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“Every Step Has an Echo”

(Jumping to Conclusions)

An analysis of case studies of cultural cooperation projects between and amongst South Eastern and Western European artists and operators. 

Study undertaken by Milica Ilic and Mary Ann DeVlieg, IETM (Informal European Theatre Meeting), May 2003
Introduction

Background

In June 2002, the European Cultural Foundation kindly invited IETM to take part in a steering group for an ECF project called “Enlargement of Minds”.  IETM eventually also accepted to prepare one of the papers for the resulting conference, “Crossing perspectives”; we proposed to make an analysis of case studies of SEE/WE cultural collaborations. In accepting this, we understood that this paper would differ from other, more academic or scientific studies to be presented.  IETM’s specificity is that of a well-established network of over 400 committed, border-crossing contemporary cultural organisations including over 2000 active individual operators. It was one of the first networks, in 1989, to actively and dynamically open itself to the countries ‘beyond the Wall’ and today still has one of the highest percentages of members from CEE (and Med) countries.  IETM’s paper would bring to the symposium a pragmatic, subjective snapshot of what was happening ‘on the ground’.

The title of the paper “…Every Step Has an Echo…” is a quotation taken from one of the interviews, but could easily summarize the whole exercise.  We were impressed by the extent to which independent cultural operators have taken the arguments for development and sustainability to heart - with a sincere activism sometimes regrettably unmatched by their institutional partners and funders. “Even funders can learn”, was how one respondent forgave the short-sightedness of those with whom she would have liked to have shared a developmental dialogue and vision.

The paper was co-authored by a SEE (South East European) and a WE (Western European), and this fact gave rise to our subtitle:  “Jumping to Conclusions”.  Early attempts to analyse the interview material clarified our own involuntary eagerness to project our cultural views and interpretations onto the words of our subjects.  Expectations, myths and cultural perspectives entered into the material at every turn and we enjoyed observing and interrogating this. Indeed, we ask you to keep in mind that almost every observation mentioned in this report could hold true equally for the SEE or the WE region, operators, institutions.

We owe a great debt to the interviewees who provided us with hours of taped telephone interviews and much emailed information.  We hope our agreement with them to cite their words but not to attribute statements to names, left them the free space to be as honest as possible.  Evidently the fact that some interviews were conducted in a variation of the subjects’ own languages made a difference – but we are not in a position to say precisely what difference that might be. Further documentation of each project is available from the IETM office and we will be more than happy to provide it. 

Following this research, and continuing its cooperation with the ECF, IETM has undertaken another research called “I showed her my work and she started to know me”, following a similar methodology, for the third conference of the “Enlargement of Minds” project. This time, the research was looking at cooperation logics and tendencies in and with the Mediterranean. This paper can also be found on our website, or can be acquired at the IETM Secretariat.
For any further information, please don’t hesitate to contact ietm@ietm.org.
Did we notice new “logics”, new tendencies in cultural cooperation and management?  Definitely, yes.  The “emerging” SEE artist/operator, whether young or not-so-young is creating a new and positive paradigm:  that of the multi-skilled, multi-lingual, interculturally competent professional who values learning as a continuing process, but is no longer content to be ‘taught’.

We thank Corina Suteu and ECUMEST whose guidance and help was most valuable for the research as well as the members of the Steering Committee of the Conference and the European Cultural Foundation.

Objectives

The objectives enumerated in our contract with the ECF were:

· To identify 10 – 15 exemplary case studies of collaborative cultural projects between West- and South East- Europeans

· To identify within the interviews: key cultural values and perspectives, the learning which has taken place by all parties, the legacies left by the experience

· To identify pragmatic concerns:  obstacles, unexpected elements, good- and bad- practice

· Identify possible positive contributions, what would the parties have done ‘next time’, what the institutions could have done to help more

· Analyse the dominant logics of today’s cultural cooperation and any new tendencies

· Formulate recommendations to sponsors, funders and policy stakeholders.

Methodology
“We have to learn from people that are working, that already have experience”

As a network of cultural operators, it was natural to IETM to choose to analyse the practical experience of operators rather than to conduct a scientific research. This is why a choice was made to perform case studies on a number of projects of artistic cooperation between Western and South East Europe. We have used our networks and other available contacts to search for interesting projects. Out of 44 propositions and project descriptions that were sent we chose to analyse ten. Our choice was led by the following criteria:

· Projects of cooperation, involving both partners on equal basis, regardless who the initiator was

· Artistic projects: we have insisted on an artistic core of the project, although they could contain educational, social, humanitarian, media or other elements

· Projects with independent ways of thinking: we were not interested in inter-governmental projects, but rather those initiated by the operators themselves

· Projects conducted recently: we were interested in recent developments of artistic cooperation, in the light of the economic, political and social changes taking place in the region and the continent

· Diversity: we have tried to present as many different models of cooperation as possible – cooperation among organizations, among artists, among institutions; short term and long term cooperation; whatever roles the partners agreed on, as long as they were based upon equality.

The list of all the variations and different models of cooperation and project organization could never be exhaustive and would only do wrong to the imagination and the creativity of the operators. It is that diversity that led to the conclusion that limiting to strict criteria of territory, time, organizational models and practices would prevent us from showing all the richness of experiences. 

In analysing the chosen projects, we tried as much as possible, to have the opinion of both sides – the Western and the South Eastern, concerning each project. Priority was given to finding interlocutors who had both a major role in the project and a formed opinion on the existing logics and tendencies of cooperation. Always keeping in mind the diversity of operators involved, we contacted, depending on projects, cultural managers, artists and representatives of funding bodies. 15 interviews were conducted.

The questionnaire was created with the aim of getting more information on the project as well as the interviewee’s motivations, opinions and impressions. Tested in the first interview, some questions proved to be unclear or “leading”. The second questionnaire kept the same general ideas, but was adjusted to the kind of answers that were desired. The questions were carefully chosen; they introduced relevant topics in a circular way, opening people gradually, coming back to the same topics but analysing them more deeply every time. We were interested in the projects as examples, but also as pretexts for a wider discussion on artistic cooperation in the region.

The questionnaire was sent by e-mail, before telephone interviews were arranged. Interviews were carried out in Serbo-Croatian, French and English - the choice of language had an impact on the interviewees and the accuracy and sincerity of their answers. Interviews were taped and translated to English, when necessary. Some of the answers were stunningly similar and others varied depending on the background of the interviewee. 

Analysis of selected projects

The table below categorizes the projects that were selected for the research. It shows the diversity of projects taking place in the region and of different forms, types and levels of cooperation, making general conclusions difficult.  

	Project
	Who?
	Where? 
	When?
	What? 
	What cooperation?

	BUCHAREAST.WEST

INTERNATIONAL DANCE FESTIVAL
	DCM Foundation
	Bucharest, Romania
	Started in May 2001, continuing in September 2003
	International dance festival 
	Eastern initiative, Eastern and Western funding, Eastern and Western artists

	THE DANUBE CONFERENCE
	KnustKnoten – Regina Hellwig Schmid
	Regensburg,  Germany; Belgrade, Serbia 
	Started in September 2001 in Regensburg, continuing in September 2003 in Belgrade
	Conference and exhibitions
	Western initiator, involving Western and Eastern artists of the Danube region

	ELIN


	Children’s Theatre Centre, the Swedish Institute
	Skopje, Macedonia
	2001/2002
	Theatre performance, follow up of a playwriting workshop
	Performance involving Western and Eastern artists, Western funding

	GLOB AND SARTR
	Glob Theatre Bordeaux and SARTR – Sarajevo War Theatre
	Sarajevo, Bosnia and Bordeaux, France
	Started in November 2001, premiere in November 2003
	Guest performances, a co-production
	Western and Eastern guest performances, performance by artists from both sides 

	HOTEL EUROPA


	Intercult
	Touring in Western European countries
	2000
	A theatre co-production
	Project initiated by the Western partner involving Eastern (Balkan and Baltic) artists and several WE co-producers

	THE LAST EAST EUROPEAN SHOW
	Baza – Belgrade Art Initiatives
	Belgrade, Serbia and Montenegro
	Started in April 2002, continuing in June 2003
	Curatorial workshops and exhibitions
	Regional participants, regional and Western lecturers

	MOVEMENTS ON THE EDGE
	DCM Foundation
	Bucharest, Romania
	Started in May 2001, then October 2002
	Dance platform (classes, workshops, screenings, seminar, performances…)
	Eastern/Western co-curating, regional platform, exchange with the West

	NADA project and THE ROYAL NATIONAL THEATRE STUDIO
	Nada project – National Theatre in Belgrade and The Royal National Theatre Studio
	Belgrade, Serbia 
	April 2002
	Playwriting workshops
	Western and South Eastern participants, but also Western lecturers/artists

	A WEEK FOR DANCE
	Contemporary Theatre Cetinje and IXKIZIT company, Paris
	Cetinje, Montenegro
	Started in July 2002, continued in June 2003
	Contemporary dance workshops
	Western lecturers/artists, Eastern participants/artists

	ULYSSES THEATRE


	Individual artists
	Brioni, Croatia
	Since summer 2001
	Theatre production and performances
	South Eastern & Western artists working on individual basis


Interviews

Myths and expectations
“Creative chaos” versus “cold precision"

“I learnt that we have differences, but similarities too. Similarities are comforting – we are all sensitive, vulnerable and creative. Differences are comforting too – we are all unique.”

Working on projects of cooperation between two European regions inevitably raises the question of how much we know each other and how much our preconceptions and expectations influence our way of working. 

Out of every interview, on both sides, seemed to emerge the question of myths and preconceptions as a part of general opinions on each other’s differences:

· The South East European region is perceived as “the other”, “chaotic”, “exotic”, “oriental”, “spontaneous”, where people are “able to manage any situation”, “giving soul”

· The Western Europe as “precise”, “technical”, “commercialised”, “a place where everything is possible”, where everything is pre-planned, arranged and defined, “giving technology”

The myths of basic differences on a personal level define the expectations of the partners involved, leading to disappointment or amazement, depending on their openness and willingness to learn. 

These differences are explained by various reasons: historical, political, financial, anthropological, differences in mentality, going deeper than just differences in methodology and way of working.

They are also:

· The result of one’s own (or a public) perception about one’s own difference

· The result of one’s perception about other people’s opinion on him

· The result of one’s (or a public) perception about the other

All of these are sometimes taken in a positive way, as a flattering and comforting fact (“a chaos that gives birth to a sometimes unexpected creation”), other times in a negative way as an unjustified categorization and generalization (“taking the position of the West looking at the others… searching for oriental elements in the local cultures”). 

The myths about the Balkans, present on both sides, have made even the name of the region sound

· exotic, provoking unrealistic, “romantic” expectations leading to disappointment (“This is horrible, how do people live here?!”) 

· pejorative, making our interviewees avoid it. It is often referred to as “the so-called Balkans” or “the so-called South-East Europe”, “these unfortunate countries”, etc.

Learning

“We really have a lot to learn from each other and together we have to try to find new ways of creation.”

The interviewees’ opinions about the analysed projects as learning experience underline the importance of:

· Breaking the myths and the preconceptions on both sides

exchange of information, knowing “what is happening”, having personal contact with the local situation and problems, creating a better understanding, being aware of local context, seeing that cooperation is possible, excepting the differences

· Transfer of knowledge

of different ways of working and managerial methods in the South East and the West, different organizational models, different ways of “thinking out a project”, different organizational skills: “managing every situation”, “precision”, “planning”, “being inventive on a production level”, “creating long term partnerships”

· Managerial experience

The importance of long preparations, careful planning, finding the right partner, finding the right funding institution, carrying out a project, team work, improvisation, concentration on the essential

· Personal experience

creating “openness”, “cosmopolitism”, “being ready to learn”, “being informed”, not trying to “change the world”, “concentrating”, self-confidence, the importance of “introspection”, “responsibility”

· Practical knowledge

on how to carry out a particular type of project, “how to write a project description”, organizing the practical work, creating “work groups for workshops”, “choosing artists/participants”, “being careful in organization”, on legislative problems 

The importance of curiosity and willingness to learn is crucial – “taking into account the local situation”, trying to discover personally its specificities and therefore learning to understand it before “trying to change it or even being willing to change it”. The interviewees who have truly learned from this experience are the ones who, even if they were under the influence of the myths about their partner’s and their own societies, were willing to stay open to their partner’s culture, knowledge and skills.

Who is teaching and who is learning?

Staying open and willing to learn includes, however, mutual influence. One-sided teaching and taking the role of authority can be frustrating, commented as “neo-colonialist” and offending, on both sides. The SEE operators are open to “being informed”, but not to “be shown how it should be done”. There is also a great awareness of the specificity of local situation and conditions: “You can get some skills, but then you need to put them in another context”

Legacies

As we only studied projects which displayed real collaboration, perhaps it is only natural that we found lasting traces in nearly every project.  Indeed, the largest, most well-funded and mediatised project seems to have left the least legacy…but stating this would be to really jump to an unfair conclusion, as not all those involved were interviewed.

Who left legacies?  

· Those projects which had the intention to conceive and execute a process that was developmental and incremental (step by step)

· or those which started without specific intentions but gradually defined this graduated developmental process
fulfilled their intentions.  They constructed careful processes which successfully achieved small steps and left a final effect greater than the parts of the whole.

In addition to the projects themselves, the legacies – those planned or unplanned effects catalysed by the projects – varied:

Concrete

· a coordination office, and/or documentation centre for a particular art form

· a touring production or co-production of quality

· translations of literary works or plays

· spin-off workshops or exhibitions

· artists’ placements, residencies, or acceptance into training courses abroad

· further co-productions or exchanges

· creation of new networks, both within the regions and linking the region to the West

· further collaboration or exchange projects in or with other, different artistic disciplines

· presentations of international artists or companies.

Intellectual

· the introduction of a new, contemporary artistic discipline or a new approaches into existing academies or arts schools

· local critical debates in the public space including traditional media

· greater or growing understanding of the art form by a growing or different public (e.g. youth)

· more confidence amongst artists willing to take new risks

· a different “regard” amongst older artists concerning their own work or the discipline

· Recognition of “life beyond my borders”.

Affective

· tolerance

· passion

· new energies, new faith, new will to create

· breaking of isolation.

Developmental

· much appreciated organisational development of independent organisations as well as institutions

· new uses for disused spaces

· new models which are being adapted or repeated

· better relations with locally-based foreign cultural centres or institutes

· different approaches to working with public authorities

· new standards of quality, benchmarking

· laying the foundations for the development of art forms such as contemporary dance

· new institutional/independent partnerships in own or in a different country

· continuity:  a long term vision with planned steps for achieving it.

Critical Success Factors

Unanimously, the interviewees accorded crucial importance to:

Time 

to get to know the country(ies) in which the work would take place; to get to know the partners, their working conditions, their values and approaches

Planning and Preparation

“planning for results” ; planning one year in advance; planning a research period; planning a developmental process; planning for the need for joint planning with the partners

Communication

constant, with opportunities to continuously verify if the communication is really understood by all

Clarity

of objectives, of roles and responsibilities, of expectations.  Clear agreements and understanding of what those agreements mean

Travel

face-to-face contact is indispensable and needs to occur numerous times, with preference in the locations of all partners, including time spent working in the others’ offices beforehand

Dialogue

with the funders; learning and understanding by all parties involved , not just sending reports and getting no feedback”

Local support 

even if funding is really not possible, there can be flexible approaches to local synergies, encouraging local networking, in kind support, policy support, giving useful contacts…

Continuity

the ability to define and achieve longer-term, incremental development processes

Vision

the use of long-term visioning on all sides; understanding (by the funders)  of the need to plan for achieving desired results which may take some time to achieve

Obstacles

Knowing how to identify, overcome or coexist with inevitable obstacles is another critical success factor.  In this, the WE operators often had high learning curves, aided by their skilled SEE partners.

Money

· Existing funding goes into the institutions; little is left for the independents (where most of the new tendencies, and dynamic networking projects are taking place)

· Funding is held up due to constant political changes and imperatives

· Funders change their priorities without adequate notice to potential applicants

· Funders do not give understandable reasons for rejection of applications.

Policy

· Lack of local public support (this could be funds or in kind support)

· Inertia of Ministries

· Lack of cultural policies, especially those which understand needs of new approaches and art forms, which understand ‘development’ in the cultural field

· Funders (foundations) are not particularly seen to base their policies and priorities on DIALOGUE with the sector

· “frilosité” of funders in the West, lack of priority for Balkans

· Tendency for Western institutions to judge projects on the basis of the ‘name’ of the Western partner rather than on the project’s viability and importance

· Obstacles to mobility:  lack of funds, visa problems

· Legislation inadequate or missing, e.g. for new technology intellectual property.

Local conditions

· Lack of appropriate venues

· Lack of infrastructure support to independents make project-by-project working vulnerable

· Local resistance to change, especially in the national institutions

· Accusations of Yugo-nostalgia.

Cultural differences

· Differences in approaches, ways of working expectations

· Difficulty in keeping up the communication after or before the intensive working period (“no one answers emails; you have to use the phone”).

Influence?

We asked if funders’ (or others’) priorities or interests had an influence on the projects.  Almost unanimously, the answers were “no”.  Interviewees said that “either the project is supported or not.  We won’t change our project in order to get funding.”  However, “ the funders’ priorities don’t change WHAT we do but HOW we do it or how we PRESENT it.”  In other words, if visibility is an issue, the project will ensure visibility or use appropriate words to convey this in their application.  Several people mentioned the need to know the key words and other jargon and be able to present their project using this language – even though this did not change the original conception of the project.

Vision

“I truly have faith in this region”

Almost unanimously, the interviewees claimed that their projects of cooperation wouldn’t have been possible five years ago. What has changed since?

· the political situation: projects of cooperation were impossible to carry out in times of crisis and conflict

· public opinion: people are less intimidated, more interested, “more ready to put their time, energy and finances” in projects of cooperation

· cultural policy: step by step, the operators influenced the local institutions and developed public awareness of the importance of cooperation and certain artistic disciplines, changing the “old system”, the “old way of thinking”

· the funding: previously there was less interest from the international community and some local institutions 

· the practical conditions; “no logistics, no technical conditions”, the partners involved or the venues weren’t available, or weren’t “strong enough”, the legislation system wasn’t appropriate

What kind of development is to be expected in the years to come? How do they imagine projects like these in the future?

· changes are in people’s minds there is general optimism when it comes to the openness of individuals, the awareness of the importance of exchange, of communication; “people will have much more confidence and will to cooperate”, “will know each other better”, “communication will be easier”

· there is true faith in the importance of each project in achieving these changes; they will “create the environment”, “raise the interest”, provide information, help “building and creating”, become “less marginalized”, therefore have more influence on the general opinion of the public and the artistic community

· these changes will make projects “become easier and easier” to carry out, “richer”, “more established”, with a wider audience, with more public acceptance of certain artistic disciplines or new artistic forms 

· however, although they have all the faith in the development of their projects and cooperation in general, less funding is expected from the foundations. Their priorities tend to move away from the SEE, focusing on other regions

· there is also very little faith in the development of the local institutions and their participation in the funding, either because of the global political changes that make the priorities of the institutions move away from the SEE/WE cooperation, or because of lack of financial resources or economic stagnation

Recommendations

“If you invest more in the process, people and time, the end result will have a bigger impact”.

A short, subjective study such as this has its limitations, including that fact that the interviewees were mostly operators, not funders.  However, the following recommendations can serve as the basis of a discussion or debate, or even eventually endorsements from this conference.

· Funders’ priorities for SEE, SEE/SEE, SEE/CEE, SEE/ WE  (balancing the fact that some countries cannot benefit from EU programmes) should continue or be created

· Funders (including foundations) should create or ensure continuing dialogue with operators – feedback after the report is delivered, consultation, following the projects.  “funders only look at the reports… funders only look at the budget…”

· Funders should take care to learn from what they’re funding.  They can seek to identify new ways of working in the sector, and take care not to give money to essentially neo-colonialist projects which may however be highly visible or emanate from successful artists from their countries.

· Transparency from the funders (especially foundations) is crucial:  foundations should take care not to use rhetorical discourse in describing their funding priorities:  when projects are rejected the applicants don’t understand why

· Funders can help in non-financial ways:  by giving contacts, helping to structure the projects (not only funding them or rejecting them), helping to fund-raise from other sources

· Long term vision should be encouraged in all partners and stakeholders; concertation should be encouraged between local operators, foreign cultural institutes and local authorities to think in terms of incremental development processes

· Continuity is crucial:  opportunities of further funding or support should be available for spin-off projects or those identified as results or further steps of the original project

· Support should be given to lower-cost development projects instead of high cost “one-off” events

· Funders should be informed of what’s really happening in the country.  There is an impression that the more distant funders are not aware of actual needs and tendencies.  Good models cited are Pro Helvetia (although there is dismay that their valuable and appreciated “East-East” programme is ending) and HIVOS.

· Local support is essential and can be expressed in many ways, not only funding.  Policy, encouragement, understanding, visas, administration services, printing services, use of spaces…

· Funders can help to make the projects more visible (in order to be able to attract further funds and support)

· Funders can act as “relais”, giving useful info, contacts, making introductions, official approval

· Support should be given for regional cooperation model projects which can “advise others with their experience” (NB this does not necessarily mean using Western models but creating and supporting new SEE models)

· Help can be offered with diffusion in the region, in the host country so that the event or production can be experienced by people in the SEE region.

· Support should be allowed for “the possibility of experimentation and failure, for research, discovery, interaction.  Everyone is on his own, running his own race to success.”

· There is a worry amongst some respondents regarding continuity of funders’ commitment to the region. “…will all the funding now go to Iraq and Afghanistan?”

Conclusions

· If funders are interested in sustainable development, they need to define this in terms of processes not only products

· Real cooperation and collaborating projects do exist alongside the more superficial “presentation” projects

· There is much diversity and many models of such collaboration

· Myths can be superficial, simplistic and limiting but people also hide behind their own stereotypes and can feel comfortable or even proud of them (sometimes they can be useful)

· Learning should be emphasised and acknowledged – by all stakeholders, not only those who receive funding

· Legacies: lasting, positive effects are left to catalyse further developments when projects have an intention to execute a project which includes steps or stages, which is conceived as a process rather than merely a product and which has been planned in order to develop something

· Critical success factors include; time; planning and preparation; communication; clarity; travel; dialogue with funders; authorities and institutions; local support; continuity and long term vision

· The individual is of primary importance: individual motivation, commitment, dynamism.  

· This is linked to the importance of mobility which is a pre-requisite for personal contact, of finding contacts and of networking

· There is a certain ‘non-positive realist’ attitude which feels that the SEE political / economic /social environment will not change: things will not get better; things will stay as they are 

· On the other hand, the behaviour of people is changing:  interviewees were optimistic about the future with regard to the accumulation of experience and thus their (and others’) ability to conceive of and to execute good projects which lead to development of their art form and their environment

· There are new tendencies, new logics EMERGING.  These are not strictly related to a “generation” but to a moment and to individuals:  young cultural operators and artists with certain experiences, training and mentalities as well as older experienced ones with open minds 

· The neo-colonialist paradigm of “West teaches South East” is changing.  SEE operators and artists want to be seen and treated as equals, not students.  There are local and regional models which exist and can be adapted; western models are no longer necessarily needed.  There are multi-skilled SEE professionals who have a lot to give to their Western partners and who feel they should be recognised as such.  

· Indeed, despite a certain pessimism regarding the environment, local institutions and funding, these dynamic individuals are the very ones who are changing the cultural landscape in their countries and cities!
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