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CALL FOR CONTRIBUTIONS – FRESH CIRCUS #2

Circostrada Network, coordinated by HorsLesMurs, is organising Fresh Circus #2, European seminar on the sustainable development of circus arts, on the 12th and 13th of April 2012. The goal of this moment of reflection and exchange is to formulate a series of practical recommendations to improve the infrastructure and recognition of the sector.

To create opportunities for artistic mobility, to bring the performing arts into the digital era, to facilitate access to culture, to think of new economic models, to increase recognition of the arts within society, to participate in the renewal of public policies – these are but a few of the challenges which the entire cultural sector faces, and each is a subject which can greatly benefit from circus’ innovative contributions.

In order to facilitate the approach and the treatment of issues linked to our sector, the members of Circostrada Network propose to articulate the seminar around ten thematic working sessions. Within this framework, in order to take into consideration the diverse realities of Europe, we are proposing that artists and companies, circus arts professionals, and more generally those from the performing arts field should send contributions ahead of time in order to share their experiences and difficulties, to make known examples of good practice, and to help formulate concrete propositions that will improve the situation of the sector and reflect how to best position contemporary circus in the face of transnational issues.

We would be very grateful for your participation in answering our questions and sharing your ideas with us: your contributions will fuel the debates during the seminar and allow us all to draw up collective recommendations that will be put forward to local, regional, national and European institutions.

For more information about Fresh Circus #2 and its partners, please click here: 

http://circostrada.org/spip.php?rubrique76&lang=en 
You can fill in this questionnaire in French or English.

The call for contributions closes on the 15th March 2012.

1. Please enter your contact information: (This information is confidential and we will protect your anonymity.)

Surname:

First name:

Organisation:

Position: 

Postal address:

Postcode:

Town:

Country:

Tel:

Email:

Website:

2. Contemporary Circus Aesthetics: standardisation, globalisation, diversity of cultural expressions?

The 1970s saw the emergence of a new circus, one characterised by its research into an ideal, nomadic way of life, into big tops and the idea of freedom. But the big top, an integral symbol of the circus for many people, gradually became less prevalent as traditional circus numbers were abandoned in favour of a theatrically denser dramaturgy that went beyond pure entertainment in order to integrate social context. In the 90s, the idea of the 'spectacle' was replaced by discourse and concept, and the circus invited post-dramatic theatre and contemporary dance to join in its play. Contemporary circus came to free itself more and more from its traditional denomination, and from the year 2000 onwards circus engaged in abstraction, visited intimate territories, and began to collaborate with playwrights. Today, many people don’t recognise themselves as working in circus anymore – some artists refuse this category because their work is interdisciplinary – and the public no longer find their familiar codes… Has the term “circus” become obsolete? With productions and artists travelling the entire world, is it still appropriate to speak about French circus, Finnish circus, Canadian circus, etc? Does the globalisation of artistic practice shape the works or does it, on the contrary, reinforce the diversity within individual communities? In what measure does a particular context (education, production, touring, support systems, etc) standardise circus performances?

2. a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

2.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other professionals?

2. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, skills, equipment, etc.)?

2. d/ Your comments:

3.  Artistic residency programmes: How to make use of space and time?

Why invest in artistic residencies? Odile Chenal from the European Culture Foundation is right in her remark that this question leads on to others: Why do we invest? Why do we have to continue investing? Who is investing? Artists, public powers, hosting structures? What do we invest: time, money, expertise? Already the number of residency programmes for circus artists is increasing all over the world. Festivals as well as schools are establishing residency facilities and artists have come to understand how crucial they are to their creation process.

However, artists, hosting structures and funders can play different roles in a residency, and they can have different expectations. The artists participate in a residency in order to develop a project; to benefit from financial, technical and human support; to find new inspirations, interact with other professionals, see other peoples, other cultures, etc.

The hosting structure can have various formal or informal requirements and expectations concerning a production, but also concerning its environment or audience. It also makes the decision of either welcoming young professionals or well-known artists as it seeks to increase its visibility within networks and to promote its activities.

Lastly, the funders, local or national, public or private, have expectations too: achieving their political objective, improving their reputation, encouraging tourism, working on local development, promoting social integration or practising cultural diplomacy, etc.

Do we have to invent new models of residency, and if so, why? Do the existing programmes reply to the needs of the sector when it comes to artistic exchange, international mobility, interaction with the public or other economic and social sectors… ?

3. a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

3.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

3. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

3. d/ Your comments:

4. Which types of cooperation with business are possible?

Cultural operators generally look at the business world with some sort of suspicion, and often reduce the dialogue with them to relationships of patronage or sponsorship. It is nonetheless true that at the present time, when public funding budgets for cultural affairs are being cut in Europe, the cultural sector needs to be more open about approaching the business sector for collaboration in the creation of artistic projects. Aren’t there other types of exchange that can be introduced to the business world?

Co-operation exists, whether as a result of the initiative of artists, businesses or specialised agents and mediators. The situation of projects mingling arts and business is very different all over Europe – the levels of activity, interest and funding are very diverse. In certain countries, these forms of collaboration are in a bad state, whereas in others the relationships have existed for a long time. 

At the beginning of each collaboration, it is necessary to clearly define the identity and role of each side, so that the motivations are clearly understood, the conditions are favourable, and the partnership can bear fruit in the form of exchanges of expertise, residencies, workshops, co-productions between artists and employees, etc.

Can circus be useful to the business world? Can business companies be committed to the artistic sector? Instrumentalisation of circus arts or instrumentalisation of businesses? How to construct new partnerships, under which conditions and for which beneficiaries?

4. a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

4.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

4. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

4. d/ Your comments:

5. Social circus: what impact for citizens?
Across the world, a wealth of initiatives are emerging that use circus arts as a means to carry out social projects within sensitive, disadvantaged or endangered communities. Whether addressed to people with a physical or mental disability, migrants, drug addicts, or young people with learning disabilities, circus seems to be an efficient tool for building independence, confidence, creativity and self-esteem within individuals, as well as fostering solidarity and cooperation among the members of a group. 

Circus consists of a series of disciplines, each with its own unique virtues, but all can help people to acquire the fundamental skills which are necessary for personal and social development. According to studies on the subject, circus uses alternative pedagogical tools that stress well-being.

Which conditions and tools are necessary to lead successful social circus projects? How do we measure their impacts? How should organisers of these projects be trained? In other words, are circus professionals eager and ready to develop social circus? What kinds of systems have to be put in place?

5.a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

5.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

5. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

5. d/ Your comments:

6. Audience development: the role of new media?

As represented by the study from November 2010 Digital audiences: engagement with arts and culture online, commissioned by the Arts Council England, the users of new media are mostly in search of additional information rather than seeking to replace the physical experience with a virtual one.

The use of new media in artistic and cultural contexts can be classified within five big categories: access, learning, experience, sharing and creation. The cultural sector has embraced the Internet and other new technologies in order to promote artists and programming, to explore new marketing tools, to develop ticketing systems, to broadcast events from one place to another, etc. One of the objectives seems to be to reach new audiences, younger ones particularly, and to increase awareness of contemporary creation by encouraging them to visit festivals and performance venues.

Social media (Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, MySpace, Flickr, etc), like certain ticketing websites, have become dominant platforms for creating and sharing creative content, but also for the exchange of comments and ideas, critical discourse and promotional campaigns. If the audience uses these tools, is the circus ready for this? Are the new media essential partners for audience development? How do artists and venues integrate the Internet in their professional practice?

6.a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

6.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

6. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

6. d/ Your comments:

7. How do you criticise circus arts?

The space available for arts and culture in the traditional media is about to disappear. Artists, critics and more generally cultural workers deplore this situation. It is not about knowing how to sell more tickets, but about tackling the issues of: intellectual recognition for artistic work; institutional recognition (dependent on a certain threshold of visibility); and finding a way to share knowledge, and to discuss and to disagree about works in a format that reaches and engages audiences as efficiently as possible.

In spite of their public success, the circus arts have limited written coverage in the form of university research or in-depth articles. Artists themselves often encounter difficulties in formulating theoretical discourse about their practical work – about the creation and production process – and they rarely have occasion to exchange conceptual thinking with critics and experts in performing arts. Many critics find themselves stranded when confronted with contemporary circus, still trying to link it to the images of traditional circus from their childhood. They don’t know the circus disciplines and techniques and are lacking references for an analysis of dramaturgical choices or the quotation of other works.

Does contemporary circus need critical attention or recognition to fuel its work? What reference frameworks need to be used or invented? How can the dialogue between artists and critics be encouraged, the production of writing stimulated? What are the most suitable ways to provide support? 

7 .a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

7.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

7. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

7. d/ Your comments:

8. From début to retirement: which professional pathways?

There are two essential steps in the life of every circus artist. The first is when they begin their career and begin to make work; the second is when the artist's career changes direction as they retire from performance or fundamentally change their way of working. It seems that the beginning of new careers is a subject of shared concern – by professionals in the sector, particularly schools, as well as by the public powers. For example, structures to help young companies initiate their first project exist in numerous countries in Europe, and professionals are mostly attentive to help these companies enter into networks of residency, production and touring. However, have these structures been built with a narrow point of view? What tools does the sector really need in order to succeed in integrating new generations of artists?

The careers of circus artists are short. Their artistic tool, the human body, is worn down by performances, accidents, fatigue and overuse; their profession is fragile. Is this fact concealed? Why is the end of a career a disturbing experience? Certainly, it is supposed to happen in a faraway future, whereas the urgency for artists and professionals seems to be to create in the present – to mobilise energies around artistic projects; to live fully in art. Is there any preparation for the realities of this profession? In what circumstances can a second career be imagined?

8 .a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

8.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

8. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

8. d/ Your comments:

9. “Green Circus Arts”: what environmental responsibilities?

Cultural stakeholders are committing themselves to obtaining better environmental practices and there are plenty of examples of professionals wishing to improve the management of travel, of accommodation and catering, of logistics and environmental issues, of recycling and communication. Furthermore, artists, festivals and venues are progressively raising the public's awareness and encouraging new ways to conserve energy. 

Thinking about sustainable development that is both economically and ecologically favourable, arts and culture are starting to calculate the carbon footprint of their activities and to take a new look at their ways of working.

How has circus integrated the environmental question in its professional practices? Recycled material, reduction of energy consumption, water management? Recent studies show the extent to which touring artists contribute to the pollution of the planet and global warming. Does circus have any inventive and realistic propositions to address this problem?

9 .a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

9.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

9. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

9. d/ Your comments:

10. Our neighbours from other continents: which collaborations are possible?

National agencies, the European commission, foundations and professionals have put in place support programmes for cultural exchanges between continents. Often giving their objective as the facilitation of artistic mobility and the dissemination of ideas and expertise, diverse cooperative projects have been developed between geographical regions or around occasional or one-off events: performance tours, exchanges of students, residencies and laboratories, co-creations and co-productions, training and workshops… The circus arts have participated in these collaborations and fuelled them with their energy, their values and their mobility.

What is the impact of these international practices? What are the benefits for circus? Falling between high-profile diplomatic action and humanitarian action, how can the strategies and interests of the participating parties be made compatible?

10 .a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

10.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

10. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

10. d/ Your comments:

11. After production and co-production, who is commissioning?

The models for the production of contemporary circus are as numerous as the contexts in which the artform is seen today. In Europe, they are generally similar to the models serving theatre and dance. But amid global economic and financial crises, national and public institutions in many countries have adopted a policy of cultural disinvestment and budget cuts. In what measure do these funding cuts have an impact on circus productions?

Large-scale productions are more and more rare: lacking performance opportunities and elevated budgets to match the production and touring costs, the big top and its itinerancy are in peril… Artists and promoters deplore the disappearance of large-scale shows. Is the commission of large-scale circus work still possible?

After music and film, the performing arts sector draws income from micro-patronage (the financing of a project by public donation). Is a new model of collaborative production about to be born?

11 .a/ Your experiences and difficulties encountered?

11.b/ What examples of good practice, success stories or specific programmes can you give that might serve as a useful model to other operators?

11. c/ What proposals would you have that could improve the situation in Europe (tools, education, skills, equipment, policies, etc.)?

11. d/ Your comments:

We would like to thank you for your participation. Please don’t hesitate to encourage your co-workers to answer our questions!

The programme of Fresh Circus #2 will be online from the 1st of February onwards. You can register for free, but places are limited.
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