A tour the force through contemporary art and its foundations
Es.Terni, the crisis and the solutions
Terni, one hour from Rome is the forgotten Manchester of Italy. This post-industrial town gets new life, new air thanks to Es.Terni, a small but delicious international festival of contemporary art. The second edition took place from 20 to 30 September 2007. Bart Top, Dutch expert on media, culture and diversity, was invited by the festivalorganisation to watch the performances and to resume his experiences in a workshop. Which resulted in this essay, a tour the force through contemporary art and its foundations.
Bart Top
What’s in a name? Es.Terni is a festival of contemporary arts. It is by no means an accident that it isn't called a festival of modern art, a term may be much more preferred 10 years ago. The crisis in modern western art is no news. So therefore modern is no longer in.

Most clearly it is to be seen in the visual arts. Look for example at the Guggenheim museum in Bilbao. In this temple of modern art, placed in a city where nationalists are longing for the past, on one of the walls there is a timeline on which you find the names of all the important developments in modern art: from impressionism to cubism until it ends abruptly in 1985 after arte povera. Then nothing. Simply because there was no new name for what had happened. Or were they ashamed to write down post-post modernism as well?
According to the Rotterdam-based philosopher Henk Oosterling
 the autonomous, avant-garde artists became victim of their own success. These artists cultivated during the 20th century the burial of tradition. It wasn't there main goal to walk in the footsteps of tradition and canon, but to create their own worlds, with their own themes and style. But since this art became a success, it was incorporated by the institutions and the market. And therefore autonomous art has just become a mark next to others. Avant-gardism lost its pioneering role, and therefore its claim to be the only legitimate art.  

Apart from that it is obvious that modern, autonomous visual art was suffering from too much attention for change in form and style and innovation, combined with an infinite believe in technical development and the use of multimedia. In terms of communication: the focus was not anymore at the content of the message, nor at the public, but only at the form of the message, neglecting the content and the relation to the public.

Meanwhile the discourse about visual art became more and more obscure and incomprehensible. To be modern meant to be new, hot, shocking may be. At the end the only function of art seemed to be to comment on the art of a decade before.

The modern visual art was locked up in those new temples of art, brand new, preferably white museum, where it was forbidden to touch anything and you yourself weren’t touched either.
The same analysis goes for modern dance, which turned out to be too much dance about dance, and even for theatre, where directors would try to score only with plays that were stripped from emotion, expression, concentration and other too obvious theatrical means, materials, commenting their predecessors.
Not the only history

The origins of art can help to understand this situation and to prelude on a solution. Roughly speaking art springs from two different locations: the one is related to the location of the divine and the power, the temple and the palace; the other one springs from daily life, people's art.

These two types of art are connected with two types of celebration:

1
A form of celebration where magic and beauty play an important role. A celebration which is solemn, holy, which tries to impress and not to be understood;

2
Peoples celebration, people’s art, which is much about sharing, experience and joining, moving etc. and about storytelling.
Talking about Western art we know that the direction of the Christian Church - moving from icons to representations and back to iconoclasm - had a big influence on the development of high art. And the kings and lords as well . High art springs from the atmosphere of the palaces and the cathedrals. For a long time popular art was seen as vulgar, simple and of not much value. Besides, theatre once belonged to the low arts!
This division, by the way, is not unique for Western culture. In other cultures the same division can be found: in Indonesia are some traditions of music and dance connected to the local kingdoms; some forms of Indian dance are very close connected to religion, and Turkish music contains both classical music stemming from the rulers of the Ottoman Empire, and folk music.
But only in the Western countries, after Enlightment and Romantic philosophy, the idea of autonomous art and artists was developed.
To summarize this already too rough tour de la histoire :

1 The crisis of Western art is connected with the idea of autonomy and innovation

2 the history of Western art is only one of the many histories of art, and it specific development is not necessarily the only possible one.
Despite of everything the more arrived makers still base their work on the tradition of modernism, giving comment on comment on comment, which is only understandable for a small public: exclusive and grey; each day a little bit greyer. Nevertheless these makers survive, and that is not by accident. They represent the choice of the elite. Like the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu already stated: what we like or not. What’s ugly or nice is highly influenced by mechanisms of power. Within the cultural sector power relations work as well as within the political or economical domain. In fact it’s especially via culture that dominant groups in our society form and maintain there position. Therefore the crisis in art is also a crisis of the elite.
Sharing

But if we try to move beyond the crisis, we find in the western world two other interesting movements, that take place simultaneously.
1 the influence of popular culture

2 the influence of non-Western cultures. 
With the arrival, or better to say, the return of these two influences, we also see the comeback of a once denied tradition in art: the come back of a heteromous attitude. The American writer Wendy Steiner puts in her book Venus in Exile autonomous art under severe criticism. According to Steiner it is even attacking human dignity. She thinks that in this century, beauty will replace the sublime. In this age art shall be communicating, sharing, and searching the dialogue. In one word: heteronomous art.
So at the one side there is autonomous art. To define it: the work art has a universal and sublime claim. It wants to withdraw itself from a judgment that is defined by fixed cultural traditions. 
And opposite to it we find heteronomous art: which can be defined as a work of art linked  to a system of local and cultural significance. Art that is by intention dependant, and wants to communicate.
Closely linked to this form of art is community art: art aimed at a group. Art which is aimed at a specific community and its symbols and meaning system. Art that is based on participation.
The general characteristics of this art are:

· sharing of feeling

· no division between public and players

· no formal start and end

· the roll of meeting, eating and drinking, is as important as the art, music, songs etc

· storytelling plays a big role
Heteronomy

So let's now try to connect this with the Es.Terni Festival, an international festival about contemporary creation. 27 Presentations which, according to the staff, challenge the traditional borders among different disciplines: plastic and visual arts, dance, theatre, video, musical research.
In reality this promise seems too moderate. Regarding the productions, their roots and inspirations; the use of materials, the role of traditions and the relationship to audiences, Es-Terni turned out to be a very interesting laboratory, realizing more than only breaking of the walls of the different Using the distinctions developed in the first part of this essay, it is possible to divide the performances of Es.Terni roughly into four classes:
1
Artists who work within the existing frameworks trying to realize a work of art as something solemn, sublime.
2
 Artists who are in the framework of modernism but are revolting against the rules, commenting on style, genre or technique. 

3
Artists who invest in the audience, or are doing research about the relation with the audience. This could be both a reaction at the anonymity of the market or a desire to avoid the sterility of autonomous modern art.
4 
Artists who integrate elements from Western and non-Western art as well as from popular art in new forms and contents, solving what at the end seems to be the paradox of autonomy versus heteronomy. 
This, by the way, is a purely analytical division: all  directions can lead to failure or success depending on the realization of the project. Without much further consideration I’l present in the next paragraphs some examples from each direction:
Existing frameworks
Ad 1 The performances of Plumes dans la Tête; Meg Stuart; Raffella Giordano; Santasangre belong according to me to this class. To illustrate I will elaborate two examples: 
The first is Sand Table from Meg Stuart and Magali Desbazeille. Although it is presented as a live installation, it works out as a very classical form of theatre. The public is separated from the scene, the scene starts after the public entered and there is applause after the show.

In its presentation it fits in the tradition of avant-garde, using original materials, advanced techniques and it crosses the lines of classical genres, which already has become a tradition in modernism: the crossover. This attempt, which may be categorized as a piece of classical avant-garde results in a magnificent work of pure beauty.

 The second example could be Cuocere il mondo from Raffaella Giordano. This dance is embedded in the language of autonomous art, In the discourse around the play there is a lot of ‘cose non nominabile’ (things you can’t give name to) or ‘il non spiegabile’ (the unexplainable). But we should notice that to give a reasonable interpretation to this form of art there are two conditions. First of all it presupposes a specific cultural background. As Raffaella Giordano putt it in an interview after the show: “These are the images we have inside and they come out.”  Being the framework of Christian religion. So it uses and refers to an old story intertwined with Italian, catholic culture . And it presupposes knowledge of the developments in western dance about innovation of form. 
So the appreciation of the play depends heavily of enjoying the recognition of references to Christian culture and the consciousness of seeing something innovative. In this case Bourdieu would say that autonomous art has lost its revolutionary potential and pleases only a small elite - which likes the quasi-religious language from a post-Christian society.
I think this awareness of theatre as a ritus, is perfectly expressed in the article Patrizia Bologna wrote for the festivaldelle colline ( naam town):

“E se lo spunto iniziale dello spettacolo era, come detto, l’Ultima cena di Leonardo e quindi un momento di condivisione comunitaria, la Giordano è stata capace di utilizzare questo concetto per astrarlo e allo stesso tempo concretizzarlo in una metateatralità straordinaria, facendo di quella “cena” un momento di estrema e profonda partecipazione tra danzatori e spettatori, in quel rito che è il teatro.” (And where the play starts with ‘The last supper’ of Leonardo, and therefor a moment of communal recognition, Giordano is able to use this concept both by making it more abstract and at the same time more concrete in a extraordinary meta-theatrality, while she is making from that ‘supper’ a moment of extreme and deep participation in between dancers and audience, in this ritus which is theatre. PatriziaBologna  http://www.festivaldellecolline.it/it/00407/page.html)
Here we see that modern western theatre with its universal pretentions becomes a ritus for those who are part of the inner circle, a community of believers.

Revolting

Ad 2 In this class fit the next performances: Menoventi; Vincenzo Schino; Antonio Tagliarini; Kinkalery; Andros Zins Browne and Sandy Williams.
I will restrict my comment to Kinkaleri and Schino.

The mantra-like motto of modern Western dance is: dance is about dance. ForPasso Doble from Kinkaleri this is truer than ever. Their dance is locked up in its own universe of repetition and change. A cruel universe of labour and pain. We, the public are watching or we have the choice to drink something or walk away. We are free to share the pain or leave. This is the part of dance that’s always taboo. It’s about the daily struggle not about the beauty that can emerge out of it. 
It recalls Plato’s cave. We can only look at the shadows, not at the real world of the gods: the real world of modern dance.

But Passo Doble shows also that modern dance is locked up in a mirror world. The dancer, Cristina Rizzo, is often focused at her movements on the video-screen. She’s concentrated on the reproduction of her movement, not at her movements itself. It’s distracting the attention of the public, like more examples of modern art try to get away from focus. Before I escape as well I conclude that what we see is a complaint from modern dancers who are starving many deaths for a small interested public. Symbolically hardly anybody is there for the applause. Nearly everybody lef. The dancer doesn’t seem to care. She bares the fate of a dying genre.
In Operette 1 Vincentzo Schino, it first looks as if we are confronted with a very traditional puppet theatre con Pulcinella - in Holland we call her Katrijn. But it soon becomes evident that we get rid of tradition. One of the puppets is decapitated and not much later the puppettheatre is completely destroyed. Then the puppets take over, fullscale, but not alive and kicking. These characters from the Commedia dell arte are dying out as well. They are confronted with walls they are not able to break; they are suffocating - as well as the audience. Pulcinella, who started as a character in low art, folk theatre, became part of avant-garde but than lost connection, and suffocated. The message seems to be: traditions have died; Theatre has left us alone and isolated. No hope.

No new inspiration, the makers are bound to the traditions they are fighting, and seem to succumb under the heavy weight of it. To put it in the words Paolo De Guidi wrote about Operette in Requiem per Pulcinella: “Parte della creazione contemporanea è dunque ancora indirizzata a chiudere i conti col passato, a chiedere conto di una tradizione pesantissima che si ostina a soffocare il nuovo che vuol sfondare completamente quelle porte, quelle pareti, quei teatrini.”

Relation
Ad 3 In this class I put the works of: Alexandra Broeder, Dries Verhoeven, Gilda Bellifemine, Mariangela Gualtieri and Etienne Charry.
Maybe the most extreme example is Thy Kingdom come, Dries Verhoeven. He not only creates an environment in which the audience is comforted, flattered and seduced in the context he decides and designs. But he succeeds in replacing the artist by the audience. The audience is the artist, creating its own imaginary relation with the unknown other. There is no piece of art without the audience being in it. And at the end of the play you meet the Other – being a participant as well. So in this play there is only audience left, creating a small community together according tot the rules of the artist. And the creator – or should we say The Creator - disappears. For Verhoeven the only thing that count is that the audience talks about the experience, in stead of talking about the actor or artist.
The work of Etienne Charry is another excellent example of this class. His Siestas Musicales could at first sight fit in contemporaneous autonomous, modern art. If it was only a concept.  But it is much more than that. It is also much more than only expression of an artist. Because you can't only look at it, only listen to it . You have to be part of it. In fact it is constructed in a way that every visitor only hears its own unique sound. And people don’t want to miss it, because it fulfils a wish everyone has: to feel welcome to lay down and relax, a value that is rare in modern society.

So in terms  of this essay this is not an autonomous but a heteronymous piece of art. It is an experience that on the one hand has a lot in common with the idea of lounging – low art, entertainment- , and on the other hand gives the sensation of old rituals, influencing you consciously and subconsciously. The artist invites us to become part of his community, to have the same experiences as he is enjoying himself. Of course this is far from the intellectual conceptual art that we were used to. You can feel that the inspiration for it comes from all sides, from so-called popular culture, from the history of Western non-Western art. At the same time he takes distance from the ‘banalisation’ of modern pop-music, music that has become part of a selling machine. This is an experience you can't buy anywhere.

Unifying

Ad 4 This is a difficult category:  if the different cultural elements are incorporated successfully, it  unevitably leads to the disappearance of the elements it consists of.  Margino Buio of Deja Donne may be a good example because it is a performance that doesn’t try to get rid of any tradition but just integrates in a very harmonious way elements from different traditions, the western modern dance and some elements of Japanese dancing. The attitude to the body is relaxed and even though it’s a very strict choreography it looks like if it comes from improvisation or is being improvised. This approach keeps it away from the sometimes sterile formalism of modern dance.
In the setting in Es.Terni de dancers are surrounded by the public, which makes it even more a performance that can be shared resulting in a very human atmosphere.
General remarks

With the material of these four different typologies we can return to the promise of international Contemporary theatre in Es-terni. It leads to two different comments.
1 within the contemporary theatre that was collected in Es-Terni, we can still trace the tradition of modernism, postmodernism and avant-gardism. General characteristics are a strong orientation on form, the breaking up of storylines - or the lack of a storyline. In fact especially in a relatively high number of Italian productions the resonances of a post-modern believe in innovating style can be recognised - using traditional tales, themes and subjects, or just underlining that there is no story to tell, no message at all.  By the way, this remark is just analytical - it doesn’t give any judgment on the sometimes brilliant and moving plays that are the result of it.

As pointed out before we see also forms of art that are able to go beyond this heritage of avant-gardism. These are productions from artist who are investigating the relationship with the public or who show that influences from different cultures can be integrated, without throwing away the burden of western art history. They are building on it using new inspiration from popular art or from non-western art.
So in a sense Es.Terni both shows the crisis in western modern art and the solutions. Which brings forward the second remark. Although Es-terni succeeds in bringing together in an intense festival of ten days an unbelievable spectrum of high quality art from Europe and abroad, there are hardly any traces from a – very often overlooked – development. In nearly all the big cities of west and east, in Istanbul, Paris, Cape Town, New York, Bangkok, Amsterdam, London and Berlin you find artist who try to make art related to the unique and decisive situation we are in, a situation of confrontation and integration of different cultures that used to
 be separated. Artist who deal with the heritage of colonial past, with the controversy about Islam and religion, with the local effects of mondialisation.
This art has some characteristics in common: the return of the storyline; new themes like mixed identities; art that is very public-orientated, heteronome, and is not afraid to show emotion and inspiration. This is the art connected to the Europe of the future, which incorporates its colonial history and opens up to cultures it ones dominated. Yes, you could smell it also during Es.erni, but it’s worth bringing forward this art, which is intertwined with social-political developments, more prominently in the festival, making Es.Terni in the future veramente the international festival of contemporary art in Italy.
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� Parts of this article are taken from the essay  Bart Top wrote together with Shervin Nekuee: Quality and diversity in the art, published in De Kunst van het kiezen, Rotterdam 2003








