A SYSTEM POWERED BY DANI/ELA BERSHAN

g

/s
A

A system powered by Dani/ela Bershan \
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Credits
Concept, Set, Installation, Live Sound and Objects: Daniela Bershan
Guided and performed by: Daniela Bershan, Aubrey Birch, Sara Leghissa, Kate Mcintosh
LiveSound: Daniela Bershan
Costumes: Sabrina Seifried
Energy Coaching: Fi James
Video Trailer: Christopher Daley

Executive Production: GROUNDWERK and Performing Arts Forum
Co-Production: MDT, Goethe Institute Stockholm, Kunstencentrum Buda, Centre-Pompidou Kanal

CV/ Tour

8 JUNI 2020 - pre Premiere “Bodies of Water”, Veld, Stockholm (SE) - cancelled due to COVID19
14 JUNI 2020 - Premiere Kunstencentrum Buda, Kortrijk (BE) - cancelled due to COVID19
10 JULI 2020 - Kunstencentrum Buda, Kortrijk (BE) - cancelled due to COVID19
21/11/ - 5/112/2020 - Centre Pompidou Kanal, Brussels (BE) - professional audience only due to COVID 19

11-18 MARCH 2021 - Kunstencentrum Buda Kortrijk (BE)
20 MARCH 2021 - Centre Pompidou Kanal Brussels (BE)
15-29 SEPT 2021 - Berlin Arts Week, Gallerie Kunstpunkt Berlin, Somabog (DE)
4-26 SEPT 2021 - (installation only) Don't Mother Me! expo, Uferstudios Berlin (DE)
16+17 MARCH 22 - Oslo Internasjonale Teaterfestival, Blackbox Teater, (NO)
6 SEPT 22 - Feminist Arts Prize, IKOB Museum for Contemporary Arts (BE)
1 SEPT 23 - Museum Forum Alte Post Pirmasens, (DE)
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Daniela Bershan and others = OCEAN
OCEAN, or the touch of arelational lifeworld

Sometimes, a performance, a work of art, reveals its timeliness
in a time that does not favor its public appearance.
Circumstances happen, and they hinder its reception, and while
the work of mounting a performance for few occasions for too
few spectators might seem disappointingly vain to its makers,
the performance still finds other ways of working through to us,
reaching the spectators who couldn’t experience the full event.
Like sprouting new tentacles that will extend it into other
modes of existence —a map, a conversation, a rehearsal, a
rumor —the work begins to live in the mythical glow of
incompleteness. This condition is not unusual for those
artworks of which we cherish the most vivid memories even if
we only saw a glimpse of them.

| was among the few clandestinely drawn into the circle of OCEAN during its
rehearsals in March 2021, when arguably, the pandemic with its austere
restriction of public gatherings suspended the performing arts at large. In a gl¢
building (Kanal Pompidou), originally devised for showcasing automobiles on ¢
busy junction in Brussels (Square Sainctelette), a ritualistic performance
sculpture transpired for what seemed to be long hours. Indifferent to the noisy
traffic outside, which recalled me to a world ominously threatening to choke us
we gathered around a circle in which three persons dwelled and, at times,
occupied themselves with laborious actions. One was kneading dough for brea
while another one was preparing tea in a samovar; the third one singing. The
chant seemed to color a long breath: a motif of a few tones patterned like a call
(question) and response, ascending and descending, and repeating over and o\
again. The circular motion of the chant emulated the rhythm of breathing, eveni
out long inhalations and exhalations. It reminded me of the exercises in which ¢
calms their spirits, or a mood of distress, by breathing into and with the whole
body. The ‘songing’ of the breath served to sharply separate out the time-spac:
of OCEAN set against the city.

Over time, |, and probably other souls in the room, began to attune to this rhyth
| noticed that it removed the perception of measured units and blocks of time, ¢
it blurred the boundaries of the beginnings and endings of actions and objects
the space. The circle was not closed, it was full of holes and openings, and the
objects hanging above it seemed to follow a sculptural rhythm of both tactile
materials and meaningful things, like a glove, a tool, something raw coming fro
the woods, and a plastic shiny product, all mixed up without any narrative order
The breath and the blurry porous actions and objects opened a vast space, like
giant body that engulfed me and swallowed me. | fancied swimming in the vagil
of a whale, in a gentle swaying rhythm of large contractions. The image resona
with me for an indefinite time.
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Later on, | recalled a method for feeling the similarity and the dissimilarity
between bodies breathing, and of experiencing emotion through breathing (Shruti
Desai and Harriet Smith, “Kinship across Species: Learning to Care for
Nonhuman Others” Feminist Review 118, 2018). In an experiment on kinship across
species, children were instructed to follow and observe animals in a city animal
farm, eventually attempting to emulate their breath, “breathing ‘as if’ like the
other, and thereby directly experiencing the other’s rhythm as a form of being-
with.” Desai and Smith elaborate on Vinciane Despret’s notion of embodied
communication rather than empathy:

Experiencing with one’s own body what the other experiences: it is creating the
possibilities of an embodied communication. The ‘as if’ constructs partial

affinities between bodies, it is a creative mode of attunement”’

The grip of an individual as single self, and their boundedness in a fixed and
discrete body, are loosened. Had | been incited to co-breathe in a task resembling
therapy in this performance, | would have probably resisted it and left. The song
drew me imperceptibly in it; it was not not unlike those moments in which one
partakes in relations of which one is unaware.

Just as privilege can protect the privileged from the details of care giving work,
so too the absence of privilege means that those who are less well off are closer
to the real world of care. Care is difficult work, but it is the work that sustains life.
That care-givers value care is neither false consciousness nor romantic but a

proper reflection of value in human life.3

Bershan infuses the repetitive acts of maintaining life — featured in simple, but
highly symbolic acts of sharing grain food, tea and breath — with the
sensuousness of touch, slow repetitive rhythms, and bodily rest. Thus, another
point of boundary struggles, as Nancy Fraser dubbed it, is added to the binaries of
work and nonwork, creativity and tedious maintenance, and that is the mixture
and possibly also dissolution of pleasure and pain. Perhaps this is also the
reason why Bershan rephrases ‘taking care’ into ‘making care’:

As a gesture in a sandbox ‘taking care feels like something you ‘hold’/*form’
between your hands. Making care feels more like investigating the possibilities of
touch between your hands and the sand, sand running through your fingers, your

fingers running through it.%




The sense of touch invokes a significant intercessor of Bershan'’s work, Audre
Lorde. Lorde famously illustrated the erotic basis of all relations through the
metaphor of a tiny, intense pellet of yellow that accompanied sealed plastic
packets of white, uncolored margarine in the U.S. during World War II:

We would leave the margarine out for a while to soften, and then we would pinch
the little pellet to break it inside the bag, releasing the rich yellowness into the
soft pale mass of margarine. Then taking it carefully between our fingers, we
would knead it gently back and forth, over and over, until the color had spread

throughout the whole pound bag of margarine, thoroughly coloring it.?

Yet for Bershan the effect of the ritualistic act must be underlined: “every time |
repeat something, it gains muscle and weight” (from a talk at Berlin Week 2021).
Repetition exposes the act of reproductive labor and draws our senses in, in order
for us to feel and recognize the act as something of value, and something we
could also take a pleasure in when we share it with others. It provides the link
between the micro and macro-scales of action, wherein politics, for Bershan, lie:
“micro-intimate practices rehearse macro-political change.” In all their
imperfection and incompleteness, the self-organized practices of maintenance
and care are the site of a wager: “How might life — or the last year — look different
if we valued the care we do for ourselves, the world and one another at
premium?” Bershan asks paraphrasing Silvia Federici (/nside Making Care map
2021). The politics is one of prefiguration, setting an opportunity for an
experience or an example of an alternative vision of life, centered on relations of
interdependency and nourishment.

For all my thoughts, | hope to live with OCEAN once in its full length, with many
others, in a city where people will pause to deliver themselves to experiencing
this question with their senses.

OCEAN will be performed at Oslo Internasjonale Teaterfestival, 16 & 17 March @
Blackbox Theater, Oslo (Norway).
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2020-
OCEAN

is a long-term research project around the historical,
ecological and affective dimensions of reproductive labour,
the daily rituals that maintain life.

OCEAN is a ritualistic performance sculpture

it consists of a 360 " installation and 3 performers that occupy them- |
selves - sometimes - with laborious actions (cooking, washing, cleaning), ]
in a slow rhythm to repetitive live chanting.

There are beds placed around the circular work and viewers can immerse
themselves for hours.

OCEAN was ao. at Berlin Arts Week [21), Centre Pompidou Kanal, BEé21],
Oslo Internasjonale Teaterfestival, NO (22), Kunstencentrum Buda [21),
IKOB Museum for Contemporary Art (22

left: parts of installation © IKOB Museum,
Feminist Art Prize Exhibition

right: detail
next page: performance view
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