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Dissonances, or herding cats to take out the trash brings together 
writings by the fifth cohort of Critical Practice (Made in 
Yugoslavia), a program mentored by Ana Vujanović, Marijana 
Cvetković, and Biljana Tanurovska-Kjulavkovski, managed by 
Stanica Station service for contemporary dance in Belgrade, 
supported by the apap – Feminist Futures project (apapnet.
eu) and co-funded by the Creative Europe Programme of the 
European Union. Every 18 months, the program brings six artists 
and writers together to create deeper, more accessible critical 
reflection on the contemporary performing arts. Our mandate 
as Critical Practice #5 has been to develop our own method of 
self-organization, to stimulate dialogue with Kondenz festival 
audiences via pre- and post-performance formats, and to publish 
a book of our writings—the beginning of which you’re reading 
right now.  

Our writing process never arrived at a particular theme 
or throughline. Instead, our book features an amalgamation 
of disparate texts emerging out of our diverse contexts and 
approaches to critiquing contemporary performance and 
politics. Our title emphasizes this failure to cohere and our 
ultimate embrace of dissonance. Our anthology begins with 
a poetic editorial co-authored by Szymon Adamczak, Nefeli 
Gioti, elena rose light, Ana Pinter, and Myrto Sarma. Writing 
from both a ‘we’ and an ‘I,’ we consider our collaboration against 
the backdrop of a world in collapse.  

From there, the texts set out in search of something. In 
“What If Meaning Doesn’t Matter?” elena rose light meditates 
on white American choreographer Deborah Hay’s question, 
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What if where I am is what I need? They explore the coloniality 
of time, the aesthetics of whiteness, and their own situatedness 
in these dilemmas. Nefeli Gioti’s “Searching for the Magic 
Ingredient(s)” thinks through the topic of collaboration in the 
performing arts. The text invites contributions from colleagues, 
friends, and the larger Critical Practice team to explore what 
makes collaborations work. Myrto Sarma poses another critical 
question in “To Unionize or Not to Unionize: From the Socially 
Constructed Identity of the Artist Towards the Occupational One,” 
asking how cultural workers are stereotyped and their affective 
labor commodified. She urges a reevaluation of how artistic 
labor is perceived within social and economic contexts. Then, in 
“What Is this For(m)” Ana Pinter offers a poetic reflection on the 
mutability of form as a concept, pondering her encounters with 
autobiographical theater and performance in the East and West 
and in-between. Myrto’s “For All the No(s) I’ve Put into Practice: 
The Dialogues We Choose to Engage With” signals a gear shift 
within the book, with an assertive voice reflecting on conflict 
within the performing arts. Sarma critiques the aestheticization of 
violence in performance, advocating for theatrical methods that 
decolonize discourse and foster imaginative political encounters. 
Next, Szymon Adamczak enters the conversation with “Insiders 
to Each Other’s Stories: A Dialogue with Christopher Roman,” an 
interview with dancer/scholar Christopher Roman sparked in 
Ljubljana during the 2023 edition of the Choreographic Turn 
festival dedicated to Deborah Hay’s work, and continued on a 
residency in rainy Amsterdam in the winter of 2024. The two 
performer-thinkers trace pink lines in past and present dance 
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histories, exploring queerness, dance, authorship, and pedagogy 
across generational lineages. Nefeli’s “Persistence as a small 
resistance” continues where her earlier text on collaboration left 
off, as she considers what is missing in contemporary discourses 
on collaboration within the performing arts. She weaves in an 
array of references on togetherness, from objected-oriented 
ontology to Black feminist notions of love. elena’s “Vomit Diary 
/ Witnessing the Watermelon” gets personal with an abject diary 
of witnessing. The text explodes out of a performance at the 
Reykjavik Dance Festival featuring three Icelandic women 
smashing watermelon onstage—a surprising act given the 
watermelon’s history as a symbol of Palestinian liberation. They 
ask: whose symbolic gestures have power in the world, and what 
is the role of the artist in a globalized political and economic 
system? Finally, Myrto’s “In Search of a Space that Fits” continues 
in this frustrated vein, reflecting on the irony and emptiness 
that come with futile efforts to spark meaningful dialogue. She 
questions the purpose of the artist in a world resistant to change.

We invite you to accompany our multiple voices in 
this meandering journey of thinking and conversing about 
performance on the page. Let the dissonances reverberate in 
your body as a chaotic, collaborative song of contemporary 
criticism for this moment. Thanks for listening. 
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HOW TO READ  
Dissonances, or herding cats to take out the trash

I have to write something to introduce you to this medley of 
thoughts, differing opinions, and approaches. 

I signed up for a critical writing program, just to realize I 
am interested in the uncritical part. Or maybe, I re-approached 
criticality as a gesture of touch. What is the scale of touch that 
can happen in each context, in its situation? Maybe criticality 
can be generative when it is material. But I arrived to ask: 
what is the materiality of criticality? Anyway, what I can tell 
you is that this book isn’t the result of collaboration as we 
typically envision it. It is the product of its absence—or better 
yet, the outcome of minimal effort toward a well-organized, 
coordinated, and consistent collaboration. No, don’t be alarmed. 
We have accepted it, one way or another. Just as we entered, we 
also left; individually strengthened, each of us gathering what 
we could, growing in our own ways as we should. 

We came together as a choir to sing songs that we did not 
know we could sing or what those songs would be.1

It’s a hard time. We’ve been having a hard time. Genocide2, 

1  What is dissonance in a choir? Dissonance is created when using harmonic 
intervals or chords that create uneven pitches. These pitches do not follow 
a pattern and are often perceived as clashing sounds. Examples of dissonant 
intervals include the minor second, major second, tritone, minor seventh, and 
major seventh.
2  We stand with Palestine and call for an immediate end to Israel’s genocide 
and occupation. 
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pandemic, pregnancy, sickness, death, madness: the usual mess 
on planet Earth. A cacophony of challenges mixed in with a few 
moments of beauty: a sunset over crystalline lakes in Iceland, 
pork cooked various ways in a smoky restaurant in Belgrade, 
a late-night walk home in the eerily empty blue streets of 
Ljubljana. The romance of six strangers meeting in a smattering 
of foreign cities, trying to create something (a conversation? a 
post-show talk? a work of criticism? a book?) together. Intimacy 
is hard to broker when our collective nervous system is as frayed 
as the edges of our favorite notebook, overworn and under-
cared for. But we gotta get paid, right? Oh, wait, this project 
isn’t paid. Is it a labor of love? Well, we’re still getting to know 
each other, so… maybe a labor of hope. But hope is dead, right? 

I am wondering if my mistake was that I imagined a 
Togetherness that was constantly elusive. What kind of 
Togetherness could that be? What did I do to state that? I feel 
more and more that the field of performing arts is failing, or 
maybe I am just growing older. Everything feels superficial. 
I am searching for a place with people where it will not feel 
like that. 

We met as six people who did not know each other. We 
tried to meet. What does such an encounter consist of? Spending 
time together and visiting different places together. What else? 
We are all part of different contexts. What have we arrived at 
knowing about each other’s contexts by now?

I have a feeling that the world is more and more chaotic 
and violent.3

3  Another aspect of dissonance?
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How to enjoy a festival when there is a war going on? How 
to separate the need for resistance from the economic field of 
performing arts? What I am trying to say is something like this: 
I am not sure this field has anything to propose anymore. Of 
course, this is my experience. I feel it’s more and more not a 
political space. But maybe it’s a mistake to stop searching for 
resistance in this space. 

But the difficult thing is that I have immersed so much of 
my life in the performing arts field that I don’t know where to 
turn. And I am not sure that other fields are much different. So, 
maybe the question is: what is the fantasy that says that this field 
must be special? Is it the whole discourse about the authenticity 
of the body? Is it the whole discourse about this harmonious 
Togetherness? Is it this discourse of performativity? 

We still need a title…4 5  

4  What do we want to share from our experiences in this program? What are 
each of our contexts in terms of the global situation and how does this book 
converse, or not, with all those? Why did we choose this title? Why is this 
book important or not? Living in these times, what could be the value(s) of the 
performing art field? How does each one of us approach questions of dissonances? 
We need to produce more content. 
5  What is this book? How was it made? Which contexts does it encompass? 
What did we imagine it to be?
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dissonance
a: lack of agreement
the dissonance between the truth and what people  
want to believe
especially: inconsistency between the beliefs one holds 
or between one’s actions and one’s beliefs
b: an instance of such inconsistency or disagreement,
the mingling of bitter comedy and stark tragedy produces 
sharp dissonances - F. B. Millett
2: a mingling of sounds that strike the ear harshly: a 
mingling of discordant sounds
especially, music: a clashing or unresolved musical 
interval or chord6 

I feel tired and need a place to rest. I need a place to be 
inspired. I need a place to be empowered. I need to find a place 
that would make it feel like it is worth the pain. 

Ok! We met in February 2023 without really knowing each 
other. Six people from different contexts. Each one carrying a 
life, experiences, fears, tears, and desires. All of us applied for 
this program, trying to make a living, trying to navigate the 
post-covid social situation, experiencing the impact of the war 
in Ukraine, the inflation, the possible eruption of a volcano, 
elections, the rise of the right-wing in our different contexts, 
the start of another war in Palestine, witnessing the ongoing 
genocide, the cuts of fundings after covid.

6  Accessed June 1, 2024. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dissonance
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I remember after our first meeting in person in Ljubljana, 
I stayed for an extra day in the city. All of you were gone. But 
the days we spent together were still vibrating in me. First 
meeting with six people, all new, all promising, all unknown, 
with one and a half years ahead of us. So much and so little 
time simultaneously. 

I remember I went back to the same coffee place where 
we had a beer together. And you were still with me somehow. 
And then I walked for hours, taking videos to make a video 
essay to tell you how that day I was missing you so much 
already. And that was so strange since I had hardly met you.

I remembered that I wanted to make something nice for 
you and that was such a refreshing feeling because if I desired 
to make something for you then the material need to insist on 
believing in each other was manifesting and this could diffract to 
every direction. Was this hope?

I truly see this book as an act of love, but I am very suspicious 
of this love. 

This love, I feel, is not something you would think of when 
you first think of love. This is not really a love for a friend, or 
a relative, or a pet, or whatever we usually feel love about, but 
maybe a love of a certain idea whose shape I have just started 
to notice. I cannot really grasp it. It is a love shared among 
six people, coming from very different backgrounds, built on 
diverse experiences and driven by various desires. The thing that 
connects us is a love for the performing arts. It is, at the same 
time, a love of practicing co-existence in extremely difficult life 
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situations, a co-existence that somehow feels comforting. The 
book is just an excuse to find the time to actively share that love. 
Maybe there is even too much comfort.  

This love teaches us about commitment, responsibility, self-
consciousness, and self-respect—and the pain they cause. It also 
teaches about the completely disarming power of the dynamic 
relational system that provides something that feels like hope, but is 
not really something you would think of first, when you think of 
hope. This is a constant play and negotiation as a practice of care 
for one another and care for oneself, searching for a perfect balance. 

I am curious to see how this book will unfold itself in front 
of different readers. I feel something like stage fright, but since 
the creation of this book is not really the same as the creation 
of a performance piece, I probably shouldn’t call it stage fright. 
The fact that I haven’t felt like this about a premiere for a long 
time actually moves me a lot. In this sensation I find stones I 
am willing to move around, pick up from different grounds, 
collect in my pockets, and take them somewhere. I want to build 
a temple out of these stones of love.

While making this book, sometimes I felt like I was just 
moving those stones from one place to another in a limited 
space, something like a stage, a dozen meters square, sometimes 
full of lights so I could see every possible detail and movement, 
and sometimes on the edge of visibility, stumbling and tripping 
on these stones. Some stones were huge, difficult to lift, and hard 
to roll, but my favorite ones were those we pushed together. 
Other stones were small and spiky, and those were the most 
painful ones. Although sometimes it seemed like Sysiphus’ work, 
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I was amazed every time I would turn around and look at how 
everything changed and somehow always looked appealing.   

I intended to describe something to you, yet I find myself 
addressing others... This isn’t fair to you. However, I believe 
what I can do for you is to tell you what concerns us.

We can barely decide that dissonance is a central theme, a 
way of relating. Yet consensus is for homogenous societies, and 
we are certainly not that. One German, one Pole, one Serb, one 
(U.S.) American, two Greeks, a lot of arguing, three mentors, 
two cups of coffee daily, one cream of mushroom soup, one 
rental car and one borrowed car, thirty steps up the stairwell, 
five types of muesli, 70 cigarettes (at least), one vape pen, three 
street cats… what else, y’all? I guess we lost count along the way. 
Thank goodness. 

We could try to orient you to this meandering anthology of 
texts before you. Say they all relate to                or                  . But 
that’s bullshit, and you know it. Instead, we’ll share: they arise out 
of an encounter with presence in theater, in dance, in politics, in 
the experience of taking in oxygen and other weird chemicals 
in various polluted places. There’s a frustration in many of them, 
a kind of wrestling with these present conditions, which places 
affect and embodiment front and center in the experience of 
reading them. At least, we think that’s the case. Perhaps you will 
disagree. Please, pitch a fight with us. Argue. State an alternative 
viewpoint. You’ll fit right in. 

It’s getting late now. 
Late to submit our final texts to the proofreader, late with 

the graphic designer’s feedback, late with invoicing, late to send 
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the final PDF to the production house… We missed our alarms 
and honestly? It’s hard to care. Too much personal stuff to deal 
with, too much life to gulp down and vomit back up. We wish 
we could say this is laziness as anti-capitalist pushback, but really 
it’s just precarity at its limit. So good job, us. Another gold star 
for pushing something out even when our bodies are shutting 
down. What a sick joke. What a gorgeous effort. If only it 
wasn’t so goddamn hard. 

We don’t mean to be depressing, really.
But we’ve been having a hard time. And we’re Westerners 

with enough resources to work as freelance artists and academics. 
Meanwhile, there are multiple genocides unfolding, targeting 
Palestinians, Masalit Sudanese, Uyghurs, Ukrainians are being 
attacked by Russia, there’s a civil war in Ethiopia, Mexico City 
just recorded its hottest day on record (again), a landslide just 
killed thousands in Papua New Guinea. Oh, and trans rights are 
under attack everywhere, gay rights are being repealed in some 
countries, and the same with abortion rights. You probably 
already know all this, but we’re here to remind you that basically 
all of us, everywhere(?) we’re having a hard time. 

Does performance have anything to offer us in these 
hard times? We’re struggling to say yes with certainty. But 
our critical practice has us staying with the question. Maybe, 
we think—just maybe!—there’s something worth discussing 
here. Maybe this third thing, this object of discussion can do 
something to catalyze some little fragment of a reason to hang 
around. So, hang around with us for a while. As we can attest: 
there’s nothing like good company in a hard time.     
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If our shared experience over the past few months was a 
rehearsal, for what practice was it a rehearsal? It’s easier for me 
to think of us as a choreography... Some of us come and go 
from the room easily with no effort and some stay, banging their 
bodies against the walls. 

Are we ending up repeating what we know best?
Until recently, I thought I was one of those banging furiously 

against the walls. Now, I think I may have been wrong. I had 
opened the door and left from the start, continuing to come and 
go. During our first trip to Ljubljana, we shared how we applied 
for this program. Not why, not what we expected, but how 
much time it took amidst other applications and obligations. On 
that trip, I felt frustration, futility, and loneliness.

I think we mostly know from the beginning when not 
to have expectations. What hurts is that we want and try to 
prove ourselves wrong without becoming vulnerable to being 
disproved by others’ practices.

But look at us today! We are making a collective effort to 
write this text. A text that will encompass us. They disprove me 
once again. The first time was when I said I would leave. When 
I described to them that door in the room. When I announced to 
them that I had already opened it and felt safer outside. Then, they 
stood uncritically against me and showed me what that means. 

Yes, our collaboration wasn’t something I expected or have 
learned to call collaboration but look where we have ended up—
an inharmonious mixture of gazes, voices, and discourses. That, 
if anything, is something.

We stand with Palestine.





what if what if 
m e a n i n g m e a n i n g 
d o e s n ’ t d o e s n ’ t 
m a t t e r m a t t e r 

(elena rose light)
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Choreographer Deborah Hay asks: what if where I am is what 
I need? 

I pose the question to my nervous system. Even on bad 
days. Maybe the most on bad days. There’s so much non-
attachment in this. So much trust that the randomness of 
existence has some logic. Maybe it’s that I get to decide 
about the truth of this question. What if? What if I explore 
the possibility that this breakup is what I need, this rainy 
Sunday, this autoimmune diseased body, this fascist state? 
Taken literally, this question shows up in my daily life, 
echoing the words of Pema Chodron (a white American 
Buddhist woman in her 80s, as is Deborah Hay): “...anyone 
who stands on the edge of the unknown, fully in the present 
without reference point, experiences groundlessness.”1 
What can’t happen is that I decide: Yes, where I am is what 
I need. This is the logic of the orator and conqueror, the 
deterministic asshole. Absolute statements harden me, 
cultivating a bitterness and resentment for where I am. 
Fuck that this is what I need. And also: it’s definitely not what 
I need! That’s the what if: it’s a gesture toward uncertainty, 
an acknowledgement that we can’t know either way. 
We simply cannot know. Ugh. My nervous system hates 
this. It wants to know, wants the certainty that yes,  
I deserve the hellscape around me. Yes, I’m meant to be here. 
Deborah’s question is a specter, haunting me. What if none 
of it makes any sense? What if my 50-50 odds of survival 
at birth had turned out the other way? What if I wasn’t 

1 Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart (Shambhala, 1998), 2.
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here right now? It’s all a possibility. I just got lucky. I got 
a different what if. 

I got lucky on a Sunday afternoon arriving in Slovenia for 
the 7th edition of the Choreographic Turn, a festival centered 
around notions of practice in contemporary choreography. I’d 
spent about an hour frantically texting various members of the 
Slovenian team about where the shuttle bus was going to pick 
me up. Fifteen minutes before its arrival, I realized I was waiting 
in the wrong place. Walking in confusion around the terminal, 
I saw my friend, a tanned guy with a ponytail dragging two 
large suitcases. “Darío!” I yelled out. Darío and I met in the MA 
Choreography and Performance program at Giessen’s Institute 
for Applied Theater Studies, and we always had a really easy 
friendship. He and his partner Ace talked me through some 
challenging moments in a rough breakup, and one time we 
admitted to each other that our inner children really want to get 
married in these big magic fairytale gay weddings because Darío 
is a princess and I’m a prince. I don’t know how to describe how 
I feel about him other than that I feel at home. I guess in that lost, 
dehydrated state outside the Venice airport, I was exactly where 
I needed to be. 

Maybe “what if where I am is what I need?” is a question that 
helps us cultivate the magic of everyday life. The sense that 
this present moment is already bursting with vitality. That we 
don’t need anything else. Is that not what dancing does? Isn’t 
dancing just vitality at its most visceral? I was listening to the 
We Can Do Hard Things podcast on my drive back to the Venice 
airport, in which podcaster Glennon Doyle shared about healing 
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from anorexia.2  She described how she’s not trying to love her 
body, she’s just trying “to body.” She broke down the ways the 
Cartesian mind-body split is actually a way of dealing with the 
fear of death, and that if we sit with the reality that we are our 
bodies, then we’re confronted with the transience of existence. 
It felt like she was describing dancing. 

What if this dance is what I need? What if this body is what I 
need?  What if this is all there is? What if it’s not?  What if where 
I am is what I need? 

Deborah’s question is THE question for me as a U.S. 
American living in Europe. I spend probably an hour every day 
pondering what it means to live in this land of the social safety 
net, knowing that I can only benefit from this economic support 
because I had the financial privilege to move here in the first 
place. I idealize the struggle back home; I wallow in the guilt of 
not being there to protest the threats to Black and trans existence 
(not to mention most kinds of existence) and I wistfully daydream 
about the intensity of the North American landscape. But what 
if where I am is what I need? What if this friction, this tension 
of viewing my settler colonial home from abroad is exactly 
what I need to gather the groundedness to return? I’m already 
descended from a slew of various immigrants: Jewish salesmen, 
Spanish shepherds, Scotch Irish farmers, French factory workers. 
Even as I name these ancestors, I do so according to a moment 
in time when they were part of a particular nation, born on 
particular land, practicing particular forms of labor. How 

2  “200. Don’t Tell Glennon to Love Her Body”. Produced by Glennon Doyle 
and Audacy. We Can Do Hard Things, April 20, 2023. Podcast, audio, 46:00. 
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far back in history must I look to identify my lineage? Why 
that year? Why not this one? Deborah’s question, though not 
naming time, suddenly calls it into question. I can’t be anywhere 
without being there IN TIME. In the present, really. 

THIS, y’all. Not the what, but the how. Reading that 
sentence fills me with the feeling I get when I’m in love, when 
everything feels magical, when I’m more caught up in the 
doing of something than the idea of doing it. Okay, but then 
my analytical mind intercedes and I have questions: really, it’s 
the elephant in the room. What are the politics of Deborah’s 
practice of detachment from meaning, from doing a particular 
thing? Specifically, what are the racial politics of this? How do 
I look at Deborah’s choreographic philosophy in the wake of 
colonization and mass enslavement? I’m thinking of the kind of 
situated phenomenology that Fred Moten draws upon via Franz 
Fanon and Édouard Glissant.  

I recall my time in New York from 2013-2019, when 
there was a conversation happening (that still continues) about 
who gets to participate in abstraction. I watched young white 
choreographers claiming the postmodern lineage of Judson 
Dance Theater making works invoking form, dealing with the 
absence of meaning, seemingly aiming to avoid any situated-
ness. Meanwhile, young BIPOC makers were wading deep in 
personal histories, social stratifications, working with the stuff 
of personal and civic life as it manifests onstage. In 2018, Latinx 
choreographer Miguel Gutierrez (who has danced for Deborah) 
wrote a piece in BOMB Magazine titled “Does Abstraction 
Belong to White People?” that brought this dialogue to the 
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forefront. While naming the phenomenon of white artists’ 
ignorance around the necessity of situating one’s work, it 
also revealed Gutierrez’s sublimated desire for abstraction, his 
frustration. “Who has the right not to explain themselves?” 
Gutierrez writes. “The people who don’t have to. The ones 
whose subjectivities have been naturalized. It enrages me. No, 
it confuses me. I’m all for being confused, for searching, for 
having to do a bit of work. But. The absence of explanation is 
somehow…somehow…somehow what?”3 His next work, This 
Bridge Called My Ass (2019) seemed to provide an answer: Yes, 
brown Latinx people could also be abstract, and no, it would not 
replicate white abstraction. Thank goodness, honestly.

The materiality of racialized oppression leads to different 
types of dancing, which leads to different aesthetics that bear out 
in contemporary dance practice. As Deborah writes in the first 
sentence of Using the Sky: A Dance, “Everyone is consciously 
and unconsciously choreographed, by culture, gender, locale, 
politics, race, job, history, and so on.”4 And, the levels to which 
we feel those structures are as diverse as the various humans on 
this planet. Deborah writes that she wanted to “choreograph a 
spoken language that would inspire a shift in dance away from 
the illustrative body, despite its intense appeal to dancers and 
audiences alike, to a non-representational body.”5 But again, 

3 Miguel Gutierrez, “Does Abstraction Belong to White People?,” BOMB 
Magazine, November 7, 2018, https://bombmagazine.org/articles/2018/11/07/
miguel-gutierrez-1/.
4 Deborah Hay, Using the Sky: A Dance (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Press, 
2019), 3.
5 Ibid., 1.



26
W

ha
t i

f m
ea

ni
ng

 d
oe

sn
’t 

m
at

te
r

what bodies get to be non-representational today? Or in 2015, 
when Deborah’s sentence was first published? 

Perhaps the question I really want to ask is: what’s so bad 
about representation? Why are we trying to wipe away the 
specificity of our bodies, our inheritances, our semiotics? I 
struggle to imagine a time on this planet when my non-binary, 
white, able body stops illustrating something. Yes, “non-
binary,” “white,” and “able” are words-as-stopgap-measures, 
bandaids for social signifiers that are wholly constructed—but 
to ignore their construction is ignorant at best and violent at 
worst. And fundamentally, if my body produces meaning, then 
it’s in dialogue with the world and with other bodies. If it stops 
doing that, won’t connection be lost? I suppose anyone against 
meaning is for materiality, but that logic assumes that we all share 
the same material conditions. I think this is where I come back 
to Miguel’s point, that formal abstraction in dance is usually for 
white people (read: those with racial and economic privilege), 
since to do abstraction requires emphasizing the materiality of 
the body. And to emphasize the materiality of one’s body means 
assuming that this body already matters, and—crucially—not all 
bodies matter on this planet. The Black Lives Matter movement 
reminds us that Black lives and bodies are discarded in a 
postcolonial world premised on Black death. A white (falsely) 
neutral neoliberal world order requires the systematic oppression 
of Black and Brown bodies. Therefore, my White body’s ability 
to become abstracted from itself is precisely because it matters 
so much in relation to others’ bodies mattering so little. I don’t 
see a stop to my white body illustrating this power relation until 
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(maybe) sometime thousands of years in the future, after much 
atonement and reordering of materiality. 

Stay with me.
Because when I project into that imagined future, I still see 

relationality. Which means I see some kind of semiotics. Meaning 
comes from a web of signification that is always unfolding. We 
can’t escape the rhizome. Even right now, when I’m trying to 
talk in relation to Deborah’s work without concretely linking 
this sentence to Deborah’s work, you can feel in my writing the 
gap where Deborah’s work sits in my mind. I am in relation to 
her work, to her, to Darío, to that one theater in Ljubljana, to the 
other Critical Practice participants who were there, to my personal 
history in New York City, to Miguel’s work, to the Black Lives 
Matter protests, to everything I’ve ever read, to my parents, to my 
white skin, to my bloody insides, to the leaves blowing in the wind 
outside my window, to the fingertips touching the keys of a piano 
across the courtyard from me, to the soundwaves those fingertips 
produce, to the Audre Lorde poem I want to try to fit into this 
piece, to oxygen, to the concept of nothingness. It’s not that I’m 
trying to make meaning out of these relations; it’s that they are 
there. To pretend otherwise is, frankly, impossible. When I stand 
or move or breathe onstage, I carry those resonances and project 
them outwards, and the people witnessing me bring their own 
weird stories towards me. Their gaze meets my body at the place 
where meaning and matter collide in a messy, beautiful encounter 
with the present moment. This is both liveness in the most visceral 
experience of it AND a representation of liveness. You don’t get 
one without the other here on planet Earth! 
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Ironically, I think this is what Deborah’s whole practice is 
getting at. She writes, “What if the question ‘What if where I 
am is what I need?’ is not about what I need but an opportunity 
to inhabit the question ‘What if where I am is what I need?’” 
She’s inviting us to engage in a practice, which itself cultivates 
meaning. The practice isn’t about finding solidity in the practice 
or the meaning of the practice; rather, it’s about being in a 
constant relationship to the practice. Meaning is secondary 
and always in flux. But also, there wouldn’t be any practice to 
do without an investment in the meaning of the question. It’s 
like God and dancing: their power lies in their impossibility, 
unknowability, and ephemerality. You get me? 

I should keep writing. I feel like I’m trying to arrive 
somewhere, to decide something concrete about meaning and 
representation and paradox and how Deborah’s work deals with 
that or doesn’t and how that relates to whiteness or doesn’t and 
how it links to a history of Western philosophy or doesn’t and 
I’m just not sure I want to land anywhere. I keep wandering on 
this thought path because I see myself in Deborah and I love 
her and I’m scared of getting it wrong and I want to know 
what it all means and if my body actually has any potential to 
do anything radical and if not then where should I go and how 
should I move??? But, as I write this I’m reminded there’s literally 
no end in sight, there’s no horizon, there’s no utopia, there’s no 
perfectly radical dance, there’s only me checking in with myself 
and asking: where am I? And: what if where I am is what I need?

Deep breath. What if I ask that every moment of every day? 
What if I feel into my cells’ aliveness such that I notice centuries 
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of ancestors coursing through my body? Will I feel more alive? 
Will the dance I did have mattered if I do this? Why am I still 
seeking some kind of meaning, some kind of reason for doing 
this? For doing anything? When will it stop? Will it? What if it 
doesn’t? What if death is the only end to these questions? What 
if it’s not? 

This page won’t archive these questions, or Deborah’s, 
anymore, but the white blankness below will indicate their 
ongoingness, the meaning that was really just an excuse for 
a practice, the practice that was an excuse for meaning, the 
presence that absence always exists in relation to.  
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Recently, I have found myself wondering if there is a magic 
ingredient for collaborations that might make them ‘work.’

What if collaborations had a recipe? 
Imagine you are ready to follow a recipe to prepare a dinner 

for your beloved ones. 
Imagine that you have the recipe, handed down by your 

grandmother, or you picked it up from some kind of recipe 
book that passes from generation to generation.

You are excited, gathering the materials 
You are spreading the ingredients on the kitchen counter.
You are looking forward to this dinner. You have the desire 

to make something nice, something meaningful for the people 
that you have invited to eat together. 

You start cooking.
As you start mixing the ingredients you realize that the 

recipe you hold in your hands does not include a lot of details. 
You have to figure them out. 

Unfortunately, your grandmother has died and there is no 
one to reach out to for help.

You remember your grandmother preparing the food. 
You remember how it seemed like a piece of cake for her,  

although you know that ingredients, temperatures, quantities 
and timings have to be precise, in a way. If you mess up some 
details, the food will not be edible. 

What will be there to offer to your beloved ones?
You get stressed and you enter a state of uncertainty. 

You are confused. 
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If a recipe is a list of ingredients and a set of instructions that 
tell you how to cook something, what would be this element 
in the specific recipe you are preparing tonight that you know 
should not be missing?

The knowledge of it is lost with a loss of memory.
Imagine that you desire to make something nice, 

something meaningful.
Imagine that if you miss one ingredient or instruction, 

everything might fall apart.
Think about it.
Try to name it.
Are you sure?
Well, unfortunately, your grandmother has died and there is 

no one to reach out to for help.
But just a moment!
Let’s take a step back.
Let’s breathe in and out. 
There is not only one magic ingredient; it might be different 

depending on its specific occasion. 
It depends in which kitchen you are cooking, in which city 

you are, in which country you live, in which climate, the season 
of the year, on the amount of money available, and on your 
income. It depends on your guests. Do they have allergies, do 
they have preferences, do they have tolerances or intolerances, 
do they like salt or do they not like spicy food?

But just a moment!
Let’s stay still for a moment. Let’s look around in the landscape 

where we find ourselves. This means we are zooming out from 
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the kitchen where we are preparing dinner and zooming in to 
another landscape, the one of performing arts (indeed with its 
plural niches and positions that people might inhabit). Be aware 
that we moved out from the intimate and safer space of our 
kitchen (which for some of us is not a safe space or for some 
others is demolished by a bomb that fell without notice). Be 
aware that we moved into a field that has been to a large extent 
dominated by neoliberal capitalism.

So, let’s stay still together. 
Here.
Let’s search for the magic ingredient of collaboration, in the 

specific moment, in each specific collaboration, the one which 
will do its magic this time. 

Let’s sense what is happening around us.
Stay still.
If you can not find magic, it is no wonder. We are in a very 

demystified place.
There is no magic here. There is the market, institutions, 

freelancers and a lot of labor, most of the time very badly paid. 
A lot of dreams, illusions and delusions. A lot of self-exploitation 
disguised as love and passion. 

So, let’s stay still for a moment and sense/feel what is 
happening around us.

Imagine there was only one ingredient. The magic 
ingredient. The knowledge of it is lost with a loss of memory.

Imagine that you desire to make something nice, 
something meaningful.
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Imagine that if you miss this one ingredient everything 
might fall apart.

Think about it.
Try to name it.
Are you sure?
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Desiring to open and include multiple voices in this 
endeavor, I reached out to close friends and colleagues with the 
following invitation:

Dear all!

I hope you are all doing well!

This is an email to invite you to contribute to the text 
that I am trying to write... No worries, it is a very small 
thing and hopefully it will not require time from you, 
if you can not or do not want to that is fine, of course. 

I am writing a text around collaborations and the title is 
“Searching for the magic ingredient(s).” I want to invite 
you to share what you think/feel/experience to be a 
magic ingredient that might make collaboration “work.”
I know it is a very uncontextualized question, so if that 
makes it impossible for you to answer do not stress yourself.

If smth pops up please share it with me if you are ok that 
I might include it in my text.
It can be just one word...

Love,
Nefeli
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Below are the generous answers and contributions by Elena 
Novakovits, Kasia Wolinska, Niks Božović, Myrto Sarma, Anka 
Herbut, Ana Vujanovic, Maeve Johnson, Nefeli Gioti, Vasso 
Polymeni, caterina daniela mora jara, Szymon Adamczak.

*
for me, it’s love, simple and complex as it is

*
sharing strategies
working smartly

looking after capacity while
trusting
that yes

the others do have your back
knowing when to rest
knowing when to rage

knowing when to say yes
and when to say no

they say we are the granddaughters of the witches they 
couldn’t burn

maybe the secret is not to let them burn us
let us grow older together

let our rage be soil to nourish
let our joy be rain to heal
let our friendship be real

let our knowledge grow and accumulate
we are the granddaughters of the witches they couldn’t burn
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our coven is the sharing of resources
true journey is return

so we return each time to each other
a harvest of grief and love and practice

there is no magic ingredient
it is work

trust in the work and let’s grow old together
*

Curiosity
*

Responsibility and consent
*

For me, collaboration requires building a good team that you can 
rely on. You need to get to know them and make sure everyone 
has the same idea for the project. In larger teams, there will 
always be people who don’t care that much about the project, 
but you need to activate them, consider what their interests are 
and how they can fit in, and if you can’t do that, make sure you 
have enough time to do the work regardless. So, yeah, the main 
two things are building a reliable team and making sure you 

have enough time if that doesn’t work. 
Hope that helps.

*
I think it’s a combination. A common space of intention, 

appreciation, empathy, and honesty, primarily with oneself.
*

There are two words I can think of that make collaboration 
work for me. 
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The first one is wavelength and the second one is alliance. 
Wavelength has to do with registering, sensing and then 

receiving one another and each other respectively.    
I have always been interested in how to remain distinctive even 

if what I do often blends in collaboration with others. 
Alliance is about making connections on shared politics yet remaining 

open to unexpected perspectives and marching alongside.
*

I would say that good collaboration is maybe about being more 
excited to go on a group trip together than to go on a solo trip 
next to one another...  There needs to be a lot of curiosity about 
the process and the ways it may change us – each of us separately 

and as a group.
 

Maybe what is also needed is to care for the collaboration. And 
I don’t necessarily mean being effective, fast, and productive. 
What would it mean to give space to thinking about reproductive 
aspects of work itself? Giving time to discuss how and not only 
what and when? To hear each voice, but also maybe to be able 
to make bold decisions in order to rescue the collaboration when 

something stops working.
 

But if I had to provide one word now, I would say: partnership.
It seems to stand firmly... even if temporarily some part of 
collaboration is weaker and more vulnerable, then the rest 
may mobilise and strengthen it. And that would also mean 

withdrawing sometimes and giving space.
*



39
D

iss
on

an
ce

s

…I would say that empathy, understood as an ability to put 
yourself in others’ shoes, is needed for the collaboration to work. 
From such a place, negotiations could be made by paying close 
attention to how others’ positions and capacities are conditioned 

by various factors and forces. 
*

For me, it’s about hope and interest at the same time.
Hope in collaboration as a way of hoping for 

 something that will come transformed.
Interest in collaboration as a way to provoke  

an intended transformation.
*

How to make the ‘perfect’ well-cooked  
collaborative meal.  

Do not forget to cook it slowly

What to add:
empathy with the other

transparency in payment, obligations, and tasks
listening, discussions, and exchanges

recognition of the other’s labor and contribution;  
admission of what you do not offer

established boundaries
appreciation of personal time

acceptance of failure
reciprocity

theory into practice
fun and smile
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feedback
any extra ingredient that suits your personality and needs

What not to add:
self-promotion

exploitation
ego

conflicts
authoritarian behavior and power structures

promoting -only- the main figure
appropriation of other collaborator’s ideas

unpaid labor
non-paid collaborators

blaming only the system
any sort of discrimination

evaluation only of the artistic result and  
not of the process

taking yourself too seriously
thinking that you change the world through art

fake instagram posts that you had great time
bad old experience





To        unionize To        unionize 
or not to or not to 
u n i o n i z eu n i o n i z e
from the socially constructed 
identity of the artist towards 
the occupational one

(Myrto Sarma)
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(The text was written as a result of discussions that 
emerged over the years within the artistic collective  
ReCompulsive Behaviours. Here are some thoughts without 
claiming to be infallible.)

In my mind, there is a paradox regarding my profession, and 
I think this paradox is related to the fact that this profession is 
imposed on me as an identity construction of my personality 
through practices of stereotypical recognition.

I’m an artist, of course I am eccentric and dedicated to 
my individuality.

I’m an artist, of course my solitary, peculiar genius will 
highlight my work and talent.

I’m an artist, of course I use my means to express my 
individual creativity.

I’m an artist, of course my produced work is synonymous 
with my life.

I’m an artist, of course I am in a constant state of 
ecstatic inspiration.

I’m an artist, of course I must operate outside social and 
economic frameworks.

I’m an artist, of course I do not engage in real work or work 
that is connected to any urgency.

How many stereotypes and social performances do we 
end up embracing as Western artists? I wonder where these 
stereotypes originated, in what ways they were imposed, 
and whether we are aware that we are performing some 
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of them. Surely, the romantic notions of the 19th century 
and the “inner-directed individualism”1 of modernism have 
significantly shaped many of these. Moreover, the ways in 
which artistic temperament is reproduced in social media and 
news outlets, as well as the constructed image projected in pop 
culture, create expectations about the types of performances 
an artist is expected to follow. At the same time, the support of 
specific artistic expression practices, the promotion of closed 
reference circles that invest in reproducing spaces where 
cultural capital is accumulated, and the perception of the 
superiority of the ‘autonomous’ artistic gesture, which ends 
up being identified with the artistic subjectivity promoted by 
art schools and cultural institutions, represent the final straw.

I think that we very often reproduce these stereotypes 
ourselves, inadvertently undermining the ways we can build 
strong arguments in defense of our labor rights. Do we have 
the ability to adopt some of these stereotypes while trying to 
dismantle those that we recognize as restrictive and oppressive?  
For example in the public discussions that took place in Greece 
about a year ago, prompted by Presidential Decree 85/2022, 
graduates of drama schools, conservatories, film, and dance 
schools had their degrees downgraded to a secondary (non-
university) level, thus devaluing their educational qualifications. 
Many artists in this period adopted systemic counter-arguments 
that included the objectification of our professional identity, as 
evident in statements like ‘the life of an actor is the stage itself.’ 

1  Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. p. 306
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Among the stereotypical perceptions that socially construct 
the precariousness of artistic work are beliefs that artistic 
production should exclusively revolve around the need 
for individual self-expression or inherent creativity. These 
approaches often employ arguments based on the idea that artistic 
labor is a natural, inherent characteristic, whereby “particular 
skills are essentialised, declared or culturally constructed as 
naturally stemming from the subject’s essence or nature.”2 As 
a result, this perception overlooks the labor aspect of artistic 
work and the fact that, as a profession, it requires skills and 
professional training. This contributes to the marginalization of 
artists’ rights and working conditions, rendering labor as “self-
affirming individualistic exceptionalism.”3 At the same time, the 
prevalence of views regarding the autonomy4 of art tends to blur 
and overshadow the interdependence of artists with the market, 

2  Praznik, Katja. Wages for and against Art Work: On Economy, Autonomy, 
and the Future of Artistic Labour. 8 December 2020. https://reshape.network/
article/wages-for-and-against-art-work-on-economy-autonomy-and-the-
future-of-artistic-labour (accessed June 6, 2024).
3  Ibid.
4  Personally, I have difficulty understanding the theoretical framework of 
autonomous artistic work, so I will limit myself to mentioning a particular approach 
by Bojana Kunst where she positively frames the concept of autonomy “as the 
establishment of the border between art and life, which profoundly determines 
art precisely because this difference no longer exists.” Although I believe that the 
borderline situation here seems to describe a liminal spatiality, thus unorthodoxly 
equating autonomy with relationality, it is worth noting that, according to her 
and under the influence of Rancier, this boundary is essential because it shapes our 
understanding “of the relation of art to work.” In this prism, while the boundaries 
between artistic work and its creation process are disappearing in the context 
of post-Fordist capitalist culture, we can detect the mechanisms that render the 
depoliticization of artistic labor. Kunst, Bojana. Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and 
Capitalism . Winchester & Washington: Zero Books, 2015 pp. 146-153
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sectors in the creative industries, and contemporary political, 
social, and economic structures. In our era, the autonomous 
artist-subject, emblematic of the flexible and ‘precarious’ 
contemporary worker, is compelled to adhere to precise post-
Fordist production standards that are linked to both identity 
and, as described by Lazzarato5, the production of subjectivity, 
seemingly conforming to the criteria set by the neoliberal 
instrumentalization of cultural production. As Bojana Kunst 
aptly observes, “nowadays, creativity and artistic subjectivity are 
at the center of the contemporary production of value,”6 and 
such assumptions raise a plethora of questions regarding issues 
that we consider as given and practices we adopt, to ascertain 
whether they ultimately serve the interests of capital rather than 
challenging them.

How many times have we equated the non-recognition of 
the work we produce with personal failure? How many times 
have we commodified ourselves in order to cope with the field? 
How many stereotypes have become habitus, shaping patterns 
of our behavior, thought, and perception? Can we assert 
ourselves professionally through these? How do we understand 
and value our labor in a capitalist system? Under capitalism, 
the value of labor is often determined by its marketability and 
ability to generate profit, focusing on economic metrics rather 
than broader societal benefits, ethical considerations, or cultural 
values. I have the feeling that the way we approach the notion 
5  Lazzarato, Maurizio. Immaterial Labour. 1996. https://www.generation-online.
org/c/fcimmateriallabour3.htm
6  Kunst, Bojana. Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism . Winchester 
& Washington: Zero Books, 2015 p. 10
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of our produced value is an important decision we are called 
upon to make in order to evaluate it based on criteria that surpass 
(albeit significant) economic assessment and to advocate for this 
value towards various directions. In this light, I think we should 
contemplate whether our profession is primarily protected 
socially, whether we operate at a level of urgency for the public, 
and for the audience.

Perhaps, the way for our work to be recognized and 
remunerated within frameworks that do not perpetuate the 
commodification of our artistic expressions within capitalist 
structures lies not only in highlighting the modes of production 
but also in the kind of cultural capital we create and for whom.

Perhaps, we need to address the inequalities in accessing our 
profession, which exhibits elements of a closed-class profession, 
primarily due to limited opportunities for access, systemic barriers, 
and prevailing normalization and endeavor to open it up.

Perhaps, we need to collectively confront the entire set of beliefs 
that produce a specific type of recognition, identify them, name them 
as such, and attempt to overturn them. Not some, but all of them.

Perhaps, we could find ways of self-identification according 
to our needs as they are shaped from the bottom up, rather than 
as they are imposed, hired, and institutionally evaluated.

Perhaps, we should claim for the public character of culture, 
education, healthcare, and communal resources as if our 
profession and identity depended on them.

Perhaps, when we demand improvements in our working 
conditions, access to healthcare systems and medical care, 
social security, collective labor agreements, and pension 
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funds, we should do it for everyone, stemming from our 
precarious position.

Perhaps, we should decide to become allies of the people 
who our audience consists of but also those who are absent. To 
arm them with our presence in their demands, to carry their 
burden through our art, to provide them with the “fundamental 
right”7 not to be alone.

Perhaps...

Perhaps what I want to say is that organizing into unions 
primarily means claiming together with others and for others. 
This implies that demanding through occupational identity not 
only allows us to fight through and beyond ourselves but also 
implements it. 

7  Louis, Édouard. “Your Identity Isn’t Private Property.” Jacobin.com. April 
15, 2024. https://jacobin.com/2024/04/edouard-louis-identity-private-property 
(accessed June 6, 2024).





w h a t w h a t 
is this is this 
f o r ( m ) ?f o r ( m ) ?

(Ana Pinter)
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I would not call myself a formalist necessarily, but I do navigate 
through the world with a lot of interest in forms. Occasionally, I 
bring it up in an attempt to engage in stimulating conversations 
around it. However, recently I have gotten the impression that 
this term has been overtaken by something that was supposed 
to be secondary to it, something that might have been its 
implication, that eventually turned it into a zombie term, 
emptied of meaning, damned to wander around and suck on 
the juices of a wide range of disciplines and methods to prove its 
relevance. I guess this made it look dull and boring. 

But to me, it looks uncanny. 

Struggle with form is not new, 
or, if you wish, contemporary.
It is as old as time.
And that is just one of its problems. 
To be fair, it does sound old-fashioned. Doesn’t it?

Probably. 

Still, some things haunt me and I feel an urge to share them. 

things - the first stepping stone of my discourse
thing as a word indefinitely generative
thing as material and immaterial
that can be seen and/or heard and/or touched and/or smelled 

and/or tasted and/or felt and/or 
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One of the haunthings is this common understanding that 
form is

something unifying
something whole
with clear boundaries separating the insides from the outsides
something centralizing, normative, authoritative
something which imposes order

The classical and modern requests for unified wholeness 
reflect a broader desire to regulate and control, to claim 
something as normal, accepted and tolerated, including the 
rejection of everything that doesn’t seem to fit in, keeping it 
outside of itself. Yes, this is what form is used for, too. In the 
last couple of decades, however, we have experienced radically 
different proposals regarding  form in critical theory and art 
practice—form perceived as a flux, a movement, a relation in the 
making, conditioned by as many other movements as there can 
be, always on the edge of slipping into the most unpredictable 
directions. It is about a form that could be exciting, inviting and 
playful, but also a form that leaves one alone and doesn’t have a 
particular intention. Thinking about forms asks us to recognize 
their versatility, not their purity and taxonomy.  
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Form indeterminably finished
Form emerging from a process of relating to and/or with
Form appearing, disappearing and reappearing 
changing, transforming, shapeshifting
affecting and effecting 
breaking, dissolving, disintegrating   
per-forming

While leading you, my reader, 
further through the upcoming web of thoughts, 
through the entanglement of philosophical issues 
with experiences and impressions,
I will occasionally need to make a couple of disclaimers. 
All of them are very personal 
and relating to contexts relevant to 
why I am writing this text 
in the first place.  

Around 10 years ago, I was studying the shadow puppet 
theatre in Central Java, Indonesia. I would describe it as a 
very sophisticated theatrical form, wide-spread, popular in 
the communities and seemingly one of the most important 
representations of Javanese cultural identity. In the beginning, 
I felt very frustrated not being able to understand the language 
of these all-night outdoor plays, while struggling with the rich 
shapes and behaviors of the puppets. Apart from watching the 
performance itself in those long hours, I would take the freedom 
to observe the audience of literally all ages, sitting or lying on 
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the floor barefoot, sipping tea and munching on peanuts. At 
first, the differences between the concept of theatre events, the 
circumstances and conventions of the culture I had come from 
and the culture I found myself in, raised a series of questions 
and expanded my curiosity. It felt unlike the dark, comfortable, 
yet passive and inhibiting situation of the audience at home in 
Europe. There, some visitors would come, others would go, or 
swap places to have small talks. I used to notice some people 
taking a nap. It is so lucky that it feels so relaxing. Imagine it 
being the other way around! The uncertainty and instability of 
my interpretational position would make me uncomfortable and 
anxious. Instead, I could choose from diverse specters of events 
happening all at once and have enough time to explore what 
part I would take and in which directions I would organize 
my experience, not just as a spectator, but as a member of 
the community in a social event. To be fair, the plots turned 
out to be more or less based on major epics and legends, like 
Mahabharata, Ramayana, or even Qur’an and the Bible, in 
combination with some local motifs that soon became traceable 
—slowly I managed to reach some levels of understanding the 
stage action. My inaccessibility to the language helped me 
realize there was another complex network of communicating 
systems. It required other types of attention, which led to this 
very specific feeling of immersion and/or distance. The music, 
rhythm and dynamics, the shifts between singing, narration and 
dialogues (all of these done by a single puppeteer followed by 
a gamelan orchestra during the whole night) and many more 
visual acts. The ways they intersect were able to replace text 
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in my experience of the performing piece. Once I gained 
literacy in these fields, I was able to understand the actions in the 
performances almost as much as my Javanese friends. And now 
comes the plot twist. I discovered that my proficiency in the 
interpretational skills of non-textual layers of the performance was 
nothing extraordinary. This is actually how the locals experience 
the performance as well; it is a recognized and common way 
of experiencing it. My Javanese friends understood the stage 
language slightly better than I did since it was not the language 
in regular, everyday use. This language is called kakawin or kawi 
and it is officially and practically a dead language. Today, in 
Javanese culture, it is used as a language exclusively for art forms 
(poetry, music and performing arts) and kept as a promise to the 
tradition of wayang, the founding art style that made Javanese art 
well-known. In that specific cultural context, it did not resemble 
a zombie. Kakawin language is fostered and enjoyed for its 
acoustic beauty, seemingly with no other noticeable function 
or purpose, other than aesthetic. The language’s sensation is 
very impactful. It invites the listener (and observer, of course) to 
create a more open, meditative, more speculative relation with 
the piece and even to comment on it with the other spectators. 
In between the simple and fantastic actions of the plots, I felt the 
invitation to contemplate my perspective, only to discover there 
were many of them, unfolding in front of me while some old 
legend, unfamiliar to me, was enacted in a way that felt familiar. 
Through this, I became aware of composition and disposition 
as sources of uncountable sensorial, emotional, cognitive, 
physiological, neurological and other processes at work. It 
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allowed me to sense unexplainable connections and relationships 
of all forms mentioned above, among and within each other. I 
have never experienced theatre in Europe this way. And since 
then, this memory doesn’t leave me, like I am possessed. 

Now, I am aware it sounds mystifying,
I feel I could slip easily on this ground, 
so I need to make another disclaimer.

I grew up in an occidentally oriented culture and the 
educational system in which I participated taught me of certain 
epistemic processes, mostly relying on methods of reading texts, 
listening to texts, memorizing texts, and writing texts, to prove 
that I understood the meaning of the text as a dominant source of 
knowledge the way I was expected to. I did not realize that there 
are other ways of knowing things. It was not a sudden moment 
of the striking truth, an epiphany, or any kind of event in and 
of itself. It was a slow, long, puzzling and intuitive process that 
took a lot of time to emerge into its form. In learning, I stopped 
paying attention to what was going on in my head, because 
there were so many sensations and experiences going on around 
my whole body. Soon I started having this image of a swiss knife; 
one needs to understand the situation and their position to move 
with an adequate approach. With all my senses, through being 
exposed to the form repeatedly, I became able to understand the 
logic of changes in the speech styles and rhythms of the music. I 
was able to anticipate things, expect them, eventually find them, 
or be surprised if I don’t, and acknowledge the power of aesthetic 
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sensation in the process of knowing. With the precision of a 
surgeon, I used my new multifunctional tool to uncover layers 
of tissues that belonged to the body of a theatrical event, of a 
social community gathered around it and my own body, as well. 
I was just a node in this expanding network, but as complex as 
the rest. The discovery did not feel strange, more like a reminder 
of something I already knew but was not aware of. It exposed 
the power of what knowledge does and can do, the power of 
its performative potential. This shadow puppet theatre with its 
indecipherable language enabled me to feel the sensoriality of 
the form; it helped me understand the music and speech acts 
better, as well as their infinite possibilities. Seemingly, the strict 
and complex form of Javanese theatre inspired me to investigate 
some of these concepts in my creative practice. I believe they 
are also widely applied to some forms of critical practice since, 
for me, this is the question about the point of view. To describe 
it in Eve Kosofsky-Sedgwick’s terms, it was an act of shifting 
focus from the question of whether a particular knowledge is 
true, and how we can know it, to what it actually does after 
exposure.1 I thought, by liberating ourselves from the imperative 
of one exclusive truth dominating over everything else, we 
open up space and time to rethink, reevaluate and reimagine 
the situations we find ourselves in. We do this by exploring 
different perspectives simultaneously, taking them to the most 
implausible and impossible directions, celebrating mistakes and 
errors. Bruno Latour wrote that fiction writers often offer “a 

1  Eve Kosofsky-Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 
(Durheim & London: Duke University Press, 2003), 124.
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vast playground to rehearse accounts of what makes us act.”2 
Contextualizing the form in multiple ways, not just historically 
or culturally, but individually and specifically to each subject, 
should be about the practices and methods of how, together, 
we can explain the world to ourselves and others. If Latour is 
correct, how can we do it in free and playful ways?   

Now, hopefully, the last disclaimer—although it sounds 
stereotypical and maybe even sufficient to say, 

1) For me as an artist, the question of the form is unavoidable. 
2) I also find it delicate how the critic addresses the art piece 

or art practice.
3) As an engaged member of a performing arts audience, I 

find it important, too. 

One way or another, the thing with the form doesn’t leave 
me alone.

So, call me an old-fashioned formalist.

Now, how to approach form? The meaning of the term 
itself is somehow vague. It requires more detailed context to 
be possible to situate it. Form can refer to the elements of 
music, verbal, kinetic and visual composition, such as rhythm, 
structure, meter, diction, imagery, etc that distinguishes 
ordinary from figurative utterance, to refer to one of the first 

2  Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social, The Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory 
(New York: Oxford University Press), 55.
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definitions every theory of literature student learns from the 
inevitable René Wellek’s “Concepts of Form and Structure in 
20th Century Criticism.”3 Form can also relate to structures 
and patterns between the elements of the whole that compose 
the chains of possible associations in the encounter with the 
perceiver. Form also stands for habits, lines, models, designs, 
tropes, structures… All that has been mentioned by now is 
just a tip of an iceberg. Its semantical openness should not be 
understood as its imperfection. Its dependence on the context 
reveals its relevance. I like to imagine form not as a skeleton, 
but rather like a juicy grape cluster. One can bite only 
one grape grain, or devour the whole cluster, or anything 
in between. Form can also be perceived in such ways as 
to feel abject, inappropriate or indifferent, intentionally 
or not. In that sense, the matter of the choice of the form 
seems essential for every author. This choice determines the 
relationship between the author and the audience. It places 
this relationship in a certain context. It builds an audience 
member’s expectation and it sets a framework for the mutual 
operation. For the form to be relational, both sides must be 
attentive. Paying attention to form means practicing the point 
of view(s) of (an)other(s), whoever or whatever is, imagining 
and constantly recreating the situation. Form is a cohesive 
force that has the power to make sense of discourses, also of 
political identities, class struggles and value collisions. All 
human social activity, including radical politicality, is based 

3  René Wellek, “Concepts of Form and Structure in 20th Century Criticism”, 
Concepts of Criticism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1963), 55.
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on the “perpetual iteration of forms.”4 The most effective 
examples are placed in institutions of all kinds. 

We also need to understand that forms change throughout 
time, they are evolving. Sometimes, they go through a fractal 
process, they merge with each other, they become more or 
less interesting, desirable or effective and we, the creating or 
perceiving agents too, also change, as do our experiences of 
the forms and our needs related to them. Even when form is 
understood and intended to be used in a manner of disinterested 
purposelessness, even if it is detached from specific historical, 
social and political dimensions, it still can invite and encourage 
the most intimate participation in the interpretational process 
of the object, event or phenomena. Form has the potential to 
help us understand why things are happening to us and how 
to deal with them. At this very moment, we need to make 
sense of the situation we find ourselves in. Just four years ago 
we lived in a world pandemic emergency, abolishing not only 
some commodities we got hooked on, but also some of our basic 
needs. The way we showed care changed its form. In my culture, 
people touch and hug and kiss a lot. This habit in fact became 
a risk to the ones we love the most—parents, grandparents 
and children, and even became inappropriate. The evolving 
climate crisis creates a lot of suspense. The effects of climate 
change surprise humans more and more, showing its undoubted 
indifference and lack of compassion. Although climate does not 
care, its representation triggers the anxiety buttons installed long 

4   Jonathan Kramnick and Anahid Nersessian, “Form and Explanation”, Critical Inquiry 
43 (Spring 2017) (University of Chicago, 2017), 657 paraphrasing Caroline Levine, 
Forms (Princeton & Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1970), 17.  
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ago with the images of Hell. We are all sinners, and any attempt 
to gain control is futile. Climate change will require a lot of 
transformation, but before that, we need to deal with how the 
crisis is communicated and how we acknowledge the human 
state in it. The truth is that the planet will adapt. Some species 
will be gone. For others, the environment will be more friendly 
and those will expand. The problem with the climate discourse 
is that it is too human-oriented, which is probably what makes 
it uncanny. As if this wasn’t already enough, we have woken up 
just above the burning threshold of the global war, drowning 
in the disturbing overwhelming daily waves of documentation 
from the war zones like we have never had before. These 
existential conditions and forms communicating with our affects 
and sensations, strong and fast, also reveal less and less time and 
tools to process and approach them critically. They leave us with 
feelings of fatalistic hopelessness and complete loss of control. 

So, as it usually is, the controversy is situated in the political 
stance through form. Form implies rules, so it tends to set up 
boundaries and discipline social activities. From Plato, across 
Russian formalism, to Michel Foucault, up until now, we can 
prove that, most of the time, this is true. But also, many forms 
of informality, which became synonyms for relaxation, had to 
fight for their ways of legitimizing, while more of them still 
continue to struggle for legitimacy. Being able to recognize the 
formal patterns and models, to understand how they operate and 
shapeshift, how they evolve and transform, can empower actors 
and equip them with tools to resist. 
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So, when I feel a desire to speak about form, 
I want to speak about forms of communication with others, 
human and non-human, 
about emerging power relations, 
ways to recognize their dynamics 
and ways to imagine together 
how to create and distribute 
alternative political strategies, 
but keeping in mind that resistance to one of them 
may not emancipate us from others.  





For all the For all the 
no(s) I’ve no(s) I’ve 
put into put into 
p r a c t i c ep r a c t i c e
the dialogues we 
choose to engage with

(Myrto Sarma)
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Standing in front of a notice board in the museum of the city of 
Galway, Ireland, I reflected on all the yes(es) I have said and all the 
no(s) I have put into practice. The room housed selected material 
from the 1916 Rising, the War of Independence, and the Civil 
War so that ignorant visitors like me would get a sense of the 
historical and political continuity of the place we were visiting. 
An entire section of the exhibition presented the testimonies 
and arguments of the supporters and those who opposed the 
Anglo-Irish Treaty, the agreement signed in December of 
1921 and according to which dominance status was (briefly) 
offered to 26 out of Ireland’s 32 counties by binding the newly 
founded Irish Free State to the British monarchy. I stood for a 
long time between the Irish Free State and the Irish Republic. 
I have learned to approach museum halls with scepticism and 
increased resistance in the face of institutional narratives that 
claim to impose themselves as history by displacing the gaze of 
the defeated. The exhibition of arguments was designed in such 
a way that at the end, the visitor could register their vote for or 
against the treaty on a large notice board. I grabbed the ‘no’ vote 
and, after a while, I put it back. We’ve been through too much 
in the last few years, where I grew up and came from, that the 
weight of (even) such a naive and harmless gesture feels much 
more substantial. 

I have said a lot of yes(es), too many to cast the ‘no’ vote 
this time. I have been blackmailed, scared, compromised. I 
have been convinced that there are no alternatives; I have 
settled for the obvious. I have succumbed to dilemmas. 
What a heavy burden to drag behind me, all these yes(es). 
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So, in front of this notice board, I felt I would be fooling 
myself if I easily chose no. I respect and appreciate my 
no(s) and I justify my yes(es) so that at some point the 
former will forgive the latter.

_

The Western world once again presents its tendency to 
crash, to annihilate, to exterminate, in all its glory. The collapse 
of the welfare state or social justice, the countless drowned in 
the waters of the Mediterranean, the toll of this moment in time, 
of the over 30,000 dead on one strip of land. Everything we 
live through is the result of political decisions of a ‘modernizing’ 
world that leaves no room for alternatives, imposing silence on 
the dead, the wronged, the unprivileged, but also on those that 
don’t even hold, much less control, any capital.

I have the feeling that we have been defeated at an 
ideological level, and this defeat is nothing more than 
an identity defeat. We have conceded and resigned our 
political identity with its collective dynamics to the history 
books, and it seems that it cannot be used as a tool for (re)
claiming what seems impossible, what we cannot imagine. 
The disillusionment of the previous century has guided us 
to new, alternative identity constructions, as the discussion 
has shifted from class struggle to social antagonisms. This 
has allowed the release of the concept of power from class-
defined relations, to its transformation into a constitutional 
condition of various social relations. We have found a space 
of presence in defending identities, creating ruptures in the 
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‘here and now,’ but I think we rarely question ourselves about 
the context in which we claim to appear.

This space of defending is unfortunately always defined in 
relation to, and in opposition to, an institutionally imposed, 
discriminatory space that determines what kind of social 
performances it wants to host. However important these 
identities may be, no matter how much they carry a sense 
of urgency linked not simply to the good life but to the 
precariousness of human life, we cannot help but admit that 
they are also easily absorbed by Western neoliberal policies 
masquerading as progressivism, which constantly shape the 
field. It is useful to observe the ways through which political 
discourse is shaped, the ways through which the argumentation 
we allow to prevail in the public sphere is formulated. For 
this reason, I am quite worried by the possibility that we 
formulate ourselves on ephemeral and transitory ground, that 
we have always defined ourselves in opposition to something 
enclosed, conservative, and violent. The questions of who 
determines the agenda, in what ways, and by which means, 
are the ones that we have to answer in order to collectively 
form a reaction to our disengagement from institutionally 
imposed argumentations and antagonisms. We have many 
battles to fight, on many different grounds, and I suspect that 
we have neglected some equally important ones.

_

The question of who defines the agenda, in what ways and 
through which means, is one we are called to answer in order 
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to collectively respond to our liberation from institutionally 
imposed argumentations and antagonisms.

The ‘here and now’ has been decisive for the decisions I have 
made. That’s what convinced me to say all the yes(es) I’ve said. It 
is accompanied by a more pragmatic urgency, but I lack another 
type of urgency. I have been constantly recalling my memory 
of a particular testimony from someone who was present at the 
Polytexneio uprising.

Greece was under the rule of a military dictatorship from 
April 1967 to July 1974. During this seven-year period, the 
regime abolished people’s freedoms, violated individual rights 
and liberties, dissolved political parties, and subjected citizens to 
exile, imprisonment, and torture based on their political beliefs. 
The junta regime imposed a series of restrictions on the student 
community, sparking massive protests by student associations.

On Tuesday, November 14, 1973, hundreds of students 
gathered at the Law School building, later deciding to occupy 
the National Technical University of Athens (Polytexneio.) 
Demonstrations and rallies against the junta regime escalated, 
with citizens coming in support of the university-occupying 
students, primarily in Athens but also in other parts of the 
province, fostering the conditions of a rebellion. From 
November 14th to 17th, barricades were erected and street battles 
erupted between insurgents and the police. On November 17th, 
while negotiations for the safe departure of students from the 
university were ongoing, the transitional government ordered 
the army’s intervention. One of the three tanks stationed outside 
the school demolished the main gate. The violence resulted in 
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dozens of dead and thousands wounded, marking one of the 
bloodiest episodes in Greece’s recent history.

Antonis Tavanis tells us about the labor assembly that took 
place during the occupation before the tanks intervened. “Over 
a thousand people must have attended the assembly. Some of us 
saw that... the evolution of the Polytexneio uprising will be the 
establishment of socialist power. Our problem was if we say, eh... 
the character of the Soviets would be industrial or agricultural. 
Workers and students, where will we all fit together?”1 

- 

Ας βρεθούμε στο ενάντια
Let’s face each other.
Αλλά πιο ενάντια θα είναι αυτό;
But where and who is that other?

To a large extent, it has to do with the criteria we set for 
ourselves for the kind of dialogue/confrontation we wish to 
open/engage, with whom, in what ways, and in what spaces. 
I have the feeling that we have been trained in a specific 
practice of confrontation and are constantly reproducing not 
only particular authoritative tools but also spaces of dissent 
that have been established by the very frameworks that we 
are trying to dismantle. To disentangle the stakes of dialogue 
and confrontation from the a priori affirmation of our correct 
position, I find to be directly related to the spaces in which this 

1 tvxs.gr / Η αληθινή ιστορία 17Ν - video Dailymotion. (2010, November 18). 
Dailymotion. https://www.dailymotion.com/video/xfoh0u



70
Fo

r a
ll 

th
e 

no
(s)

 I’
ve

 p
ut

 in
to

 p
ra

ct
ic

e

confrontation takes place. The kind of dialogues/controversies we 
are involved in has a direct relationship with the argumentation 
we will be called upon to organize. For a confrontation to thrive 
in precarious spaces, not defined by socio-political constructions 
of institutionally imposed opposition, is directly related to the 
claiming of new spaces of political fermentation towards open 
directions, towards new articulations.

I have in mind another form of utopian dialectics where 
the recognition of the kinship of position prevails, the 
oscillation of the space of confrontation and the tragedy 
of admitting that, even if it is too early to find ways to ‘fit 
together,’ we will continue our efforts so that at some point 
we will succeed. 

There is a difference between arguing about how we will all 
fit together and whether we can all fit together.

_

There are conflicts that do not force us to take sides; conflicts 
that are not formed in closed dipoles but that work reflexively, 
that condense experience and bring it face to face with the 
results of our collective choices.

In front of a notice board, I thought about the conflicts I 
have personally faced. I remembered the approach of Kastoriadis 
in relation to the concept of hubris in ancient Greek tragedy. 
“Creon is wrong even though he is right because he insists on 
the single mind; he is not in the equal mind, he does not want to 
and is not able to listen to the words of others. He is in disgrace 
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because he does not manage to weave together.”2 The same goes 
for this Antigone.

However, there are conflicts such as in Antigone of Anouilh 
or Brecht where the field of conflict is clear, with an easily 
recognizable urgency and imperative. Where the hubris will be 
exclusively ours if we do not choose the position of the person 
who is fighting in the space of  ‘against.’

_

Each society has unique ways of creating, interpreting, 
and transferring meaning – its means of expression to explore 
issues of importance based on the prevailing political, social, 
and economic conditions within specific historical contexts. 
Looking for the ways in which the political is reflected in 
Western art within the globalized capitalist post-Fordist system 
is a particularly complex issue. It raises key questions about 
the social and political efficacy and utility of the performing 
arts, the nature of the political subject, its identification or 
representation, and the ways in which the political is practiced 
or articulated through art production, if at all. I have the feeling 
that nowadays, there is a clear urgency in the field of defining 
political works of art. Reapproaching such a topic can allow 
us to find the appropriate tools to avoid the scope of general 
aphorisms that highlight the political dimension of every artistic 
gesture by focusing on art’s communicative dimension as a 
potentially transformative model of social engagement or on 

2  My translation from Καστοριάδης, Κορνήλιος. Ανθρωπολογία, Πολιτική, 
Φιλοσοφία : Πέντε διαλέξεις στη Βόρειο Ελλάδα. Αθήνα: Ύψιλον, 2001. p. 28
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the displacement of the political in individual divisions of social 
practice, imposing a “sociological reduction of the political.”3 
At the same time, both the theoretical and practical re-approach 
of politics to the realm of aesthetics can highlight the critical 
confrontation of issues that arise in the field with the ongoing 
institutional aestheticization, reinforcement (by reproduction) 
of existing power structures, and systemic spaces of opposition.

In order to limit the discussion here, I would like to 
suggest that we look for the political in art relationally and 
not relativistically. In this light, I would suggest that we try 
to locate the political dimension of a work of art in the space 
created between the artistic intention, the content, the form, the 
modes, the means of production, structures of collaboration, and 
its distribution—ranging from where it is exhibited to which 
subjects it contributes cultural capital.

 In front of each of these categories/structural units, which 
intersect and influence each other, I find that there is a need to 
reposition this dichotomy of questions, each of which carries a 
different quality, not only because of their open or closed nature. 
We should reflect on the type of practice each question maps:

How will we all fit together?
Can we all fit together?

3  Fisher, Tony. The aesthetic exception: Essays on art, theatre, and politics. 
Manchester : Manchester University Press, 2023.
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It seems that this issue has occupied theorists in the field, such 
as  Bojana Kunst, Katja Praznik, Jen Harvie et al., each raising it 
in their own way. By focusing mainly on issues concerning both 
the modes of production and the distribution of performative 
works, those approaches suggest a re-negotiation of the political 
tendencies that govern the field.

Still, I wonder if there are ways to interweave this ‘how’ 
together with the content, with the ‘what.’

_

I have always found it particularly paradoxical that 
the denunciation of violence or the effort to evoke public 
awareness on the issue, within the performing arts sector, 
is often accompanied by its aestheticization. By the term 
aestheticization, I refer to the aesthetic context in which we 
place the issue at hand and we value/approach it aesthetically. By 
the term aestheticization of violence I refer, on the one hand, to 
the social acceptance of violence as part of an enclosed aesthetic 
experience. This is largely due to artistic practices and choices 
that highlight a historical indeterminacy of cause and causality. 
On the other hand, I refer to artistic practices that merge shock 
with apathy without creating space for an acknowledgment of 
violence and its ramifications outside of the safe and protected 
frameworks of the aesthetic and the conventions they carry. 
These practices, in turn, fetishize what is aestheticized. Finally, 
I also include those practices by which violence is washed away 
and institutionally absorbed, i.e., normalized. 
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The postmodern emphasis on the deconstruction of grand 
narratives by decentering truth, objectivity, and political 
agency, which unfortunately became an alibi for the ideology 
of Western neoliberal democracy,4 puts the political subject 
itself in question. The complexity (or superficiality) that prevails 
in the contemporary ‘globalized’ context leads to intellectual, 
cultural, and political relativism(s). These highlight our inability 
or difficulty to determine, identify, or precisely define the exact 
social, ideological, political, and historical factors that cause 
structural inequalities, exploitation, and systemic violence. 
The absence of an aesthetic framework that highlights these 
factors results in the imposed and inevitable presence of ‘evil,’ 
which is ontologically approached as a natural phenomenon, as 
Brecht5 would say, and is symbolized by its indeterminacy. If 
the things we attempt to denounce simply happen and exist, like 
the serpent in the Garden of Eden, then we end up lacking the 
tools to understand them as a social or political problems, at the 
same time absorbing and integrating them systemically as part 
of the human experience or even worse as an essential element 
of human existence. This approach does not simply reproduce 
authoritative symbols and systemic normative frameworks of 
recognition but, at the same time, depoliticizes the problem 

4  For a “postmodern” 😊 critique of cultural, historical and philosophical 
overview of postmodernism read : Jeffries, Stuart. Everything, All the Time, 
Everywhere: How We Became Postmodern. London & New York: Verso Books, 
2022.
5  Brecht, Bertolt. Πολιτικά Κείμενα. Μετάφραση: Βασίλης Βεργωτής. Αθήνα: 
Στοχαστής, 1971.You can find the English version here : https://revolutionary-
socialism.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/brecht_fivedifficulties1.pdf 
(Retrieved 05 29, 2024)
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by dispersing it to each of the viewers individually, shifting 
responsibility from the political sphere to the individual one. In 
this way, these performances seem unable to recommend ways 
in which we can respond politically to violence, but are content 
with ways in which we can adapt to it.

The phrases ‘a great work for dead refugees’ or ‘inspired 
by the genocide in Gaza’ raises aesthetic as well as ethical and 
political issues. Is the audience that has the cultural capital, 
and validates these performances with its presence, lacking 
access to those news? Information that comes from the shores 
of the Mediterranean is not capable of raising awareness and 
engagement, but do we also seek to reapproach it with aesthetic 
means? Do we lack the tools that will mobilize us into political 
action from the news that another transfemicide took place in 
the center of Athens, but have an excess of tools that will make us 
able to care and allocate our position when we aesthetically value 
a dead or raped body? What makes a performance able to avoid 
the normalization and fetishization of the content it denounces? 
It seems that the aestheticization of violence as a fetishizing practice 
of social reality naturalizes it and turns it into a symbolic object, 
but at the same time, we could argue that it increases the capital 
accumulation of ‘our empathy.’ Not infrequently, the practices 
of aestheticizing violence promisingly highlight spaces where 
we can find the time to practice our care, to perform our ethical 
duty, but conceal the fact that they reinforce (by reproduction) 
the existing oppressive practices of reductionism, stereotyping, 
dehumanization, and othering. I think it would be reasonable to 
claim that they operate with processes corresponding to what 
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Žižek describes as cultural capitalism,6 that is, paraphrasing his 
words: as a spectator, you experience the redemption to be only 
a spectator.

Would this mean that we should avoid addressing issues of gender 
inequality, racism, fascism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia 
through aesthetic means? I feel the answer lies in acknowledging that 
the visibility of these themes in performing arts (with everything it 
entails, such as inclusion, acknowledgment, recognition, vocalization, 
etc.) encompasses more than mere image-presence. It involves artistic 
choices imbued with the political, exposing and questioning existing 
power structures, redefining normality, and deconstructing means of 
maintaining agency in navigating our social reality. Additionally, it 
entails creating spaces for collective dialectical reflection, approaching 
these issues as results of economic exploitation, power dynamics, and 
systemic injustices inherent in capitalist structures. The aestheticization 
of the denounced issues without the necessary spaces for reflection on 
the roots of the problems, without addressing the causes that allow these 
occurrences to take place, results in “the violation of an apparatus which 
is pressed into the production of ritual values,”7 ultimately justifying 
and glorifying the system’s ideology and perpetuating the neoliberal 
status quo, rendering cultural production politically detrimental. 

If we also turn our attention to where these works are 
distributed and how they are funded, we can conclude that we 
are aestheticizing what we are allowed to aestheticize (especially 
after recent developments regarding the exclusion of artists and 
6  Žižek, Slavoj. First as Tragedy, Then as Farce. London & New York : Verso, 
2009, pp 51-55
7  Benjamin, Walter. The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. 
New York: Schocken Books, 1969 p.19
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works expressing solidarity with the Palestinian people.) Even 
worse, we end up aestheticizing what is imposed on us. In the 
capitalized Western cultural production, where inadequate state 
funding prevails, often directed without meritocratic criteria, 
and where private cultural institutions exert a great influence 
on the ways and means of artistic production, significant issues 
arise regarding the type of dialogue artists are called upon to 
produce. By following specific artistic programs and adopting 
systemic washing agendas most of the time, public dialogue ends 
up being directed in a way that serves the interests of existing 
social, political, and economic structures, leading to institutional 
absorption of any different political or cultural claim.8 It is 
enough to take a step back and see how and which interests 
fund private cultural institutions, or the methods and criteria 
for absorbing state funding by private initiatives, in order to 
understand how the instrumentalization of a subject matter is 
achieved. This reveals how the normalization of specific conflicts 
are replenished, legitimized, and then become invisible. I believe 
that, as performing artists, we must not delude ourselves into 
thinking that we will be easily allowed ‘to bite the hand that 
feeds us’ within systemic frameworks, to produce works that are 
dangerous to the system they serve.

_

8  At this point, I am not only referring to the themes and ways in which 
inclusivity is practiced by these private institutions, but also to the practices of 
infiltration and systemic reproduction of equitable cooperation, self-organization, 
and diversity, which end up becoming practices of exploitation by the 
institutions, creating more precarious working conditions.
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I am certain that I live in a different time from the one Adorno 
wrote wherein “art is not a matter of pointing up alternatives 
but rather of resisting, solely through artistic form, the course 
of the world, which continues to hold a pistol to the heads of 
human beings.”9 However, I feel that we have exhausted our 
ways of resistance because alternatives are no longer available 
to us. I believe that one way to resist is to adopt practices ‘as 
if…’ we do not live with a gun to our heads. The practices 
of ‘as if…’ elucidate the potential to construct and bring to 
life alternative realities, thereby liberating the future from 
deterministic constraints and rendering it open to possibility. As 
I see it, it is crucial not only to resist and defend against existing 
oppressive systems but also to actively create spaces to claim 
new, alternative realities where they can be envisioned, pursued, 
and realized. In this direction, I think that perhaps we need to 
escape from the discourse of systemic dominance where our 
oppressors prevail, to create spaces for critically reconsidering 
the kind of dialogue we produce, to be aware of the conflicts in 
which we are involved, and sometimes not hesitate to disagree 
on how we will all fit together, as if the reality that seeks to crush 
us does not exist.

Each artistic medium carries unique qualities and can 
highlight distinct areas of resistance and assertions. Theater is my 
medium and, if I were to choose again, I would choose it once 
more. What I find most captivating about it is its ability to create 
spaces of collective presence that are both metaphorical and real 

9  Adorno, Theodor W. Notes to Literature. Translated by Shierry Weber 
Nicholsen. Vol. Volume 2. New York: Columbia University Press, 1992, p. 80
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simultaneously. As an art and a technique, it has the potential to 
create situations of memory and recognition while maintaining 
a distance that functions reflectively for the community that 
validates it. Things in this space are not obliged to ‘be as they 
are,’ but can be liberated by claiming a shifting complementary 
space that allows us to observe, from the distance offered by 
theatrical metaphor, and to reflect on our collective practices, 
our dead ends, the ways we organize as a whole, and the various 
ways we identify with a representation that does not conceal 
reality but creates new perspectives on it. In a representation, 
that can make us angry because it might point out a lack. That 
can mobilize us because it can momentarily confront what we 
have been deprived of as a perspective. This allows us to imagine 
different outcomes.

In front of a notice board, I realized the ways I have been 
shaped by the questions I have been called to answer, take a stand 
on, and find the strength to reject. I briefly imagined the kind of 
performance I would like to see and produce. I thought that each 
era has to contend with new junctures and that it might require 
a bit of courage and a lot of care on our part to re-approach and 
re-evaluate our practices.

Art cannot change the world, and that’s a daunting 
admission we might need to make.

But I still hope that it can make people ready for change.
So let’s create spaces of conflict, turning a blind eye for a while.
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In this warm conversation, Szymon Adamczak and Christopher 
Roman speak about queerness, dance, authorship, and pedagogy 
across generational experiences and lineages. Together, they 
relationally trace pink lines in past and present dance histories. 
The dialogue of the two was sparked in Ljubljana during a 2023 
edition of Choreographic Turn dedicated to Deborah Hay’s 
life’s-work and it continued on a residency in rainy, wintery 
Amsterdam in February 2024. 

Szymon Adamczak (1991), Polish theater artist, queer 
dramaturg, artistic researcher, co-artistic facilitator of In Pursuit 
of Otherwise Possibilities, Amsterdam and Warsaw based.

Christopher Roman (1970), American dancer, 
choreographer, curator, stager, producer, teacher, 
choreographic assistant, academic, based in Frankfurt.
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Szymon Adamczak: As a dramaturg, I used to like working 
on making interviews for print, to facilitate somebody else’s 
perspective and remain discrete myself. Since I have dedicated 
more time to my performance making practice, and started 
actually listening to what I have to say and embodying it, I 
started to have conversations that I would rather retain, carrying 
the words of the other inside of me rather than have it available 
as a record. I am hoping to offer these pages as a space for both 
of our voices playing out in somebody’s mind and body while 
reading us.

Christopher Roman: Even for my dissertation, 
I abandoned the idea of interviewing in the end. I 
did interview a couple of people and I did start to do 
transcriptions. Eventually, it really needed to be my voice, 
period. Of course, accentuated by all of the philosophies 
that you need in order to back or support your claims. It 
just didn’t make sense in that context for me to interview 
anymore. However, I do like to return to the voice 
recordings because then somehow, in the editing process, 
you are present again with the person and their voice. 

Szymon: I recently resigned from a studio, so welcome 
to my home office. 

Christopher: Well, it looks very lovely. I love your 
shelves. They are cute. I really, really like them. From 
outside, they look a bit like clouds. 

I see you also have the book, The Faggots and Their 
Friends Between Revolutions, by Larry Mitchell, a gay 
liberation text from the 1970s. It was the precursor to my 
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era, the AIDS era of being gay. That is how I identify, in 
a sense; ever since I was coming out, I knew about AIDS. 
It felt like a pre-revolution that got stunted by the AIDS 
epidemic. My fear, self-loathing, guilt, and shame are 
all kind of collected in that, fueling this misty cloud of 
happiness with my gayness, my queerness, and my almost 
DNA-like embodiment of shame. So, I struggle with those 
things a lot. And the trauma of ballet didn’t help.

Szymon: I am really glad you are mentioning “The 
Faggots…” as it is a text that heals something, reminding gently 
of a different kind of freedom and nurture among queer people 
that we can come back to. I am the post-AIDS generation of 
being gay, so to speak. Yet I still live with the virus. The way 
you speak of shame, queerness and dance makes perfect sense to 
me, even though, or maybe because I am a generation younger 
Eastern European. I was truly moved by your public sharing 
in Ljubljana which departed from your dissertation about queer 
dance co-authorship. It started with the acknowledgment of 
another sort of a dance of restraint and liberation. You spoke 
about working through panic attacks and anxiety while 
rethinking your own authorial perspective in the midst of the 
COVID pandemic and in the aftermath of Black Lives Matter 
protests. And you have spoken with clarity on the subject of 
structural violence in ballet. I felt drawn to the trauma that 
comes with it, even if I have not experienced it first-hand. 

Christopher: I think the event in Ljubljana was a 
very transitional moment for me. I did get a bit defensive 
about a divisive reading of a ballet dancer versus grassroots 
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dancer. I sensed a bit of  rejection there, because I was an 
institutional dancer. Yet, at the same time, I have been very 
grassroots with Deborah Hay and with other organizations 
and dancers themselves, as a dance practitioner, as a dancer 
with no power. I feel like I am, by association, lumped into 
an institutional frame that is being rejected or resisted or the 
commentary ‘oh, I don’t have experience with that.’ That 
is not my experience. To be quite honest, it is everybody’s 
experience, because unfortunately, from the institution, 
everything else proliferates and trickles outwards. Even if 
you are in the grassroots, it is in relation to the institution. 
It always is. It felt really strange because I am presenting 
myself as other within the institutional structure, while 
other people are seeing me as other, within the context of 
dance making. 

Szymon: Yeah, this tension was really interesting for me to 
observe. As someone coming from the theater and performance 
field, while being in a supporting relationship to the contemporary 
dance world, I was way more interested in the positionality of a 
dancer and what comes with it in terms of agency and power. 
At the time, I was working as a dramaturg supporting Wojtek 
Grudziński, an ex-ballet queer choreographer of my generation 
in making a performance which rethinks the bowing gesture 
to be something beyond appeasement, that upholds hierarchy 
and reiterates subordination. I was wondering, together with 
him and the dancers, how to not contribute to the inherited 
power imbalance in the performance itself and not perpetuate 
exhaustion and burnout culture. 
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Christopher: Of course, ballet and this kind of 
proximity to power, whiteness, straightness and to 
capitalism is perhaps just so intense that it covers 
everything else. That is the point: it is not just intense, 
it is the world. It is the world. We are launching 
ourselves from the standpoint, from the initiating point 
of straightness, whiteness, patriotism, from all of it. So, 
I grew up with straight parents. We all grew up with 
straight parents, mostly, I would say, a large majority 
of us with straight parents, in a heterosexual, nuclear 
family. Religion probably had something to do with it at 
some point for most of us. From there, you are hacking. 
Once you start to realize you are not these things, you 
are hacking them or removing them or softening them 
or pushing them.

You were talking about queer youth. I am just thinking 
about the things that I put myself through after classical 
ballet, after being in five different companies where classical 
ballet was the predominant language. Even though with 
William Forsythe the language was still classical ballet, we 
used it queerly. Everything was off its center, everything 
was leaned off, even in the pointe-shoe ballets. And then, 
more and more, he took things off of pointe, and we used 
all of the shapes from ballet to expand, to reduce, to fold, to 
deconstruct, but in its purest sense—in its sort of, I would 
say, Derridaean sense. 

Not the sense that I think a lot of dance practitioners 
think deconstruction is or had formerly thought of it, 
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as in modern dance, not contemporary dance. I was 
exposed to using the language of ballet queerly really 
early on. I think I became acquainted with it through 
some choreographers that I worked with in classical ballet 
companies. I didn’t recognize it as clearly as such then. 
With Deborah it is something completely different. It 
has nothing to do with ballet, although her mother was 
a dance teacher and taught ballet, tap and jazz, among 
other techniques. Deborah has a very strong history 
of all of that. It is not that she is necessarily rejecting 
that history, nor the forms of dance, but she is using 
everything queerly. She is using everything differently 
or as a way of questioning why to use it.

In that respect, queer has become important only 
by using it in a way that one would not normally use 
something, which I love. And even though the word 
‘normal’ is in there, it does make sense because we are 
talking about breaking things up. Dismantling things. 
About seeing something differently and expanding it 
because ‘normal’ usually means something quite small, 
reduced, boxed in. 

By every token since I was 28, I have done everything 
I can to escape that box. It was a revelation to me also 
as a gay person, because as you escape the box of form, 
you are also escaping the boxes of normativity that this 
requires. So, I was asked to be myself. I was asked for my 
ideas. I was asked to say, how does arabesque feel and 
look like to you, Christopher? Not that body, not this 
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construction, but to Christopher, what does arabesque 
feel like to you in particular? Do not just sit in arabesque. 
Do not just take the position. But what does arabesque 
look like to you? Does it come from the back of your 
head? Does it come from the floor? Does it come from 
your sphincter? How do you, Christopher Roman, 
describe arabesque? And so it required my thought and 
my language skills. It required my autonomy and my 
body to be able to tell you, this is how I feel arabesque 
right now. Because two days from now, I could represent 
it completely differently.

My writing and even my thinking about how to author 
queer authorship has been partially frozen, molested by 
a psychological stasis of learned behavior and assumed 
moralities that I have in theory rejected but, in practice, 

sustained an inability to exorcise from my body and psyche. 
A malignancy of straight-line adherence. Authorship, 

nevertheless, is queer. It is the revelatory process of conjuring 
and writing into being an ancestral and personal lineage of 

memories, ghosts, nostalgias, relationships, with the help 
of the multitudes that co-created their emergence in order 

to give account, meaning to make use, to find place. An 
Orlando-esque birthing of prophetic histories, identities, 

sexualities, genders and narratives. 1

1  There are three quotes from Christopher Roman’s dissertation
“INSIDER/OUTSIDER: Dancing Queer Authorship” accompanying this 
conversation, courtesy of the author. The dissertation is recorded
on the University of Roehampton digital repository.
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Szymon: You are speaking about the acknowledgment of 
the autonomy of the dancer with all those things considered. 
Their training, capacity, technique, personality, intellect, and 
their very self. But then there is a danger for all of these qualities 
to be exploited, too. And that takes a long time to get used to 
or even to recognize this. Could you speak about the process of 
recognizing your autonomy as a dancer?

Christopher: So, the recognition came almost 
immediately. I had tried to disentangle myself from the 
Ballet Frankfurt because I felt exactly that. I felt this 
permission and this allowance right away. But I started 
to realize that if I keep giving this away, I would no 
longer have anything for myself. I felt the dominance, 
the picking and choosing of what was important for 
Forsythe. I realised I didn’t have the choice to say what 
was important for me any longer. 

I did not believe I possessed enough tools to be a 
successful choreographer at that point. I did not trust that 
I spoke the forms of classical ballet 10 years earlier. I was 
always under the impression that I was not quite finished 
yet, in order to be able to represent something, whether 
it be for myself, or an institution, or for somebody 
else. I was always made to feel that way, that I still had 
something more. That is really a ballet mentality. It is a 
little bit my father’s upbringing, but it’s also the ballet 
school mentality; we’re going to keep you in the corps de 
ballet for six years, even though you’re going to do half 
of your job as a corps de ballet dancer, but we’re going 



89
D

iss
on

an
ce

s

to give you soloist and principal roles. It is all under the 
guise of training you toward being promoted to a soloist 
or promoted to a principal. Then, you are doing Saturday 
evening shows as a principal dancer. But be corps de ballet 
with the figure, with the title of corps de ballet. So, they 
string you along and string you along, and there’s self-
doubt, and there’s overachievement. 

It is a way of being in control of somebody as well as 
getting more out of somebody for less money. It’s just to 
keep control. Because even by the time you get there, if 
you go through all of the hierarchical stages of corps de 
ballet to soloist to principal, by the time you’re principal, 
you’re already brainwashed into control. You might 
have a little bit more freedom. You don’t have to do the 
roles you don’t necessarily like, but you also don’t have 
to do the corps de ballet roles. By the time you ascend in 
the hierarchy, you are completely under control by an 
artistic director, no matter if the artistic director  changes 
and is replaced by another one. That figure is always the 
one who knows better than you. 

It is the same when you get into a choreographic 
and creative artistic exchange where the creator is telling 
you that you are an artist. This entire group of people are 
artists. You’re not a dancer anymore. You’re an artist. I 
must ask, what does the word artist entail? It really does 
mean creating. It really does mean the creation of art. I am 
creating art, so I am an artist. And when I create art, do I 
not have a say in its outcome? Is the saying only what I’m 
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able to demonstrate to you based on your permission in any 
given circumstance to discuss a certain topic? And is that 
topic only here, or does it go here, here, here, based on my 
personality, my whiteness, my gayness, my Americanness, 
and then the 20 other people who are Spanish, bi, trans, 
Black, Hispanic, whatever? In the end, when you have all 
this information and all of these responses from these 20 
people, why am I not able to be part of the culling process 
to decide what works and what doesn’t?

I think it is a product of the hierarchical system, and 
the product of the named dancer  choreographer, that’s 
already established in a hierarchy, who says: I make the 
decisions, you do the work. Thank you so much for the 
work, I couldn’t have done this without you. 

Szymon: From questions that are adjacent to this kind of 
apprehension of authorship, what does it take to represent 
the work? In your proposal, I read a sort of revenge in 
reclaiming authorship of something that, institutionally, 
you have been denied.

Christopher: I am gonna dumb it down. If I wrote 
four sentences and it’s included in a book, I would be 
listed somewhere as a source of authorship. I don’t know 
why it is not the same in dance work. I have to tell you, 
in any given circumstances, circumstances where I was 
creatively influencing or involved, I spoke way more 
than three sentences. So the fact that my name is not 
credited as a co-author of that work is reprehensible to 
me, and if it were a book, it would be subject to someone 
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suing the author. Because of the hierarchy, and these 
contracts that we signed, because of the agreement we 
made with the choreographer—that we’re just lucky to 
have the job and we’re lucky to work with you, such 
an inimitable force—we accept these terms somehow 
without question. When we do start questioning them, 
we become somehow against him, against the system, 
against the process that we all have grown to understand 
and function in. That disturbance makes me fear 
retribution. Now, I don’t have anything to lose. For four 
years now, I’ve been unemployed, that was self-imposed. 
Include burnout, anxiety, panic, recovery and then PhD. 
If I’m writing these things, and they’re going out into 
the world and it causes somebody to get pissed off or 
offended, I’m fine with that now. I don’t need you to pay 
my bills anymore. 

Szymon: Moving on, you were engaged with curating, 
developing and performing in the DanceOn ensemble, which 
recruited middle-career and older dancers for new contemporary 
projects. As I understand, dancing for ballet companies comes 
with a rather limited time-ticket.

Christopher: I wasn’t really excited about the premise of 
DanceOn when I first came across it. It was a way for me to 
go forward. I thought I could direct it in a way that bypasses 
the idea of segregating aged dancers from the general dance 
population. I wished that we, these experienced and mature 
artists, could make a fundamental statement: we’re just 
dancing, we’re still just dancing. 
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The problem with the whole concept was that it 
ended up giving ownership and permission back to the 
choreographer, again. We were doing it with these 
contemporary co-creators. But eventually, we were doing 
a piece by Rabih Mroué. We were doing a piece by Ivo 
Dimchev. We were doing a piece by Johannes Wieland 
or Jan Martens or Deborah Hay. It wasn’t the dancers and 
then the choreographer’s name or the dancers together 
with the choreographer’s name. In any attempt that we 
tried, the choreographer’s name always rose to the top. It 
always does, inevitably. No dance house that we performed 
in or theater that we performed in was able to negotiate a 
hierarchical horizontality. It’s partly why I left the company. 
I had a different vision of how to keep perpetuating these 
social and political projects to fit my understanding of what 
I want to contribute and how I want to show up.

Szymon: I was made aware after reading a version of your 
dissertation how nuanced, painful and filled with loss it is to 
embody different values than what is being perpetuated in the 
market. How ruthless it feels that certain things don’t change, 
even if the content is entirely on the progressive side. I am 
wondering how your proposal of ‘just being a dancer’ informed 
your next choices and collaborations.

Christopher: Alongside raising funds for a new 
creation with Deborah Hay, I’m trying to find co-
production money for a work that I am doing by myself. 
It’s called “Braves Kind.” The way you spell it in German, 
it’s brave kind. I want to do a drag cabaret rock band, but 
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as a theater piece. And it’s all about being queer. I will 
be the MC of it, in drag with my beard, with eight other 
musicians and performers.

I have more leeway in getting responses when I 
ask for co-production with Deborah Hay than I do 
when I ask for co-production money as just a dancer. 
If I say I’m doing a piece with William Forsythe and 
we’re trying to get it, I will immediately get money. 
If I say I’m doing a piece with Deborah Hay, it’s not 
as immediate as with Bill because she’s lesser known. 
Even though, if I say that, if people know who I am 
as a former associate of Forsythe or Deborah Hay, 
Christopher Roman gets his foot in the door, but 
he gets his foot in the door as a former collaborator 
of someone more famous. Just like everybody else, 
I have to make my pitch very good and clean and 
desirable so that any institution, and money, will 
find it attractive. However, it’s always shadowed 
by my former affiliations. What I meant is a good 
thing because they recognize me as an author. The 
reason that they would take my call or respond to 
my email is that I am attached to this person, but 
they also know that I am somehow an author on my 
own. Then, the rest of the work is up to me. Now 
in this climate, people aren’t even taking my call 
nor responding to emails. I don’t know how it is for 
you, but the days of getting a timely response just 
to say: hey, Christopher, I got your mail, we’ll look 
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over your proposal and get back to you. Those days 
are over. It either takes them three months to ever 
respond or they just don’t respond at all.

Szymon: My trajectory has been of course quite different 
from yours, however nowadays, the sense of screaming into 
a void is not strange to me. I have another kind of experience 
of being affiliated with a larger structure than myself. As a 
very young person I was employed by one of the national 
theaters in Poland as a dramaturg and I contributed to it with 
every ounce of energy I had. Then, in 2016, came a political 
change and the right-wing government quickly targeted this 
venue, changed its artistic management, and there was no 
room for me to grow and to contribute. I was one of those 
people who could disappear easily, even though technically 
I was an artistic employee and thus an extended part of an 
ensemble, but I wasn’t an actor, I was just a dramaturg. I was 
made to feel that I wasn’t the one contributing to the artistic 
quality we are all bringing in our respective capacities on an 
ongoing basis. I was not even a brick. I was like a small stone 
next to that big historical building, next to Old Market, but 
at the same time, I was also robbed of a future. I moved out of 
the country to find a new sense of professional identity. And 
having worked in a renowned institution, I had that ace in 
my hands too. It definitely meant something to have certain 
people with power allowing me through yet another gate.

The reason why I feel so much affinity with your proposal 
that just being a dancer is enough is because I believe just being 
a dramaturg is enough as well. It took me a couple of years to 
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realize that and to advocate for a place for myself where I feel 
no smaller than other co-creators in projects and collaborations. 
Another thing is that eventually, I developed my makership, 
and I often switch roles. I am more interested in co-creating, 
encouraging, giving credit generously, and making community 
through artistic work. That is to say, I am no longer aspiring to 
anything. I find myself more because I’m with other people, not 
because they work for me, or I work for them.

Christopher: But your power also comes from your 
previous ability to sustain yourself and to do it on your 
terms. You might have felt like the stone next to the 
building, but the thing is, you were not beholden to the 
building all the time. 

Yeah, exactly. I think the 20 year difference (between 
us) is crucial, at least in the dance world. And then all 
of the movements that happened afterward, the social 
movements that happened more recently, in the last 5 to 
10 years, they’re crucial in being able to talk or compare 
our experiences. 

I thought I’d made it big time by being in an 
atmosphere where I was being asked for my opinion and 
my body could develop answers to questions that only I 
could possess and that I could answer. Turned out it was 
just to make the machine run better.  

Szymon: One of the sentences I underlined in your 
dissertation goes like this: “queerness as a deviation from 
accumulation.” It names what I am trying to wrap my head 
around while balancing in the freelance performing arts 
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economy. How do I integrate the understanding of divestment, 
extraction, and oppression with the queer political orientation I 
have? Where do I offer myself? To what, to whom?

Christopher: That goes back to the beginning of our 
conversation. I am only affiliating myself with people that 
I trust. I feel like I can only put myself next to things that 
I love and people that I love.  Because that love, for me at 
least in my understanding of my love, is affiliated with trust. 
Love also has to do with the admiration and respect of those 
people that I would be in alignment with too. 

I wanna work and I will work. After everything 
that I’ve gone through and after all of the questions 
that I’m raising for myself, as well as outside of myself, 
I wanna live up to those questions by answering them, 
by saying no. No, I don’t wanna work with you. No, 
I don’t wanna accept those conditions. No, I don’t 
believe the mission statement that you have is honest 
and truthful based on the outcome of what you just 
produced in the last couple of years. No, you are 
not DEI (Diversity, Equity and Inclusion.) You have 
nothing to do with it. It’s all posturing. It’s all bullshit. 
I don’t wanna work for that. 

It is a privilege to say no. I know that’s a privilege, 
but the privilege also comes with a price. It means that 
we can’t move as freely as we used to. It comes with a 
price, just to say that. 
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My ‘professional’ queer dancing body has written into 
a multitude of original danceworks. Not plagiarized, not 
mimicked, not reading the lines written by someone else. 

My dancing body has been re-orientating, re-thinking, 
re-deviating, re-embodying, readapting, re-seeing towards 

new understandings so that my co-authors (choreographers) 
can finally see what they thought they wanted to say… 

with me and my co-dancing colleagues. I have physically 
written choreographic phrases, themes, tasks, improvisation, 

dramaturgies, narratives, legacies into existence. 
Acknowledgement of my co-authorship should be as simple 

as that but queer does not wait for approval, it is in continual 
movement, inexhaustible and the success of this project does 

not depend on a resounding accord. Queer has way too much 
experience and disappointment with the consequences of 

waiting and seeking approval.2

2  Christopher Roman,“INSIDER/OUTSIDER: Dancing Queer Authorship”
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Szymon: How do you then construct the rooms that 
you want to be part of?

Christopher: I don’t know and I don’t think anybody 
does. The proposition of making room for myself without 
having to rely solely on institutions, to go back to real 
strong notions of artistry and art making that are outside of 
institutional funding and outside of institutional thinking, 
is my first step to try and respond to that statement. 

With “Braves Kind” I have decided to take a 
risk and I have used the remaining portion of my 
family’s savings to be able to fund the first week of 
the production. To gather eight people in a rehearsal 
space for a week in Berlin and self-produce something 
together, so I can go to co-producers. So, it’s the 
construct of that room and taking a chance and a 
gamble on the idea that I have so completely and 
thoroughly created in my head, knowing that it’s 
going to be a big queer success. That’s one way of 
making the rooms.  

Two: I’m currently making another work with a 
choreographer named Amanda Miller called “Rooms,” 
which makes the timing of your question almost 
bizarre. It’s a room with an apostrophe, ellipsis, meaning 
making rooms for ourselves. How do we make room 
for ourselves? It will be a performance installation 
where we’re actually constructing rooms that we and 
the audience members inhabit. What is the content of 
the room? How do you build the room? What are the 
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materials for the room? What are the circumstances and 
the foundations of the room? What are the philosophical 
underpinnings of how you want to construct the shape, 
the size, the transparency, or the opaqueness of the room? 

Szymon: Lately I have been giving much thought to an an 
essay in the book written by Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò, a Nigerian-
American philosopher. In Elite Capture: How the Powerful Took 
Over Identity Politics (And Everything Else) he criticizes standpoint 
epistemology, first associated with the Black feminist circles of 
the 1970s, for giving rise to deference politics. In other words, 
the representatives of minorities and most marginalized get to 
speak in the rooms of power and benefit from it while actually 
not contributing to changing “the social structure itself—the 
rooms we interact in, and the house they make up,”3 as Táíwò 
writes. “Visible performance of a deferential act of ‘passing the 
mic’ or ‘stepping back’ in order to give attention or space to 
another person does tend to redistribute short-term attention, as 
promised. But deference politics can still mask essential power 
relations, especially when we consider the performance in the 
context of the people who aren’t in the room at all.”

This book resonates for me in terms of practicing an ethical 
approach to collaboration and authorship in the rehearsal and 
production rooms I am co-constructing. Your idea with “Braves 
Kind” reminds me of a theatrical project, “Dreams Behind the 
Rainbow” I co-authored recently with queer and trans youth in 
my hometown Poznań in Poland. As an artistic team, we aimed 

3  Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò, Elite Capture: How the Powerful Took Over Identity Politics 
(And Everything Else), (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2022), 71-75.
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to undo deference politics by committing to serve and to support 
the expression of young performers as they want to be received, 
not how I, a generation older colleague, perceive them. One of 
the tools we used to redistribute power and acknowledge visible 
and invisible hierarchies and relationalities was to devise a contract 
of collaboration that posits values, needs and vision we all aspire 
to bring into life with a performance. For me, it was a really vital 
experience in practicing to be working queerly with the queers. 
I am wondering now, how could your notion of ‘queer dance 
authorship’ be instructive for collaborative practices?

Christopher: It’s tricky to answer this. In one of the 
projects I recently made I wanted to propose something. I 
wanted to construct it in a new and different way; I didn’t 
wanna list myself as the choreographer, I wanted to list us all 
as the choreographer. At the same time, it was me at the helm, 
I was the one asked to direct and choreograph. It already puts 
the conditions of everything else in jeopardy, meaning that it 
is me who chooses people that I am excited to collaborate with. 
I had this idealism of them coming together and them being 
able to happily collaborate with each other as if they would 
have chosen each other, but they didn’t. 

I did not take credit as the choreographer. To my 
surprise, I found out that some of them did not want that 
status. They didn’t want what I wanted. They didn’t want 
what I wanted as the director choreographer and they didn’t 
want what I would have wanted had I been a dancer with 
them. If I were a dancer in that group, I would have said, 
yes, great, we’re all gonna get credit, acknowledgement for 
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helping to choreographically conceive this piece, cool. But 
not everybody wanted that. 

So my whole thesis or my whole attempt at creating this 
kind of utopian identity of acknowledgement fell flat. Since 
I’m the one who was put in a position, I’m the one who 
initiated the group, I turn out to be the one who imposed 
a wish to create this kind of utopia of acknowledgement. 
However, understandably, a couple of them just didn’t 
want that acknowledgement, or didn’t need it, or were 
scared by it, or didn’t feel entitled to it. 

Szymon: I find this is very close to my experience of working 
with queer and trans teenagers who are non-professional. They 
chose to be part of the project I initiated, but were also not in position 
to choose each other, or even choose me. I have been repeatedly 
asking, what do you want to experience? What do you want to 
learn? I am here to facilitate it for you. It was interesting for me to 
observe that, for them, the very situation of making a performance 
together in a theater was already what they wanted. For me, it was 
crucial that I am not authoring what they are speaking and what 
they are embodying onstage. Hey, these are your words. You live 
it. You don’t necessarily need this credit, but I need you to have 
this credit. And that’s what I ended up doing. I still listed them as 
co-authors. I believe it’s growing on them. With a perspective of 
releasing the text of the performance in printed form, they all got 
excited to see their names.

In your proposal on authorship in dance, I see a value in 
advocating for the recovering of the authorship of bodies involved 
in the artistic process in general. Again, this is coming from the 
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position of attempting to work beyond extraction. My goal is to 
remind you that yes, you have a right to be credited, from the very 
beginning. You have your autonomy. You can call for a credit you 
deem fair. There is more to it than mere remuneration or the fun 
we had along the way. Yet, there was a certain kind of beauty of 
working with people who have not much clue about authorship in 
a way that they don’t need to weaponize it. They are not coloured 
by the authorial, it doesn’t matter too much. 

Christopher: I had to really straddle the line between 
this idea, and maybe that’s a strong word, but this idea of 
weaponization and necessity. In the dissertation I tried very 
hard to not sound whiny, ‘well, well, poor me, I didn’t get any 
credit as well.’ And that’s not what it is all about. It just feels 
like capitalism, worker bees. The artistic production process 
as a microcosm of the macrocosm, of what’s happening in 
the world. When you know that you did the lion’s share 
of the creative work and that other person gets most of the 
paycheck.

So in “Braves Kind,” once again, it’s my concept. I am 
the corraler of the talent. I have asked people to join me in 
making this. I want it to be that everybody is authoring what 
they’re presenting through the creative process as well as the 
performance. The only thing that I might be separated from is 
‘the original concept by Christopher Roman.’ 

We’ve come together once to see if everybody likes each 
other and if the idea that I’m presenting is interesting. That’s 
what I question. Do I need that? That’s what the years of  being 
in these hierarchical structures have even made me question. 
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Why? It was your idea. You brought people together, but 
the idea didn’t do anything until those people came together 
and made it. So I guess that’s what I’m questioning. Do I need 
that status? Or am I just fine with bringing this horizontality 
together and everybody collectively identifying as author, 
choreographer, actor, writer, musician, composer, all of it. 
That’s where I am now, in being able to try and put my 
money where my mouth is in terms of creating who we are 
through authorship. Creating this balance of voices that can 
be heard without hierarchy. 

Szymon: Another way of looking at balance, which as a 
word has its own economic provenance, is to organize spaces 
for collaboration in a way that you and others do not burn out 
in the process. This is where I am interested to be, where people 
feel regenerated and empowered. In the course of our Critical 
Practice trajectory, we spoke plenty among ourselves about 
this fragile equilibrium. The places we need for spiritual and 
professional sustenance and growth often do not pay, while in 
spaces where we work and earn, we need to guard our integrity 
and well-being. It’s a struggle. 

Christopher: What I struggled with, especially as I’ve 
done a lot of research through the PhD, are voices who have 
not been in dance, representing dance. The larger part of 
the library that exists on dance writing and dance thinking 
is done by non-dancers. I think that’s our own damn fault 
to a large degree. The dancers are so busy being dancers 
that they stop to be part of the critical conversation of what 
it is to dance, to create, to be a dancer. Authorship is not just 
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five, six, seven, eight and the repetition of five, six, seven, 
eight. It is how that body authors whatever choreography 
they are embodying or even helps to create or co-embody.

I would like to be part of the movement of dancers 
who want to start writing about their practice, start writing 
about their experience. I am a little bit critical of some of the 
autobiographical texts that are out there by dancers, mostly 
New York City ballet dancers  that only give credit to the 
choreographer, or only speak anecdotally about a rehearsal 
that day, or some other intrigue that happened parallel to 
the choreographic process that really doesn’t have anything 
to do with creating. It just has to do with the emotional 
construct that they’re trying to represent at the moment, 
which of course influences how they’re able to be in the 
studio or create.  Why not acknowledge that part and at 
least talk more critically about the practice, the emotion 
that you have within the practice? The environment that 
is created for you to be in the practice, your rejection of 
that environment, your resistance to that environment, 
your fear of that environment, your acceptance of that 
environment and why.  Once again, it’s our own fault for 
not being more capable in expressing our dance practice. 

I get this feeling from some people who are not 
dance practitioners, who have studied a lot, who have 
read a lot, who have a lot of philosophical knowledge 
that they feel more equipped, or more capable, or more 
confident to talk about my practice than I do. And that 
kind of fucks with me. At the same time, I find that that’s 
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definitely some sort of a new gain of, let’s say, us artists 
entering academic spaces, traveling through these spaces, 
and challenging these spaces as well. It takes a certain toll 
on art making too, I think. 

And once again, here I am, sort of confounded by 
the fact that dancers do everything they can to limit 
their possibilities, whether it be in a practice of writing 
about their own experience in dance and being more 
representational in the field of academia, whether 
they choose to be on juries or selection committees 
so that they can help other people get more funding, 
or whether it be an opportunity to have 1.5 million 
euros and make a company for three years with this 
shitty social political thematic of age and dance, 
but to be able to transform yourself and make new 
contemporary works with a steady paycheck. 

All we do is fuck ourselves and it doesn’t go 
anywhere. And then I’m sitting here, trying to create a 
cathartic experience out of burnout, anxiety, panic disorder, 
recovery, and how the 35 years of dance practice both 
contributed to the burnout and to the recovery. I know 
I’ve said a lot of contradictory things, but it is absolutely 
contradictory. I don’t have any other means to describe it, 
except to say that you don’t have a straight line of figuring 
out how authorship can be revealed.  

Szymon: Thank you for this generous conversation, Christopher. 
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Queer is the knowledge of what you did to me. 
Queer is the recognition of the permission 

I gave you that ensured my silence. 
Queer is the ability to learn from the people, 

places, events that cause harm. 
I wish this to partially signify a purging of queer trauma

 and a reclamation of my ability to say no 
as a queer dancing author.
Dance is queer amplified.4

4  Christopher Roman, “INSIDER/OUTSIDER: Dancing Queer Authorship”





persistence persistence 
as a small as a small 
resistanceresistance

(Nefeli Gioti)
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In Those Years1

by Adrienne Rich2 

In those years, people will say, we lost track
 of the meaning of we, of you

 we found ourselves
 reduced to I

 and the whole thing became
 silly, ironic, terrible:

 we were trying to live a personal life
 and yes, that was the only life

 we could bear witness to
But the great dark birds of history screamed and plunged

 into our personal weather
 They were headed somewhere else but their beaks and pinions 

drove
 along the shore, through the rags of fog

 where we stood, saying I

1  Rich, Adrienne. 1995. “In Those Years” Dark Fields of the Republic: Poems 1991-
1995. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1995.  
https://doi.org/9780393313987.
2  Adrienne Rich (1929–2012) was an American poet and essayist.
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This was not supposed to happen this way!

I wanted to write a text to critically reflect on collaboration, 
its stakes and its operation in the field of performing arts today. 
Part of the initial introduction of that text was the one below:

This text springs from the need to think, through writing, about 
the topic of collaboration in the field of performing arts. Working 
in this field in several positions (freelancer choreographer, dancer, 
researcher, student, guest teacher in an institution, and assistant 
of choreographers and directors, rarely employed with a contract), 
I have often encountered ‘working with, together, for, under the 
umbrella of…’ generally referred to as collaboration. In parallel, 
due to realizing a personal longing to find a place of belonging, 
Ι have been searching for this place through working relations in 
different contexts, specifically through getting involved in different 
kinds of collaborations, I am curious to trace conflicts that arise in 
the practice and use of collaborative structures today, the realities 
and fantasies of togetherness that are active among the people 
working in the field and their relation with several aspects of 
modes of production, working status, accessibility in the market, 
and collective imagination. I am interested in overpassing the 
personal as an individualistic condition and perception to trace 
lines of thought that might reveal the operation of structures active 
in the field concerning collaboration. 

I spent hours in front of my computer, struggling to find the 
right words to navigate my confusion and disorientation along 
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with managing feelings of disappointment, sorrow and anger. It 
was impossible to find a flow, to find the path that the text could 
follow. That left me looking out of the window for hours, in a state 
of numbness, accompanied by a constant sensation of  being stuck 
for words. I had no access to where this text could go. The more I 
wrote, the more contradicting the text and the statements appeared. 
The more critical I wanted to be, the more shallow I felt. Simple 
as that: the text was more of a pain in the ass than a recuperative 
writing as I had imagined it to be in the first place.

Some days before the deadline, I decided, somehow, to let it 
go. Something was not working, still, something was missing. 
Was I not in touch with any of the magic ingredients that I had 
been searching for or proclaiming to search for? Had I lost every 
sense of magic, which in turn rendered all the intentions of the 
text useless and meaningless? How to approach recuperation 
concerning the issue of collaboration? I could not find a way 
to be critical, in the sense of being critical of/with something 
as a way to approach this something with deep care, interest, 
tenderness and love. I had to question if (at the moment) I was 
not interested enough in this anymore or, most importantly, 
what exactly this interest was composed of. What did I have 
to propose other than tracing problematics? Unable to come 
up with sufficient answers, another question remained; how to 
fulfill my promise for this contribution? I detoured. What did 
not make this text ‘work’ became a new question. Turning to 
Ana Vujanović for mentoring and to close friends and colleagues 
for support, I understood that what was missing was a durational 
loss of mine (only mine?) a loss of a pragmatic and inspiring 
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lived experience of collaboration inside the field of performing 
arts. Meanwhile, I was being driven by an intense longing for 
an experience that would feel like what I was craving, which 
is probably embedded in various romantic, unrealistic or 
pragmatic assumptions of mine? (Only mine?) This constituted 
a condition of imaginative blindness which left me looking for 
it in the wrong places or forgetting where to look at, and most 
importantly, being unable to recognize it even if it was there, 
taking place somewhere closer or a bit further away from me. 

I was trying to write about how collaboration, due to 
its appropriation by the art market and by its quite often 
uncontextualized use, has become a notion engulfing different 
kinds of working statuses in the field of performing arts, thus 
flattening out various power dynamics and hierarchies present 
in the field. Is it the etymological meaning of the word which 
allows it to appear as neutral? This could not be an  acceptable 
enough reason, as it is the use(s) of a word that makes it acquire 
its meaning, as Karen Barad nicely states in her book Meeting 
the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 
Matter and Meaning.3 

In the William and Weber dictionary4, the word collaborate 
derives from the combination of the words ‘com’ (with, together, 
jointly) and labor and has 3 uses:

3  Barad, Karen. 2007. Meeting the Universe Halfway Quantum Physics and the 
Entanglement of Matter and Meaning. Durham N.C: Duke University Press. https://
doi.org/10.1215/9780822388128.
4  Accessed June 1, 2024. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
collaborate.
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1) To work jointly with others or together, especially in an 
intellectual endeavor.
2) To cooperate with or willingly assist an enemy of one’s 
country and especially occupying forces.
3) To cooperate with an agency or instrumentality with 
which one is not immediately connected. 
What kind of collaboration was I referring to? I found 

myself entangled in the flattening use of the term, exactly what 
I wanted to be critical of.

Yes, something was missing.
 

I wanted to demonstrate that it has been a very long 
time since collaboration became a modern mantra in the 
performing arts field. Often, the term presupposes a priori 
positive rhetorics like horizontal, respective, egalitarian, and 
democratic values. Meanwhile, a plethora of articles and 
texts exist that critically reflect on the topic of collaboration. 
Still, what it means and how it is practiced remains often 
quite abstract, unquestioned, or poorly explored in different 
contexts. What was this gap between theory and praxis 
revealing? I wanted to shout out that the more vague and 
empty we allow our collaborations to be, the more they 
arrive at enhancing neoliberal values of self-profit, self-
development, and self-visibility, even if that is not what 
we intend. Under this perspective, we get trapped in buzz 
concepts. We do not scrutinize the actual need to use them 
and the way we use them. In those terms, collaboration in 
the performing arts field is reduced to another management 
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model. I wanted to problematize how the whole discourse 
of the ‘uniqueness’ of the performing arts field as special and 
political per se is based partially on the acknowledgment that 
we do things together mostly under precarious conditions. 
That sometimes functions as enough reason to manifest a 
special social-political dimension of the field. This uncritical 
social ‘uniqueness’ is partially closely connected with the 
aspect of collaboration as “...a powerful element that can drive 
creativity and innovation in the art world. Artists who work 
together can share ideas, techniques, and resources, and can 
also inspire each other to create new and exciting works.”5 
This approach easily reduces collaboration to another 
neoliberal productive model which can enhance ‘individual’ 
creativity and augment progress, innovation and productivity. 
Moreover, I wanted to indicate that there seems to be a 
misunderstanding of the fact that collaboration encapsulates 
specific positive values and ethics on its own (per se) and that 
labeling something as collaboration does not mean that we 
actively resist or transgress competition, inequalities, and any 
other structural problems inside or outside the field, unless 
we prioritize it practically in our agendas. I encountered this 
abstract: “Anyone who’s anybody in dance these days seems 
to be ‘collaborating.’ Collaborations among choreographers, 
composers and visual artists are, of course, nothing new. 
But a number of arts institutions have chosen to celebrate 
the collaboration this year, among them the Kitchen, which 

5  Accessed June 2, 2024. https://fastercapital.com/topics/the-power-of-
collaboration-and-community-in-art.html.
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offered four collaborative efforts on Wednesday, midway 
through its ‘Musicdance’ series,”6 originating from an article 
from the New York Times from 1983. I was stunned by 
the degree to which it was indicating the appropriation of 
the collaborative by the institutions. How do institutions 
celebrate and include collaboration while, at the same time, 
they keep reproducing the promotion of individual big 
names or ‘emerging’ artists or ‘young’ promising ones? Is it 
just a conscious washing and a performance of egalitarian 
and democratic values by those institutional bodies? If not, 
why are PhD positions open only for individuals and not for 
collectives? Why do the institutions, sooner or later, easily 
promote individuals from their collective to promote them 
further and thus actively contribute to the dissolvement of 
collective formulations? Why are solo works so preferred 
to be included in the artistic menu? How does this paradox 
operate and to what degree do we have a responsibility 
around reproducing/accepting it? How does the economy of 
the production in the field contradict with the performativity 
of the institutions?

I wanted to understand what kind of sources were active in 
formulating the social imagination of ‘togetherness’ today, for 
people working in the field of performing arts. How active is 
the romantic notion of social authenticity, and still connected 
with the Judson collective in the 60s in New York, which to 

6  “DANCE: COLLABORATIONS, The New York Times Archives, Section 
1, Page 46.” The New York Times. December 25, 1983. https://www.nytimes.
com/1983/12/25/arts/dance-collaborations.html.
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some degree was fundamental for the narratives of the body 
and movement as universal notions that can transgress and 
erase conflicts, as “a united ‘we’ marked by a harmonious 
togetherness”7? I wanted to recall what Bojana Cvejic was 
writing in 2005, in the text “COLLECTIVITY? YOU MEAN 
COLLABORATION” in relation to the artistic legacy, not only 
of collectives, in the West during the 60s: “It is the collectives 
founded upon the essentialist premises of humanity being at 
work or the mythology of merging life and art in the 60s, that are 
all the more responsible for concluding an end to the interest in 
collectivism. The dramaturgy of the ascending ritualist voyage 
of an individual within a collective, be it in the life of a tribal 
commune or in stage representation – as the theatre collectives in 
the 60s pursued – dissolved its own project of social and political 
change because, in the final stage of the process, it narrows 
it down to the abstract idea of individual freedom. What I’m 
saying here is that we should thank historical collectives from 
the 60s for providing food for liberal individualism today. They 
handed down a legacy of libertarian depoliticizing thought: 
practice freedom as the exercise of free will.”8 Furthermore, I 
wanted to reflect on how those traces reappeared in the 1990s, 
when “the relative de-definition of the genre of contemporary 
dance in Europe, often linked to the breakthrough of so-called 

7  Laermans, Rudi. 2012. “‘Being in Common’: Theorizing Artistic 
Collaboration.” Performance Research 17 (6): 94–102. doi:10.1080/13528165.2013
.775771.
8  Cvejić, Bojana . “Collectivity? You Mean Collaboration.” Republicart: Artists 
as Producers (Website)., 2005. Accessed May 18, 2024. https://transversal.at/
transversal/1204/cvejic/en.
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conceptual dance or ‘dance in general,’ has without doubt greatly 
furthered this trend towards a revival of an artistically hybrid 
collaboration in modes sometimes reminiscent of the Judson 
collective”9 as Rudi Laermans observes. I wanted to understand 
where we are today when an exhausted and uncritical use of 
collaboration through time, in combination with structural 
economic and social changes in the Western context, keeps 
rendering invisible the power dynamics in working relations. 
What are the political and social dimensions that are driving 
the actual practice of doing things together today? What are 
the broader political and social struggles that the practices of 
collaboration in the field are connected with today, or are they 
more hermetically oriented? When is collaboration a tool for 
individual escalation and entrance into the art market and when 
is it an active notion based on political values with a different 
social imagination?

I remembered what Gabriele Klein writes in her text 
“Dancing Politics: Worldmaking in Dance and Choreography” 
referring to the differentiation between the social and the 
political dimension in artistic practices. 

...[in] many recent academic dance publications, 
contemporary dance, as an artistic practice, did not simply 
become political in the 1990s by focusing on collectives, 
on collaborations, on networks. These forms were neither 
new nor are they ‘a field of experimentation’ with the 

9  Laermans, Rudi. 2012. “‘Being in Common’: Theorizing Artistic 
Collaboration.” Performance Research 17 (6): 94–102. doi:10.1080/13528165.2013
.775771.
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social, a ‘model’ of a reality to come. They are social, but 
as such not political per se. In my understanding, they 
are political when they attack the societal division of the 
sensual, i.e. transform norms and conventions, namely 
those that are always also distinctive and which include 
and exclude. And they are political when they produce 
a critical difference to the “kinaesthetic reality of the 
modern age” (Sloterdijk 1989: 25), but this also occurs via 
a critical theory and practice of gender, of the body (the 
dancing body and body concepts), of class and of post-
colonial politics. And finally, they are political when they 
exist not only as functional networks, but also develop 
a sense of community: a feeling that does not declare 
community to be the goal, but assumes it as a precondition 
for the practices themselves. Politics as a concrete sensuous 
activity requires the creation of collective identities – and 
therefore these cannot be created solely through transient 
and non-binding networks and politics, however 
important these may be for dance.10 

If the micropolitics of collaborations can not be separated 
by their social and political imaginaries or poetics, then how 
do we proceed with actions taken toward the implementation 
of them, inside and outside of the field? What are the political 

10  Klein, Gabriele. “Dancing Politics: Worldmaking in Dance and 
Choreography” In Emerging Bodies: The Performance of Worldmaking in  
Dance and Choreography edited by Gabriele Klein and Sandra Noeth, 
17-28. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2011. https://doi.org/10.1515/
transcript.9783839415962.17
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and social drives that are activating collaborations today and to 
what degree are those consciously and actively connected with 
broader social and political struggles outside of the field? What 
if collaboration today was not immersed in the production 
of performances, projects or festivals only, but was more into 
creating sustainable structures that might support unions or 
broader political struggles? 

But still, something was missing.

I wanted to address the statement ‘we are different!’ which 
often appears at some point during collaborations. Specifically, I 
wanted to address this phrase when it arrives to state a superficial 
border, an ending point, a halt and an indirect way of expressing 
the intention of not willing to put in further effort. I wrote 
something like this:

To say in a collaboration that we are different does not add anything 
new to the table. It is an obvious statement since when more than 
one person is involved it’s impossible to believe that we are the 
same person or that the degree of similarity could and should lead 
to such a homogenisation. Even one person carries so many others 
within them. Then the important question and practice becomes 
what we decide and choose to do with those differences. Although 
a lot of discourse and beautiful words exist and circulate in the 
field nowadays on the notion of difference, what remains a more 
difficult task, is to acknowledge those differences as a generative 
power, as richness rather than an obstacle, and how to navigate 
them in practice and sculpt them together in commonality. This 



12
0

Pe
rs

ist
en

ce
 a

s a
 sm

all
 re

sis
ta

nc
e

requires time, effort, exposure, curiosity, sincerity, a conscious 
engagement and maybe the desire to meet common goals and ethics 
and common poetics. The notion of difference when stated as an 
ending point and not as a starting one, seems to manifest and 
enhance the process of individualisation of neoliberal capitalism. 
That adds to the aspect of collaboration as a sum of individuals 
joining their productive forces to deliver a product. As Bojana 
Kunst describes it: “Teamwork is, therefore, part of the obsessive 
administration of the neoliberal subject, who, paradoxically, has 
to be free from their inner constraints, creative, innovative and 
virtuous…At the same time, this creative and value-generating 
subject is free from the restraints of society, the difficulties posed 
by differences and otherness.”11

In continuation with the above, a question arises about what 
makes people come together and stay together nowadays.

And still, something was missing.
 

I wanted to delve into the notion of sharing as we 
indeed share our time and knowledge when working 
together. Is sharing enough reason to accept collaboration 
as a better way of togetherness? In which contexts and 
conditions does this become a powerful drive of collective 
transformation? Should we pay a bit more attention to what 
kind of sharing we refer to on each specific occasion? Is 
11  Kunst, Bojana. “Prognosis on Collaboration, First Published In: Prognoses 
üBer Bewegungen, Ed. Gabriele Branstetter, Kai Van Eikels, Sybille Peters, 
B-Books, Berlin, 2009.” Ivana Muller. Accessed June 1, 2024. http://www.
ivanamuller.com/contexts/bojana-kunst-prognosis-on-collaboration/.



12
1

D
iss

on
an

ce
s

sharing itself the magic ingredient? Concerning the action 
of sharing, Bojana Kunst writes: “contemporary production 
consists of sharing linguistic and cognitive habits (i.e. if 
affective and intellectual exchange of knowledge); it is 
the constitutive element of post-Fordist production of 
labour…the interesting notion of the process of sharing 
can also be interpreted as a specific understanding of 
collaboration as an exchange of differences, creations and 
innovations and no longer as a hierarchical division of 
tasks. The problem for Virno arises, however, when such 
sharing has no political effect, and does not affect change 
within a political community...”12

But still, something was missing.
 

I needed to share the problem with time, the economy of 
time in post-Fordist production of labour, the ongoing reducing 
duration of collaborations following the shrinkage of the 
production periods, and the connections with the imperative of 
project temporality, and our constant lack of time. I remembered 
what Bojana Kunst was writing concerning the operation of 
projects and temporality: “that so many people consistently lack time 
is paradoxical, especially when the act of considering the possibilities of 
a project implies the future. It seems that the more there is to a project 
and the more possibilities there are to be completed in the future, 
the less time there is at our disposal to endure in the present (or in 
12   Kunst, Bojana. “Prognosis on Collaboration, First Published In: Prognoses 
üBer Bewegungen, Ed. Gabriele Branstetter, Kai Van Eikels, Sybille Peters, 
B-Books, Berlin, 2009.” Ivana Muller. Accessed June 1, 2024. http://www.
ivanamuller.com/contexts/bojana-kunst-prognosis-on-collaboration/.
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many different presents) and, with that, also less time to enable social, 
collaborative, political or intimate relations. The only way in which 
we maintain a relation to our present is through its administrative and 
managerial regulation, which is combined with the constant evaluation 
and re-evaluation of what we have done. The goal is always to reach 
something within the horizon of the project. In that sense, the project 
becomes the ultimate horizon of our experience.”13 

Meanwhile,  I ended up writing a poem which went 
something like this. 

*a small poem*

We say we want to collaborate
We don’t bend over what this means on each specific occasion

Ok! we are going to find out…
But we never have time to discuss, share and ponder  

on how we do it.
Because we are in lack of time

Being together is what collaboration ends up being about. 
Isn’t that enough? 

Or it is not about being together but rather about delivering 
the product of work that brought us together in the first place.  

Has that become one and the same thing?
We launch it in applications

13  Kunst, Bojana . “The Project Horizon: On the Temporality of Making.” 
Maska, Performing Arts Journal Year XXVII, No. 149–150 (Autumn 2012) Editor in 
Chief: Amelia Kraigher Issue No. 149–150 (ISSN 1318-0509) https://maska.si/en/
journal/projective-temporality/.



12
3

D
iss

on
an

ce
s

We capitalise it
We still do not have time to waste on how we do it.

While doing it, we realize we do not know how to do it 
since it is a singular event.

And if we want to know we should spend  
some more time finding out.

But we are indeed out of time, the deadline is approaching.
So we live in the moment of a future to come. 

We trust that it is what we do and we will  
discover it on the way.
Maybe the next time.

But the path is short, probably the next time as well. And it 
is demanding. It is a production. It is a piece. It is a text, a 

publication, a festival…
We trust.

But we do not have more time
Because we are already working on it.

On what?
We will learn from it either way, right?

We might feel terrible but the project will soon be over.
We feel drained and empty.

But we will learn from it.
The project finishes and soon we jump to a new collaboration

We don’t have time to reflect together on  
what we learned from it.

Each one is left to reflect on the process by themselves 
and carry all those faults, and conclusions to the future 

collaborations to come.
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A bit more empty. A bit more drained.

And still, something was missing. 

I wanted to shout, remind and alert. What was missing was 
more affiliated with what bell hooks writes in her book All 
About Love,14 quoting M. Scott Peck: 

“It is easier to articulate the pain of love’s absence  
than to describe its presence and meaning in our lives.”

The truth is that I had forgotten the power of whispering, of 
someone standing close to you and vice versa, the tenderness of a 
touch, the major support of an offering shoulder, the pleasure of 
offering a shoulder,  the hugeness of a hug, the space of hope when 
there is trust, the importance of sincere and difficult discussions 
when they are intending to our collective spiritual and political 
growth, taking us away from cynicism, the sharing of minor voices 
uniting in a demonstration, this walking side by side for something 
that proceeds the individual ‘I,’ the importance of reminding each 
other of possible faults that we fall into because this is essential 
support as well, the importance of duty. Maybe I had allowed my 
imaginative blindness to proffer my grandmothers’ death and their 
memory lost with time, I forgot to turn to them to remember, I 
had forgotten to listen to them. I had forgotten the reminder that 
the support we have received from our grandmothers is not a debt 

14  hooks, bell, 1952-2021. All about Love : New Visions. New York :William 
Morrow, 2000.
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to be paid back to them by our individual prosperity. Rather, it is a 
promise of holding responsibility together for this world and this is 
something that exceeds any individual profit here and now. I forgot 
how my mother collaborated with people, all together holding a 
space of free access to health services during the starting years of 
the economic crisis in Greece (2009-2012), I forgot how people 
in Palestine are collaborating by organizing collective cooking 
spots to provide food to people, resisting the famine imposed by 
Israel and the acceptance of it by the EU, I forgot how “waves”15 a 
collaborative non-profit magazine, collectively edited by a feminist 
group in Greece,  has been persisting for the last 10 years despite the 
dispersion of the collective around different European countries, 
and for sure I still forget so many more examples. 

I forgot that the political aspect of togetherness cannot 
start and end in the space of the performing arts field but, 
on the contrary, it makes sense only when it is entangled 
and emerging within the broader context of its existence. I 
remembered that, initially, I wanted this text to be a kind 
of reminder – an invitation to take a moment to rethink 
the ways we perceive, enter, and maintain collaborations. 
I remembered that if sometimes things arrive at a place of 
complexity that might seem like a failure, it is only because 
we strive to make sense. I remembered that in this world 
that succumbs to this feeling of failing, persistence is a small 
resistance, as it is the effort of understanding that moves us 
further and not the fact of understanding. I recalled that it is 

15  “Waves Waving This Patriarchal World Goodbye.”  
https://waves.espivblogs.net/.
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the insistence on searching for these magic ingredients that 
matter.  It is about collaboration in the sense that enhances 
collective survival, and surely also resistance when building 
social imagination and political values that consider another 
world than the one of the art market. Perhaps, searching for 
collaboration of this kind in the field might be the wrong 
place, but to stop searching is also the wrong place. Maybe 
this need is connected to world views that are attempting 
to find social and political affiliations towards a world that 
we might not even live in, but we believe that we owe our 
grandmothers and granddaughters to put a little stone to 
support it.16 I remembered that the collaboration I was trying 
to talk about is one that is an active and conscious choice, or in 
other words, collaboration is for all of us who choose to speak 
collectively. I remember that it is a long way. I remembered 
the poem “A Litany for Survival”17 by Audre Lorde which 
concludes with the following words:

So it is better to speak
remembering

we were never meant to survive

16  put a little stone is a Greek expression which means to play our part
17  Lorde, Audre. “A Litany for Survival.” In The Black Unicorn: Poems, 31–32. 
New York: W.W. Norton, 1978.
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What if the critic’s role is not to analyze or review but instead to 
bear witness? In the writing below, I share a series of diary entries 
expanded upon after the fact, a collection of word vomit that meanders 
in and out of immediacy and reflection. Beginning October 17, 2023 
and ending June 5, 2024, the entries traverse Israel’s genocide of 
Palestinians, an ongoing process that extends into nearly eighty years 
of Israeli occupation of Palestine. Here, I bear witness—to genocide, to 
live performance, to the strangeness of making art while colonization 
continues its reign of terror on this planet.  

October 17, 2023, Seyðisfjörður, Iceland, 
Heima residency house
So, I’m here in this village attending a residency for queer 

artists. Wow, just writing that one sentence I can tell I’m already 
writing for an imagined public. This has been my struggle 
since I was a young child sitting down to write a diary. I never 
succeeded at keeping a diary, even then; I just always felt I was 
performing something for some big important reader and got 
all performative in my writing and hated it. Isn’t it funny how 
nothing has changed in 25 years? 

Nothing has changed for Palestine either. I mean, nothing 
has changed, and also everything has. Ten days ago, Israel 
launched a full-scale militarized response to Hamas attacks, and 
now thousands of Palestinians are being killed in retaliation. It’s 
all over social media and just so much to take in. It feels like 
Israel’s right-wing leaders have been waiting for this moment to 
ethnically cleanse the population. Ugh. 
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K (an American Jewish artist and poet based in Los 
Angeles, whose valley girl accent and general vibe feel like 
home to me) and I were talking early today about how weird 
it is to be in this foreign icy land away from all our organizing 
communities. So, tonight we’re hosting an evening meeting 
to gather villagers and other visiting artists to call on our 
respective governments for a ceasefire. We posted flyers in 
the community center and sent them around to the other arts 
organizations on WhatsApp. Honestly, it feels super awkward 
to host this event as outsiders, but I’m glad we’re doing it. 
Just gonna have to take a lot of deep breaths and remember 
it’s always awkward to host political spaces as a white person 
descended from colonizers. Oof. 

Everything feels awkward. And terrible. Why am I still 
making art when the world is such a shit storm? I’m done with 
capitalized performance production cycles. They feel absolutely 
irrelevant to this moment. So much of the dance and theater 
that circulates in the Global North is so insular anyways; 
it’s only for an insider audience. How is this political? These 
‘application pieces’ (works about a particular topic that offer 
some scenes to deal with those topics, threaded together into 
a piece that then can be described in a one-line elevator pitch) 
are just not it. Have I even seen anything that is it?? I guess 
yes. Probably performances that are moving away from these 
symbolic logics, that actually intervene into the material reality 
of a social and political world. Ooooh yes like Fanny Sosa and 
Navild Acosta’s Black Power Naps,1 which opens up the space 

1  Navild Acosta, Sosa, and Naeem Douglas, “Black Power Naps Asks, ‘How Can 
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of the theater through an installation of cozy blow-up and soft 
sculptures meant for rest and sleep. When I saw it in New York 
years ago, I loved that they gathered a group of local queer/trans 
BIPOC artists as a choir. It was so community driven and real, 
not caring about what curators think. It is literally creating space 
for BIPOC people to come and rest. That’s the real shit. More 
of that, please. 

I guess the question is: who does that? Who creates art that 
is more than symbolism? Not people trying to uphold systems of 
power because they benefit from them. It’s people who actually 
have a personal investment in liberation. Symbolism is for folks 
who can afford to be at a distance from change. I want to be 
close to the change.

October 29, 2023, Belgrade, Serbia, 
Magacin Cultural Center
I’m here in Belgrade for the Kondenz Festival, seeing lots of 

random works by local and international performing artists. It’s 
a little exhausting but I’m also loving it. I’m just really moved 
that the call for Palestinian liberation is widespread among the 
artistic scene here! I just sat through this lecture by an old Marxist 
scholar (Nebojša Milikić) which was kinda long and ego-y but 
he was describing Serbians as “native Marxists” and I had one of 
those brain-opening moments of like whoa, the revolutionary 
impulse is baked in here in a way I’ll never understand as a 
person raised under capitalism. Then A explained to me that this 

We Dream If We Don’t Sleep?’ | Magazine | Moma,” MoMA Magazine, February 
2, 2023, https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/842.
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anti-imperial vibe is a historical offshoot of the Non-Aligned 
Movement, a coalition of countries not formally aligned with 
any power bloc during the Cold War. 

I just glanced at a 1979 speech by Fidel Castro online 
describing the Non-Aligned Movement as a “struggle against 
imperialism, colonialism, neocolonialism, apartheid, racism, 
including Zionism, and any form of foreign aggression, 
occupation, domination, interference or hegemony, as well 
as the struggle against the policies of big powers or blocs.”2 
I mean, shit, that’s explicit. As a person based in Germany 
and raised in the United States, it’s just so damn refreshing to 
encounter a more mainstream orientation toward liberation 
rather than the neoliberal logic of neutrality that I’m used to. 
More of that, please. 

November 15, 2023, Reykjavik, Iceland, 
Tjarnarbíó Theater
I need to get out of this theater, holy crap. I’m writing this 

on my phone because otherwise I might explode. Hopefully 
people aren’t annoyed but whatever. Right now I’m seeing a 
show, and there are three white women with a wheelbarrow 
of fruit throwing watermelons and pineapples and bananas and 
strawberries on the floor. They’re cutting the watermelons in 
half with a saw, stabbing them, and stomping on them so that 

2  Fidel Castro, “Speech by Cuban President Fidel Castro to the 34th UN General 
Assembly, in His Position as Chairman of the Nonalined Countries Movement,” 
34TH UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY (speech, Florida, October 12, 1979), https://
web.archive.org/web/20140111084626/http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/
db/1979/19791012.html.
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the blood-like flesh splatters across the stage. God I’m angry. 
One of them is wielding a hammer, pounding the spurting flesh 
into nothingness. It looks like someone vomited on the floor. 
Fucking terrible bullshit, I really wish I could get out of here. 
I can’t look at those watermelons without thinking of Palestine 
and I don’t understand why they think it’s okay to pound the 
crap of the Palestinian symbol of liberation?!? Am I crazy?? 

I guess feeling crazy is the correct response to witnessing 
a genocide on social media. It’s day 39 of Israel’s massacre of 
Gaza. Over 11,320 Palestinians have been murdered by Israeli 
bombardments.3 I keep going on social media and see the visual 
evidence of mass murder: mutilated bodies, crying children, 
crumbling buildings. And the watermelon. It’s been circulating 
as a symbol of Palestinian resistance since 1967, when the Israeli 
government declared displaying the Palestinian flag to be a criminal 
offense. Palestinian artist Sliman Mansour describes how in the 
1980s, Israeli soldiers threatened his gallery, stating that if they 
painted anything with the colors of the Palestinian flag—even a 
flower or a watermelon—the paintings would be confiscated. This 
prompted more Palestinian artists to use the watermelon in their 
work, which spread to artists around the world.4

Who gets to use symbols? What is the responsibility of 
understanding the meanings behind the objects you’re putting 

3  “Palestinian Officials Say Harder to Update Gaza Casualty Toll as Health 
System Buckles | Reuters,” Reuters, November 15, 2023, https://www.reuters.
com/world/middle-east/palestinian-officials-say-harder-update-gaza-casualty-
toll-health-system-buckles-2023-11-15/.
4  Armani Syed, “How Watermelon Became a Symbol of Palestinian Solidarity,” 
Time, October 20, 2023, https://time.com/6326312/watermelon-palestinian-
symbol-solidarity/.
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onstage? Right now, I’m seeing a banana and thinking of 
banana republics; I see apples and think of Christian morality; 
grapes and Bacchic celebration. In the watermelons, I see 
Palestine but also a racist trope against Black Americans. In 
the wake of emancipation in the USA, formerly enslaved 
people grew watermelon as a cash crop to sell, and the fruit 
emerged as a symbol of self-reliance… which soon became 
caricatured in Southern white newspapers, disparaging 
African Americans. There has been some reclaiming of this 
symbol by Black Americans, but you never know how it’s 
being wielded in our racist shitshow of a country. Anyways, 
all this is coming to mind right now. It’s a lot. And of course, 
these are my interpretations; there are probably dozens of 
others I am completely ignorant of. It would be impossible to 
know all of these fruits’ significations across time and space. 
But damn, did these artists consider Palestine when they put 
these watermelons on stage? 

And where did they even get the fruit? I have to imagine 
the majority of these fruits were either grown in hothouses 
in the south of Iceland or imported from countries with 
temperate and tropical climates. According to Wikipedia, 
“watermelons were domesticated in north-east Africa, and 
cultivated in Egypt by 2000 BC, although they were not the 
sweet modern variety. Sweet dessert watermelons spread across 
the Mediterranean world during Roman times.”5 Palestinians 
have such an ingrained relationship with watermelon that 

5  “Watermelon,” Wikipedia, June 15, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Watermelon.
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rather than simply eat it cut up, as I’m accustomed to in the 
USA, there are distinct recipes incorporating the melon, like 
roasted watermelon salad (Qursa)6 and watermelon salad with 
feta (Bateekh wa Jibna).7 I’m not sure it’s a delicacy, but it 
certainly is an integral crop.    

This piece is still going, and I’m still writing. I think I’m 
harping on this whole watermelon insensitivity thing because 
the logic of this Icelandic performance exists in the realm of 
symbols, of representation. It has a context, yes: November 15, 
2024, the first night of Reykjavik Dance Festival, Reykjavik, 
Iceland, choreographed by Inga Huld Hákonardóttir, three 
Icelandic(?) femme performers wearing dresses, a drummer, a 
lighting designer (both more masc). All the folks sitting around 
me, who I assume are an audience of international and local 
artists, curators, people whose jobs and social positions I’m 
ignorant to. But the artists are explicitly invoking a symbolic 
landscape devoid of meaning: the title of the work is Neind 
Thing, and neind means nothing in Icelandic. So, nothing 
thing. Their description reads: 

6  Maggie, “Roasted Watermelon Salad (Salatit/Fatit ’Ajir),” The Gaza Kitchen, 
October 8, 2011, https://gazakitchens.wordpress.com/2011/10/05/roasted-
watermelon-salad-salatitfatit-ajir/.
7  Phoebe Rison, “Bateekh Wa Jibna,” The Olive Tree Kitchen, June 28, 2020, 
https://theolivetreekitchen.wordpress.com/2020/06/26/bateekh-wa-jibna/.
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Nothingness as a practice of elimination, as a dance, as a symbol 
and a ritual….We contemplate nothing’s potential; our right to 

nothingness as a form of resistance. We seek nothingness 
 as a pathway to freedom; freedom from chaos and unwanted 

distractions, freedom to care, freedom to choose what we pay attention 
to and how.8

I’m shaken that an exploration of nothing requires so many 
things: fruits, utensils, a picnic blanket, a potted plant… so many 
objects coalescing into a whole lot of something.

If I move against interpretation, and I let go of the logic 
of symbols, I’m still disturbed; here I am, watching people 
destroy a bunch of fruit onstage, when I know that yesterday, 
aid trucks were not allowed into Gaza. A humanitarian crisis 
is unfolding that could lead to famine, and I’m watching 
edible plants being destroyed, all in service of some vague 
symbology around nothingness and freedom from anxiety. 
It’s laughable. 

I sound like an asshole. But witnessing a genocide has made 
me question the role of art. And I’m just annoyed. I think I’m 
disturbed that the festival hasn’t explicitly highlighted what’s 
going on. Maybe I shouldn’t even be here because I can’t stop 
thinking: why isn’t everyone talking about the genocide?

8  “Neind Thing,” Reykjavík Dance Festival, accessed June 17, 2024, https://
www.reykjavikdancefestival.com/neind-thing.



13
7

D
iss

on
an

ce
s

May 7, 2024, Berlin, Germany,
Gaudystrasse apartment 
I’m crying for the third time today. Scrolling my Instagram 

newsfeed and seeing images of children whose bodies are 
crushed in rubble. My sympathetic nervous system turns 
on, totally fight-or-flight, or in my case today—freeze. I go 
numb, can’t really take the images in. It’s so much to witness. 
People trapped in tents in the place they fled to, now told to 
flee again. But nowhere to go. Nowhere to go. Nowhere to 
go. Praying. They’re praying. I’m praying. They’re dying. 
I’m not dying. I’m anxious as hell. They’re dying. I feel like 
I’m dying. The ‘feel like.’ The limits of empathy. Regarding 
the pain of others, we already know: there are barriers to 
our understanding. My body is registering the trauma of 
witnessing death at a removed position, feeling the frustration 
of not being able to stop it, stuck in the guilt of complicity. 
This is an absolutely different embodied experience than the 
Palestinians in Rafah right now. I can’t even imagine. Quite 
literally, I cannot. And is there value for me to try? Yes, and 
no. Trying to ‘feel like’ someone or something is still not 
that thing. I suppose this is the void of existence that those of 
us White folks in the Global North inhabit. Unless I put my 
body on the line, unless I feel the violence of the police at a 
protest, I can’t understand. And even then it’s not the same 
thing. My experience is incommensurate. It’s what Eve Tuck 
and K. Wayne Yang articulate in “Decolonization is not a 
metaphor.” Other social justice projects are incommensurable 
with decolonization. They write, “decolonizing the Americas 
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means all land is repatriated and all settlers become landless. 
It is incommensurable with the redistribution of Native land/
life as common-wealth.”9 The same is true of Palestine. The 
logic of the enclosure is a colonial imaginary that does not 
have to govern Palestinian lifeworlds. If Palestine is free, it 
will not be under an Israeli logic of land rights and use. I don’t 
know what it will be. I’m not Palestinian, so why would I 
even begin to speculate? 

I weep and weep and speak a prayer aloud into the new 
moon night, as the Israeli army invades Rafah: 

To all the children in Gaza right now, in Rafah: I’m sending 
you strength. I’m reminding you that you are magic. That you’re 

infinite. So many of us all over the world love you so much. And 
we are so sorry. We are so sorry. We feel you. And we love you. 

And we are with you. We’re here. We’re here. 

Deep breath. My grief ebbs. I must remain upright. I 
crumple up in prayer and then stand up again. If I process my 
pain, I release the colonial stronghold of my ancestors. That’s an 
aspiration I can hold onto. That’s real. 

What is real if not the body? If I haven’t lived 
something in my body, then can it touch me? Caressing 
the watermelon. Smashing the watermelon. It’s the verbs 
that move me. It’s the doing, the relationality of the action 
that makes the symbol matter. That’s why smashing a 

9  Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” 
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1–40, 27.
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watermelon that night without knowing it represented 
Palestine (or at least, so it seemed to me) made the act 
totally void of meaning—which was the artists’ point. Their 
whole project is on nothingness, the void. How tragic to 
be without a referent.  

I think of the argument made by religious scholar Martin 
Hägglund, in his book This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual 
Freedom. I’m paraphrasing, but it’s essentially: I need the 
world to have meaning in order to live, and in order for 
the world to have meaning I need to know that it can 
all end.10 I/we/it can die. Everyone. Oof. And so: fuck this 
necropolitical world. Fuck those who think they can outsmart 
death. They’re delusional and they’re missing out on feeling. 
Yes, feeling invokes every affect: joy, grief, desire, pain, calm, 
agitation. You have to swallow it all. No picking the best 
parts. And colonizers (read: the leaders of the Global North) 
cannot stomach that. Instead Netanyahu and Biden and 
their cronies have to murder their way into a delusion. The 
Zionists announce, “We deserve joy after all of our pain.” 
Yes, but not at the expense of another’s existence. The only 
certainty for all of you/us is that we deserve to be. To breathe.  

I just saw a meme on Instagram this morning that said 
something like, “if you’re not actually coming up against 
resistance, then your protest is just a state-sanctioned party with 
watermelon balloons.” That’s the thing. If my life is genuinely 
being called into question, then representation does not serve 

10  Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom (New York: 
Anchor Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, 2020).
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0 me. If the International Criminal Court is simply performing, 

it does no good to Palestinians. They need food, water, shelter, 
SIM cards. They need materiality, presence, ritual, action, 
resistance, visibility. Embargos, boycotts, divestments—actual 
practices that shift the circulation of capital and therefore limit 
Israel’s ability to commit genocide. 

I guess I need to keep reminding myself of all this so I 
don’t lose my center. I think I may never make a performance 
again. I want to make things that cultivate material change, 
that build community, that heal, that bring us back into our 
bodies. It sounds like such hippie bullshit when I write it out 
like that but I feel certain I’m done with representation.

June 5, 2024, Berlin, Germany, 
WIM Kaffee
I’ve got my fancy cappuccino and I’m feeling hypocritical 

while trying to finish whatever this is. I’m edging toward some 
claim about the value of performance in these times, about its 
relevance or lack thereof. But who am I to decide? I am indeed 
avowedly against representation, yet I’m reckoning with an 
energy in that Icelandic performance that I couldn’t stomach 
back in November: the desire for change. There was a frustration 
in it, a will to call in a more equitable world order. I may not 
resonate with how they chose to share that impulse, but I’m glad 
it’s present nonetheless. 

Honestly, I’m embarrassed because I never reached out 
directly to the artists to ask them, “Hey, did you consider 
Palestine when you used the watermelon?” Maybe they did. V

om
it 

D
ia

ry
 / 

W
itn

es
sin

g 
th

e 
W

at
er

m
el

on



14
1

D
iss

on
an

ce
s

The energy it takes to call someone in—I don’t always have it. 
And who cares, really? Is this the space where I should direct 
my energy when a genocide continues today? What about all 
the genocides that have been happening in years past, when I’ve 
been willfully ignorant? How do I stomach that? 

I feel a bit sick now. All these abject thoughts put down on 
paper. Am I really going to share this publicly? Did knowing I 
would share it shape what I wrote? (Absolutely.) Maybe this is an 
offering then. Maybe it’s a prayer for that watermelon flesh to stay 
held together in its circular bounty. Maybe it’s a commitment to 
continue witnessing its dismemberment. I’m not sure. I still feel 
nauseous and it’s impeding my ability to finish a sentence. 

Nothing final, only a circular practice of staying with the 
trouble. Feeling my feet root into the floor, winding their way 
towards sunlight, not hopeful but present to the ongoing horrors 
of what happens when land and people become disconnected. 
When the flesh of the watermelon becomes pounded into 
nothingness, still the seeds remain. Still the seeds remain.  



in search in search 
of a space of a space 
that fitsthat fits

(Myrto Sarma)
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Ποιος χώρος θα την χωρέσει? 
In search of a space that fits

What text should one write when everything seems to have 
already been said?

You just repeat something that you consider important in 
new ways, with new means, until at some point you get tired 
and shut up. In front of you is a position that has already decided 
that it does not want to understand. Behind the many ‘because(s)’ 
always accompanied by huge question marks and imperatives of 
‘explain to me.’  There is nothing but a terrible attempt to shatter 
things, thoughts, and feelings—to mash them into a liquid form 
so that they are easier to be absorbed by the surface of our reality.

It’s terrible to lose the sense of urgency
The sense of emptiness that accompanies the realization 

of a futile effort
The transient sense of emptiness that accompanies the 

realization of a futile effort
The transient and ironic sense of emptiness that accompanies 

the realization of a futile effort

Explain to me what you mean by ‘ironic’
A fact undermined by the context in which it appears
A fact that yields without resistance to the context, as it 

exists only outside of it 
Irony, as an ascertainment in an empty space
From which irony was the ascertainment that I heard at a 
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lecture in Belgrade born? That we are in need of new words. 
Now I find myself wondering, how many more? And for 
whom? I feel like I’m drowning in words I don’t understand—
words not created for us but for others. They merely inflate the 
chests of those who utter them. Self-referential words, serving as 
a pump of self-determination and self-satisfaction.

Έτσι η γλώσσα παύει να είναι έκρηξη, τσακμάκια σκέψης 
και συναισθήματος , παύει να είναι περιπέτεια , παύει να 
είναι έκφραση του φορέα της, παύει να είναι επικίνδυνη. 

Thus, language ceases to be an explosion, lights of thought and 
emotion, it ceases to be an adventure, ceases to be an expression of its 
carrier, ceases to be dangerous.

Το ξέρουν οι καργιόληδες γι’ αυτό ξηγιούνται έτσι.  
These Assholes know this, that’s why they behave like that.1 

petrichor
/ˈpɛtrʌɪkɔː/
noun
The smell that accompanies rain after a period of drought.

1  Χαμογέλα, ρε... τι σου ζητάνε; ― Χρόνης Μίσσιος  (Γράμματα, 1988)
Smile, what are they asking you for? – Chronis Missios (my translation from 
Grammata, 1988)
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What word do I need?
The essence of when, in the face of lost hope, people 

summon the courage to rise and attempt once more, confronting 
a seemingly futile endeavor. 

It is during this return, this pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A 
face that struggles so close to the stones is already stone itself! I see this 
man descending with a heavy but steady step towards the torment of 
which he will never know the end. This hour, which is like a breath and 
which returns as surely as his suffering, is the hour of consciousness.

C’est pendant ce retour, cette pause, que Sisyphe m’intéresse. 
Un visage qui peine si près des pierres est déjà pierre lui-même 
! Je vois cet homme redescendre d’un pas lourd mais égal vers 
le tourment dont il ne connaîtra pas la fin. Cette heure qui est 
comme une respiration et qui revient aussi sûrement que son 
malheur, cette heure est celle de la conscience.2 

I told you that I didn’t know any jokes
“That’s impossible,” you said.

Once upon a time, there was a young man who spent years 
searching for the meaning of life. He believed that if he managed 
to get into university at the school of his choice, it would make 
sense. He thought then that he understood: sex was the point. 
Later, he believed that if he became a successful professional, it 
would make sense. If he managed to make money? Then he 

2  Le mythe de Sisyphe ― Albert Camus (Gallimard, 1942)
The Myth of Sisyphus ― Albert Camus (my translation from Gallimard, 1942)
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thought he should find a woman to marry and start a family 
with, because that would make sense. He read a lot and traveled 
a lot because maybe that was the point. Frustrated, he started to 
drink until one night he shared his search with the barman of 
the place he frequented. That guy had heard that high up on a 
secret peak of a great mountain, there was a hermit sage who, 
after many years of infinite deprivation, difficulties, and searches, 
had managed to find ‘The Meaning of Life’!

Our friend started the long journey, having nothing else 
left. Many difficult years passed before he finally managed to 
find the secret peak. When he arrived at this unfathomable 
landscape, he saw an unreal figure by a tree. He seemed calm, 
settled in being where he should be. He slowly approached 
the old man and asked to share his secret with him. The wise 
old man opened his eyes and looked sweetly at him and then 
looked at the tree and said, ‘can you see this tree? This is 
the meaning of life.’ Our friend yelled, ‘what are you saying, 
teacher? So many years passed in vain? I had a hard time and 
endured a lot. I was hurt, mocked, disappointed in my every 
choice, and you tell me the meaning of life is this tree?’ 

The teacher, clearly upset, answers, ‘what? Isn’t it?’

One must imagine Sisyphus happy 

(One in Greek language can be translated as κανείς which 
means also no one)
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When do we decide to go down again?  When did he decide 
to go down again? 

Σαν έτοιμος από καιρό, σα θαρραλέος,
αποχαιρέτα την, την Αλεξάνδρεια που φεύγει.
Προ πάντων να μη γελασθείς, μην πεις πως ήταν
ένα όνειρο, πως απατήθηκεν η ακοή σου·
μάταιες ελπίδες τέτοιες μην καταδεχθείς.

Like someone long prepared, like a courageous person,
say goodbye to Alexandria as she is leaving.
Above all, don’t fool yourself, don’t say it was
a dream, that your hearing had deceived you;
do not accept empty hopes like these.3 

Has the rock reached the edge of the mountain, or is it still 
rolling? Is it a relief to see it rolling? Did I really believe that this 
time the rock would reach the top of the mountain? Did he really 
believe that this time the rock would reach the top of the mountain?

A meaningless repetition 
All the meaning of the world concentrated in this repetition 

I told you that I didn’t expect that outcome 
“That’s impossible,” you said.

3  Ἀπολείπειν ὁ Θεός Ἀντώνιον  ― Κωνσταντίνος Καβάφης (From the Poems 
1897-1933, Ίκαρος ,1984)
The God Abandons Antony ― Konstantinos Cavafys (my translation from the 
Poems 1897-1933, Ikaros, 1984)
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ΧΟ: μή πού τι προύβης τῶνδε καὶ περαιτέρω;
ΠΡ: θνητούς γ᾽ ἔπαυσα μὴ προδέρκεσθαι μόρον.
ΧΟ: τὸ ποῖον εὑρὼν τῆσδε φάρμακον νόσου;                  250
ΠΡ: τυφλὰς ἐν αὐτοῖς ἐλπίδας κατῴκισα.
ΧΟ: μέγ᾽ ὠφέλημα τοῦτ᾽ ἐδωρήσω βροτοῖς.
ΠΡ: πρὸς τοῖσδε μέντοι πῦρ ἐγώ σφιν ὤπασα.

Chorus: But tell me, what else did you do?
Promitheas: I made mortals think not only of their death.
Chorus: What medicine did you find for this disease?          250
Promitheas: I gave them blind hopes.
Chorus: You have bestowed a great favor on mortals.
Promitheas: But for this reason I also gave them fire.4

He told me that he didn’t want that outcome. He is there, staring 
at that falling rock. There is no greater futility than the knowledge 
of a condemned-to-fail endeavor. Has he focused so much on how 
to carry this burden that he has forgotten why? How big is that 
why? What happens when this ‘why’ is analogous to a ‘must’? 

He is not sure anymore if he needs to carry it or if he needs 
to be carried by it.

4  Προμηθέας Δεσμώτης ― Αισχύλος
Prometheus Bound ― Aeschylus (my translation from the original)
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He is still there in the middle of the distance with no rock.

Where is everybody else? Where are his commanders?5

- Eh! Why do you turn away?
Where are you going?
How come you bite your lips?
Why are you so pale? How come you’re crying like that?
Will you do it or not? What are you thinking?

-Έ! σεις για πού το βάλατε; 
Και σεις για πού το στρίψατε;
τι στραβομουτσουνιάσατε; τα μούτρα τι τα κρύψατε;
Τι άλλαξε το χρώμα σας κι αρχίσατε να κλαίτε;
αρνείσθε; ή το κάνετε; τι σκέπτεσθε; δεν λέτε6

He must carry that rock because nobody else does. 

When did he stop using the first person to describe himself? 
When was he identified with the ‘must’?

He is alone on the way back.

5  Ήμουν η Λυσιστράτη ― Αντώνης (Κύπρος) Γεωργίου (2015)  
I was Lysistrata ― Georgiou Antonis (Cyprus) (my translation, 2015)
6  Λυσιστράτη  ― Αριστοφάνης  (μετάφραση Δημητρακόπουλου)
Lysistrata ― Aristophanes (my translation from the original)
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And I don’t bother anymore
to lift my head toward the bright skies.
If the stars are far
         if the earth is small
                       I don’t care at all
                                      I don’t mind...7

His every step  is commanded by the awareness that 
even if he never reaches the top, he will always carry that rock.

Il n’est pas de destin qui ne se surmonte par le mépris. 
There is no fate that cannot be surmounted by contempt.
Δεν υπάρχει πεπρωμένο που να μην ξεπερνιέται με 

την περιφρόνηση.

This rock concentrates all the world’s necessities.
-Bonjour Monsieur Doit

I told you that I cannot recognise myself 
“That’s impossible,” you said.

Now that we have messed everything up, let the rock roll
I’m tired, I need time to think about my hows and whys

7  Microcosm  ― Nazim Hikmet (Masses & Mainstream, Inc., 1954, translated by 
Ali Yunus)
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Come on, don’t waste our time, they’re waiting for us

I’m in between what I told you once before:
One’s fault was that she trusted people more than they should 

be trusted, and the other’s crime was that he didn’t trust them at all.

Come on let’s go
The others are already down there and are waiting for us
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