? How can the 

stories that we tell ourselves contribute to new forms of global 

and ecological citizenship?
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Producing in residence
 

In a recent issue of re/framing the international, Taru 

Elfving takes an extended look at the advantages and disad-

vantages of artists working in residence, and the question of 

when travelling in that context is or is not meaningful. 6  Some 

artists have made a core artistic practice of long-term working 

on location or in local communities far from home. They are 

looking for possibilities to expose themselves to unfamiliar 

contexts and integrate those experiences in their work. In this 

case, specific selected international residencies have made 

such research a clear motivation.

Most of the time, the motivation for producing in a 

residency situation is the other way around: residencies offer 

an opportunity to retreat, to work without everyday inter-

ferences or all too many distractions. On closer examination, 

travelling to distant places for this kind of residency is not 

useful, because the same circumstances can also be found 

closer to home. Choreographer Martin Nachbar notes, “Once 

the novelty of travelling and of being-elsewhere has worn off and 

working abroad has become a habit, then the side effects come to 

the fore and signs of fatigue appear. Especially when the research 

isn’t bound to the place of residence, there’s no reason why one 

couldn’t do the research at home..”    7  He consequently argues 

for production conditions that are appropriate to his artistic 

practice, and where possible, close to home.

In practice, producing in residency regularly serves as an 

economic safety net for artists working in precarious circum-

stances. The fact that honoraria and working conditions may be 

better elsewhere is nonetheless a problematic self-deception 

that makes this economic argument untenable. Why, here in 

wealthy Flanders, with its well-structured system of subsidies 

for the arts, can’t we do better?

The prestige of working internationally is a serious obsta-

cle. Take, for example, the case of a dance company that works 

with fifteen employees from as many different countries, all of 

whom have to travel for a production. Can no qualified collab-

orators be found closer to home? Or is the supposed global 

perspective today’s new norm? Re-localizing production is a 

challenge, but the principle of cosmo-localization (following 

the principle of  ‘design global, manufacture local’) cannot sim-

ply be applied to the arts, because the embodied knowledge is 

part of the practice. Indeed, could we imagine a world in which 

we remain at home and appreciate producing locally again? As 

arts sector, can we not better tune our structures of produc-

tion to such a situation?

 ours
 

Tours, of performances, exhibitions, concerts, lectures 

and so on, make up a significant portion of this international 

travel. Today, in Flanders, the dissemination of work is not 

self-evident, while inexpensive mobility actually makes a mar-

ket elsewhere in Europe (and farther from home) more easily 

accessible. A piece that you have spent months working on is 

something you want to present as widely as possible, in order 

to place the work in the world and experience its evolution. 

More than an economic argument, international invitations 

are nonetheless attractive because of the promise that they 

entail: meeting a new audience, being able to visit places you 

have never been before, etc. When is travelling with an eye to 

presentation truly meaningful?

For as far as performances or presentations take place 

in a relatively uniform circuit of theatres and art centres, 

under good conditions, they can continually encounter new 

audiences. However, does this ‘conquest’ of new audiences 

always make sense for those audiences, and for the work itself? 

Theatre maker Pieter De Buysser brings up this point: “There 

are few works that could defend the superficial passing-through of 

other cities. Yet that is the standard way of touring.”  8 

How do you take the true value of the exchange into con-

sideration? Does this observation also truly lead to a rejection 

of arbitrary invitations? How can you create more context 

around the presentation of performances? Staying in one place 

longer or returning to certain places is meaningful because 

it allows contact with a local scene and with an audience to 

develop and be maintained. From the perspective of sustaina-

ble development, the disadvantage is that with these relation-

ships, you also build up ‘love miles’, and consequently travel 

even more. 9 

In addition to a focus on local places, there is the issue of 

travelling itself. That is often all too instrumentally perceived, 

simply as an abstract ‘displacement’ or an inevitable by-prod-

uct of the work and economic circumstances. Paradoxically 

enough, unthinking hopping from airport to theatre to hotel 

in order to place a work in the world leads to a loss of world. 

What would slower travel, for example by train, produce in 

terms of experience and embodied knowledge?
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ransition exercises
 

The many questions and paradoxes that arise with interna-

tional travel are recognizable, and more or less clear. Changing 

our behaviour and fundamentally transforming the production 

practice of an entire sector, however, is a complicated and tedious 

business. The transition to a more sustainable model takes place 

at diverse speeds and at several levels at the same time, which 

complement one another, but also get in the way of one another. 

Social psychologist Harald Welzer seeks a way out of this social 

paralysis by way of ‘communities of practice’, centred on commu-

nal learning processes that have a concrete and informal charac-

ter, and where diverse competencies all contribute. 10 

Seen in this light, different ways of doing and talking 

about things, in the arts sector as elsewhere, assume the form 

of exercises in transition, with diverse levels of awareness 

and engagement. Different forms of narrative and agency 

are moreover involved. From the perspective of the emphasis 

on international mobility in the arts sector, I will now sketch 

a three-part perspective. This includes improvisation and 

adapting to circumstances, sometimes without a clear direc-

tion. Sometimes unexpected events can generate change on a 

temporary and involuntary basis. There is also active shaping of 

one’s own practice and its conditions of possibility, permeated 

by a perspective that transcends the sector as such and calls for 

systemic change.

 

  lexitarian ethos 
 for international mobility

 
In January of 2009, in the framework of the first edition 

of the Burning Ice Festival at the Kaaitheater in Brussels, a 

number of lectures and a panel discussion took place about 

mobility and sustainable development. At that point in time, it 

seemed that no conversation whatsoever about this issue was 

even possible. Lack of willingness certainly played a part, but 

so did the lack of a practice and an applicable language, a lack 

of experience and imagination to be able to so much as imagine 

another state of affairs.

From that moment, I personally began to travel less, 

and to travel differently. It was in the first place out of con-

viction, but it also came from the question of whether such a 

change was in fact doable. For me, travelling less and differ-

ently means always considering whether or not an overseas 

or out-of-country trip is worth the effort, actively refusing 

invitations, and in principle taking the train for international 

journeys and flying only as an exception to the rule. In addi-

tion, I seek out ways of ‘fattening out’ an engagement, in order 

to remain in a given place for longer and to be able to under-

take different interactions (performance, post-performance 

discussions, workshops, being able to experience a city and so 

on), or expanding a tour with different performance venues.

This principled attitude is comparable to that of the 

flexitarian, and it does make a difference. International expe-

riences still make up a part of my practice and my horizon, but 

the ecological footprint of my travels has systematically become 

smaller, and is today only a quarter of what it was ten years ago.

During a panel discussion about sustainable mobility on 

the first day of the Transitienetwerk Cultuur Pulse, in October of 

2016, it was shown that a flexitarian ethos is already finding its 

way into diverse arts organizations and educational institutes. 

SPIN, for example, both in-house and externally, is engag-

ing its partners in discussions about a different approach to 

touring. Within Europe, in principle, they take the train, which 

involves an extra paid day of travel and consequently higher 

cost. Beyond Europe, it is a question of expanding the tour to 

additional performance locations and adjusting travel plans ac-

cordingly. In the case of air travel, emissions are compensated.

Nonetheless, Ingrid Vranken (then coordinator for SPIN) 

noted that personal ecological conviction and professional 

stance cannot always be brought into agreement. The shift to 

sustainability is a learning process in which others do not al-

ways take part and which moreover requires support. You have 

to always be taking the initiative, and a gray area continues to 
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exist around compensation and the increased workload. The 

change in behaviour of the few who assume responsibility for 

working out alternatives is often at odds with the absence of 

structural change within the sector and society as a whole. A 

kind of exhaustion looms: your personal carrying capacity is 

inevitably limited. How strong is the flexitarian all on his own?

The conditions are not always ideal, but making choices 

and developing a different travel behaviour does indeed make 

a difference in terms of reducing the footprint. Trying to un-

learn the temptations of international mobility is an unavoid-

able part of this, as is learning to travel differently and more 

slowly. In the positive sense, all of this leaves its traces in the 

experience of our changing behaviour. Travelling differently 

does not just imply a self-imposed austerity, but a truly differ-

ent way of travelling, a whole new attitude.

Travelling by train, for example, is more pleasant and 

more comfortable than travelling by air. There is time to think, 

time that we do not always know how to insist on in our daily 

working context or the hectic attention economy. Thanks to 

that one day of travel, there is, in particular, time to make the 

mental shift from one project to another, meaning that you 

can arrive prepared and in a tranquil frame of mind. Travelling 

by train is less abstract than travelling by air, because you can 

watch the landscape change (and hear the new dialects or lan-

guages at each stop). But there are limits to comfort. As soon 

as the train journey lasts more than a day, train travel in current 

circumstances is still not an acceptable alternative to flying.

This example makes it clear that, once seen from the 

perspective of a different experience, the embodiment of 

knowledge and imagination can indeed grow, a foundation 

that strikes me as crucial in order to achieve a shift to a more 

self-aware practice. It is not an ideological programme or the 

silencing of one’s own conscience, but experimentation with 

different experiences that delivers the stepping stones to hone 

our sense of possibility and redirect our actions. Recharging 

unthinking travel behaviour with stories and narratives is a 

part of the learning process and the exercise of imagination – 

adapting ourselves to changing circumstances and consequent-

ly creating a new world. 11 

That ‘small ethnography’, which pays attention to the 

heterogeneous, affective register of experiences, to my mind 

also includes the dullness, boredom and restlessness that we 

also do not always know how to find a place for. These are the 

inconveniences of travelling itself, of high expectations of 

meaningful meetings that do not come to pass, as well as the 

unfocused tinkering, the not quite knowing, and the search 

for alternatives that are not always successful. Perhaps this is 

the more philosophical side of slow and sustainable travel: you 

literally spend more time in that gray area of an experiential 

space in which not everything takes place efficiently, is imme-

diately usable, or seems to be meaningful. 12 

 

2 Enforced transition 
 and regulation

In April of 2010, the eruption of Iceland’s Eyjafjallajökull 

volcano caused significant disruption in European air traffic. 

Numerous cultural professionals who had come together at the 

IETM meeting in Berlin were suddenly stuck and had to look for 

alternative ways of returning back home. It is an example of an 

event that forces a large group of people, unexpectedly and in-

voluntarily, to undertake a transition exercise. Elsewhere in the 

world, dealing with the concrete threats that go hand-in-hand 

with climate change are in fact not a voluntary exercise, but 

everyday reality. The event undoubtedly generated a folklore of 

strong stories, but has it actually had any influence on the way 

in which cultural professionals see their travelling habits? In no 

way has ietm taken advantage of that situation in order to think 

about their Plan C, to speak about environmental justice and 

connect the notion of crisis to carbon reduction or climate care.

This brings us back to that problematic question of inex-

pensive mobility. To date, there are no political or economic 

restrictions to cheaper air travel, with the result that alternative 

options (better international train service) do not take place. As 

citizens, we do not have the easy comfort of free choice, due to 

our personal socio-economic circumstances, and because the 

sluggishness of the current system forms an obstacle. Nor is 

there a political framework that imposes emissions quotas on 

citizens and organizations, compelling them to make choices 

within a limited ‘climate budget’. “Our efforts are tokenistic,” as 

journalist and climate activist George Monbiot soberly notes. 

“By and large, whatever our beliefs might be, we consume as 

much as our incomes allow. Environmentalism is for other people.” 

Without regulation that limits citizens, we will be unable to 

achieve any systemic change. “The role of government must be 

to establish the limits of action,but to guarantee the maximum of 

freedom within those limits.”  13  He is convinced that we as citizens 

must force our governments to jettison their policies.

In the light of climate change and the socio-economic 

crisis, the call for systemic change and global citizenship has 

a crippling effect where it comes to individual behaviour 

change.  On the other hand, it is not immediately clear how, 

say, travelling by train allows different practices to develop 



30

that encompass the promise of a different identity, view of 

mankind and of the world. Between the extremes of the indi-

vidual and the Leitbild, there is still a cumbersome system with 

powerful lobbies and failing governments that rarely let them-

selves be moved by citizen collectives or sectors that develop 

alternatives. What plays tricks on us is a problem of scale. The 

stories that we tell ourselves are at the same time both too 

large and too small.

In all cases, it is true that it is easier to stick to familiar 

models and practices than to sweat out the confusion and 

the boredom. The difficulty therefore lies in unlearning old 

habits and saying goodbye to the current social model. That 

model has for time already been in a ruinous state, but as a 

society, we still take from it a sense of strength and direction, 

even when it no longer meets the realities of the day. 14  At the 

individual level as well, this mechanism of attachment, which is 

actively driven by the neoliberal system, is at work: attachment 

to (lease) automobiles despite traffic jams, to international 

travel because of its status and its symbolic capital. 15  This 

dependence is often so great that we are also blind to our own 

affective attachment to ‘regimes of injustice’ and the toll that 

they demand of us – one good example is the problem of per-

sonal carrying capacity and burnout. Lauren Berlant analyzes 

how the neoliberal system actively maintains that nostalgic 

self-deception, which leads to a form of self-denial that she 

calls ‘cruel optimism’. 16 

Between that all too large a world and individual action, 

there is consequently a system that on the one hand seems too 

large, cumbersome and powerful, but on the other hand can 

also have an unburdening effect. 17  The arts sector as a whole 

finds itself caught in that in-between area. The question is how 

we want to give it shape: as a reflection of the old system, or as 

a sector that experiments with practices and citizenship in the 

light of contemporary social challenges?

 

 Towards a di erent practice
 in the arts sector

How can you convey and pass on your individual enthusi-

asm to your colleagues, to other organizations and ultimately 

to the entire arts sector? Change does not only work from the 

bottom up and will have to take place at several levels at the 

same time, but it is in the negotiation between those different 

levels that the discourse takes on a political dimension. To con-

clude, I mention a number of aspects of that discourse, which 

together ought to make a different, more sustainable practice 

in the arts sector possible.

In the arts, people work in collectives, or in organizations, 

in other words with colleagues who also travel and who are not 

always keen to engage in the discussion about it. Nonetheless, 

our citizenship resides precisely in that discussion about choic-

es and behaviour. It is through that path that the flexitarian 

ethos can find a wider inroad and, by way of protocols, also 

become the norm within and between organizations. At the 

same time, the exchange of advice and sharing of experiences 

means that these principles of sustainable mobility are also 

supported by the learning process of a community of practice 

within the sector.

As a means of providing greater visibility to initiatives that 

are already taking place, a charter for sustainable mobility could 

provide an interesting instrument. This would undoubtedly 

meet with resistance, but it would have specific advantages: it 

would allow negotiation about invitations with formal support 

from colleagues or organizations, which at the same time would 

have a politicizing effect. It would offer engaged individuals and 

the sector’s many freelancers a focus in their discussions with 

organizations. Such a charter would moreover allow the arts 

sector, or at least a significant part thereof, to act as a citizens 

collective. That, in time, might make a discussion that goes be-

yond the arts field possible. Think, for example, of the academic 

sector and travel on the parts of students and researchers. It 

would also encourage a different dialogue with governments 

and authorities. Consider, for example, the Europe-wide respon-

sibility for accessible international train connections.
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Travelling differently, and more slowly, staying in one 

place longer and framing programmes differently, re-localizing 

production: it all demands work and time, and consequently 

means that are not immediately visible or available. The fact 

that meaningful encounters with different contexts are never 

guaranteed is hard to reconcile with the current system, in 

which growth, efficiency, speed and saving time are central 

objectives. The arts sector in no way escapes this, and becomes 

especially vulnerable now that subsidies are stagnating or 

decreasing. The smaller the margin, the more difficult it is to 

offer the desired quality. When are we going to set limits? Can 

we apply the available means in a different way?

The call for systemic change therefore goes hand in hand 

with the making of choices in valuing that which we do or do 

not find important. In the arts sector as a whole, how can we 

achieve structural change? This means thoroughly rethinking 

and giving new shape to our ways of producing, distributing 

and working together. A different culture of consultation and 

collaboration is necessary, both with one another and with 

governments. That dialogue cannot be anything but political, 

permeated with artistic and global citizenship that also has an 

outspoken socio-ecological component.
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Tom Van Imschoot In recent years, Sarah Vanhee has 
become known for performances 
and artistic inventions that  open up 
space for radical imagination, both 
on and off stage. In Oblivion (2015), 
she unpacked all the ‘waste’ that she 
had produced in the course of a year, 
in a slow-moving, horizontal medita-
tion over value and superfluousness, 
the possession and disposal of  
objects with regard to who we are. In 
Lecture For Every One (2013), which is 
today still on international tour, she 
barges in like an uninvited guest on 
the most diverse of meetings (town 
councils, company meetings, choir 
rehearsals, football practice…) to 
make an unannounced speech about 

everyone living together and crea-
ting together, the individual and the 
collective, about alternative fictions.  
For Vanhee, artistic practice clearly 
touches her engagement as a citizen. 
Yet, how does that practice remain 
viable in an art world that has interna-
tionalized to an untenable degree? 
“ Forget all promotional language.  

It is about whose voices you 
reinforce and what language  
you speak yourself .”

A Conversation 
with Sarah Vanhee 

The Need for 
                   a 
Different

Language.



34

It was really remarkable. 
Everyone I asked felt that I definite-
ly had to speak to Sarah Vanhee (b. 
1980) in my search for artistic prac-
tices that enrich our idea of ‘inter-
nationalization’. Her own reaction 
to the proposal was actually rather 
sceptical, however she not only had 
some distrust of a request to speak 
about something as general as the 
‘internationalization of the art field’, 
even if it was in the context of her 
own work experience. She more-
over felt that it would be far more 
appropriate to speak with one of the 
many non-Belgian artists who have 
been living in Brussels longer than 
she has, someone such as Anna 
Rispoli, for example, with whom 
she has great affinity. Or Mette 
Edvardsen, with whom she founded 
the collaborative support structure, 
Manyone, in 2013, together with 
fellow artists Alma Söderberg and 
Juan Dominguez. “There are so 
many artists from so many corners 
of the world who see Brussels as 
their city, their scene, but people still 
tend to reach out for Flemish voices 
to talk about it. This ignores or ne-
gates the real internationalization, 
while Brussels  precisely teaches all 
of us to see it not as a problem, but 
as an everyday given.” 
The interview with Sarah Vanhee 
is only one out of a small series, 
focused on diverse profiles. But the 
sensitivity that she spreads about 
her does indeed expose something 
about her way of being. Hers is a 
sensitivity to multiple voices, as is 
also evident in a name such Many-
one, and as such, it is more specifi-

cally expressed in the pluriform, dif-
ferent language spoken in her work. 
Vanhee’s artistic practice is indeed 
many in one, not easily captured in 
a single idea. She initially studied 
Word Art at the Lemmens Institute 
in Leuven – where she was eventu-
ally advised against ever speaking 
on stage again, a judgment that still 
leaves her speechless. But she found 
her artistic niche, and the encour-
agement she sought, notably at the 
Mime School in Amsterdam. Since 
then, it is no doubt no coincidence 
that her work embraces a friction 
between speaking and not speaking, 
between dominant discourse and 
what is not voiced by it.

Whether Vanhee tries to be too 
fast for her own thoughts by speak-
ing them out ‘on the spot’, allowing 
experts to comment on them, as in 
Turning Turning (A Choreography 
of Thoughts), a performance from 
2011, or whether she is making a 
film with prison detainees in which 
she allows them to fantasize a sce-
nario for a crime film, and by way 
of that fiction, reflect out loud about 
facts and imagination, justice and 
rules (The Making of Justice, 2017), 
time and time again, she seeks out 
unheard language that liberates 
our concept being from uniform 
thinking about identity. In Vanhee’s 
artistic practice, art in general, and 
fiction in particular, create a space 
in which a different kind of speak-
ing, an unheard thinking, can come 
to the fore and is made public, out 
from under the under the dominant, 
familiar narrative. Through fiction 
and friction, in other words, Vanhee 

questions the power over language 
as a way of envisioning the world.

This makes her work not only 
highly political, but closely linked 
to her engagement as a citizen, too, 
focused on intervening in the divi-
sion between who does and who 
does not get to say something in 
public. It also ensures a diversity of 
media in her work, which couples 
performance to fine art, film and 
literature, and which unfolds both 
inside and outside the traditional 
art institute. For to allow a different 
speaking to express itself, and 
to propose an alternative fiction, 
Vanhee must always be in search 
of the specific form and environ-
ment that her material requires. 
It was, to give an example, from 
the questioning of the value of art 
in society and the status of the 
object in art itself that, in 2012, her 
performance installation Untitled 
took the form of encounters in 
private homes. Or more recently, it 
was from speaking with prisoners 
that the idea of a film presented 
itself – not out of any preconceived 

ambition to make a film.
All this means that listening – 

and reading its literary variant – is 
crucial to Sarah Vanhee’s artistic 
practice: the willingness and also 
the skill to make space in one’s own 
language for the voices of others, 
thereby also for a potentially differ-
ent language and way of speaking. 
This sometimes assumes literal 
translations, as in I Screamed and 
I Screamed and I Screamed (2013), 
a lecture performance and video 
installation in which Vanhee made 
the screaming of prisoners rever-
berate, safely silenced and invisible 
as they were behind a prison wall 
in Mechelen. Yet her listening also 
has a critical relationship to the dis-
course of the art world itself, an art 
world which, in particular, is now 
dominated by the call for ‘interna-
tionalization’ – and whoever does 
not heed that call faces being left 
out in the cold. Does Vanhee meet 
that demand? Does she speak the 
discourse of internationalization? Or 
is she able to translate it in a way 
we hardly ever talk about it? 

Everybody is an outsider when 
speaking English, except 
native speakers. Everybody 
is a dilettante. That ensures a 
democratic dimension. We are 
almost all equally hopeless, and 
it is only when a native speaker 
is present that you suddenly 
realize that again.
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Following your study in Leuven, 
you found your artistic niche at the 
Mime School in Amsterdam and 
you got on track. Did that have to 
do with the international environ-
ment in which you found yourself?

Sarah Vanhee:  It was primar-
ily about a different educational 
climate, one of encouragement 
rather than belittlement. It was my 
experience that at the time, schools 
for performing arts were much 
better in the Netherlands than in 
Flanders. More professional. Their 
international character did not have 
so much to do with it as such, be-
cause if you decide on an education 
for the theatre, you are automati-
cally language-bound. By starting 
my second study, I discovered how 
relative the judgment from my 
previous environment had been. I 
learned that as a student and as an 
artist, you must follow your own 
path. By choosing mime, I quickly 
came into contact with people from 
other countries, outside Europe as 
well. I thought that was a positive 
thing, but not because it was inter-
national, as if that were some kind 
of a value in its own right. 

What did you find to be 
positive about it?
I have always felt better in 

spaces where there is plurality, 
where there is not simply a single 
perspective or background. I have 
an intuitive distrust of environ-
ments that are too uniform. I find 
them suffocating, uninspiring. 

So in that sense, Amsterdam 
gave you room to breathe?
In Amsterdam, I was a foreign-

er myself, and my own perspective 
was questioned. The people with 
whom I came in contact were 
moreover often from the dance 
world, and that is in any case an 
international scene. When I began 
to create my own work as a per-
former, I immediately found myself 
in an international scene. I have 
always felt at home there, thanks 
to the plurality and diversity that is 
inherent to it. If you only work in 

Flanders or the Netherlands, you 
never get anywhere, but due to the 
performance scene I got involved in, 
I no longer needed to make the leap 
to the international field.  

So by leaving behind your 
familiar environment you 
found your true home as  
an artist? 
You could put it that way, yes. 

For I realize right now that the same 
principle is also found in my work. 
My work is always about question-
ing the dominant culture and poli-
tics: what is the dominant discourse 
and how can I break that open and 
seek out the polyphony? For that 
reason, I always prefer to be and to 
remain an outsider. In that sense, 
it is no doubt no coincidence that 
I have always worked in English, 
ever since I started making work in 
which language plays a role, how-
ever intuitively that took place. I 
was getting away from Dutch, with 
which I was totally familiar, but in 
which I did not feel comfortable. 

Is English not automatically 
the lingua franca of the 
dominant internationalization 
discourse?
Yet, unfortunately there is this 

connotation; It would perhaps be 
better for it to be Spanish or Ara-
bic. Today, among colleagues, we 
ask ourselves why we keep finding 
ourselves speaking English again, 
when everybody present also speaks 
French, for example. But that is not 
my point. What it is about for me is 
that everybody is an outsider in that 
language, except of course the native 
speakers. Everybody is a dilettante. 
That ensures a democratic dimension. 
We are almost all equally hopeless 
when we speak English, and it is 
only when a native speaker is present 
that you suddenly realize that again. 
So I am certainly no linguistic purist. 
What I find interesting is just the fact 
that for almost everyone, English is 
not a non-native language: it puts 
everyone on an equal footing. 

Does the fact that nearly 
everyone is not at home in the 
language they are sharing imply a 
political promise in its own right? 
Does that also determine your vi-
sion of ‘internationalization’?

I have not thought about it in 
those terms, and I also want to be 
very cautious about connecting it to 
internationalization, but the open 
perspective on language, as a source 
of equality and therefore as a space 
for diversity, no doubt explains my 
aversion to the often closed charac-
ter of the artistic world in Flanders 
and the Netherlands. I guess that se-
clusion is at its worst in the literary 
scene, as I have already discovered. 
But let me stick to the performing 
arts, which is what I know best. 
For my work, I always choose the 
form that the material demands, but 
the material also requires a suitable 
environment. That means that for 
a long time now, because of the po-
litical weight of the material, I have 
been doing projects that take place 
outside the traditional institutions 
or venues. I actually did not feel at 
home in the theatre. It was as if that 
framework was holding my imagi-
nation prisoner, even neutralizing 
it, certainly in the political sense. It 
was only with Oblivion that I redis-
covered the theatre as a place where 
radical imagination is possible. 

With the radical aspect of 
that imagination, you mean 
that there is also a political 
dimension inherent to it?
Yes. On the one hand, within 

the existing art space, I want to 
continue experimenting with differ-
ent forms, because we simply have 
a need for new imagination and 
stories. But on the other hand, as a 
socially engaged citizen, I want to 
be able to do much more. It comes 
down to thinking the two together, 
especially since I have also come to 
realize that there has been a limit 
to the durability of my projects out-
side the classical theatre. For that 
reason, in the future, I want to set 
up a project that is longer-lasting, in 
the city where I live. That is where 

the issue of internationalization gets 
in. For me, internationalization has 
nothing to do with expanding your 
action radius beyond the limits of 
the city or the country where you 
live, but with a recognition of what 
is plural and international within 
that city or country, in short, within 
in your own environment. In Brus-
sels, that plurality is very present. 
It is why I have fallen in love with 
Brussels. On the one hand, there is 
the impossibility of living with one 
another, and on the other the poten-
tial to do it anyhow, in one way or 
other, to make it work, through a 
practice or a way of living. For the 
future, there is a lot to be learned 
from that. 

What especially can be 
learned from it?
Cosmopolitan citizenship, I 

think, living together within a real 
global context. Therein also lies 
the challenge for the performing 
arts, where internationalization is 
concerned. I have discovered that 
my work can take place within the 
phenomena of arts centres and the-
atres that are internationally inter-
connected. But that also means that 
I can be on stage in Brussels, then 
Timisoara, and Tallinn, and that 
every time, I am standing before a 
kind of same, predominantly ‘bobo’ 
audience. The geographical location 
does not make much difference. It 
is not about geography, but about 
demographics, about the question 
of which population groups you can 
or cannot appeal to. In that sense, 
I find that the dimension of the 
‘international’ is always filled in too 
generically. Lecture for Every One 
was a reaction to that phenomenon: 
I personally decided to go to very 
specific communities in a particular 
city. For me, it is much more inter-
esting to work for an extended time 
at a single location, in an arts cen-
tre, or if need be, in a tiny village, 
than to be in front of audiences that 
are supposedly international, but 
are in fact interchangeable. 
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So in reaction to a certain 
form of internationalization, 
you want to work more 
locally?
I want to work more locally in 

order to address the real, existing 
plurality within that given locale. 
The would-be ‘international’ is 
sometimes more restricting them 
the plurality that I can appeal to 
within a single location. For that 
reason, the local project does in fact 
have to be more long-lasting, longer 
than Untitled, for example, or my 
project with the prisoners at Leuven 
Centraal for The Making of Justice. 

Do you know of  
comparable projects?
No, there are not enough. That 

is the sickness of the entire arts 
sector. Economic conditions mean 
that today, you can only work on 
short-term projects. And there is a 
high degree of focus on product. I 
am not saying that every project has 
to be long-term, but for me, that 
possibility is indeed a necessary 
condition for my artistic activity to 
be connected to my citizenship. For 
me, they have always been inter-
twined. Someone once asked me if I 
was setting out to make The Making 
of Justice primarily as a work of art. 
The truth is that for me, art has al-
ways been a good place to do what I 
want to do as a citizen. 

Does internationalization limit 
that space, or does it expand 
it? Are we freer for being able 
to work more internationally, 
or indeed more enslaved?
SV:  I think it makes us in-

credibly weaker, because it turns us 
into a kind of pulled-apart, detached 
cosmopolitans. Our travelling is not 
so very different from that of an 
economic migrant who is forced to 
travel out of necessity, in our case 
because of an economic need to be 
someplace. It makes everything very 
fleeting and temporary. It detaches 
us from our own environment, 
given that it is difficult to maintain 
friendships and relationships in 
the places where we live. And that 

is also not possible in those other 
places we travel to. Internationaliza-
tion does allow for the expansion of 
relationships, for making friends and 
sharing a discourse across borders, 
but at the same time, it conceals a 
great danger for the political dimen-
sion of art and of being an artist. 

Can you identify that danger?
The danger lies in the increas-

ing pressure on the kind of work 
that can be produced. There is a 
limit to what can travel, who can 
travel, how work can be made so 
that it can be repeated, in short, 
a number of conditions that have 
to be satisfied in order to function 
within that framework. 

Does working long-term  
and locally offer resistance to 
that? That also requires the 
right conditions.
Absolutely, and that is also the 

difficulty. Let me give an example of 
a project that I am planning, about 
non-dominant history and non-dom-
inant knowledge in the broadest 
sense of the terms, for example, sto-
ries about Belgium’s colonial past, 
today’s unrest in the Rif in Morocco 
or the history of feminism. They 
do not have to be political. They 
can be about any specific handing 
down of knowledge or ability, even 
very personal forms. These forms of 
knowledge are not officially shared 
by the community as a whole, but in 
a city like Brussels, they are present 
everywhere, in the experiences of 
people and of organizations. If you 
want to create an accessible place 
in public space, where people can 
share that knowledge and history 
with one another, you need to have 
a strategy that encompasses years 
in order to ensure that that place 
is supported by a broad group of 
people. Otherwise, it still remains a 
project that just serves the tempo-
rary interests of the artist, when 
in fact, what it is really about is 
that with that knowledge as a tool, 
people can make new friends, with 
people who are not part of their own 
original communities already.

I have discovered that my work can 
take place within the phenomena 
of arts centres and theatres that 
are internationally interconnected. 
But that also means that I can be on 
stage in Brussels, then Timisoara, 
and Tallinn, and that every time, I 
am standing before a kind of same, 
predominantly 'bobo' audience. 
The geographical location does 
not make much difference. It is 
not about geography, but about 
demographics, about the question 
of which population groups you can 
or cannot appeal to. In that sense, 
I find that the dimension of the 
'international' is always filled in  
too generically.
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Why might that  
not be possible?
It is very difficult to fit this 

into the current system of subsidies 
for the arts. It is sometimes possible 
to do it outside of that system, but 
organizations are then rarely sup-
ported by any funding for the arts. 
Subsidized art institutes are under 
pressure and are being judged by 
the numbers of people in their audi-
ences. They are indeed encouraged 
to increase audiences and participa-
tion, but that is in turn being twisted 
by the short-term, routine agenda of 
the subsidized art institute, so that 
the result is unfortunately often just 
a pro forma event. 

So, in addition to a local and 
long-term kind of working , 
partaking in the public sphere 
with your project is also an 
important condition in order 
to find an alternative for the 
standardized, international 
arts circuit?
I find the zone of ‘the public 

sphere’ a very difficult one. I do not 
know what we understand that to 
mean. It is perhaps more accurate to 
say ‘the civil space’, or the space of 
the ‘commons’. In the past, I never 
worked in public space, by the way 
I worked in a prison, in people’s 
homes, and I have also pushed 
myself into all kinds of meetings, 
but they were always places where 
there is community. So perhaps it 
is for me more about bringing a 
common public sphere into private 
environments, because that way, 
they suddenly become potential 
political places. 

How does that work?  
Because the private soliloquy 
is then undermined by the 
public plurality?
Yes, and for that particular 

reason, art is also important for me. 
Art brings in a third element that 
makes another kind of speaking 
possible. That was very clear in Un-
titled. You went into a house where 
the inhabitants presented you the 
objects that they considered art, 
including for instance a painting of 
their grandma or other belongings 
that you probably wouldn’t consider 
art. Your discourse consequently 
breaks into that of the residents and 
vice versa, so that an antagonistic 
space is created. Precisely that is 
possible because of the element of 
art. Or, take The Making of Justice: 
in a similar way, envisioning a 
fictional film scenario together, as 
I asked them to do, made another 
kind of speaking possible for the 
prisoners. 

A space for negotiation  
is created?
I see it primarily as a trans-

formative space. You never know 
exactly where it is going to go. You 
never know what you were going to 
transform into. 

It seems to me that you need a 
confrontation for that.
Yes, it is always hiding 

something violent. That does not 
necessarily have to mean a colli-
sion. It can also be soft. But you 
cannot undergo a transformation 
without losing something, and that 
loss is always painful, certainly 
in the society in which we live. In 
that sense, I think that my work is 
also an answer to the general fear 
of losing one’s own identity that is 
so prevalent in our culture, on the 
pressure that capitalism has infused 
into us to hold tight to everything, 
and the impotence that that entails 
in being able to accept the constant 
transformation of everything. 

For me, it is much more 
interesting to work for an 
extended time at a single 
location, in an arts centre, or if 
need be, in a tiny village, than to 
be in front of audiences that are 
supposedly international, but are 
in fact interchangeable.
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I think internationalisation  makes us incredibly weaker, because it turns us 
into a kind of pulled-apart, detached cosmopolitans. Our travelling is not so 
very different from that of an economic migrant who is forced to travel out 
of necessity, in our case because of an economic need to be someplace. It 
makes everything very fleeting and temporary. It detaches us from our own 
environment, given that it is difficult to maintain friendships and relationships in 
the places where we live. And that is also not possible in those other places we 
travel to. Internationalization does allow for the expansion of relationships, for 
making friends and sharing a discourse across borders, but at the same time, it 
conceals a great danger for the political dimension of art and of being an artist.

© Contour Mechelen



The Need for a Different Language  39story

The group where the loss of community is really an issue,  
is that of the artists themselves, because they do 
indeed embody the role model of being detached from 
everything. In other words, what they are talking about 
is themselves. And that is something I really can no 
longer listen to – that kind of artist talk. Every time I 
hear it, I think, that's just about you, not about society. 
When an artist takes off for somewhere in order to do a 
project about building community, I sometimes find it 
really embarrassing for that reason.

© Sommerszene Salzburg
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In Turning Turning, you 
yourself embraced that 
principle. Are you never afraid 
of losing yourself? 
Turning Turning was about 

breaking open the monologue in 
ourselves. The language lands no-
where. There is no single statement 
that stays standing. It always stays 
in constant change. That seems 
frightening, but because of it, it is 
precisely change that remains con-
stant, a continuum in the search. 
Fearful, you ask yourself where the 
language is taking you, but getting 
into it has a liberating effect. Ironi-
cally enough, Turning Turning was 
in fact a difficult performance to 
tour with. The curators or program-
mers never knew what they were 
going to get. The result was always 
different. People apparently find 
that frightening. But that is because 
they look it as a product that suc-
cessfully needs to fulfil pre-estab-
lised expectations.  

How do you resolve  
that problem?
I have been very fortunate in 

being able to count on support from 
CAMPO, the arts centre in Ghent 
and I guess the only institute in 
Belgium that follows through on 
projects by varying artists, from 
beginning to end, from research 
and production to and including 
presentation and distribution. For 
example, they helped me with an 
interesting intervention in order to 
make Lecture For Everyone suitable 
to tour with. The deal is that I hold 
a public meeting in which I tell 
about the project, if the location 
with which we are negotiating can 
itself arrange five closed meetings. 
The result is that only those insti-
tutes or centres that go along with 
it are themselves already politically 
convinced. If all they wanted had 
been to get people into their seating 
galleries, they would of course 
not do it. In fact, the most difficult 
point is that I also ask them to find 
as diverse an audience as possible 
for the meetings, from a doctors’ 
meeting in a hospital, to a choir re-

hearsal, a practice by the local foot-
ball club to and including a Cercle 
Gaulois board meeting. To stress an 
obvious point, all that is not what 
they normally do: they are simply 
there to programme performances. 
So they immediately have to work 
in a different way. They have to 
appeal to their personal networks, 
because it is always by word-of-
mouth. You are never going to 
convince IBM to host a performance 
unless you know someone in the 
company. The result is that an art 
institute has to appeal to its entire 
staff, and professionalism suddenly 
also entails getting private identity 
involved. That is an enormous job, 
also psychologically, and it pro-
duces huge discussions. But that is 
precisely why I love the project. It 
does not fit the usual logic. It forces 
an institute to think differently. 
CAMPO thinks along with me, for 
example by providing a detailed 
rider that clarifies everything to the 
hosting institutions. 

Do you also benefit from the 
international network that 
CAMPO has established?
Absolutely. Popular rumour 

has it that my work is sometimes 
difficult, at least in terms of selling, 
so CAMPO plays a key role in distrib-
uting it. I do not know how I would 
do it otherwise, and still be able to 
show the work as much as I do. But 
it is not only about the international 
network with which a centre can 
offer artists chances to perform and 
grow. It is also about long-term sup-
port for those artists. Does the arts 
centre allow you to realize diverse 
projects in collaboration with it, for 
example? Or only one? Does it offer 
you the opportunity to return to a 
given place? That is also important. 
There are not many places where I 
appear just once. The public gets to 
know you and is interested in what 
you’re going to do next. That is very 
valuable. A dialogue evolves. In that 
respect, I have built up a really close 
relationship with the Kunstenfesti-
valdesarts and its audiences,  
for example.

I moreover cannot live in 
polished cities that are 
swarming with tourists. It is 
the very opposite of Brussels, 
which at least remains 
obstinate because it is so badly 
organized. The irony was in 
fact that in Flanders, people 
were interested because I was 
living in the Netherlands. As 
if working abroad enhanced 
my prestige. That is no doubt 
typical for a small region: 
looking to other countries for 
acceptance.
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Do subsidies sometimes 
play a role in your creating 
and maintaining that kind 
of dialogue? Some of those 
dialogues are transnational, 
while the funding is national.
I got to know many of the 

houses and festivals that I have 
built up connections with through 
European collaborations. The 
problem is now that that support 
is being cut back, because Europe 
wants to focus on artistic applica-
tions and creative industries. That 
will certainly be felt in reductions 
in European networks with partners 
that no longer have the means to 
program internationally. That is 
certainly going to be a big prob-
lem. In particular, I think it will 
impact countries on the periphery. 
For programmers who work from 
there, travel is not as easy as it is for 
colleagues at the centre of Europe, 
while those moments and contacts 
traditionally serve to reconnoitre 
what is happening elsewhere, not 
so much to know what is being 
shown, but primarily to feel what is 
really motivating it all.

Doesn’t the changing direction 
in Europe also seem a 
contradiction in terms of the 
increasing pressure for artists 
to work more internationally, 
the rather coercive push not to 
remain local?
Yes, but it does fit perfectly 

into the new provincialism and 
nationalism. A question I regularly 
heard when I was working in the 
Netherlands was: “Why does your 
work always have to be in English?” 
I was working with the Frascati 
theatre at the time, but I really 
wanted to get out of Amsterdam 
after a while I found the political 
and artistic climate there horrible 
at the time. It was just before Geert 
Wilders was gaining power and Hal-
be Zijlstra clipped the wings off the 
entire cultural landscape. I more-
over cannot live in polished cities 
that are swarming with tourists. It is 
the very opposite of Brussels, which 
at least remains obstinate because 

it is so badly organized. The irony 
was in fact that in Flanders, people 
were interested because I was living 
in the Netherlands. As if working 
abroad enhanced my prestige. That 
is no doubt typical for a small re-
gion: looking to other countries for 
acceptance. 

Isn’t it also typical of Flemish 
artists to consider Flanders too 
small or too poor?
That is in any case not true for 

me. I do not look down on Flan-
ders. I was, for example, delighted 
that De Spil in Roeselare, or CC 
Evergem, wanted to take part with 
Lecture for Every One. But that 
is for the same reason that I am 
happy to perform in Berlin or Paris: 
it produces a different audience. 
Apart from that, however, it strikes 
me as logical to look for partners 
in dialogue where they actually 
happen to be. If your world happens 
to be mostly outside Flanders, as is 
the case for me, in the world of per-
formance, you simply have to look 
outside Flanders to find like-minded 
artists who can feed your practice. 

Does the press help to find 
them? Does it give enough 
indication of what is 
happening elsewhere?
It is very painful for me that 

the standards of the Flemish main-
stream press have deteriorated enor-
mously. You could say that Flanders 
is too small a cultural area, and that 
for that reason there is probably too 
little critical mass to digest what is 
happening abroad, but it is also a 
question of freeing up the means to 
make it happen. Friends who write 
professionally about art tell me that 
they can simply no longer make a 
living from it. They can no longer 
pay for it. And they are no longer 
being given a place. The kind of 
profound critical reflection that you 
find in France or Germany practi-
cally does not exist here. That is a 
real shortcoming. The problem is of 
course much broader than just art 
criticism. There is not enough at-
tention in the Flemish press to what 

I am convinced that 
artists have fobbed off their 
pioneering, leadership role 
into what I would call negative 
internationalization. You are 
presumed to be exceedingly 
flexible, preferably young, 
always ready to travel, with 
no family and not too many 
commitments. 

In short, you must cultivate 
the illusion that you can cut all 
your connections, that at any 
moment you can cut yourself 
off and become a totally cut-
out figurine. It is being sold 
and promoted as an attitude 
of boundless freedom, but 
what is really behind it is an 
ideologically-motivated demand 
for extreme flexibility, which 
makes your existence vulnerable 
and precarious.
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is going on in the world in general. 
It has all become so provincial and 
focused on itself, on its own culture. 
That is the best way to see that 
nationalistic tendencies are really 
having a heyday. 

Some voices claim that the 
nationalist upturn is equally 
a reaction to the cultural 
detachment that globalization 
and internationalization 
demands of artists, something 
that you also find problematic.
I am convinced that artists 

have fobbed off their pioneering, 
leadership role into what I would 
call negative internationalization. 
You are presumed to be exceedingly 
flexible, preferably young, always 
ready to travel, with no family 
and not too many commitments. 
In short, you must cultivate the 
illusion that you can cut all your 
connections, that at any moment 
you can cut yourself off and become 
a totally cut-out figurine. It is being 
sold and promoted as an attitude 
of boundless freedom, but what is 
really behind it is an ideological-
ly-motivated demand for extreme 
flexibility, which makes your exist-
ence vulnerable and precarious. 

Do artists have to address 
that precariousness? It indeed 
applies to the entire society.
To a degree, yes, and Oblivion 

was also about the illusion that you 
are always stripped of all bonds. 
But what disturbs me at the same 
time is that as a reaction to this so-
called unattached existence of the 
artist, there is now an inundation 
of artistic programs concerning the 
loss of community or collectivity. In 
the context of Lecture for Every One, 
it humbled me to see how many 
people are engaging themselves in 
coming together, every week, for 
example, for a rehearsal of the brass 
band, and so on. The group where 
the loss of community is really an 
issue, is in short that of the artists 
themselves, because they do indeed 
embody the role model of being 
detached from everything. In other 

words, what they are talking about 
is themselves. And that is some-
thing I really can no longer listen 
to – that kind of artist talk. Every 
time I hear it, I think, that’s just 
about you, not about society. When 
an artist takes off for somewhere in 
order to do a project about building 
community, I sometimes find it real-
ly embarrassing for that reason. 

What might an appropriate 
engagement be? You also want 
to work with people more 
locally.
Capitalism wants engagement 

strictly focused on yourself. If your 
engagement consequently just con-
cerns yourself as an artist, establish-
ing yourself or cultivating your own 
role, it contributes nothing. If your 
engagement is directed towards 
the other, or towards the broader 
community, the situation changes. 
In that sense, in fact, I do see a 
shift, not only amongst artists them-
selves, but also in the art houses 
and institutes. You cannot turn back 
globalization, the way xenophobes 
would have us believe, but we can 
find a positive answer to globali-
zation gone mad and the excessive 
circulation of goods, of which we 
are supposed to be constant con-
sumers, without even being able to 
get a proper hold on anything. How 
do we resist that, we as artists as 
well? How do we find the balance 
that we seek? The fact that there 
are so many  grassroots civilian 
movements arising today makes me 
hopeful in that sense. It indicates 
that people are again taking things 
into their own hands. 

You cannot turn back 
globalization, the way 
xenophobes would have us 
believe, but 
we can find a positive answer 
to globalization gone mad 
and the excessive circulation 
of goods, of which we are 
supposed to be constant 
consumers, 
without even being able 
to get a proper hold on 
anything. How do we resist 
that, we as artists as well?
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How can you translate that to 
artists and venues?
I strongly believe in the pow-

ers and the new centres of gravity 
that are emerging within the field 
itself. In such artist-run organiza-
tions as Auguste Orts, Spin, Jubilee 
or our own Manyone, the artists 
take charge of organizing their own 
practice, based on solidarity and 
mutuality. It’s just that they are 
not appreciated enough, including 
financially. In that sense, I do think 
the art field is saddled with a struc-
tural problem in the importance 
that is still being attributed to insti-
tutes based on big names with no 
follow-up. It seems as though one 
cannot break away from the model 
of the institute with a big building 
based around a single person. That 
is light years removed from the way 
artists of my generation, or younger, 
want to work. 

Do you mean to say that your 
different way of working 
also requires a political 
turnaround?
Absolutely. Our kind of art-

ist-run organisations obviously still 
have to learn more, and become 
more clever, not least in business 
terms. But there are solutions for an 
art field that is organized differently. 
They are already taking shape. It’s 
just that the existing wealth is not 
being sufficiently utilized. More 
fundamental support is needed. It is 
ultimately the field itself that has to 
determine which forms of organiza-
tion should be possible. I would like 
the art organizations to make the 
authorities work differently, instead 
of the other way around. But this is 
very difficult with the current ideo-
logical agenda that is now in force. 

Aren’t you making a plea for 
yourself?
No way! And just to be clear, I 

am not against the existing insti-
tutes. There is a lot of know-how 
out there, and I have a lot to thank 
it for. Yet I do believe that, with all 
the good people who work in those 
institutes, we have to fight against 
the conservative way in which the 
existing institutes currently function. 

Can you give an example of 
the right direction? And how 
do we, as the field of the arts, 
get there?
I think, above all, that open-

ness to transformation also applies 
to us, however scary that might 
seem. Subsidized arts depend 
almost entirely on white privilege, 
or more precisely, on white, male, 
middle-class privilege. Let us open 
up our houses for other art forms, 
art forms that are not the dominant 
ones. That will change our criteria 
for what is considered art, but also 
bring along a different audience, or 
a different notion of what an audi-
ence or a public actually is. In that 
sense, in the arts, we are not exactly 
pioneers in the way we are acting. If 
you see how many sectors of society 
that diversity has already penetrat-
ed, including the business world, 
then the arts are disappointing. 
Everybody knows that, but there is 
still always a tendency to hold on 
to the privileged position. And I am 
not just talking about the artists, or 
about the art forms themselves, but 
also explicitly about management 
within the institutes, both commer-
cially and artistically. Within those 
organizations and among their 
managers, you also have to make 
more space for gender and colour 
diversity amongst the people who 
make the decisions. ‘If you’re not at 
the table, you’re on the menu.’ 

Where does the tendency to 
hang on to that privilege come 
from? What are the restraining 
factors?
First, many venues and artists 

fear they will pull the carpet right 
out from under themselves and ‘lose 
their place’. Instead, what I think 
is: Let’s just do it and see what hap-
pens. Secondly, and this is perhaps 
even more important, a programme 
must always be moving on, looking 
farther forward. There is no pause 
button. In fact, everything is possi-
ble, but there is not enough time to 
reinvent the necessary structures, 
certainly when you know that such 
a reinvention inevitably goes hand-
in-hand with destruction, conflict 
and confrontation. Finally, in Flan-
ders, there is a large, silent conform-
ity with the white patriarchy, which 
in Scandinavia, for example, would 
be unthinkable today. That complic-
ity is structural. It sits deep in our 
genes. A major change in mentality 
is consequently required. It would 
be good if the cultural sector took a 
pioneering role in achieving it. 

So the current tendency to 
keep things as they are is an 
issue of the structures and 
how they work?
In part, certainly. But it is also 

about the receptivity that exists 
within those structures to what 
people do not know. It is not such a 
big challenge to invite artists from 
Sweden, or Portugal, or Brazil, 
when they all come out of the same 
middle class as those who already 
populate the art world here. That 
is certainly an enrichment in terms 
of nationality, and it does extend 
beyond geographical borders, but 
there are sociological borders that 
weigh in much more heavily than 
geographical borders, and it is 
therefore much more worth the 
effort to transcend these. Then we 
are talking about giving attention 
to the non-dominant culture and 
knowledge of the Brazilian who 
lives right here around the corner, 
for instance. Or, to give an example 
from my own practice, the openness 

to the language and the power of 
imagination on the parts of detain-
ees. Many who have seen my film 
are amazed that those people speak 
so inspiringly. 

If you want to reach a more 
diverse public, is it primarily 
about who you let speak?
It is about which voices you 

reinforce and strengthen, which 
language you give a presence to. 
I think many institutes and art 
centres today are very compulsive 
and relentless in their attempts to 
reach a different audience, other 
than the traditional Flemish middle 
classes. But you will never get that 
other public in your audience if you 
do not change your own attitude, 
and do not change what they can 
see on your stage, and who decides 
that. If all you want is for a different 
audience to come in, in order to 
listen to your language, it won’t 
work. Professionalizing your mar-
keting staff will not be much help 
either. First, you have to change 
who makes the decisions and what 
you present to the outside world, 
among other things by paying 
attention to the context in which 
it is embedded. What you show 
has to be more diverse, before the 
audience becomes diverse. The one 
follows from the other. Otherwise, it 
all remains a kind of hopeless deed. 
So what you really need in order 
to cross that bridge are translators. 
What you need is a shift to a differ-
ent language.   
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« Music
is more 

than a
strategic      
     plan. »

Nico Kennes

Few Belgian bands have an international 
resume more impressive than that of 
Amenra. Founded in 1999, this post-metal 
band has released six albums and is now a 
widely acclaimed act from its hometown 
of Kortrijk to Moscow via Montreal and 
Chicago. Founder and frontman Colin H. 
van Eeckhout went through our analysis 
of international concerts by Belgian music 
acts Have Love, Will Travel. And before he 
sat down with Kurt Overbergh at Ancienne 
Belgique for a discussion with Ineke 
Daans of [PIAS], Stijn Smet of DBNR and 
Christian Pierre of Musickness, he treated 
us to his views on what an international 
career in music can - and perhaps should - 
look like.

The international 
live career 
of Amenra
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Moments before show at Ancienne Belgique © Jan Opdekamp
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What was your first 
impression when you read the 
results of our study?
Colin H. van Eeckhout: That 

it’s very interesting that concrete 
research is being conducted into 
concerts abroad. The ‘industry’ is 
always going to put a gloss on a 
band’s achievements, right? For 
example, you can go and play in 80 
different countries, which is a lot. 
But if you perform for 20 people 
every time, you can ask yourself 
whether that is worth more than 
playing 1,000 capacity venues  in 20 
countries. Sometimes you have to 
play at a private party in Qatar for 
200 people, then again  at a festival 
for 40,000 people. Yet managers of-
ten lump everything together. They 
tend to make things look better 
than they really are And that’s a 
pity. Music often gets reduced to a 
product that has to sell. Making you 
look bigger than you actually are is 
one of the few things in music that 
make me go ‘Bah!’ 

In some cases it might be  
a rather a innocent form of 
‘Fake it ‘til you make it’,  
using an achievement to 
convince the programmer  
of an even bigger venue? 
Of course, that’s right. Main-

stream acts, for instance, first try to 
make it big in their own country to 
then see what’s going to be the next 
best step strategically. We’re less 
likely to take that into consideration. 
For 15 years we played every venue 
we could. In the very beginning 
we would drive to the other side of 
Europe in four cars for 250 Belgian 
francs [6.25 euros]: simply because 
we were psyched about being able 
to play. This creates a bond with the 
people you work with . You build up 
your network. And so you gradually 
create a mini scene, which keeps 
getting bigger, each time you leave a 
good impression. In the beginning, 
that’s all you get out of it.

A lot of bands split up after a 
while. But if you endure, you’ll take 
your network with you. A small 
booker who once arranged a gig for 

you for 50 people will, say, go on 
to get a job in a respectable club. 
Then you don’t even have to do 
your sales pitch any more. You can 
simply call him up on the phone. 
That may be unfair to the others, 
but that’s just the way it is. ‘Like 
knows like’ is very important in the 
music business too. 

‘Network your way to the 
top’: that seems at odds 
with the anti-establishment 
and no-nonsense mentality 
which punk and hardcore 
are traditionally known for. 
Is it no longer ‘shameful’ in 
the underground to have a 
strategy to grow as a band?
There are in fact similarities 

with the mainstream. You try to 
enlarge your venue capacity. So in 
a way you’re thinking in strategic 
terms. In London, for instance, there 
are two similar venues: Heaven and 
Scala. Heaven is a nice hall with a 
larger capacity. But Scala is critically 
acclaimed in the scene. So that’s why 
it’s more strategic to play at Scala, 
even though fewer people can get in. 

A lot of people in the under-
ground scene condemn this practice  
and pretend they don’t think it’s 
cool. And it’s a fact that we too are 
less inclined to join forces with a 
manager. Why should someone 
else go and show off in our name? 
We’ve always been used to doing 
everything ourselves. That’s typical 
of the hardcore and punk scene. 
And in the end, people appreciate 
it more if there is no intermedi-
ary. You get more appreciation in 
return for personal contact. We’re 
not an anonymous crew that turns 
up somewhere without speaking 
to the promotor. In fact, this is still 
how we work. We do most book-
ings ourselves. Once in a while we 
get in touch with  people we trust, 
‘That venue, that capacity, what fee 
seems reasonable?’ But in fact, it’s 
not that difficult to figure things out 
for yourself. Only occasionally do 
we have to let go of certain things 
because the territory is too large to 
keep doing everything ourselves. 

It’s not only in terms of 
bookings, but also of album 
releases that you try to keep 
control as much as possible.
Absolutely. We’re on an 

American label, like most bands in 
our scene. But thanks to friends of 
ours, Mike and Nele at Consouling 
Sounds, who take care of logistics, 
we can control everything in Europe 
ourselves. That enables us to react 
more rapidly. Although major 
labels have more impact  in terms 
of media coverage and advertising 
– because they have bigger budgets 
– they don’t always work better. 
Sometimes they don’t have their 
shit together at all.  

Your latest album, Mass VI, 
dates from October 2017. Your 
previous studio album dates 
from 2012. That’s not really the 
rhythm of a major label, right?
We can easily tour for five 

years with a single album. In the 
period you researched (2013-2017), 
we probably played less shows than 
usual. But in fact we can draw out a 
record for quite a long time. We’ve 
just released a new album. So now 
the number of shows is going to 
go up again. But a lot of bands can 
only tour for a year or a year and a 
half with an album.  

Indeed. I have the feeling 
that, in general, releases 
keep following one another 
faster and faster. There’s 
this persistent pressure to 
constantly release something. 
There’s a terrible fear of being 

forgotten. ‘Imagine if, during the pe-
riod of our release, something comes 
out that gets more attention than our 
record? We have to anticipate that.’ 
That’s a common reasoning.  
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Perhaps you have the 
advantage that you have built 
up your fan base gradually, 
and as a result are less 
dependent on permanent 
media attention? 
We built up our fan base over 

the years one fan at a time. That 
creates a foundation that isn’t going 
to collapse easily. For instance, I’m 
certain that, if Amenra were to come 
to an end, we could each continue 
touring for the rest of our lives with 
our respective solo projects, and all 
of that thanks to the fan base we’ve 
built up. We’d have to play smaller 
venues, but we’d be able to keep 
going. Of course that’s something we 
worked very hard  for.  

You have built your path 
gradually over the years. 
Was there a turning point 
where you started considering 
yourselves professional 
musicians? 
That would be the moment we 

had to start dealing with contracts. 
That’s when you think, ‘Shit, what 
do we have to do with that? Are 
we supposed to cast our band in a 
structure now?’ It’s times like these 
you just have to go with the flow, 
despite the fact that none of us is 
skilled for - or even interested in - 
the business side of things. 

That commercial aspect could 
be a reason for turning to a man-
ager: suddenly you’re faced with 
something you didn’t sign up for. 
All you can do at that point is to get 
yourself organised, otherwise it’ll 
all fall to pieces. 

In retrospect your career 
might seem like a logical 
course of action for you guys. 
But things might not seem 
that obvious from an emerging 
artists’ perspective? 
Of course. That’s why we want 

to share our experience with bands  
we find interesting. If we see an act 
that’s really good, we try to take it 
under our wing, so that they can be 
pulled along in our slipstream. We 
show them how to handle things or 
we get them in touch with them the 

right people, if they want to play in 
a particular venue. If we wouldn’t, 
then a talented band could very well 
end up being completely overlooked 
, which can be very frustrating. But 
music is not the only art form to 
which those principles apply. Take 
a look at visual arts, for example: 
there are thousands of geniuses who 
are still stuck in their bedroom. 

That’s the nice thing about 
the underground scene: you 
help each other out. While 
the more commercial you get, 
the more competitive it often 
becomes.
Styles and tastes in the under-

ground are also less fleeting. Our 
scene is less sensitive to trends. We 
hardly get played on the radio. So 
we don’t depend on it either. As a 
result, we don’t need to take trends 
into account.  

Mainstream is indeed quite 
clear-cut: you try to land some 
airtime on the radio and the 
major streaming services. Then 
you look for a booking agent  
in the country where you get 
some attention. And then you 
try to tour there. But how do 
you guys decide on whether to 
play somewhere or not? 
We don’t do so much data 

analysis. Basically, we want to play 
everywhere. We make music. And 
that music has to be heard by as 
many people as possible. The fact 
that we have fewer streams in a 
certain country doesn’t mean that 
there aren’t any people who might 
be interested in our music. Perhaps 
they simply have less access to those 
specific streaming platforms? In 
Russia, for instance, Amenra is quite 
big, like in Athens. But every territo-
ry has its own advantages and lim-
itations. In some regions, there are  
barely any concerts being organised. 
But that doesn’t necessarily mean 
that no one there listens to music.  

And how do you know that 
there is potential there then?
That can happen in a num-

ber of ways. Either because we 
get asked to play there, or because 
we notice that a certain region is 
really responsive online, or because 
friends tell us about it. For instance, 
our label managers, who also play 
in a band, had noticed that there 
were a lot of bootlegs of our T-shirts 
in South America. And so they set 
up three shows for us over there. 
And voilà, we just did it. A lot of 
things just happen to us. There’s 
no strategic plan behind it. At times 
I find that such strategic plans are 
all talk. Your manager, booker and 
PR manager can brag about your 
band as much as they want, but 
at the end of the day you yourself 
are the one who’s going to have to 
make things happen. You are the 
one who’s going to have to play. 
And you are the one who has to put 
on a live show that the audience 
is not going to forget. Music is a 
lot more than just a strategic plan. 
Sometimes you can just go and play 
somewhere, blow everyone away, 
and later return to play a bigger 
venue: all that without having had 
to sit down five times with a team 
of strategic thinkers. 

Things are different if you’re 
a singer-songwriter, like Tamino. 
He’s really talented, but there 
are - so to speak - a billion other 
singer-songwriters trying to make 
it. So you have to try to get noticed 
in some way. For Amenra, things 
are different: there aren’t that many 
bands like us. Moreover, our music  
speaks to a more specific niche 
audience: that does make things 
easier, in fact. 

How important are live shows 
for Amenra, compared to the 
recordings?
Hugely important! That’s how 

you build up your base, as we were 
saying. It’s a lot easier for a live 
band to grow than for a fine studio 
band that doesn’t do well on stage. 
As a fan you can get all psyched 
up about an album. But if the live 
show that follows is no good, that 

record won’t mean as much to 
you. And vice versa, you can find a 
record OK, but you’re blown away 
by the live performance, suddenly 
that album will sound a lot better 
to you. Performing live  is key. You 
can have all the buzz, likes and ex-
posure in the world, but if your live 
show sucks, it’s all going to come 
crashing down.  

We grew bit by bit. In the 
beginning, our live music had to 
speak more than our recordings and 
our press story. Because, well, the 
quality of our recordings basically 
just sucked. Today bands try and 
get great producers, a nice story, 
press photos etc. right away. It all 
looks picture-perfect from the very 
beginning. But imagine there’s a hit 
on that first album, then things will 
get very difficult. Because how can 
you ‘improve’ at all afterwards?

By contrast, even today Amen-
ra can still grow. Because this is in 
fact only our second album with a 
‘decent’ production in 20 years! If 
you use up all your ammunition at 
once, it’s logical that you’ll be given 
a shorter lifespan as a band.  

On the other hand, you hardly 
have any alternative as a 
young band. If not you, there 
will be hundreds of others 
queueing up who do have a 
perfectly polished sound and 
impressive press photos. 
Of course. That’s what’s 

difficult about being a mainstream 
act. There’s a lot more competition. 
But still, I sometimes get the feeling 
that the “story” or the singer’s looks 
are more important than the music. 
And that’s a pity. I mean, in the end 
it’s the music that matters, right? 
It’s not about how you look. I admit 
that can help. But you can’t lose 
sight of the essence.

A mainstream act will always 
have to strike a balance between 
music and product. That has con-
sequences for the way you release 
something on the market. You can 
draw a parallel with a bottle of 
Coke: there’s no need to change 
the label, people will keep buying 
your product. A Tao, by contrast, 
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will have to try harder. But taking 
a purely analytical, product-orient-
ed approach to music – as some 
managers do – is going too far, in 
my opinion. Actions speak louder 
than words. And if the management 
notices that they can’t sell their 
‘product’, they’ll throw you over-
board and will look for something 
else. That’s the way to go for a lot 
of people. I’ve been in the sector for 
20 years already, so I’ve seen quite 
a bit.  

You have indeed been 
around for a long time. What 
evolution have you seen over 
the years in your international 
live career? We’ve already 
talked about venue capacity, 
but what about financial, 
physical and ecological 
considerations? 
First and foremost we try to be 

self-supporting. Only once did we 
receive a subsidy. That was when 
we had organised a tour on which 
we had invited four guest bands. 
The total fee for the four of us was 
the same as we would normally get 
for Amenra alone. But our expenses 
were obviously four times higher. 

When we tour by ourselves, 
we normally earn enough to break 
even. You shouldn’t do it for less 
when you’ve been in the business 
for a while. Some Belgian acts go 
play abroad for a hundred people 
at the expense of the state. But if 
nobody cares, then it’s better to just 
stay home. It might sound cool to 
be able to say that you’ve had an 
international tour. But if you can’t 
do it without subsidies, you’re 
actually trying to get something to 
work that’s on the blink. It won’t be 
easy to do things on your own from 
the start. But you always have to 
make that assessment: ‘How much 
is this tour going to cost us?’ And if 
necessary, you can compensate the 
expenses of a loss-making tour with 
the ‘profit’ you make elsewhere. 

You could also look at it 
differently. Imagine if Amenra 
had received that government 
support in the beginning, 
perhaps it would have been 
easier to do certain shows, 
which you now had to let go?
The starting point should 

always be that, no matter what, you 
want to go and play a certain show. 
It should be ‘Oh, maybe if we go and 
play there we can get some subsi-
dies’. There’s been a perverse tenden-
cy at work in recent years, whereby 
bands invite a support act from 
Scandinavia or Switzerland on tour 
with them, purely because they are 
so heavily subsidised that they can 
pay for the whole nightliner. That’s 
a tragedy, because often no one cares 
about those bands. If you put togeth-
er the right combo of bands, you can 
very well plunder the countries with 
abundant public funding. Those 
bands can later say that they had a 
nice tour in good venues, when in 
fact they’re just living an illusion. 

It took a while before I under-
stood these mechanisms. In the be-
ginning you think, ‘Wow, are those 
guys on tour again? How do they 
manage that?’ Only later do you 
realise the underlying logic. But at 
the end of the day, standing on your 
own two legs and not having to rely 
on anyone brings more satisfaction. 

How can the Flemish 
Government or Kunstenpunt/
Flanders Arts Institute support 
music acts in a useful and 
efficient way then?
Don’t get me wrong: tour 

subsidies are indeed necessary. 
But only for those who are really 
talented. And the problem is that 
they are not necessarily the bands 
that get supported. The music 
someone makes apparently doesn’t 
play a role at all in the allocation of 
subsidies. It appears to be a matter 
of a number of specific boxes that 
need to be ticked off. 

It is indeed not easy to 
objectivise an artistic analysis.
Of course. In fact you can’t 

cast an artistic project into a file. 
But if you can write well and make 
a little music, you get means to do 
your thing. By contrast, if you’re 
a less gifted writer, you’ll have to 
make exceptionally good music to 
obtain a subsidy. 

That might be a bit of an over-
simplification. But you get what I 
mean: one way or another someone 
in the band will be in charge of the 
business side of things. Unless you 
take on a manager, or better yet: a 
buddy who can help you, so that 
you don’t end up with someone 
who’s only thinking about his per-
centage of the profits. 

Like some managers, certain 
bookers are only in it for the money 
as well: as a band you delimit a 
period in which you’re available 
for shows, but there are bookers 
who would do anything to get you 
to play as much as possible outside 
that timespan as well. Because of 
course they always get something 
out of it. Some agents would gladly 
make you drive an extra 600 km 
between two shows if that will earn 
them an extra 1,000 euros. If you 
can drive at 140 km/h in a sports 
car, that’s alright. But with a fully 
loaded truck, which barely makes 
70 km/h, it’s just not doable. So you 
have a choice: either you you play 
all those shows, burn out complete-
ly, and you split up after a year out 
of mere frustration, or you find a 
healthy balance in how you work 
internationally. 

Are there other practical 
obstacles that you have 
experienced while on tour 
abroad?
Certainly. For instance, you 

can get pulled over on the way be-
cause your truck is too heavy. That 
can result in a fat fine. Chances 
we get pulled over our quite high, 
because we bring along huge stacks 
of amplifiers. But even without the 
gear loaded in, the standard vans 
already weigh too much. Actually 
the rental company is supposed 

to install special springs in them. 
But they don’t, because otherwise 
they wouldn’t make enough profit. 
You should be especially careful in 
Bavaria, Germany: if they catch you 
there, you can’t drive on. So you’re 
forced to invest and to rent two 
vans instead of one. There’ll always 
be unexpected costs. You have to 
take that into account. 

Besides that there’s the pile of 
paperwork. If you’re playing in Por-
tugal or France for example, they’ll 
send you from one place to another, 
looking for the right document. It’s 
very easy to go like, ‘Fuck those 
French shows, I’m not in the mood 
for all that paperwork’. If you have 
nothing else to do all day besides 
sitting in front of your computer, 
you can take care of things like that. 
But as a musician responsible for 
your own tour management, things 
like that can be terribly frustrating 
and discouraging. 

So perhaps it could be useful 
after all to have someone on 
board to take care of practical 
matters like these?
Of course. But if you determine 

your own strategy as a band, you 
need a secretary more than a man-
ager. In that case a manager isn’t 
worth it. If, on the other hand, as a 
musician you only make music, it’s 
justified that the person who lines 
out the strategy gets his fair share. 
In fact there’s no happy medium: 
it’s all or nothing. And for us it’s 
clear: we could never let go of the 
steering wheel. No one understands 
where Amenra is heading better 
than we do.  

For Amenra, mapping out this 
whole journey for yourselves, 
is obviously part of your 
identity as a band. For other 
acts, having a manager could 
simplify things. What’s your 
take on the international 
career of those other 
Belgian bands?
In my opinion a lot of bands 

that are successful abroad find 
their inspiration in internation-
al chart-toppers. That goes for 
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Belgians as well. And I say this 
without criticizing the musicians 
themselves. 

Other than that there a few acts 
that, without a clear international 
example, have considerable com-
mercial success, while their music is 
ultimately merely a ‘product’. 

That ‘product’ side of things is 
something I see in a lot of main-
stream acts. If you’re fairly success-
ful from the start, then you’ll go on 
to think, ‘Shit, we have to reinvent 
ourselves, because we can’t make 
the same record twice’. So what usu-
ally happens? Bands take a look at 
what’s popular on an international 
level and draw your inspiration from 
it. But you can’t base yourself too 
much on what is doing well inter-
nationally either, because then the 
media will consider you a rip-off. 

The result is that a lot of acts 
are conditioned to polish their prod-
uct. And if it works all is good and 
well. But if it fails more than once, 
the management might drop your 
band. Then you’ll have to set up a 
new project and start from scratch. 
I find that quite tragic, because 
mainstream musicians also put their 
heart and soul into their music.  

Do you think part of that 
pressure to live up to the 
expectations is coming from 
the management?
Definitely Even major inter-

national acts that sell out stadiums 
will try and become part of what’s 
hot within their scene at some 
point. Their management convinces 
them to copy concepts that work 
well in the underground. But when 
something like that happens you 
can always tell  that it’s fake. It just 
doesn’t feel right, and it will be ’s 
a lot less convincing than if it had 
been the musicians’ decision in the 
first place, for artistic reasons. If the 
management continuously pushes 
you in a certain direction, you’ll 
start following them blindly. But I 
don’t think that the management 
always makes the right choices. 

Another example are managers 
who spend all the bands mon-
ey hiring a famous international 

producer for a bands first record. 
Imagine: you’re a new band, you 
get paid 400 euros per show, but 
you’re going to pay 40,000 euros to 
work with some big-shot producer 
in the US. The producer will gladly 
accept the job of course: personal-
ly, I would even record a turd if I 
was paid 40,000 euros for it. And 
the band can then announce that 
they’ve recorded with this legend-
ary producer, which fits the sales 
strategy, but leaves you with a 
huge financial hangover. The music 
industry is a weird thing. 

Then again, nowadays  you 
don’t necessarily need to rent 
a high end studio to achieve  
a qualitative sounding record. 
Don’t you think that’s a 
positive evolution? 
Of course. But even though 

bands have the opportunity to do 
so, after a first demo - or perhaps 
a successful debut album -  the 
management will push them in the 
direction of a famous producer: not 
because they really want the band 
to work with them, but because the 
producer is famous. It blows my 
mind. I only discovered this after 
I had been a musician for a long 
time. At some point, you’re having 
a drink with certain managers and 
you hear them going on about their 
strategic plans all you can think 
is, ‘Guys, you are crazy.’ But then 
again, you can also learn a thing or 
two from them. You also get things 
out of it. 

In fact it’s quite remarkable 
that in terms of name and fame 
Amenra could be practically 
be considered mainstream 
in Belgium and some cities 
in Europe. But in in terms 
of sound and organisational 
structure, not much has 
changed since you first started. 
How did you manage to stick 
true to your roots? 
For starters, we worked at 

it for a very long time. Also, our 
music has a universal character and 
its own story. Even if you don’t like 
the music, you can still feel a strong 
connection with the content.  

Surprised to hear that buzz 
word coming from you:  
‘The story has to be right’. 
I know what you mean. But 

the thing is: having a story is fine 
just as long as you’re not making 
it up. Our story ‘fitted’ by accident. 
We wanted our texts to be mean-
ingful, for our artwork to be made 
by someone we really appreciate 
artistically and for us to be able to 
answer if someone asked us, ‘What’s 
this record about?’ That was our 
logic. And that story gradually got 
bigger, so much so that we built up 
something without realising it. The 
same holds for a band like SX: they 
shoot their own videos and make 
their own costumes. I like the idea of 
keeping control over your work. But 
in mainstream music it works quite 
differently: if the media aren’t with 
you, everything will have been in 
vain. It’s that simple. With Amenra 
we’ve never sought out media atten-
tion. So when it finally did come, we 
were immensely grateful for it.  

Hear hear. Do you have any 
final words for musicians on 
the edge of an international 
breakthrough?
If you keep doing your own 

thing for long enough, you will build 
up a network. You just need to get 
out and go to concerts. If you’re not 
too pretentious and you act normal, 
you’ll go a long way. And for that 
you don’t need a manager! 

Got it! 

Why should someone else go and show off in our name? 
We’ve always been used to doing everything ourselves.   
And in the end, people appreciate it more if there is  
no intermediary. You get more appreciation in return  
for personal contact.
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Hicham Khalidi & Dirk De Wit 

Hicham Khalidi — born in Morocco,  

raised in the Netherlands, living in 

Brussels, working in Paris and Rabat as 

well as in other places in the world — 

reflects on his role as a curator in this 

complex environment. 

Dirk De Wit — head international relations 

at Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute — 

proceeds from that transnational reality 

to raise questions about the role 

of intermediaries and about the 

international cultural policy.
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transnational 
   sphere

We live in an age of superdiversity 

under the influence of migration 

and global transactions on an 

economic and cultural level. 

Cultural diversity is complex because, 
in these days of digital media and 
mobility, migrants remain in close 
contact with their homeland. ‘Here’ 
and ‘there’ are closely interrelated and 
identity is something plural. Those 
relations are loaded with colonial 
histories and feelings of superiority. 
For the places that welcome migrants 
too, this represents a challenge: who 
are ‘we’, and what is the relation 
with the nation state we belong to? 
Instead of talking about globalisation, 
it is more appropriate to talk about 
negotiations between different places, 
each with their own complexities 

and histories, which in turn relate to 
complex forms of subjectivity. That 
negotiation takes place pre-eminently 
in culture. Artists and art mediators 
like programmers or curators also 
migrate and introduce a piece of their 
culture into that other culture, while at 
the same time staying in contact with 
their homeland, where they sometimes 
play an active role in the arts sector. 
They act as citizens who, not restricted 
only to their passport and nationality, 
are affected transnationally by certain 
political issues. They bridge the 
different economic, social and political 
contexts in which art is made in 
different parts of the world and bring 
local complexities into dialogue with 
one another.

&   locality 
Sub ecti ity     

in a 
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Where are we now  
o who  do we ascribe 

Moroccanness  
Hicham Khalidi 

 

Let me begin with an anecdote. As curator of the 5th edition 

of the Marrakech Biennale in 2014, I commissioned a perfor-

mance by Jelili Atiku entitled I Will Not Stroll with Thami El 

Glaoui. For this work, the artist rode to Jamaa El Fna in a horse-

drawn carriage followed by a flock of fifty sheep. Hundreds 

of people gathered to watch the procession. In the distance, 

I saw people flouting the rules and standing on the roof of 

the Biennale’s main exhibition venue, the historic Bank el 

Maghreb. Because we’d decided not to charge an entrance fee, 

the building was teeming with locals. One of the highlights 

of the exhibition was V12 Laraki by Eric van Hove: a complete 

replica of a Mercedes V12 engine that had been made by local 

craftsmen. In awe of what Moroccan artists and craftsmen 

could achieve, some of the visitors even started touching the 

works or adjusting them on the walls. With great pride, they 

would say: “This one is ours”. Families with children visited the 

Bank el Maghreb and mothers would make their babies kiss the 

beautifully crafted works that had emerged from Van Hove’s 

studio. Given that the Marrakech Biennale was on a mission to 

make the event more accessible to local people, this was truly 

a moment of which Vanessa Branson, its founder, could be 

proud. All of this took place to the great astonishment of the 

hundred or so international journalists who had gathered for 

the opening speeches. Meanwhile, I was on the telephone to 

the management of the Biennale begging for cash. Once Jelili’s 

performance ended, I knew that the shepherds would request 

immediate payment. And to my utmost bewilderment, there 

was no money.

These were the circumstances in which we worked for two 

years. We were exploring new subjects that we never previ-

ously addressed whilst also grappling with a host of practical 

challenges and learning curves. Two years earlier, when I’d won 

the pitch to curate the Biennale, Vanessa Branson had asked 

me: “Can you please add more Moroccan artists to the list? 

Twelve or so would do.” I was surprised by the question. What 

did she mean by ‘Moroccan’ artists? Were they living and work-

ing in the country, or the diaspora, or did she have other ideas? 

Would the Belgian artist Eric van Hove, who has been living 

and working in Morocco for the past five years, qualify as a 

Moroccan artist? Did she mean contemporary artists? Because, 

after all, this is the trade in which we are dealing. We deal in 

subjectivities, I thought, and everyone’s opinion matters. But 

how could this help us define contemporary Moroccan art?

Looking at myself, a Dutch-Moroccan, and my assis-

tant-curator Natasha Hoare, English and born in London, this 

was bound to be a contested territory. We decided to problem-

atize the question. This led, thanks to the Biennale’s artistic 

director, Alya Sebti, to a fundamental question and the event’s 

title: Where are we now? Before we could understand our 

curatorial position in relation to the context in which we were 

working, we first had to test our own interpretative stance 

against the ideas of others. We didn’t have much time and 

needed to work quickly. I wasn’t particularly worried about the 

handful of Moroccan artists that I already knew, or the hun-

dreds of others that would soon cross my path. No, it was the 

thousands of aspiring artists that could not (yet) gain access 

to the Moroccan art market, let alone the global one, who 

concerned me the most. What if, due to a lack of momentum 

and opportunities, the demand for contemporary Moroccan art 

couldn’t be met? International organisations often ask me to 

advise them about developments in this field and it is an issue 

that I worry about constantly.

What if we looked at Morocco 
itself as a work of art?  Would 
it be possible to view national 
identity as something plural 
and multiple, something that 
can be experienced and altered 
by the ‘other’? Would I be able 
penetrate the sedimentary 
layers of the country’s history 
in the limited time available?
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The request to work with Moroccan artists also raised a 

number of issues that transcended the scope of a Biennale. 

It was, in fact, a political question. My response to Vanessa 

Branson was: “Change the system. If you would like more 

Moroccan artists in the show, you will need to make it political 

and find a way to confront politicians with the chronic lack of 

education in the country.” Our introductory sessions at public 

universities in Marrakech made one thing perfectly clear: the 

Moroccan education system is in dire straits.

And then there was the problem of identity. To whom 

do we ascribe ‘Moroccanness’? A similar problem arose when 

the contemporary artist Richard Bell restaged a version of the 

Aboriginal Tent Embassy (1972). The original encampment was 

established outside the Canberra Parliament by activists who 

were fighting for the rights of Aboriginal Australians. Bell’s 

version was shown at Queensland Art Gallery of Modern Art in 

Brisbane in the context of an exhibition of works by so-called 

‘indigenous artists’, with the presentations falling under the 

umbrella title of ‘contemporary indigenous art’. The partic-

ipating artists were following the supposed ‘traditions’ to 

create a contemporary indigenous art, thereby challenging the 

definition of Australian art. When discussing the issue with 

Bell at a later date, the artist launched into a tirade against 

all forms of calling art ‘Australian’ or ‘indigenous’. His ques-

tion was: why would a restaging of a political act be placed in 

relationship to the fraudulent production of what Australia 

could or might have been? This was guilt restaged: the white 

man’s guilt at having washed away the culture and livelihood 

of its First Nation peoples. And in a museum no less. Take 

another example. According to the Museum of Modern and 

Contemporary Art in Rabat, Moroccan art begins in 1914 with 

the work of the self-taught artist Mohammed Ben Ali Rbati. 

How national identities were constructed in the past, and the 

way they are formed today, always needs to be taken into con-

sideration when operating within another context. Moroccan 

art did not start in 1914, of course, and it’s hard to imagine the 

adjectives ‘contemporary’ and ‘indigenous’ being used in the 

same sentence.

When attempting to bridge the gap between the self and 

the other (as in another human being), one should be prepared 

to avoid, or at least postpone, judgment. How an artwork is 

perceived – as something plural, ambiguous or subjective – is 

largely dependent upon the on-going renegotiation of our 

personal experiences. This gave me an idea: what if we looked 

at Morocco itself as a work of art?  Would it be possible to view 

national identity as something plural and multiple, something 

that can be experienced and altered by the ‘other’? Would I be 

able penetrate the sedimentary layers of the country’s history 

in the limited time available? After all, a biennale comes around 

every two years, with each subsequent curator free to make 

his or her own statement. This is why curating a biennale is so 

exciting: the time frame is so concentrated, and the experience 

so intense, that you merge with your subject matter. But above 

all else, I was searching for a way to translate the subjective and 

ambiguous characteristics of an artwork to a territory. Could we 

learn from the processes of making an artwork and project our 

findings onto the politics of a country? What can we learn from 

the fact that everyone views things differently? Can this be 

the basis of our politics? I struggled with these questions and, 

even though I knew there was something in them, it still felt as 

though I was comparing apples and oranges.

Furthermore, how could subjectivity help us to improve 

the educational system? How could it lead to a better sense of 

mutual understanding? How could it enhance our economy? 

For me, the answer lay in what Morocco already is: an accumu-

lation of histories, emotions and perspectives. All of which is 

written large in the geography of Marrakech and its environs. 

In my mind’s eye, I sketched a geographical timeline. I saw 

people descend from the Atlas Mountains and follow the water 

flow, entering into the maze of Marrakech’s medina via one 

of the seven city gates, and exiting along one of the perfectly 

straight highways laid out by the architect Henri Prost and 

General Marshal Lyautey. The architect took account of the 

panorama when cutting his road: the majestic Atlas Mountains 

are visible on one side and, on the other, the routes to the sea. 

More often than not, the streets in the medina lead nowhere. 

This imbued our walks with a sense of suspense and adventure, 

 
“ Can you please add more 

Moroccan artists to the list?  
Twelve or so would do.”
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not to mention surprise. My timeline begins 10,000 years 

ago on the Yagour plain and ends in the industrial outskirts 

of the city. Now desolate, this was where olive oil refineries 

once flourished. The timeline includes the countless wars in 

which new religions, royalty, politics and positions battled 

for supremacy. After all, Morocco’s belief system is rooted in 

animist, Jewish, Christian and Muslim religions and the country 

has been inhabited, at various times, by Phoenicians, Amazigh, 

Europeans and Arabs. Like all lands, it is an amalgam of things 

and a construction of different beliefs, norms and cruelties. 

At the site in Marrakech where the Alaouite rulers built over 

the graveyards of their Saadian predecessors, for example, 

the conflicts of the past remain visible. This is Morocco: a 

sequence of events and a struggle between winners and losers. 

But, as my mental timeline evolved, it also came to stand 

for the feelings, wishes, perspectives and projections of the 

people themselves. It wasn’t only an historical timeline, but 

one that took account of the future. It was geography and time 

merged; it stood for the country itself. But above all else, there 

were no losers. Morocco belongs to everyone and is open to all 

those who want to be part of her.

A New Vision 
on ultural iplo acy

Dirk De Wit 

Culture is so much more than the global marketplace of supply 

and demand to which it is sometimes reduced in today’s global 

atmosphere. Culture is also the breeding ground for those com-

plex identities and for negotiations between different places. A 

marketplace too can possess that quality of negotiation.

Intermediaries – such as Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute 

– and export offices that facilitate international relations general-

ly realise them by establishing connections with the most impor-

tant artistic hotspots or arts events worldwide, and by searching 

for new places and regions on different continents where there 

are opportunities for development, (co-)production and pres-

entation. Visitor programmes (inbound) or prospecting journeys 

(outbound) often take the shape of a trade mission. Supply 

and demand are matched on the basis of artistic affinities and 

the potential public interest. Participants are generally agents, 

programmers and curators who meet organisations and artists 

over the course of several days. A group of artists from Flanders 

travels to Lebanon for a working visit. A group of art professionals 

from Iran visits the Netherlands and Flanders.

Like Hicham Khalidi, we ask ourselves what it means to be 

a ‘Flemish’ or an ‘Iranian’ artist? What is the role of art in Iran? 

How do people work in Iran and in Flanders? How can organ-

isations work together? And why do we invite foreigners or 

accept invitations from abroad? Aware of this market-oriented 

logic and of these divisions in terms of country and role in the 

production chain, Flanders Arts Institute has for some years 

been inviting artists in its international programmes, working 

with other foundations and agencies from Europe on visits to 

third countries through which national perspectives are broad-

ened, and more attention is paid to the different contexts in 

which we work. Besides discovering production and perfor-

mance opportunities, the parties learn much from one another. 

The visitor programme Moroccan Intersections organised by 

Lissa Kinnaer of Flanders Arts Institute in 2017 with curator 

Hicham Khalidi and Léa Morin of L’Atelier de l’Observatoire 

in Casablanca, is a good example. Sixteen art professionals 

from Belgium with different roles (artists, curators, writers, 

intermediaries) and from different cultural backgrounds took 

part in a six-day trip to Marrakech, Rabat and Casablanca. The 

first days felt quite strange: ‘we’ were visiting ‘them’. They 

explained their activities to us and we asked questions and 

tried to understand. During the third and fourth day, the group 

Diplomatic delegations and cultural  
institutions based abroad could 
mean more if they turned their 
attention to the place  
where they ind themselves,  
its needs and opportunities, and 
what the homeland  
can contribute in that regard.
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from Belgium called with the participants at the Madrassa 

workshop that was taking place in Casablanca, with curators 

from Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria and 

Palestine.1 Participants visited Casablanca in small groups, 

having been given a short research assignment to get to know 

the city’s hidden histories through discussions and recordings. 

The ‘we’ and ‘they’ dichotomy was cracked wide open: the cura-

tor’s observational gaze on art in another society made way for 

a sense of belonging to the city. Most participants wrote down 

their experiences in consistent essays from which it appears that 

the visit yielded more than just a list of artists and organisations 

with which one would one day like to undertake something.

Besides the market-oriented approach during visitor pro-

grammes, fairs and showcase festivals, intermediaries also need 

to develop other formats: focus on context and learning through 

longer stays (at least two weeks), working temporarily in an 

organisation, creating opportunities for artists to create on the 

spot with local artists, mixed groups and reciprocity on all levels. 

 

Secondly, we ask ourselves the question how policy can 

support the role of culture in this transnational public space?

There is need in this space for a cultural policy that can go 

beyond the frames of the nation states or regions which sup-

port initiatives taken by their own inhabitants or organisations. 

There is also a need to broaden the frames of Europe which are 

mainly focused on internal European collaboration. Not only 

as an answer to artists who are becoming increasingly mobile 

and are increasingly difficult to categorise in a single country 

or region, but also to make use to the fullest of the potential of 

culture as a negotiation between various places and citizens.

Some countries and regions adapt their policy instruments 

to these new realities, within the frames of the nation state, it 

is true. As such, support for the national and international work 

of artists and organisations, which is increasingly interwoven 

in societies that are increasingly diverse, is better integrat-

ed. They are open to applicants who live and/or work there, 

regardless of their nationality.2  Other countries fold back in on 

themselves and celebrate the national culture as a protection 

against foreign influences.

Moreover, many countries and regions also have at 

their disposal instruments abroad in the form of cultural 

departments within diplomatic delegations or cultural in-

stitutes. They ensure the promotion of their country/region 

and facilitate collaboration between countries on a bilateral 

basis. These delegations could mean more if they turned their 

attention to the place where they find themselves, its needs 

and opportunities, and what the homeland can contribute in 

that regard. Such a new approach to cultural diplomacy offers 

points of contact for more collaboration among those dele-

gations in a particular country, about how culture can assume 

its role as a developer of civil society at that well-determined 

place. This supposes that, besides defending the interests of 

the country that one represents, one also believes in a higher 

interest, namely the role of culture in a civil society that we 

can describe as a transnational civil space. For instance, MORE 

EUROPE - External cultural relations is a public-private composed 

of British Council, Institut français, Goethe Institut, European 

Cultural Foundation and Stiftung Mercator, whose objective 

is to highlight and reinforce the role of culture in the European 

Union’s external relations. The Institut français and the Goethe 

Institut share the same building in Ramallah. The British Council, 

Institut français, Goethe Institut and other cultural institutes 

work closely together in Turkey, Tunisia and Morocco, setting 

up joint programmes that they develop alongside their own 

programmes. That collaboration has encouraged Europe to 

launch specific programmes for specific countries, like Tfanen 

for Tunisia.3 These partnerships and visions on cultural diplo-

macy form pilots that inspire countries and regions in their own 

policy vision.4 Eunic Global, the network of European cultural in-

stitutes, advocates this vision of cultural diplomacy and encour-

ages collaboration among its members.5 Europe’s cultural policy 

can also be opened up to include the promotion of democracy 

and civil society through cultural collaboration, both within 

Europe and in its foreign policy towards third countries. In 2016 

a start was made for a new strategy.6 

New forms of cultural diplomacy, based on civil society 

values and on collaboration between member states are in full 

development and have potential for the further development 

of civil society through culture.  

1 Madrassa is a regional programme of 

residencies, meetings and trainings in 

contemporary curatorial practices. See 

atelierobservatoire.com/madrassa-en

2 In Flanders, individual artists must be 

part of the arts scene and are no longer 

required to live and/or work there.

3 tfanen.org

4 “Apart from enhancing the international 

visibility and reputation of Flanders through 

the arts and heritage sector, Flemish cultur-

al diplomacy considers culture as a bearer of 

values and believes   in the international re-

lations of Flanders and the European Union, 

and fosters mutual understanding and trust 

in the relations with foreign countries.” 

culturalpolicies.net/web/index.php

5 “We believe in sharing good practices, 

promoting cultural diversity and mutual 

understanding across cultures. In 2006 

we established EUNIC in order to help 

our members build stronger partnerships 

and work together better.”  (Eunic Global 

mission) eunicglobal.eu

6 On 8 June 2016, the EU High 

Representative and Vice-President 

Frederica Mogherini and Commissioner 

Navracsics put forward a proposal to 

develop an EU strategy to international 

cultural relations. See: ec.europa.eu/cul-

ture/policies/strategic-framework/strat-

egy-international-cultural-relations_en
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There are bleak realities behind the façade of some 
performing and visual artist’s successful international 
careers: the manic, frenzied life, the insecurity and 
fear of hypermobility and residency- or studio-hop-
ping. What are some of the strategies to have more 
sustainability in artists’ working conditions? Band-aid 
solutions might be short-sighted. It is time for a radical 
re-imagining of the system.

Preparing for this talk, I realized that in order to discuss 

issues surrounding existing support, funding and production 

models related to internationalization in our field (and I will 

focus specifically on contemporary performance and dance), 

I would like to briefly outline the complexity and precarity of 

how some artists work today. Here are a few examples:

Maria Hassabi and Trajal Harrell, are both artists who up 

until recently were considered NYC based artists, both 

working within contemporary dance practice. In the past 

few years, both have chosen to leave NYC and to relocate 

to Europe. A decision that was not taken lightly, for in 

Maria’s case, NYC has been her home and community for 

over 20 years. Right now both Maria and Trajal are essen-

tially art nomads, calling Belgium, France, Greece and US 

their temporary bases. Both of these artists are objectively 

successful in their field, with major commissioning and 

presentations all over the world. Neither of them have any 

structural funding from any of the countries I just listed, 

nor any institutional association. They are not attached or 

supported by any theatre or production house for extended 

period of time, and their production model is spread over 

multiple continents with a patchwork (a very successful one 

indeed) of co-productions, commissioning, residencies, and 

private and public funding. If described to an outsider, their 

professional lives and tempo are truly manic, illustrating a 

life of a freelance artist lifestyle.

Then there are Clement Layes and Jasna Vinovrski, a 

French and Croatian artists living in Berlin for the past 

years. Both have successful independent practices 

rooted in performance, new circus and contemporary 

dance. They work independently and together under 

the moniker of Public in Private. Up until this year when 

Clement received a two-year structural funding in Berlin, 

neither had any long-term funding support, and relied 

on the same patchwork of transnational funding, co-pro-

ductions, and residency support as Maria and Trajal. In 

the past years, in conjunction with their artistic work, 

Clement and Jasna have focused on a Berlin-centric par-

adox in which a city full of artists working in dance and 

performance never meet each other in the city they live 

in, and more often cross paths in some festival, or resi-

dency abroad. And so a few years ago a new Berlin col-

lective began, calling themselves How Do We Work, with 

a goal to re-imagine their working conditions, shared 

responsibility, and cultural policy. How Do We Work could 

be the Berlin sister of State of the Arts in Brussels.

And lastly there are Rabih Mroue and Brett Bailey. Rabih 

is from Beirut but living in Berlin for the past years, Brett 

is South African and the only one out of the examples I 

gave who still calls his country of birth his home. Both are 

accomplished artists, and artists who rely exclusively on 

Ash Bulayev reedo  
and 
Frenzy
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about the talk

Ash Bulayev gave this speech at the re/framing the international 
kick-off meeting in Concertgebouw Brugge in December 2016.
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co-productions and commissions to support their artistic 

work. Each project brings a new set of institutional 

collaborators and in a sense determines where they will 

live and create for the duration of the project’s creation 

cycle. In Rabih’s case, he is a completely ‘solo’, creating, 

producing, administrating, promoting, and touring his 

work with no outside help or support. 

Issues 
So are there issues in any of the above examples, or is 

everything going according to plan? And if so, whose plan is it? 

Artists’? Policy makers’? Programmers and curators?

While writing this text I realized that it is impossible, for 

me, to discuss very pragmatic issues such as structural funding, 

transnational vs. local producing and creation models, mobility 

funding – without delving into existing discourse of institu-

tional critique, market driven economics, and accepted precari-

ty. For issues surrounding hypermobility or precarity within our 

field are not insular.

Most national funding is decreasing and becoming more 

and more restrictive and ‘needy’ in its policy aims, while the 

mobility/transnational infrastructure that was put in place by 

the EU to allow for more flexible working conditions for artists, 

has also ceased to be responsive to the needs of the artists.

I believe there exists a tension and contradiction between 

national funding priorities and transnational/mobility funding. 

Another way to say this is that most national funding is de-

creasing and becoming more and more restrictive and ‘needy’ 

in its policy aims, while the mobility/transnational infrastruc-

ture that was put in place by the EU to allow for more flexible 

working conditions for artists, has also ceased to be responsive 

to the needs of the artists. I also question whether indeed the 

impetus for EU mobility funding had artists’ well being as a 

priority or if the ‘new Europe’ of 90’s simply found the artistic 

community as a willing vehicle through which to push its new 

agenda about the unification of Europe? And as a result of all 

the mobility funding strands (starting with Culture 2000) the 

notion of a national artist (Belgian artist, Dutch artist, French 

artist) has become more and more irrelevant. It seems that 

now there are international artists and local artists. Marten 

Spangberg metaphor rings close to truth, when he says that 

“networks are for dance and performance what natural reserve is 

for animals, a restrictive babysitter that places the poor animal in a 

restricted area. Here you go, play here but not too loud.”

Some have stopped making 
pieces at all, and jump from 
residency to residency, from 
lab to lab, project to project. 

What sadly matters today is 
not pieces or premieres, but 
activity and mobility. 
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And that brings me to mobility, or hypermobility. We 

see more art that is fit for international mobility (easy to tour 

to other countries, with low transport costs and content fit 

to be presented in diverse cultural contexts). We see a lot 

of mobility, but what about the quality of mobility? Why do 

artists travel to another city, with yet another empty studio to 

work in, and how much does the artistic work consider what is 

outside that anonymous studio? Do artists today care where 

they work or not? Or do the current co-production models 

and networks of festivals, productions houses, residencies 

simply make it very hard for that care to materialize? There is 

eternal residency hopping forcing artists to travel to be able to 

reflect and produce, and business models resulting in the need 

to produce too much and too often. As Pascal Gielen puts it: 

“Nowadays artists are either international or they are nobodies. 

Curators are connected or they are nobodies. These may sound 

like the ground rules of the contemporary art world, but they are 

also the symptoms of global late capitalism, which has, over the 

past few decades, effortlessly invaded the artistic realm through 

cultural and creative industrialization.” Some artists do create 

self-regulating strategies to ensure that mobility can be more 

than just another destination. Hans Bryssinck recently told 

Joris Janssens that he insists on a minimum of three months 

for any residency or development period abroad to allow for 

meaningful relationships to occur.

In our current economic flow, as Boris Groys recently 

argued, it doesn’t really matter if one is in the program or not, 

what matters is to have a project, in particular to have a project 

that can attach to enough surfaces and connect to enough 

other projects. In fact, it doesn’t matter what the project is, as 

long as it promotes a specific identity. What many artists today 

are forced to be busy with, is not primarily to make pieces or 

to articulate concepts, but to produce identities that are at the 

same time specific enough to make a difference yet conven-

tional enough to maintain a rather romantic image of what the 

artist should be occupied with. Some have stopped making 

pieces at all, and jump from residency to residency, from lab to 

lab, project to project. What sadly matters today is not pieces 

or premieres, but activity and mobility. Sloterdijk calls it “the 

shift from art as production power to art as exhibition power”. It’s 

all less and less about creating and more about exhibiting.

And of course the current mobility frenzy is a symptom 

of our market driven and highly precarious society we are 

all inhabitants of. As Bojana Kunst proposes: “Precarization 

describes the neo-liberal act of governance that governs through 

social insecurity, flexibility, and continuous fear arising from the 

loss of stability. In the past decades there has been a normaliza-

tion of precarization which means it now not only concerns the 

margins of society, but rather, it appears everywhere, and its main 

symptom is our general insecurity.” Jan Ritsema believes that 

an artist is the perfect hero embodying the precarization of 

our times: “Being an artist today is becoming less a profession 

than a lifestyle. The artist is master over her own time and space. 

The artist defines where and when she will produce art. Or better 

to say the artist manages her activities permanently and all the 

time. The artist has a low income, prefers to be mobile and values 

good quality of life above high or stable income. And this is our 

future, everybody permanently on holiday but managing the 

work 24/7 all by themselves, with an eternal illusion of power 

and choice.” As for our art institutions the case is somewhat 

similar. Referencing Bojana Kunst again, in her proposition that 

“many contemporary art institutions understand themselves as 

temporal and spatial containers through which various structures 

of domination could be challenged. Yet there is a problem with this 

perspective, because it does not consider that the art institutions 

are not exempt from governmental precarization. And to protect 

their own vulnerability art institutions have to continuously reach 

out, develop themselves as social places, as the unique places of 

precarious experience.” It then could be said that the antidote 

to precarization of artists and institutions is structural funding. 

Yet many artists are starting to ask, whether multi-year struc-

tural funding with its promise of financial security and long-

term planning, is truly the answer to all problems. For on one 

hand structural funding offers a safe-haven from project-based 

model, it also obliges an artist to foresee and pre-plan, in great 

detail their artistic projects and outcomes spanning years 

ahead. Which makes less and less sense today when global and 

local events re-shape our existence at a fierce pace. And then 

there is the question of how success of such projects is evaluat-

ed. Most national and regional funding bodies judge a struc-

turally funded artist through a success matrix based on pure 

market driven quantification such as how many shows were 

presented, in and out of the country providing funding, how 

much audience reached, and other quantifiers that immobilize 

rather than stimulate.

And so the other (existing) choice is to continue with 

project-based model. And yet I realized that I have used the 

word project so playfully, without realizing its effects on my 

professional, and personal life. Kunst in her essay On Projects 

proposes that “a project always denominates a temporal attitude 

or temporal mode, where the completion is already implied in the 

projected future. A significant amount of what artists and cultural 
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workers do today seems to be caught up in this unaddressed 

and never approached ‘projective time’. Over the course of this 

‘projective time’ artists are expected to successfully negotiate 

both realized and unrealized projects in addition to projecting new 

imaginaries upon the future. The word – project – also implies 

completion. So in the end what always arises is a completion of 

already projected possibilities. However the new start is not about 

differences but about another promise for the future. Another 

indebted engagement to that which has yet to come.”

And then we get to the question we usually skim through 

within artistic policy talks – of North vs. South, of West vs. 

East. Solidarity means to move beyond the national. If the 

aim is a more balanced access to mobility and reinventing the 

transformation of our artistic policy, this change requires an at-

titude of solidarity and the basic acceptance that the funds will 

not always go to those who already have the capacity, but also 

to the places where investments and development are needed. 

This attitude is hindered by the fact that the mission of most 

national intermediary structures is still defined by the mission 

to promote their own national identity and market which today 

leads to a battlefield of cultural diplomacy, in a market under 

increasing economic pressure. 

 

So is it possible to flip this issue on its head? 

The upcoming Documenta 14, which will open in Athens on 

April 7th, takes the subtitle of Learning from Athens. Although 

I find this motto rather problematic, I do think that perhaps we 

can indeed learn from Athens, from the ‘South-Med’, from the 

‘Global South’. We always assume that Central and Northern 

Europe are in better condition and better equipped to create 

healthy and malleable conditions for artistic creation and 

discourse. But perhaps this is not entirely so. In the times of 

ever increasing austerity, perhaps it is the South that is in the 

driver seat. The South that has never relaxed. Never became 

content or comfortable. The South that never did have struc-

tural ‘anything’, and for sure no structural arts funding policy. 

The South, where the concept of basic income (for artists) 

seems as plausible as world peace, or me quitting smoking one 

day. Perhaps it is in the South and East of Europe and North 

of Africa where potent strategies and tools for other ways of 

making and supporting that making exist. 

 

Solutions 
So now what? What are we to do? 

 

Not just talk, but do. I am excited about research that Clement 

Layes is involved in, trying to dream up fantastical institutions. 

I believe that bandaid-like changes are too late. We need to 

truly excavate and re-envision how artists, institutions, gov-

ernments, private foundations, intermediary organizations, 

curators, programmers, work today. In a moment of strong 

pressures to always produce something ‘new’ as our ‘free’ time 

consistently evaporates, we need to think about the possibil-

ity to produce the conditions for a plausible adventure, the 

conditions for a future that might be radically different from 

the present we know.

And I believe some of this radical re-imagining is hap-

pening right now. As Elke Van Campenhout writes: “Talking to 

artists these last years, the remark that always comes back is that 

they want to ‘escape’ the institutional logic that renders them pas-

sive, that makes them wait in line to be ‘picked up’, be ‘chosen’, 

to go through all the predescribed steps to become a recognized 

artist. Not only do a lot of them no longer aspire to this notion of 

‘the artist’, since they are involved in rewriting the rules for artistic 

authorship in complex ways of collaborative and/or communal 

practice that defy the programming system, but they also want to 

get rid of the frustrating passivity they find themselves in when 

confronted with the ways of the subsidies system. Especially since 

this system seems to be crumbling down a bit more every year”

And I too believe that artists are now taking things in their 

own hands. Collectives like Manyone and SPIN are redefining 

how they want to work, what individual and collective work 

could mean, what shared responsibility offers. State of the Arts 

and How Do We Work are taking on policy work done by the art-

ists themselves, no longer willing to rely on governmental and 

institutional arts workers. Dean Moss and PAF are experiment-

ing with pooled resources, peer-to-peer funding and mentor-

ship, harvesting community resources, and greatly inverting 

the relationship with institutions.

But I also believe that we need to not romanticize such ini-

tiatives as they do not emerge from a culture and artistic policy 

of sustainability and experimentation, but feel more as the last 

resort. Artists are forced to take on the role and responsibility 

of the policy makers. And although I do believe that radical 

changes sometimes need a more polemic and grass-roots 

approach, I think policy makers, institutions, and national arts 

councils need to step up, to really listen and learn from these 
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artist initiatives, and begin to reinvent their own policies and 

models to stop a climate of precariousness and desperate 

doing and moving for the sake of survival.

And I believe we need to get away from thinking within 

the Aristotelian concepts of binaries. Thinking of alternative 

models cannot happen while thinking, only, in opposition to 

what exists. A more elliptical, impure, patient but insistent 

thinking process is necessary.

Many artists are starting 
to ask, whether multi-year 
structural funding with its 
promise of inancial security 
and long-term planning, 
is truly the answer to all 
problems. 

For on one hand structural 
funding o ers a safe-haven 
from project-based model, 
it also obliges an artist to 
foresee and pre-plan, in great 
detail their artistic projects 
and outcomes spanning years 
ahead. Which makes less and 
less sense today when global 
and local events re-shape our 
existence at a ierce pace.
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Part two: 

How to push  
for a 
sea change 
in the 
European project?

about this article

This is the second part of an  
article on the (new) place of 
culture in the European project. 
The first part appeared in the 
first edition of this magazine 
(November 2017), and you’ll 
read the third and last part 
in the next issue (May 2018). 
Insights shared in this article 
were presented at the 2017 
ietm-meeting in Brussels.
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Published in the first issue of /re/framing the inter-
national, the first part of this three-part text on Europe 

and culture focused on the importance of culture and 

art as the building blocks of European society. It is time 

now to look at how Europe actually deals with culture 

and what we can do in practice to push Europe in the 

right direction.

The objective is to make a resolute choice for the 

reinforcement of culture and the arts in the European 

project. Not because they create jobs, not because 

they improve social cohesion, not because they are 

a catalyst of creativity and innovation, not because 

they contribute to our mental health, not because 

they are a tool by which to promote humanitarian 

values – but because of all of the above and most of all 

because without culture, there is no community. On the 

European level, this implies that we need to transform 

culture into a strong public policy and leave behind the 

weak amalgam of cultural policy decisions that the EU 

acts upon these days.

In order to take steps towards a strong European 

policy for culture, engaged action on three levels is 

needed and this, over a considerable length of time: 

1. We need to address our national policies for culture on 

the level of each member state and in the regions and 

cities. Through their cultural policies and their crucial 

role in EU policy-making, member states have important 

leverage and can make all the difference. We need a mind-

shift about the key role of culture on all levels: European, 

national and regional.

2. We need to fight for a new place for culture in official  

EU policy. Using the well-known political instruments,  

we need to continue to monitor and influence everyday 

EU policy-making.

3. Simultaneously and outside the established 

institutions, we need to create a European commons 

for cooperation, collaboration and exchange. These 

commons can become active testing grounds for new 

ideas on societal models and breeding grounds for new 

EU priorities. 

 

In this second part of the text, I will go into the first 

two points. The third line of approach, about the place 

of culture in a European commons, will be explored in 

the third issue of this publication. 

Weighing on EU policy
To put a number of things in the right perspective, let’s 

recapitulate briefly… Culture has always been the runt of the 

litter in EU policy. It took 35 years before any mention was 

even made of culture in a European treaty and a paragraph was 

devoted to it. It is only with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 that 

that cultural paragraph (Article 151) was included. That laid a 

legal basis for the establishment of common actions in relation 

to culture. There was no talk of an actual cultural policy, nei-

ther after Maastricht nor even today. Those who were building 

the EU never realised what an essential and powerful building 

block culture can be for the European project. Following the 

principle of subsidiarity, they left this sector entirely up to the 

member states.1 Besides, the timorousness of the individual 

member states to give Europe a say in the field of culture (so 

closely connected, in the eyes of most politicians, with the 

notion of national identity), was much too great. The mem-

ber states, represented in the European Council by Culture 

Ministers, have played skillfully since the 1970s with the 

complex decision-making rules of the European institutions to 

water down or even shred the more target-driven proposals 

of the European Parliament and the Commission’s at times 

further-reaching ideas in terms of supporting culture.

The result is that, since the Maastricht Treaty, there has 

been an amalgam of cultural measures and programmes that 

does not have the development of art and of access to culture 

in Europe as its primary objective, but focuses on supporting 

priorities chosen by Europe such as job creation and economic 

growth. Of course, a lot of good intentions in terms of cul-

ture have been, and are being, put forward by the European 

Parliament (Committee on Culture and Education) and the 

European Commission (DG Education and Culture). Likewise, 

public statements emphasise the importance of culture for 

a peaceful society and of intercultural dialogue and transna-

tional collaboration. Unfortunately, we see that in practice, 

all of the EU’s culture-related initiatives are viewed from the 

perspective of the creative industry, the intercultural dialogue, 

mobility and the promotion of the idea of Europe. In 2015 the 

Directorate-General for Education and Culture still put it this 

way: “to promote culture as a catalyst for innovation, by maxim-

ising the sector’s contribution to jobs and growth, particularly 

among the young, and to promote our cultural diversity.” So, 

culture as a lubricant essentially.

Recently, culture was also given a place in Europe’s 

foreign policy. In mid 2016, the EU Strategy for International 
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Cultural Relations was launched with the purpose of stimulat-

ing cultural collaboration between the EU and its international 

partners. Cultural diplomacy is being mobilised to promote the 

basic values of Europe such as peace, the rule of law, freedom 

of expression, mutual understanding and respect for funda-

mental human rights.2

All this does not alter the fact that over the past quarter of 

a century, EU programmes have been created that have had a 

positive impact on the collaboration between European artists 

and art organisations, on the growth of European cultural 

networks and international festivals. From Kaleidoscope and 

Raphael in the 1990s via the Culture and Media programmes that 

followed to the current Creative Europe programme, the EU has 

supported cross-border mobility and collaboration. As such, the 

EU has made a tangible contribution to the growing transna-

tional practice of the arts sectors. And this, while most mem-

ber states only gradually adjusted their international cultural 

policy aimed at promotion and bilateral collaboration to make 

room here and there for genuine international cooperation. 

Besides tangible support programmes, a number of flagship 

projects were also called into existence by the EU such as the 

European Heritage Days and the European Capitals of Culture. 

For virtually every arts sector, European prizes were created 

which reward excellence in an artistic branch (the EU Prize for 

Contemporary Architecture – Mies van der Rohe Award; the EU 

Prize for Cultural Heritage – Europa Nostra Award; the EU Prize 

for Literature; the EU Border Breakers Awards for rock, pop and 

dance; the EU Media Prize, etc.). Lastly, systems for European 

quality labels were also set up, such as the European Heritage 

Label and the Europe for Festivals, Festivals for Europe Label. 

Cultural initiatives were also supported here and there 

indirectly within some other major EU programmes such as 

Interreg, Euro-Med, Framework 7 (scientific and technological 

research programmes), but only on condition that they served 

the other, non-cultural objectives.  

 On occasion, the European Commission showed alert-

ness and flexibility. In 2016, for instance, a small but interest-

ing initiative was called into being in response to the concrete 

needs of artists. Within the Creative Europe programme, a 

call was issued for cultural projects devoted to the inclusion 

of refugees and immigrants (unfortunately this call was not 

repeated). Another interesting initiative are the consultative 

processes set in motion with civil society. For instance, the 

annual Culture Forum seeks to offer a platform for debates 

about the EU’s cultural agenda and to build a bridge towards 

cultural actors. Unfortunately the agendas of these events 

 The member states, 
represented in the European 
Council by Culture Ministers, 
have played skillfully since 
the 1970s with the complex 
decision-making rules of 
the European institutions to 
water down or even shred the 
more target-driven proposals 
of the European Parliament 
and the Commission’s at times 
further-reaching ideas in 
terms of supporting culture.
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such as job creation and 
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In the meantime, there are 
fortunately a number of 
organisations and networks 
that have good intentions 
when it comes to culture in 
Europe and that, like leas, 
keep reminding the EU of its 
inadequate cultural policy. 

An important and loud voice 
is that of Culture Action 
Europe, a European platform 
that was called into existence 
to strive for a more prominent 
role for culture within the 
European project.

are too often determined by the EU (such as during the recent 

Culture Forum in Brussels which focused, among others, on 

‘culture’s contribution to the new Commission’s priorities such 

as innovation, jobs and growth’) and the conclusions of the 

debates rarely lead to concrete results.

Let me say a few more words about the current pro-

gramme for artistic collaboration across the Union’s interior 

borders: Creative Europe. This programme is the only subsi-

dy instrument that plays a role in supporting artists and art 

organisations that want to establish international medium- and 

long-term collaborations in Europe. With its 209.6 million 

euros per year, it offers a chance at additional support that is 

not to be despised. Yet the programme is mere eyewash: the 

budget is insignificant, and the chance of succeeding equally 

so. But above all, the objectives set by the programme answer 

in the first instance to the EU’s economic logic and insuffi-

ciently to the needs and actual practice of artists and cultural 

actors themselves. For the selection of projects, artistic quality 

and sustainable cultural practices weigh less than economic 

and social criteria such as job creation, return on investment, 

quantitative audience reach and, the pre-eminent European 

platitude, innovation.

All in all, the impact of Creative Europe is therefore rather 

limited.3 And that has not only to do with the muddled objec-

tives, but also with the degree of the financial means. The total 

budget for the Creative Europe programme (which covers sup-

port for film, literature, audiovisual productions, performing 

arts, music and visual art) comes to 1 billion 460 million euros 

for a seven-year period (2014-2020). This may be an increase of 

9 per cent compared to the previous period, but it still barely 

represents more than 0.1 per cent of the total EU budget. By 

comparison, European member states spend an average of 1 

to 1.3 per cent of their total budget on culture (with two big 

spenders: Estonia, 3.2 per cent and Sweden, 2.6 per cent). Per 

year, about 209,600,000 euros are available for the Creative 

Europe programme for all 28 EU countries4 and some partner 

countries (i.e. more than 500 million inhabitants). That is less 

than what such a small country as Estonia, with its 1.3 million 

inhabitants, devotes to culture annually.5 Or, to remain closer 

to home, it is also significantly less than the 420 million euros 

that Flanders, with its 11 million inhabitants, devotes annually 

to culture. So you can easily say that, despite the rhetoric – 

‘contributing to the flowering of cultures …’ – the EU hardly 

invests in culture. 

And today? Things do not seem to be improving. On the occa-

sion of its sixtieth anniversary, the EU produced in March 2017 
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a pretentious ‘Rome Declaration’ outlining its intentions for 

the future. Culture is given a half sentence in the paragraph 

on ‘A Social Europe’: “a Union which preserves our cultural 

heritage and promotes cultural diversity”. During that same 

period, EU President Juncker presented his ‘White Paper’ that 

sketched possible scenarios for the future Europe, but not a 

single word was devoted to culture.6  

In recent months, a slight change seems to be in the making, 

now that Europe has started to feel the hot breath of populism 

on its neck and decision-makers are beginning to see that a 

feeling of Europeanness will not emerge spontaneously. At 

the European Summit in November 2017, the heads of state 

spoke for the first time about Education and Culture, generally 

a topic of minor importance which they prefer to leave to the 

relevant ministers.

So, before we can reach the ultimate goal, a strong policy 

for culture, a lot of work remains to be done. 

In the meantime, there are fortunately a number of organ-

isations and networks that have good intentions when it comes 

to culture in Europe and that, like fleas, keep reminding the EU 

of its inadequate cultural policy. Dozens of European networks 

do so from their sector-specific perspective and bombard the 

institutions with analyses and proposals. (For instance, ietm 

recently launched a sound mid-term assessment of the ongoing 

Creative Europe programme.7) An important and loud voice 

is that of Culture Action Europe, a European platform that was 

called into existence to strive for a more prominent role for 

culture within the European project.8 Founded in the 1990s 

by a number of cultural networks (among which ietm) as the 

European Forum for the Arts and Heritage (efah), cae is today 

a voicing organisation with a solid membership basis of more 

than a hundred European cultural networks and organisations. 

As such, cae has grown into a full-fledged interlocutor for the 

relevant European institutions. cae monitors everything the EU 

undertakes (and fails to undertake) in the area of culture, while 

also keeping a critical eye on the activities of the Creative 

Europe programme and regularly holding awareness-raising 

campaigns about current political topics. It recently organised 

a wide-ranging survey within the cultural world in Europe 

about Juncker’s five possible future scenarios. And the con-

clusion was that none of the five was satisfactory. That is why 

cae and its supporters put forward a sixth way, in which the 

positive force of culture is formally recognised and plays a 

substantial role.9

Through their declarations and campaigns, artists and 

cultural heavyweights regularly raise their voice to convince 

European politicians and officials that they are making a 

serious mistake by ignoring culture. In 2004, for instance, 

an Appeal by the Cultural World: For a Europe Founded on its 

Culture was jointly launched by Bernard Foccroulle.10 In 2004 a 

group of experienced and committed professionals from the 

European cultural sector founded A Soul for Europe, with its 

seat in Berlin. By means of annual conferences and debates, 

the organisation mobilises citizens and democratic institutions 

from across Europe and draws their attention to the role that 

culture can play for the future of a democratic Europe. A Soul 

for Europe wants to crank up the debate between represent-

atives from all levels of authority and the change-makers in 

the cultural and civil sector, among others with projects such 

as the Cultural Coalition for a Citizens’ Europe. The European 

Festivals Association (efa), supported by a number of heav-

yweights from the European cultural world, founded The 

European House for Culture (ehfc) in Brussels as a place serving 

those who seek to draw attention to culture in the political 

sphere.11 In 2016 efa and ehfc presented Beyond Visions: A 

policy on culture in Europe, a book that includes essays on the 

future of the cultural policy in Europe, written by European 

decision-makers (members of the European Parliament and the 

Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport of the 

European Commission). These are interesting contributions by 

European policymakers that are convinced of the importance 

of culture to society. Unfortunately, says contributor Vania 

Rodrigues, that is no guarantee that political action will be tak-

en: “Of course the challenge is a lot bigger than just “making the 

case” of culture and cultural policies in the context of European 

democratic development in the face of citizens and politicians. It is 

about transforming culture from a weak, subsidiary agenda into a 

strong public policy.” The publication is hereby issuing a call to 

the cultural sector to back the project of these politicians.  

A more concrete action is the initiative taken by efa, ehfc and 

A Soul for Europe that strives for A European Resolution on 

Culture.12 The goal of this resolution is to urge “all political and 

civic leaders to endorse culture as a tool to develop active citizen-

ship and community involvement that leads to social inclusion, 

solidarity, responsibility and justice.” The challenge is to have 

this resolution adopted as an official text by the European 

Parliament before the end of its current legislative mandate. (A 

laudable initiative, even though it can be said that the wording 

yet again puts culture forward as an instrument and not as an 

objective in itself.)

So, for years already, increasingly often and at all levels, 

protests have been made against the subordinate place of 
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culture in the construction of European society. It is essential 

that we continue doing so. But if we wish to pursue a strong 

policy for culture, we really need to step things up. For now 

let’s have a look at what could happen at the level of the  

member states.

The role of the member states
 

A lot of actions and initiatives around Europe and the role of 

culture mainly focus on the decision-making of the European 

Commission and the European Parliament. As such, it is all too 

often forgotten that a third institution is key in defining and 

implementing European policy: the European Council. This is 

where the national ministers we elect have the final word.  

Because culture does not belong strictly speaking to the EU’s 

policy area, the scope of the European Ministers or Secretaries 

of State for Culture is limited. Their instruments are limited to 

incentives and recommendations and – sometimes, when the 

Treaties allow it – legislative measures (always in combined 

action with the two other institutions). And yet the deci-

sion-making in this organ has a direct influence on European 

initiatives, such as the Creative Europe programme. It can 

actually make a difference. In practice, however, the Council of 

Culture Ministers so far appears to be a place where initiatives 

for culture are weakened rather than pushed forward. Just as 

in other areas such as energy policy and fiscal policy, here too 

positive proposals of the Commission and Parliament still often 

clash with the short-sightedness of the member states.

If we want change to occur, we must not only seek allies 

among the officials of the European Commission, but we must 

also call to account the politicians in the European Parliament 

that we elected directly. The positions adopted by ‘national’ 

(in the case of Flanders, regional) politicians are at least as 

important. Unfortunately, our politicians often still depict 

Europe as ‘that-level-there’ against which they are powerless, 

while they themselves, albeit together with their foreign col-

leagues, are actually running the show.

A visionary cultural policy in Europe today can only be 

the result of a combined action between the different policy 

levels, from local via national to European. No one is itching to 

make the EU the sole party responsible for a pure cultural poli-

cy. At the same time, however, it is completely anachronistic to 

see culture merely as a domestic, national matter. Permeability 

between European societies has increased dramatically and 

cultural and artistic practices are so transnational that a 

broader policy framework in terms of culture is necessary. In 

other words, the principle of subsidiarity needs to be revised.

Today a large number of EU member states – with the 

exception of a couple in which a dangerous form of cultural 

protectionism is rearing its head again – have a cultural policy 

that recognises the growing transnational nature of the artistic 

and cultural practice. At the same time, many countries keep 

weighing the impact of their support measures for cultural 

initiatives against the extent to which these contribute to their 

own national culture. The intrinsic and important international 

character of the artistic and cultural practice is still insuffi-

ciently recognised and appreciated. Today too, a domestic 

(or regional, even local) cultural policy should always be an 

international cultural policy. It is hypocritical and counterpro-

ductive to assign to Europe the task of supporting mobility and 

collaboration in the cultural sector while oneself not making 

means available to let artists and cultural actors take part in 

that practice. 

In practice, Flanders too has largely left the support of in-

ternational collaboration over to the European level (and to the 

sector itself). The comprehensive approach of the Arts Decree 

implies that the subsidies for international activities for recog-

nised organisations are part of the total budget (block grant). 

This is in itself positive, but the question remains whether art-

ists and organisations have the necessary means to realise their 

international mission. After all, the effective purchasing power 

per art organisation (both via block grant and project funding) 

has continued to decrease over the past decade. Paradoxically 

enough, a decrease in purchasing power leads to greater 

international collaboration. Indeed, international partners 

too have to deal with shrinking budgets and therefore more 

international partners are necessary to achieve a project.13 

Which again reinforces the intrinsically international character 

of the artistic practice. In order to make this practice more 

profound, more sustainable and qualitative, extra support is 

essential. EU programmes (from Kaleidoscope in the 1990s to 

the ongoing Creative Europe) are in the first instance designed 

as complementary to national cultural policies, not to set off 

shrinking national and local budgets. In addition, the first 

small European programmes in support of collaboration and 

exchange (Raphael, Kaleidoscope, etc.) still had a rather artistic 

focus, but the broader the scope of the ensuing programmes, 

the more the focus shifted to mobility in itself, quantifiable 

results and other non-artistic effects such as employment, pro-

motion, audience figures and such. So where is the support for 

the transnational artistic practice in itself, for the collaboration 
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projects that are simply about the making or presenting of art 

in all its different manifestations? 

The concern for the transnational art practice of today is 

the complementary responsibility of both the member states 

and Europe. Their division of tasks, I would suggest, could 

roughly look as follows: member states support artistic crea-

tion in all its aspects (including the international), while Europe 

is responsible for the collective reflection on that art practice 

and for large, future-oriented collaboration initiatives. And 

Europe guarantees the viability of artistic practice via a  

policy framework.

One way or another we urgently need to draw the at-

tention of our own policy-makers to their responsibility. The 

concepts of ‘national’ and ‘international’ are increasingly 

irrelevant in the arts, and a cultural policy based on these 

concepts is obsolete. What is needed instead is to recognise 

the transnational nature of the art practice and the desire to 

reinforce, together with Europe, the quality and sustainability 

of that practice.

 

Towards a strong 
cultural policy for Europe

 

 

At the European level, the time is ripe to raise a few fundamen-

tal questions. The business-as-usual attitude of the European 

institutions is increasingly under fire, the foundations of the 

EU are being gnawed at here and there, and the divide be-

tween the citizen and the European institutions can no longer 

be ignored. European policy-makers are increasingly aware 

that adjustments need to be made and that the social and 

cultural potential also needs to be addressed if Europe wishes 

to endure as a social project.

Can we imagine that, after the example of such measures as those 

that exist for the climate or for public health, Europe impos-

es a norm that holds for all member states and which offers 

minimum guarantees for the place of culture in the public 

domain?  That Europe works on a normative framework in 

which art and culture are recognised as positive forces in 

the construction of a society, on the local, national and 

transnational level? 

Can the European member states agree on the fundamental 

importance of a Culture Minister in each government of a 

member state?

Could Europe not impose on its member states a minimum 

budget to be allocated to culture? Why not devote a com-

pulsory 2 per cent minimum to culture per state?

And should Europe not make at least 1 per cent of its own 

budget available to ensure that art and culture are given 

their rightful place in its social project? It would be a good 

idea if Europe also used this budget to work on the devel-

opment of a decent cultural policy in each of the member 

states. Not to arrive at a uniform, universally applicable 

legal framework, but to arrive, via an exchange of good 

practices, trainings and consultation, at a framework of 

values for a local and national cultural policy of one’s own.

 If, in all 27 member states, including new member states, 

these basic guarantees exist for the place of art and culture 

in society, this will reinforce the power and vitality of art and 

culture across Europe. Far more than a programme such as 

Creative Europe could ever do. 

It is time that we demand a policy framework for culture 

in Europe, and this on all levels: EU, member states, regions 

What is needed is a European 
blueprint for a cultural policy 
that streamlines and acts as 
a guiding principle across all 
levels of governance: a model 
for positive civic values, social 
justice, solidarity; a framework 
that guarantees room for artistic 
creation, access to culture and 
cultural participation.
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and cities. What is needed is a European blueprint for a cultural 

policy that streamlines and acts as a guiding principle across all 

levels of governance: a model for positive civic values, social 

justice, solidarity; a framework that guarantees room for artis-

tic creation, access to culture and cultural participation.

In the medium term, Europe could focus its energy and 

budget, via a future Creative Europe 2.0 programme, on two 

concrete areas: on the one hand, providing support to larger, 

long-term collaboration platforms and wide-ranging collab-

oration projects that grow out of the sector itself, i.e. from 

the bottom up (such as the current European Platforms and 

Networks); the second facet of that programme could then 

focus on policy-preparatory work, whereby Europe, together 

with experience experts and the cultural sector (with the 

commons!), could work on drafting the outlines, norms and 

basic conditions for this European blueprint for cultural policy, 

a future-oriented cultural policy model for each of the member 

states and Europe itself.

The most important change that needs to occur is for 

member states to recognise culture as a full-fledged policy 

area at both the national and European levels. This recogni-

tion is crucial to give culture, as an essential part and motor of 

change, its rightful place in the European project. 

This may seem like an almost insurmountable obstacle and 

politically unfeasible, but ‘optimism’ is, as we know, ‘a moral 

duty’. It is moreover particularly useful to remain focused on 

the main objective, above the daily slog of politically feasible 

steps. That will prevent us from being led down dead-end 

streets and from being distracted by inefficient shouting and 

fiddling in the margins.

In addition, we still have at our disposal another instru-

ment that we can mobilise outside the standard channels of 

politics: the commons, a field of action with which we our-

selves can set to work with exploratory initiatives and practices 

and where we can shift small and large beacons.

That will be the subject of the third and last part of this 

text, which will appear in the third issue of this series. 

1 The principle that a higher authority should only 

perform tasks that cannot be carried out by a lower 

authority.

2 ec.europa.eu/culture/policies/strategic-framework/

strategy-international-cultural-relations

3 With the exception perhaps of the subsidy for 

long-term, large-scale collaborative projects and 

European cultural networks. They act as levers and 

thus have a broader impact.

4 As yet, the UK can still benefit from the Creative 

Europe programme.

5 culturalpolicies.net/web/estonia.php

6 ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/

white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf

7 ietm.org/sites/default/files/attachements/news/

position_paper_eu_final_with_edn.pdf

8 cultureactioneurope.org/

9 cultureactioneurope.org/files/2017/09/CAE_

FutureofEurope_ReflectionPaper.pdf

10 europeanwriterscouncil.eu/index.php?op-

tion=com_content&view=article&id=68:appeal-by-

the-cultural-world-qfor-a-europe-founded-on-its-

11 houseforculture.eu/page/3/structure/

12 A resolution a preparatory policy instrument used by 

the European Council and the European Parliament. 

A resolution makes suggestions related to possible 

political action in a certain area. This instrument 

makes it possible for European institutions to set 

out guidelines for coordination with national legisla-

tions and administrative execution. 

 A resolution is not binding.

13  Earlier studies by Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts 

Institute have revealed this trend. See also the 

contribution by Simon Leenknegt, The Only Way is 

Up?, in the first issue of this magazine.
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It is all too often forgotten that 
a third institution is key in de ining 
and implementing European policy: 
the European Council. This is where 
the national ministers we elect have 
the inal word. 
Because culture does not belong 
strictly speaking to the EU’s policy 
area, the scope of the European 
Ministers or Secretaries of State for 
Culture is limited. 

And yet the decision-making in 
this organ has a direct in luence on 
European initiatives, such as the 
Creative Europe programme. 



About the contributors

Freedom and Frenzy

Music is More than a Strategic Plan

Subjectivity and Locality in a Transnational Sphere

Dream Collaboration

Joachim Ben Yakoub is Phd. candidate at the 

MENARG (Middle East and North Africa Rese-

arch group) and s:pam (Studies in Performing 

Arts & Media) research center at Ghent Uni-

versity in Belgium, where he is finishing his 

dissertation on the aesthetics of the Tunisian 

Uprising.

Ash Bulayev is currently the inaugural Director 

of Artistic Research: (Inter)national Artist and 

Curator-in-Residence Program at the Onassis 

Foundation, as well as an independent curator and 

producer. Ash Bulayev has worked for 20 years as 

curator, producer and artist, at the cross-section  

of contemporary performance and time-based 

visual arts. 

Nico Kennes is responsible for the international 

support of pop, rock, hiphop & electro acts from 

Flanders at Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute. 

Having a background as a music journalist, he also 

contributes to the research and analysis carried out 

by the institute. Nico is also a musician in Barely 

Autumn, an alternative indie rock formation he 

founded two years ago.

Hicham Khalidi is currently an associate curator for 

Lafayette Anticipations, Fondation d’entreprise 

Galeries Lafayette in Paris where he is involved in 

commissioning works in art, design and fashion. 

He is the main curator for the 1st Rotterdam 

Triennial and was an interlocutor curator of act ii 

for the Sharjah Biennale 13 in Beirut and worked 

on a permanent public exhibition for the province 

of Flemish-Brabant.



Trending Countries

Simon Leenknegt is researcher at Flanders Arts Institute.  

He has an all-round research interest, working on analyses 

of the fields of visual arts, performing arts and music in 

Flanders and Brussels.

Tom Van Imschoot makes a living out of speech and 

writing, in all possible forms. He’s a critic, essayist and 

loves working in theatre and visual arts. He teaches lite-

rature at LUCA School of Arts, where he also supervises 

several artistic research projects. Recent (co-)publica-

tions: Woorden worden werken. Schrijven onderweg naar 

een eigen taal (2017, Grafische cel, Ghent) and Legendes 

van de literatuur. Schrijvers en het artistieke experiment in 

de jaren zestig  (2017, Academia Press, Ghent).

As first co-ordinator of ietm, co-founder of the  

European Forum for the Arts and Heritage (now cae), 

cultural actor involved in the European Cities of Culture 

and many years as manager for several artists and arts 

organisations, Hilde Teuchies has a long-standing expe-

rience in European cultural co-operation, cultural policy 

and networking.

Jeroen Peeters is a writer, dramaturge and performer 

based in Brussels. Publications include Are we here 

yet? (2010) on choreographer Meg Stuart’s work, and 

Through the Back: Situating Vision between Moving 

Bodies (2014) on spectatorship in contemporary dance. 

His current research focuses on ecologies of attention, 

embodied knowledge, material literacy and sustainable 

development.

The Need for a Different Language.

Reclaiming the European Commons 

Transition Exercises for a More Sustainable Mobility



Are you 
already 
exploring 
new ways of 
working  
internationally 
in the arts? 
Get in touch 

ell us about your 
ideas or ethods 

ia international
@kunsten.be

Trends, stories & reflections 
on new ways of working internationally in the arts
A magazine by Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute



Sign up to receive the previous or 
upcoming (and last) issue of 
/re/framing the international 

_with fresh insights and ideas by 
Sammy Baloji, Bára Sigfúsdóttir, 
Walter Zampieri, Andrew Murray, 
Koen Verlaeckt, Hilde Teuchies, 
Tom van Imschoot, Teun Verbruggen 
a n d  o t h e r s

by emailing katrien@kunsten.be



Trends, stories & reflections 
on new ways of working internationally in the arts
A magazine by Kunstenpunt/Flanders Arts Institute


