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We are in a cave under the ground. People come 
here when they need to talk without being 
watched/heard. It’s a place for connecting, out 
of network-reach. Outside, above the earth’s 
surface, it’s very hot. Inside it’s cool and dark. 
There are no faces, only voices. The voices are 
Agastache, Chamerion, Buddleia, Dryas.
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19 Buddleia How is the forecast? 
Agastache Not promising. The change seems to be 
pretty violent; the wind is coming unexpectedly fast. 
There might be not enough time to protect one’s space.

B One’s space? 
Dryas Our space? 

B Who is “us”? 
D Definitely not the entire field. Let the 
powerful ones have their power for they are 
interested in power for its own sake. We are 
interested in people’s power, the power of 
people together. 

B Without the powerful ones the space we have to protect 
is already a little less crowded. 

D Let’s define our space- I actually prefer 
“our place”. Think of strategies how to pro-
tect it, and root it.

B We should learn from different root-systems in differ-
ent places.

D I would like to learn from you, Agastache, 
from what happened, which actions you 
undertook or should have undertaken and 
did not. We need to learn from you, because 
it’s happening to us and we cannot afford 
to make the same mistakes everywhere. We 
should focus on our interconnectedness and 
get the information from your roots. So: what 
could you have done differently?

A I am not so sure I have any survival kit laughs. We 
live and survive, but we’re often not able to continue 
our practice. The hectic pace out there is caused partly 
by the sudden changes we witness and have to adapt 
to – this is a quite efficient strategy to stop one from 
thinking. No way to act, you can only react.

B It’s interesting to think about pace. One could say, in a 
forgiving, benevolent instance, that the current xenopho-
bia, discrimination on all levels, is because the pace with 

September 2019



redirected and as a result could not reach my place 
anymore. I had to move. I am not sure where will I be 
able to root again.

B Could you think of any good place?
A Not really. But I also decided to change strategy – I 
am afraid of building my place in one location, I’d rather 
like to move it from one to another. It doesn’t mean 
more mobility or a kind of nomadic life. I’m rather 
searching for roots with a horizontal direction, not nec-
essarily a vertical one. I do not trust the roots immersing 
in a particular history, nationality or identity, but rather 
in the ears of my neighbors or friends. Or more than 
for roots maybe, I’m searching for common ground, a 
ground that would enable us to hear and inform each 
other and thus to strengthen our values, work, choices 
and practices. And I don’t know how this common 
ground looks like yet, maybe it never gets its final shape 
exactly because it is a common effort. Perhaps it has to 
always stay in the process of constituting itself – I think 
the strongest political potential of an institution is sit-
uated in the very process of instituting, in the moment 
when its conditions and rules are still being negotiated 
and thus able to change.

C The place in a constant mode of becoming 
itself can become a shelter. 

I need safety the most. I need to stop fear-
ing something might happen to me as a woman, 
because I smiled to someone, because I dare to 
speak, because I don’t know how I will pay my 
rent, because I don’t accept sexist remarks on the 
street etc. 

A And we need to hurry up. The symptoms seem to be 
unforeseeable and difficult to grasp. But the changes are 
happening right here, in front of our very eyes, yet invis-
ible and inaudible to the forecast machines and algo-
rithms. We could have seen, smelled and heard it – if 
only we had stopped talking on the forecast for a while. 

B So, let’s close our eyes and listen with our inner ears 
to our deeper hearts. We don’t need to see the proclaimed 
catastrophes confirmed again and again on our screens, for 
that’s a tactics to distract us from what we want to do, who 
we want to be, how we want to live. 

C But being silent and attentive to what is going 
on is not necessarily welcomed today in the field, 

which things change is too high for almost everyone, on 
a somatic level. The acceleration in the speed with which 
we can travel through space and time, the complex realities 
merging through globalisation, the accumulation of infor-
mation and data… the body is overwhelmed and goes into 
survival modus: stop thinking, stop feeling. My species – 
what I recognize, what I know – should survive at any cost.
Hence leaders with simple messages get elected, who defend 
what is “ours” and “proper”.

A Besides the relentless pace there is also a lack of 
safety on a very basic, material, even physical level: anger 
and tension on the streets, aggressive car drivers, people 
being beaten because they look gay, because they speak 
different languages, some of the cities being declared as 
“free from LGBT”; the juridical system being destroyed, 
economic and direct censorship, teachers being humil-
iated; women being even more objectified than before; 
etc. I kind of lost the ground. And in order to continue, 
I need to think of re-rooting.

Chamerion I need to feel empowered and encour-
aged. 

A I need not to be alone.
C I need time and conditions….

A … material conditions to survive.
C I need to stop fearing something might hap-
pen to my friends who refuse to follow the nor-
mative rules.

B This is so much focused on yourself, because you feel 
endangered. 

A Because I am desperate and exhausted of proving 
constantly everybody how strong I am. I need a right 
to refuse. 

C You need a safe place.
D You need to get rid of the obsession 
with your own country.

A If my practice is not grounded at the moment, it is 
not because I don’t know the ground. The reason is: it 
was cut off from its own soil. This cutting off happened 
in two steps. First there was a change in the surround-
ings: a sudden change of the ecosystem that became 
quite hostile. There was no way to develop the roots 
further on, they got blocked: as if they did not belong 
there anymore. But I guess it was my fault not to see 
the symptoms. And then the water streams have been 20
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“turning inwards” I envision is something positive, it is in 
the first place turning towards something, not turning away 
from something else or other people. 

A But this is exactly it! My experience of the one born 
in 1983 is that since the socialist system collapsed in 1989, 
we have been almost blindly running to follow you, in the 
West. Leaving our stories, local relationships and peo-
ple aside and adapting to the western patterns. It was a 
colon ization, obviously, and at the same time an efficient 
strategy to keep us in the periphery. The one running 
after the ideal and fighting for being promoted to an 
upper class and better world will never revolt or speak 
up. They will be to weak, too ashamed. And I definitely 
don’t want to say here we lost something like identity, 
whatever that could be. This is rather to say we were kind 
of deprived of our political subjectivity and agency. For 
instance, the beautiful ideas of Solidarity, developed in 
the 80s, were quickly forgotten, the notion of the com-
mon ridiculed. We developed our faith in the capitalist 
democracy so much that we created what Bojana Kunst 
called “a strange neoliberal utopia”: we seemed to be…

C and still are 
A … more radical in our beliefs in neoliberalism than 
the Western Europe. 

C On top of that, were absolutely convinced we 
need to learn everything from the scratch: how 
to live together, how to reorganize our work and 
house settings, what to choose. We learned new 
behaviours, new lifestyle, new tastes, even the way 
of moving on the streets! Being too warm was a sign 
of naivety, smiling meant weakness or could risk an 
unwanted flirt. One needed to learn how to put on 
a cold face expression, passing by quickly the oth-
ers on the street and not noticing them. In a way 
our country became an ambitious periphery that 
wanted to be seen by the center as its best pupil. 

D I remember that is how your country 
got described in our media! “The best pupil 
amongst the newcomers in Europe!” That 
always means: the one who assimilates best, 
is ready to quickly give up one’s own values, 
language, beliefs. 

A And in order to do it we needed to work as hell, to 
always iron our shirts, to show off the – individual! – 

which requires more and more witty statements, 
elaborated articles, new and glamorous products. 

D Has it not always done that? That need 
for competition, hierarchy, kills all real con-
nections. We have been living and working 
this way for so long, the institutionalized tra 
field is deeply patriarchal. 

A I keep thinking of two pees I saw recently – both cre-
ated by young women, both tackling the topic of climate 
change, both very well done and thought, but what struck 
me was that they were both audacious because they were 
vulnerable, because they rather invited us for an experi-
ence instead of talking about it. It is such a contrast to the 
other pee I saw in Chirzu, which was the new Besogny 
proposal – an unbelievably misogynic and sexist one, in 
which Dick is kind of aggressively defending his own 
position by simultaneously pretending to be open and 
humble. He remained me of these rightwing male politi-
cians who keep attacking female activists and denying 
the climate change. Violent and desperate.

A,B,C,D outburst of laughter

D We are too polite sometimes. Look at 
Jo Tumb. You know, the whole alt-right and 
right find those dangerous clowns great- I’m 
being unfair to the clowns here, clowns are 
very sensitive people. Anyway, what do we 
do on the left? Getting worried and trying to 
understand why half of the population finds 
them great. I want to stop worrying, I don’t 
want to try to understand anymore. I want 
to laugh out loud and then move on. We do 
ourselves a favor by not giving any of our 
energy to those idiots. 

A Oh, that would be such a relief!
B I’m trying to learn from indigenous people. About the 
importance of turning inwards: to care for your own com-
munity, your values, your stories, your people. It does not 
mean that we don’t tune into what is happening around 
us. But if our mayor point of focus is not ourselves and 
care for ourselves and our others, we will be really lost. I’m 
aware that some of my words here resemble right-wing dis-
course about own values first. The big difference is that the 22
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D True, but now we are speaking under 
the ground. 

B I’m still travelling, I need it to survive according to 
the dominant model in which you need to be “successful” 
in touring your work internationally, to get your funding. 
And of course, there are great people, inspiring meetings, 
everywhere. But I want to spend more time working locally. 
My being-an-artist, being-a-citizen, being-a-human, being-
a-mother, being-a-friend are connected. Before, I thought 
I was a person who had no green hands, I did not have a 
single plant at home. Now I do, I try to understand their 
needs. Nothing special, just what every plant-owner does. 
I exchange sprouts with friends and my neighbors water my 
plants when I’m gone. It’s simple, very unspectacular, and I’m 
really late discovering it, that’s kind of poor. I remember the 
mother of Chantal Ackerman – who survived Auschwitz – 
saying something like: “The worst is to have no one anymore 
to care for” or maybe she said: “you only die when you have 
no one any more to care for”.

D Here, this is Leanne Simpson speaking: 
“If I look at how my ancestors even 200 years 
ago, they didn’t spend a lot of time banking 
capital, they didn’t rely on material wealth 
for their well-being and economic stabil-
ity. They put energy into meaningful and 
authentic relationships. So their food secu-
rity and economic security was based on how 
good and how resilient their relationships 
were – their relationships with clans that 
lived nearby, with communities that lived 
nearby, so that in hard times they would 
rely on people, not the money they saved in 
the bank. I think that extended to how they 
found meaning in life. It was the quality of 
those relationships – not how much they 
had, not how much they consumed – that 
was the basis of their happiness. So I think 
that that’s very oppositional to colonial soci-
ety and settler society and how we’re taught 
to live in that”1.

success. In such circumstances there is no way to let 
go, the tension is only rising. 

By the way, did you know we would never call our-
selves Eastern Europe? We proudly say we are Central 
Europe! 

laughs 

C We have to perform European. And since for 
so many years traveling abroad was banned or 
extremely complicated, it is still being perceived 
as a privilege – and staying in the local field seems 
a trap or a failure. 

D For us as well: being international is a 
status-symbol.

A I love so much your observation, Buddleia, that 
wherever you travel with your work, you meet more or 
less the same audience – and this is exactly the reason 
why we are so fucked up at the moment. 

B On the one hand I realized no work can ever have a real 
impact if everything is that volatile, short-lived, punctual. 
That’s not engagement, that’s only the gesture of engage-
ment. On the other hand, I also just did not want that life any-
more: always on the go, having “friends” everywhere, who are 
actually only acquaintances. No possibility to really connect 
to my own local reality because my schedule is so irregular. 
At some point I realized the field speaks so much about the 
loss of community and commons, whereas we are the most 
detached, fragmented individuals. We are not good at mak-
ing community. We are supreme examples of flex-workers. 
I had no roots; I did not know my ground. 

D I realized that the networks I was part of, 
were all similar structures with similar audi-
ences. We like to think that it’s progressive 
but in fact it’s mostly upper-class bourgeois. 
What’s the use of bringing my work to always 
the same kind of people only one thousand 
km further? I don’t categorically turn down 
all kinds of elitism – elitism is useful and 
needed at times – but one cannot call this 
mode of operation progressive.

C I hear from colleagues that often they have to 
make those kind of travels for only twenty people 
attending. That seems to be a public secret.
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A This is really beautiful.
D Maybe the biggest weapon against total-
itarianism is care. When you care, you really 
engage with each other. With time, attention, 
empathy. When there’s no more care, a real 
alarm should go off in the entire society. 

C And what do you do if the ground you are 
based on repulses you? If the conditions become 
less bearable every day? 

A In order to care you need safe conditions of being 
together. 

silence

A Once, I was confronted with an opinion that I do not 
know how to promote myself and my choices – because 
I dared to publicly ask questions and share my doubts. 

D That’s exactly how you promote your-
self: by publicly asking questions and shar-
ing your doubts. 

A Most institutions I know and worked for are obses-
sively checking the forecasts, are looking for new tools 
and machines that allow them to foresee better, to posi-
tion themselves better in the new circumstances. 

B I feel like I’m one of those tools or machines that would 
“allow them to foresee better and to position themselves in 
the new circumstances”. 

A Oh, definitely: you are being used by them.
C But what about us then? We were so busy 
articulating our own perspective that we did not 
notice that nobody was interested in our propos-
als anymore. And when the major shift happened, 
burning most of the regions, we found ourselves 
vulnerable and weak. The solidarity has been 
quickly and efficiently replaced by competitive 
run for what remained from the funds. 

B  I think there is anyway no real solidarity between the 
big ones and the small ones. The big ones want to become 
bigger – to have the biggest – and the small ones fight to 
survive, while serving as a tool or machine helping the big 
ones to position themselves better. 

C We became helpless because we remained sin-
gular, because we haven’t listened to the diverse 
voices around. We were so busy in mansplaining 

the world from the stages that we did not notice 
the audience was empty. 

D What’s with this “we”, Chamerion, why 
do you keep saying “we”? Here you are 
describing Dick, not yourself. What have you 
got to do with him? 

C I meant “us” as a community of makers and 
thinkers here that considered ourselves as criti-
cal or political ones. My observation is we on the 
so-called left side…

D the former left
C … we have not paid attention enough to whom 
we are actually speaking to. I had a particularly 
strong experience in one of the Tees out there: we’d 
invited the local traists and audience to consult the 
changes we planned in the program. When one of 
the guests opposed our ideas, the Tees intendant 
asked him to leave the space laughs. Even if we cre-
ated somehow a nice program with some beautiful 
events and encounters, it was a failure, as we did 
not manage to shift the scope from the program to 
the institutional practices. We left ourselves alone. 

silence

C We have to think carefully not only about the 
reason why we gather people around the institu-
tion but also how we gather them. But to have 
time and space to reflect we need for instance to 
reset the operation mode of the institution we 
are responsible for or work with. This could be 
an alternative: to transform it from a patriarchal 
model to a feminist one. To shift the focus: from 
the figure of master to the common effort…

D and pleasure!
C … of the team; from event to process, from 
product to the way how it is being produced, from 
effect to care. 

B Is that not what Sadleria and Tagetes want to try to do 
with Kaia?

C Also Trastiv is working on it.
D And I feel like there are underground 
networks everywhere now and they are grow-
ing. They fight under their own conditions. 26
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I think they should stay underground. I think 
we don’t have to explicit them. 

A Agree. The way to protect them is to let them grow 
where they are, hidden from day light and from the 
appropriation. 

B Rooting, growing, through relations. Interconnected.
C Sharing the soil with others, not only form 
the tra field. It would then mean not express-
ing, presenting and promoting all the time one’s 
knowledge and skills, but using them in order to 
open conditions for the others to speak, to be. 

D I think that could happen inside a shell. 
C But staying inside a shell we will be even 
more isolated. Look at the roots of plants: they 
grow deep in the soil but also run in different 
directions in order to grasp the others. 

B Yes. 
C They build their strength on the basis of 
nutritious soil but also on the basis of informa-
tion received from the plants around. Rooting 
one’s practice might mean also to root it in the 
network of care and solidarity.

A Yes. 
D To stay connected. To be part of. 

B I keep thinking about this old man who goes out at night 
and secretly plants seeds. It’s the seeds of “pioneer” plants, 
the ones who anyway survive, and prepare the grounds for 
others. They are the ones who really have the power. 

C I also remember a story of some trees that 
close their cones in case of fire and throw them 
as far as they can, so the seeds are protected and 
can wait safely until the fire is over.

A How does a rooted institution deal with time? 
How does it transform its perception and how does it 
expand the given space? How can institution offer us 
a crack in time or a shelter in time? 

C I thought that, you, Buddleia, you are creat-
ing a sort of shelter in space, but also in time. 
Like a hole in sense of the space, but also a crack 
in time, where one can hide from this flow that 
does not let stops us from to thinking.

B To claim place, to claim a space. To claim roots, to be com-
munity, to belong, to be part of, the share the same soil. That’s 
the opposite of how alt-right populism tries to unite people 

behind the false case which is mostly against each-other. 
To turn inwards does not mean “against others”. It means to 
be critical about patriarchal systems of dominations, imperial-
ism, capitalism, globalizations that have been imposed on us. 
To feed our soil; that is connected to soil everywhere. To feed 
our soil: to emancipate ourselves, to feel free from all routines 
we are told we should fulfill. Whether it’s routines as private 
consumers or public clients of the state. It’s to do what is good 
for us, for others, for our soil. To know what we know and what 
we don’t know. The rise of nationalist identitarian sentimen-
talism plays with the loss of connectedness between people 
and the loss of the feeling of belonging, in order to create more 
fragmentarization and install more powerful top-down struc-
tures. People are afraid to think, afraid to feel, they are afraid 
of themselves, hence they follow the leader.

A So the shelter would be based on a feeling of being 
many. Its users will speak in a language that does not 
need a dictionary.

B We can speak without quoting.
D We claim our rights.

A We strengthen each other.
C We listen.

A It will shift the focus from the next deadline to the 
present.

C It will be constantly negotiated.
B It’s where taking care is as important as producing.

D And the soil is being take care of.
A It’s where we “shout out the emperor is naked. And 
burst into liberating laughter”2.

D It’s where we find power through 
empowerment instead of authority through 
hierarchy.

C But how can we establish this place physi-
cally? What material will we use to build it up? 

A Maybe I’ll have to leave when I feel there is no 
more space for us all. 

D What are you saying, honey?
B Our space holds all of us. If it doesn’t, we’ll change it. 
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A Note from the Editors
We, curators Alexander Roberts and Ásgerður 
G. Gunnarsdóttir, have been working on a 
curatorial research under the title Into the 
City, Onto the Stage since 2014. The central 
point of enquiry has been to ask how we 
as curators – based in Reykjavík, Iceland – 
working as Artistic Directors of Reykjavík 
Dance Festival – can create a platform, with 
the performing arts at its centre, where the 
basic assumptions about who the perform-
ing arts are for can be fundamentally chal-
lenged and transformed. Who in our city 
gets to watch it, make it and have opinions 
on it? How to cultivate and shape an insti-
tution that gathers publics through engage-
ments with the performing arts on terms 
that are ardently anti-racist, pro-queer, inter-
species, anti-ableist, feminist, pro-worker 
and de colonis ing? How to foster a platform 
that is constituted by a porous and intersec-
tional community of listeners and learners 
committed to amplifying the voices, bodies, 
experiences and urgencies among them that 
are otherwise often under represented, lesser 
seen and lesser heard? 

We have never seen these questions as a 
side project on the periphery of the “real” cura-
torial work we are doing, we have always seen 
these questions as the main work. This has 
meant devising strategies towards challenging 
and changing who is in the audience, who per-
forms on the stages, who attends the parties, 
participates in the talks and conversations, and 
equally who gets to curate. 

We conceived of this book as a space to 
learn from others that have also been busy 
devising artistic and curatorial strate gies 
relevant to these questions. Formulated 
as an open-ended non-exhaustive series 
of chapters, with each chapter bound in 
its own cover, the book is thought of as an 
ever-growing platform for holding and col-
lecting together articulations from differ-
ent artists and curators whose work we feel 
offers important and urgent responses to 
these questions outlined above – in ways that 
are nevertheless particular to their work and 
working context. 

With deep gratitude to all that have con-
tributed and all those we have worked with 
on the making of this book. 

Alexander Roberts, 
Ásgerður G. Gunnarsdóttir
Editors 




