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Ulrike Becker, Bettina Masuch and André Thériault in conversation
with Susanne Foellmer

One aspect stands out when looking at this year's festival and workshop program: contemporary dance's exploration of its historical roots and the classic ballet tradition. Why this particular focus?

Ulrike Becker: We have invited a number of artists who explore the history of dance and various traditions in their current work, for example Julia Cima and Olga de Soto, Eszter Salamon and Xavier Le Roy, Germaine Acogny, and of course Jérôme Bel. This trend is partly a result of the growing independence of contemporary dance. There was a certain lack of historical context in many works until recently, which in Germany, at least, probably had a lot to do with a troubled – or complicated – relationship to physicality and dance. Now we are seeing an increased self-confidence in the contemporary dance scene and a desire to make history visible. Also, Staatsballett Berlin was founded this year with the aim of being more inclusive of contemporary approaches to choreography, which can also be seen in their repertoire.

Bettina Masuch: One can say that contemporary dance and ballet are finally meeting as equals. It's no longer a matter of the "royal discipline" of ballet versus choreographic experimentation. The new quality of this relationship is particularly evident in the “4D” program that we are organizing together with Staatsballett at Staatsoper Unter den Linden. 

André Thériault: In this program, we will be presenting, among others, works that until now have been shown mainly in contemporary venues. They represent various attempts to acknowledge the dance tradition by incorporating references to classical ballet.
B. M.: GISZELLE by Xavier Le Roy and Eszter Salamon and Jérôme Bel's VÉRONIQUE DOISNEAU, in particular, deal with ballet as metaphor. Presenting these pieces in an opera house explicitly places them in this greater context.
U. B.: The status and history of the opera stage are being renegotiated here. It is not surprising to see William Forsythe on an opera stage; he is at home in both the classical and the contemporary traditions. GISZELLE, on the other hand, contains references to the typical repertoire of both ballet and popular dance. These movements have been inscribed in the contemporary body and have thus become a part of pop culture.

B. M.: Contemporary choreographers showing their work in opera houses is not a new phenomenon as such; among those who come to mind are Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker and Saburo Teshigawara. However, this trend is now gaining momentum among the younger generation, and especially in Berlin – up to now it was fairly unusual here to present experimental work from the contemporary scene on major opera stages.

A. T.: We encountered a great openness to finding common ground on the part of Staatsballet. Vladimir Malakhov, director of the company, imposed no restrictions in regard to programming in their venue; on the contrary, he was very interested in seeing what would happen when we shared a stage and audience. After all, this presents a unique opportunity for both the Staatsballett and contemporary dance to broaden their appeal. And finally, presenting Xavier Le Roy or Jérôme Bel in this venue has nothing to do with provocation; it's more about a productive exploration of content.

Let's return for a moment to the topic of contemporary dance and its renewed interest in its roots. Memory and the recounting of historical events seem to be a major theme in some of the work you are presenting.

A. T.: Yes, especially of course in VISITATIONS by Julia Cima and in Olga de Soto's HISTOIRE(S). HISTOIRE(S) deals with issues of reconstruction and the ephemeral nature of dance as a medium. After so many years, what do people actually remember about the premiere of Cocteau's LE JEUNE HOMME ET LA MORT as choreographed by Roland Petit in 1946? Here, as the title indicates, history and the telling of stories converge. Olga de Soto relates a classic work of modern dance to contemporary themes.
B. M.: Contemporary dance often focuses on the ephemeral aspect of the art form, seeing it as a strength, rather than a weakness. On the other hand, it now seems possible to refer to tradition and point out continuities without disassociating oneself so forcefully from the past. In the work we are showing, memory and reconstruction also draw on strategies from the visual arts. The material exists beyond the actual performance, for example in the medium of film. 

U. B.: This continuity is a recurring theme in the festival that also finds expression in the film program at Arsenal. For his work SOMEWHERE IN BETWEEN, Pierre Coulibeuf used scenes from Meg Stuart's ALIBI, which was shown at TANZ IM AUGUST in 2002, while Édouard Lock's AMELIA reinterprets the stage production of the same name that we presented at the Haus der Berliner Festspiele in 2003. In a way, one might say the very structure of the festival is an attempt to write history.

This transfer to another medium reflects a further aspect that is central to this year's festival – the blurring of boundaries between different genres such as dance, film, and the visual arts, as well as between theatrical space and public space.

U. B.: In fact, Olga de Soto's project is an installation on the theme of memory. You could even say that the themes that run through this year's festival all meet here – in a sort of interface between ballet, film documents, and spatial arrangement as an installation, if you so will. 

B. M.: This blurring of boundaries is a reaction to artistic developments within the dance community. Thus, Forsythe's YOU MADE ME A MONSTER is in equal measure installation, performance, and sound space. The same is true of Maguy Marin's production UMWELT, even if the traditional separation of stage and audience space is preserved in this production.

A. T.: Katarzyna Kozyra, for her part, takes the dancers as personalities as her theme: Only the faces of dancers such as Marie-Claude Pietragalla and the Hip-Hop pioneer Storm can be seen in her installation.
U. B.: In addition, the boundaries between dance and the audience are also becoming less clear cut. In a series of conversations with Vienna-based architect Christian Teckert conducted at different sites in Berlin, performer Paul Gazzola creates references to public space and examines the question of the relationship between the human body and staged, structured space(s).
In other words, one of the central issues this year is finding new means and possibilities of placing dance in a contemporary artistic and societal context. One project, in particular, stands out in this regard – or rather, one wonders whether one can even speak of a performance at all in this case: OHNE TITEL. What can you tell us about this "untitled" piece? 
B. M.: To answer that, it is necessary to say a few words on the overall context of the festival. As in the past, we will be showing several large productions by renowned companies, such as Batsheva with MAMOOTOT, FRERE&SOEUR by Mathilde Monnier, and DESH by Rosas. But, in what has become a tradition of sorts at TANZ IM AUGUST, we will also present works by artists who are not very well known in Berlin, and take risks by challenging audiences on an aesthetic and content level and asking them to venture into unknown territory. The project OHNE TITEL (trans. “Without Title”), which is premiering at the festival, belongs in this category. It is an experiment, a gamble, but it stands on an equal footing with the other productions. At this point, the only information we can give is that the work is an international co-production of five partners and involves five performers.

U. B.: The idea is to see what happens when as few expectations as possible are elicited in advance, in the absence of a name, title, illustrations, or descriptive texts. The strategy consists of not revealing any information and neither confirming nor denying any speculations. As a matter of fact, this is actually stipulated in the contract, and it is proving quite a challenge for us as the ones presenting the festival.

A. T.: A name is always a label that creates certain expectations. With OHNE TITEL, we are banking on the public's curiosity and willingness to take a risk.
B. M.: This form of presentation is contrary to the conventional theater context, in which the author and title always produce a certain perspective on a piece. On the other hand, similar strategies have long been common in the visual arts. It will be interesting to see if such strategies will be able to open new possibilities of perception in a performing arts context, as well. 
The diverse contexts and references that you create have almost become a trademark of the festival. This seems to include an increasing cooperation with a wide range of partners and venues, both internationally and within Berlin.
B. M.: We consider it crucial that the festival not only be a platform for guest performances; our aim is cooperation on a curatorial level, as well. For example, when Joachim Gerstmeier from the Siemens Arts Program – who initiated the project KEIN VORHANG – KEIN APPLAUS ("No Curtain – No Applause") – approached us, we sat down together to discuss what artistic projects made sense for this year's festival. This collaboration resulted in our showing Forsythe's YOU MADE ME A MONSTER and Jeppe Hein's installation APPEARING ROOMS.
A. T.: Our role here has become broader in a productive sense; TANZ IM AUGUST is more and more perceived as a potential partner and we are increasingly asked to take a stand on issues relating to artistic content, venues, and funding. One indication of this is that the Sony Center has expressed interest in working on projects with us; another is the increasing cooperation with Kino Arsenal. In addition to the artistic forum provided by workshops and coaching, we would like to introduce other initiatives in the Berlin dance community to a wider public – with the focus of this year's training program and the public discussion on this topic to be held at Tanzfabrik on the afternoon of August 21.
B. M.: TANZ IM AUGUST has become an integral part of the Berlin cultural scene, and its significance is no longer called into question. And we are continuing to develop and strengthen the city's international ties. When looking at the list of names of artists represented at this year's festival, one would hardly guess that many of them are now based in Berlin (such as Meg Stuart, Gaëtan Bulourde, Constanza Macras, and Juan Domínguez, to name but a few) – a further indication of the international character of the city's dance scene.

A. T.: Dance is asserting a bigger role in Berlin's cultural scene – and staking a claim to the space it needs to produce new work and create networks of information, documentation, training, and research. What was previously unthinkable has suddenly become possible. Evidence of this can be seen in the TanzRaumBerlin project, a co-operation between a number of partners active in producing and presenting dance in the city. Another indication of this new mood is the positive reactions we have been receiving recently in response to our efforts to find private sponsors for the festival, as in the case of "Kulturkaufhaus" Dussmann, which has committed itself to sponsor the festival on a long-term basis.
U. B.: This increased willingness to support dance despite the difficult economic situation is not least due to the positive signals being sent by cultural policymakers in Berlin and the growing recognition of dance as an independent art form and its innovative potential. We hope to highlight these positive developments with this year's edition of TANZ IM AUGUST.
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