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Circusarts have long been one of the colourful, brightening ele-
mentsinthe cultural landscape and a source of incredible skill-
ful presentation. However, untapped potential rests in using
circusarts asaway of fostering deeperengagementand em-
powerment within communities. BETA CIRCUS Participatory
experience aimed to embark on an ambitious journey in con-
nectingthe world of circus arts to participatory arts. This toolkit
isthe brainchild of the creative processinvolved in this project
and encapsulatesthe translationfromideato action, offering
anexplorationinto the transformative potential thatliesatthe
intersection of circus arts and participatory practices.

Atthe heart of this project lies the recognition that
contemporary circus, while growing significantly in Europe,
has yet to fully embrace participatory methods that have
gained traction in other art forms. Participatory arts do not
concerninvolving audiences as passive onlookers butengag-
ing them as active co-creators within the artistic process. It
increasesthe level of community involvement in the approach
and turnsthe artistic experience into a collaborative journey.
Conventionally, the circus has been about a spectacle to be
presented foran audience, usually leavingtheminarole such
asanobserver.BETA CIRCUS seeks to break this dynamic by
creating a framework in which the audience becomes part
of the process of creation. The project brings together a con-
sortium of partners, including Bussola from Portugal, Teatro
Necessario from Italy, Rigas Cirks from Latvia, and Ludifico
from Serbia. Each of these brings on board its diversity and
added-value to this pioneering project. The organisations are
spread across different regionsin Europe but share oneidea: to
explore new ways of engaging with communities and pushing
the boundaries of contemporary circus.

The journey from project proposal toimplementa-
tion epitomises a dynamic interplay between ambition and
practical challenges. Initially, aligning the diverse artistic vi-
sions of the partners with the goal of participatory engage-
ment proved to be challenging. But this process also crys-
tallised flexibility and adaptability: basic tools in the delicate
balance between artistic ambitions and community needs
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and expectations. Thus, the project mentors were key to fa-
cilitating a participatory process by circus artists working with
deference and arelationship of mutual respect and learning.
The artists had to stand back and let go of the leadership role
to guarantee that the artistic process was collaborative and
inclusive. Thisintegrationinitself of the participatory artsina
contextof circus artsis a bigleap fromthe traditional ways of
things. In participatory arts, there hasto be a stepping back as
anartisttoallow participantsthe agency and creativity in shap-
ingthe final output. It appeals for an entirely new reconsidera-
tion of the relationship between the artistand the audience: to
make creator and spectator roles fluid and interchangeable.
Embracing participatory methodologies can turnthe eyes of
circus artists toward other art forms that have managed to
effectively integrate community engagementinto their prac-
tice. This toolkit acts as a guide for artists and organisations
interested in this new frontier with practical strategies and
understandings of the participatory process.

This thus offers the potential for dissemination of
this experience throughout the circus sector, with a poten-
tially profoundimpact. As more artists and organisations take
up participatory practices, the possibilities within circus arts
increase, offering in turn deeper opportunities for communi-
ty engagement and cultural exchange. Thus, it is in this shift
that the transformation of local cultural policies into a more
inclusive and participatory cultural landscape for Europe
can be rooted. BETA CIRCUS Participatory experience is not
anisolated experiment but a forerunner to a more extensive
movement within the circus community. To this end, the
learning experiences and developed methodologies are to
be shared in order to encourage other practitioners of circus
artstoparticipate inthese kinds of arts, further enhancing their
community’srichness of culture and beyond. This project has
been co-funded by the European Union through the Creative
Europe programme, which simply highlights the relevance of
transnational collaborationin boosting artistic and cultural de-
velopment. The program presented the consortium with the
opportunity to explore uncharted territories of the circus arts
by offering the appropriate resources and frame for risk-tak-
ing and innovation. It has also underlined the role European
cooperation can play in fostering artistic creativity, supporting
cultural diversity,and creating opportunities for new artforms
and community-based activities to develop.

The conclusion of this project marks not just the
end of a phase but the beginning of a new era for circus arts.
Proper dissemination of results and knowledge gained from



the projectis one of the mostimportant steps towards the long-
termimpact of the initiative. By making the developed meth-
odologies andinsights partof the BETA CIRCUS Participatory
experience initiative available, a new wave of participatory
practices within the circus arts community can be inspired.
This implies making accessible platforms for knowledge ex-
change and creating dialogues between artists, cultural or-
ganisations,and communities. This toolkit, alongside the other
resources, will be invaluable for artists looking to engage in
participatory practices and helping guide and inspire the in-
tegration of these methods into their work. Seeing this likely
impact, we envision a future where circus arts are notonly a
show to watch but are a platform for collaboration and connec-
tion—onein which communities stand as active participants
withinthe creative process. This vision can refocus the role of
circus arts in society, making them a powerful tool for cultur-
al engagement and social change. Embracing participatory
methodologies opens up new avenues for the creation of vivid
artistic experiences that, in turn, are inclusive and resonate
with both audiences and participants.

18
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Participatory artsisadynamic field, characterised by diversity
and fluidity — the parameters are elusive; it can be hard to
pin down in one definitive version. The aim of this toolkit is to
give abroad overview on participatory artsinour project,and
it does so through discussing some core principles at length
while also respecting that these practices are essentially fluid.
Community arts, socially engaged art and collaborative art
oftenallcome under the term “participatory arts”, a move that
signals an important shift in these swollen times when it is
no longer clear where the artist ends and audience begins.
These modes of artmaking are ones in which artists partner
with communities — in capacities ranging from bare collabora-
tionsto more fully integrated practices —to create meaningful,
socially impactful art that falls across a wide spectrum.

The collaborative nature
of participatory arts

The essence of participatory artsis collaboration. Unlike most
traditional forms of art, wherein alone artistis cooped upin his
or her studio to come up with a final output, participatory arts
have the element of shared decision-making. Claire Bishop,
in her seminal work “Artificial Hells: Participatory Artand the
Politics of Spectatorship” (2012), contends that these practices
have perturbed previous modes of art production by now put-
ting directly into the creative work the audience. This not only
transformsthe dynamic previously existing between an artist
andanaudience but also challenges traditional notions of ar-
tistic bordersthat enclose the process of making art, thereby
resulting in artworks reflective of a multiplicity of voices and
perspectives. Andrew Mount's exploration of participatory
practicesin “Participation, Hosting And Mimesis: The Double
Being” (2012) delvesintothe dual role of the artist as both host
and participant. This duality underscores the delicate balance
between guiding the creative process and actively engaging
with participants. In this context, the artist acts as a facilita-
tor, creating an environment where shared experiences and
mutual influence shape the artistic outcome. Mount’s analysis




underlinesthe needfor creating a collaborative space where
diverse perspectives can be examined and artistic works cre-
ated. Arlene Goldbard and Frangois Matarasso, in their work
“Ethics and Participatory Art” (Artand Community Notebook
N.01, 2021), emphasise the ethical dimensions of participa-
tory practices. They assert that inclusivity and respect are
fundamental principles that underpin participatory arts. By
engaging diverse groups, including those who are often mar-
ginalised or underrepresented, these practices ensure that
a broad spectrum of experiences and viewpoints shape the
work. This inclusivity is not merely a procedural requirement
but a core principle that drives the process, ensuring that all
participants’ contributions are valued and ethically managed.

“Participatory artrequiresthe artist that they either
not be present, or that they somehow are able to
recede farenoughto become equal with the partic-
ipants. This is the only way that participants might
be offered the agency of creation; without this detail,
participants will always respond within the domain
of authority of the artist; they will be subjugated in
this way, and the work will fail to be participatory.
This detail is centrally important in asserting par-
ticipation as a form in itself, and effectively differ-
entiates participation frominteractive, community
based art and socially engaged art”

Andrew Mount (2012). Participation, Hosting And Mimesis: The Double Being.

Process over product

Another major characteristic of participatory arts is its
process-oriented feature. Unlike more traditional art forms,
which concern themselves mainly with the end result, in par-
ticipatory arts, equal — and at times more — consideration is
placed on the journey of actually creating.it. Craig Vear, in “The
Routledge International Handbook of Practice-Based Research”
(2022), says that on the methodological level of description,
participatory arts practices have been explicitly aligned with
iterative and practice-based research methods. Through this
continuous feedback between artists and participants, the
creative process is enriched in a way that allows for dynamic
and organic exploration of ideas. This process-oriented ap-
proach highlights the collaborative and experimental nature of
participatory arts, where the act of making artis as significant
asthe endresult. Participatory arts are also deeply context-spe-
cific, adapting to the unique needs and circumstances of the

24
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communities involved. Paul Cooke and Inés Soria-Donlan,
in their edited volume “Participatory Arts in International
Development” (2020), explore how these practices canaddress
localissuesand reflect culturalidentities. They argue that partic-
ipatory art practices are instrumentaliin fostering social change,
building community cohesion,and empoweringindividuals. The
adaptability of participatory arts ensures that they resonate
with the specific contexts in which they are situated, making
them a powerful tool for community engagement and devel-
opment. The outcomes of participatory arts projects can be
diverse, ranging from performancesand visual artinstallations
to other forms of creative expression. This variety reflects the
fluid nature of participatory arts, where the results are shaped
by the collaborative process and the specific contexts of their
creation. The dynamic and evolving nature of these outcomes
is atestament to the success of participatory artsin creatinga
space where art becomes a collective experience.

Insights from the BETA CIRCUS
Participatory experience labs

The BETA CIRCUS Participatory Experience laboratories elo-
quently express the diversity and adaptability of participatory
arts practices. Reports by Marleen Scholtenand Ana Braganga
&Ricardo Baptista (Ondamarela), in their unique way, stress the
issues of international collaboration and community engage-
ment. It brings artists of different origin and disciplines together
into one setting where the rich varieties of perspectives may
influence creation. This enriches not only the artistic outcome
but also the connections among participants and commu-
nities. Marleen Scholten’s reflections on the BETA CIRCUS
Participatory experience Lab#2 underline once again the
strength of cross-border artistic collaboration. She stated that
bringing together artists from another country and discipline al-
lows for a setting where new ideas and approaches canemerge.
This diversity of perspectives enriches not only the creative
process but also testifies to a broader commitment to artistic
solidarity and exchange. Here, the emphasis on international
collaboration gives expressionto the potential for participatory
artsto break through cultural and geographical boundaries, re-
doundingtoasense of global community and shared purpose.
AnaBraganca&Ricardo Baptista further explore the transform-
ative potential of participatory arts. Ondamarela draws inspi-
ration from people and places in the development of projects
withdimensions of art, social intervention,and education. They
underline how itis powerful to give people a voice inthe making
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of awork of art. It stresses that people and communities have
the potential to effectively participate and produce influential
change indemocracy. This work evidences the ability of partic-
ipatory arts to involve communitiesin the building of an idea of
shared ownership and agency. Another good example of how
participatory arts can help in discussing and solving social
problemsis the work by Nicola Borghesiand Enrico Baraldi with
Kepler-452. 1t hasinvolved non-professional performersand lo-
calcommunities in the creation process, therefore developing
performances based on participants'life experiencesthat give
voice to voices often unheard. This not only enriches the artistic
outcome but also creates understanding and appreciation for
diverse perspectives.

The role of participatory arts
in addressing social issues

Participatory arts occupy a special place in the context of tack-
ling social issues and provoking important conversations. In
her report from the BETA CIRCUS Participatory Experience
Lab#1, Samara Hersh provides examples of instances when
participatory arts have spoken to identity, belongingness,and
community. This can be facilitated by opening an area for re-
flection and dialogue through whichindividuals can delveinto
theirexperiences andrelate to others by engaging participants
inthe creativity process. Accordingto Corinne Linder, the great
potential of participatory artslies inthe empowering of people
and communities. In addition, participatory arts could provide
a sense of ownership and self-efficacy for the actors, offer-
ingthem an arena within which they feel that their voices are
heard and of value. This empowerment is not only beneficial
for the individualsinvolved but also for the broader community,
asitfosters a sense of connection and cohesion.

Ethical considerations
in participatory arts

Amongthe very fundamental reflections of participatory arts
that a practitioner takes into consideration is their ethical di-
mensions. In her report from the BETA CIRCUS Participatory
experience Lab#1, Lali Alvarez Garriga places strong emphasis
on ethic engagement for participatory practices. She argues
that an artist should commit to the creation of a safe and in-
clusive environment in which all participants feel valued and
respected. This is key to the idea of building a collaborative,
inclusive creative process. A second guiding principle in the
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participatory arts could be said to be the conceptof inclusivity
and respect. Arlene Goldbard and Francois Matarasso (2021)
have already expressed in their work on ethicsin participatory
arts that the participatory arts should be underpinned by a
commitmentto ethical engagement. This means taking care
of the contributions from participants through their ethical
management. It is not a procedural necessity in itself but a
guiding core principle of the process that seeks to ensure par-
ticipatory arts are inclusive, meaningful, and transformative.

The impact and potential
of participatory arts

It is, therefore, in essence, a dynamic and transformational
area of work with innate possibilities of collaboration, crea-
tivity,and community engagement. Participatory arts create
meaning and impactful artthat resonates with communities
to make a difference in fostering social change by setting up
a collaborative space in which many different perspectives
are considered and accorded equal respect. Participatory arts
are those which do not allow for a marked line that separates
the artist from the audience, rather provides a space of col-
laboration within which art happens as a co-existence and is
evolving in experience. Participatory arts combine ideas of
inclusivity, ethical engagement, and creativity while remaining
process-oriented. As such, it offers a very special and impact-
fulapproachto the practice of art. This toolkit will frame those
practices within a structured approach, based on the BETA
CIRCUS Participatory experience project, to give clear guid-
ance while conserving the inherent flexibility of participatory
arts and their relationship with circus arts.




Concept

Also known as “community
arts” or “socially engaged
art,” participatory arts entail
the collaboration of artists
with communities in the pro-
duction of work that can be
meaningful and impactful.
Such practices blur the dis-
tinction between the role of
the artist and the audience,
building a shared creativity.

Collaboration
and co-creation

Characterised by common
decision-making process-
esinwhichideas, skills,

and perspectives from the
artists and members of the
community are integrated
foracommon processto
influence the final outcome,
therefore giving a multiplic-
ity of voices and, potentially,
the reflection of diverse
points of view inthe art.

Inclusive engagement

Keen oninclusion, works
with diverse groups, includ-
ing those who are marginal-
ised or underrepresented,
and ensures that their voices
are shaping the work. Ethical
engagementand respect
are central in safeguarding a
safe and welcoming environ-
ment for all participants.

Process-oriented

Emphasise the process of
making rather than the end
result. The journey, that

is collaborative, and the
interaction are atleast as
important as the end result.
Iterative feedback loops and
practice-based research
methods enrich creation.

Empowerment
and skill-building

Aimsto empower par-
ticipants by developing
new sKills and expressing
creativity, fostering per-
sonal growth, confidence,
and a sense of community.
By engagingin the artistic
process, individuals gain
asense of ownership and
agency over the work.

Context-specific

Individual adaptation to the
specific contexts and needs
of the communities involved
eitherinrelationtolocal
issues or as a means of ex-
pressing cultural identities:
participatory arts practices
for social change, communi-
ty cohesion,and empower-
ment of persons.

30
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Dynamic outcomes

Outcomes are variable and
fluid, as performances,
visual artsinstallations,

or other types of artistic
expression might well ensue
from such collaboration.
What exactly these results
look like will depend on the
specific situations and con-
tributions of participants.

Ethical considerations

Emphasises the importance
of ethical engagement,
ensuring that participants’
contributions are valued
and managed responsibly.
Inclusivity and respect are
core principles, fostering an
environment where diverse
voices and perspectives
are acknowledged and
appreciated.

Socialimpact
and change

Participatory arts have the
potential to address social
issues, promote dialogue,
and foster understanding
among diverse groups. By
engaging communitiesin
the artistic process, these
practices can create mean-
ingful social change and
build stronger, more cohe-
sive communities.
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BETA CIRCUS Participatory Experience was the very first col-
laborative project aimed to build a European transnational
platform for exploring participatory circus as a future trend
by involving the public in the creative process. This initiative
strived to make audiences co-authors, editors,and observers
of artistic work, increasing the relation between communities
and contemporary circus. By developing participatory arts
methodologies in the circus scene, BETA CIRCUS wanted
to express participation by local communities at the highest
level in the creative process. The project brought contempo-
rary arts closer to intangible local cultural heritage by means
of unconventional artistic spaces, such as public areas, thus
making local inhabitants co-creators alongside professional
artists.ltwasanincreasein the artistic process, butalso a part
ofthe cultural landscaping with differentidentities and stories
of participating communities.

The project represented a collaborative partner-
shipamongItaly, Latvia, Portugal,and Serbia, with groundwork
laid toward a European vision and methodology. It was open
to artists from all over Europe who wished to experience par-
ticipatory workinthe circus arts. Throughan open call,circus
artists were selected tojoinlocal collectives with experience
in participatory arts, and they collaborated dynamically with
expertmentors. Amongthe principal steps of the process were
artisticresidencies, co-design meetings, and artistic research,
which were held in chosen locations with local communities
and closed with public performances. This was a testand ex-
ploration of future potential trends in the integration of con-
temporary circus and participatory arts methodologies. Within
BETA CIRCUS, capacity-building was combined with co-crea-
tive artistic activities, together with research and monitoring.
This toolkit and a documentary resulted from this and were
putatthe disposal of artistic professionals all over Europe and
beyond to help achieve a better understanding and uptake of
participatory arts within contemporary circus.
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Objectives

Promote artistic capacity
building: develop a pro-
gramme focused on partic-
ipatory arts methodology
applied to contemporary
circus, enhancing artists’
skills and practices.

Create transnational oppor-
tunities: facilitate experi-
ences for emerging circus
artists from across Europe,
supporting the international-
isation of their professional
careers.

Audience engagementand
development:increase cul-
tural access and participa-
tion in hosting communities,
fostering a more inclusive
and engaged audience base.

Valorise public and non-con-
ventional spaces: encourage
the use of public spacesand
non-conventional venues for
artistic intervention, promot-
ing new ephemeral stages
and supporting territorial
cohesion through artistic
innovation.

Celebrate European cultural
diversity: develop artistic
projects based on co-crea-
tion between diverse artists
and participating communi-
ties from hosting cities, high-
lighting and disseminating
European cultural diversity.

Contribute to cultural equity
and European integration: by
fostering collaboration and
understanding, the project
aims to enhance cultural
equity and supportthe inte-
gration of European commu-
nities through shared artistic
experiences.

Project Stages

1.

#selection

European open call for
circus artists

2.
#capacity
Immersive laboratories

3.
#co-creation
Artistic experiences

4,

#dissemination
Analysis and knowledge
sharing

38
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#selection
European open call for circus artists

The BETA CIRCUS Participatory experience started from an
open callata European level for the selection of four circus col-
lectives comingfromany Creative Europe country. These collec-
tives were matched with local artistic collectivesin each country
where the activities were implemented. The criteria through
which the circus collectives were chosen were experience in
participatory arts and the desire to develop collaboration be-
tween artistsand local communities. The open call received 49
proposals from 18 countries. It was through this selection pro-
cedure that a powerful and energetic group of artists was put
togetherto participatein thistransformative journey for creative
research and community engagement within BETA CIRCUS.

#capacity
Immersive laboratories

Two intense laboratories, in the second phase of the BETA
CIRCUS Participatory experience, have immersed participants
in participatory arts methodologies, giving rise to internation-
al-local artistic collaboration. These laboratories have func-
tioned asaplatformforidea exchange, creative processinves-
tigation, and relations between artists, mentors, and partners.

The firstlaboratory took place in Riga, Latvia, from
16th to18th August 2023, within the framework of the Re! Riga
festival. This event brought 22 participants — artists, mentors,
guests, and partners — together for three days of immersive
workshops, discussions, and collaborative thinking. The
laboratory was dedicated to researching participatory arts
techniques and encouraged the artists to experiment with
new forms of expression and have hands-on experience with
the possibilities for creation that participatory arts offer. The
second laboratory took place in ilhavo, Portugal, from 30th
Novemberto2nd December 2023, as part of the LEME festival.
There were 26 participantsin this second edition. The second
laboratory picked up onthemesthat had been started in Riga
and provided more space for participants to share their prac-
tices, reflectontheir experiences, and further engage with ex-
ternal guests who brought new insightsinto participatory arts.

These laboratories achieved several key outcomes.
Participants engaged in creative exchanges, sharing diverse
artistic practices and exploring new collaborative methods.
They developed valuable skills in participatory methodologies,
enhancing their ability to engage communities effectively.
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Moreover,the laboratoriesfostered a supportive networkamong
participants, mentors, and partners, encouraging future col-
laborations and creating a vibrant community of practitioners
dedicated to advancingthe field of participatory arts within the
contemporary circus landscape.Importantly, these labs laid the
groundwork for collaborative work between circus artists and
local artists in each country by establishing working groups and
allocating mentors to each team. As a result, the second labo-
ratory marked the launch of the digital mentoring programme,
which preceded the next phase of the project.

#co-creation
Artistic experiences

The third leg of BETA CIRCUS consisted of artistic residen-
ciesacross Europe, each culminatingin a public performance.
These artistic residencies afforded artists the opportunity to
engage in participatory arts practices within real-life scenarios
by collaborating with local communities to create innovative
performances that are engaging.

Residency in Novi Sad, Serbia, was from 1st to 19th
May 2024, with performanceson the 17thand18th May in Cirkus
Danas. The second residency was based in Colorno, Italy, from
12th August to 1st September 2024, where performances oc-
curredfrom 31st August to 1st September as a part of Tutti Matti
per Colorno. Theresidency in Riga, Latvia, took place from 28th
October to 17th November 2024. The creation presentations
were taking place onthe 15th and 16th of Novemberinthe frame
of La Nuitdu Cirque / European Circus Night. In ilhavo, Portugal,
the residency took place fromthe 20th of November till the 8th
of December 2024, with presentations within the frame of the
LEME festival on the 7th and 8th of December.

Outcomesof such artistic experiences are the case
studies that will be further investigated in the next chapters
of this toolkit, highlighting good practices and areas for im-
provement that can be disseminated to inspire other artists
and organisations.

#dissemination
Analysis and knowledge sharing

Thelast phase of BETA CIRCUS Participatory experience was
devoted to the evaluation of residency outcomes and shar-
ing best practices with participants, partners,and the artistic
community atlarge. This phase aimed to consolidate insights
gained throughout the project and ensure the sustainability



of participatory arts practices. Comprehensive assessments
were conducted at multiple stages, gathering feedback from
participants, mentors,and audiences. Regular reflection ses-
sionswereincorporated into the residencies, allowing artists
and community members to evaluate progress and address
challenges. Feedback was used toiteratively improve the pro-
ject,ensuring lessons learned were applied to future initiatives.
Processes and outcomes of this project are to be documented
through this comprehensive toolkit and, therefore, as useful
as possible for artists and other cultural practitionersinvolved
in participatory arts. This helped in building an increasingly
strong network of artists and organisations committed to
developing participatory arts, paving the way for future col-
laborations and projects.

#map

9 Circus Artists @ Mentors o Labs

G Participatory Artists e Guests o Artistic Experiences
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Circus

AnalJordao &
Vincent Kollar (DE/PT)

AnaJorddo and Vincent Kollar are adynamic duo of multidis-
ciplinary performers, each with unique artistic expertise, yet
united by a shared commitment to exploring the boundaries
of contemporary circus, dance, and physical performance.
Together, Ana and Vincent create performances that not
only challenge physical limitations but also invite audiences
toactively engage with their work, fostering a sense of shared
responsibility and connection.

AnaJordaois a versatile performer whose roots lie in contem-
porary circus, but her work seamlessly crossesinto dance,im-
provisation,and artistic research. Her current project, Body and
Other Objects (workingtitle), delvesinto the concept of the body

"

as“matter,"“object,”and “container” The performance examines
the body's capacity to hold and express, using objectification as
alensthrough whichtoblurthelines between body and object,
and by extension, circusand dance.Hair-hanging servesasthe
initial point of exploration, as Ana’s suspended body interacts
with both human and non-human objects, engaging the audi-
enceinthemesofagency, manipulation, gender,and physical-
ity. Ana's artistic process is highly participatory, incorporating
performative riggingand inviting audiences to contribute tothe
transformation of the performance space. Her installation-like
performances emphasize endurance and challenge the role
ofthe bodyinart.



VincentKollar is a performer, teacher,and expertinthe ancient
Chinese circus art of Meteor manipulation. With a meticulous,
methodical approach to his craft, Vincent combines circus
skills with dance, developing a rich and hybrid performance
style.Hisdeep understanding of rigging and passion for climb-
ingand balancingisreflected in his dynamic stage presence.
A graduate of CODARTS, Vincent has pushed the boundaries
of Meteor manipulation, blending traditional techniques with
contemporary performance. His work often engages with
elemental themes like fire and water, reflecting his interest
in control, risk, and sustainability. As a founding member of
Collective Penguin Production and Pile en Face, Vincent has
collaborated with circus and dance companies, musicians,
composers, and opera productions, bringing a distinct sense
of energy and choreography to every project.

Compagnie FENFIRE (AT)

FENFIRE wasfoundedin 2004 by Sebastian
Berger and a group of visionary artists in
Vienna. From its inception, the company
has placed a strong emphasis on techni-
calexcellence andinnovative stage design,
specialising in the art of object manipula-
tion, particularly in fire performance. Today,
FENFIRE is led by its two core members,
Christiane Haptand Sebastian Berger,who
explore the experimental, transdisciplinary
fields of juggling and object manipulation.
Much of the company'’s distinctive reper-
toire has been developed by Sebastian,
showcasing their mastery of these crafts.
FENFIRE's work spans a broad spectrum, including corpo-
rate productions, theatre, street theatre, festivals, varieties,
and both traditional and contemporary circus. They are also
active board members of the Austrian Federal Association
for Circus Pedagogy. With backgrounds in both product de-
sign and circus arts, Christiane and Sebastian aim to merge
sculptural and dramatic arts in their performances, offer-
ing audiences a unique experience of object manipulation.
A commitment to sustainability is at the heart of FENFIRE's
productions, with efforts made to support environmentally
friendly travel. Their performances break away from clichéd
representations of gender, featuring androgynous or human
figures, and are designed to be accessible, with no spokenlan-
guage used. FENFIRE has performed in 43 countries across
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four continents. Since 2016, they have been at the forefront
of contemporary circusin Austria,engagingin advocacy and
producing critically acclaimed works such as Trust in Time.
Inc (2017), Dot and Line (2018), inSTABIl (2020/21), and IS IT A
TRICK?(2021/22). These productions were supported by The
Artsand Culture Division of the Federal Chancellery of Austria,
with some additional funding from the Cultural Department
of the City of Vienna.Notably, Dot and Line was shortlisted for
the CircusNext platformin 2020/21.

Fanzini Productions (IE)

Fanzini Productions, founded and directed by Con Horganin
Tralee, Co.Kerry, has beena prominentcontemporary circus
company since 1997. Known for their street circus performanc-
es, they tour extensively both nationally and internationally,
supported by the Arts Council of Ireland. Their critically ac-
claimed productions include Cannonball Circus, Professor
Plunger, and Circus Jukebox. The company collaborates
with renowned clowns and directors such as John Lee, Joe
Dieffenbacher, and Fraser Hooper. Fluent Irish speakers, the
Fanzini Brothers curate Irish language circus events, support-
ed by Ealaion na Gaeltachta. They also lead the National Circus
Festival of Ireland, a groundbreaking annual event. Forthe ar-
tistic experience, the company was represented by Jonathan
Gunning and Robbie Blake.

et Ay et
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Jonathan Gunning is an actor, writer, and clown whose work
is always socially focused. His Troubadours for Health project
ranfortenyearsinthe geriatric unit at Merlin Hospital, Galway.
He has worked extensively in refugee camps throughout the
middle eastand east Africa. His first play Llandovery 2084 was
producedinLlandovery, west Wales, in 2024.Jonathanrecently



performed on Broadway with the bi-lingual theatre compa-
ny Branar.His film and television credits include, Dune partll,
Andor, and Game of Thrones. Jonathan is currently doing an
MA in creative writing at Swansea University.

Robbie Blake isan Irish composer-performer, direc-
tor and creative producer. A music and philosophy graduate,
their artistic practice focuses on collaborative, experiential
and multidisciplinary performance. In addition to their free-
lance practice, Robbie is Artistic Director of contemporary
vocal group Tonnta Music and General Manager of Galway
Theatre Festival.

Melody Nolan &
Omer van Soldt (NL/USA)

Melody Nolan and Omer van Soldt bring together
their unique artistic backgrounds to create Place/
Make, an experimental circus performance and
installation where human meets habitat. Drawing
fromtheirindividual expertise, the duo's work blends
physical performance with narrative exploration, of-
fering a fresh and immersive approach to contem- -
porary circus. Melody, a circus artist from California,

is known for her ability to craft a dialogue between

the body and space. With a BA in Circus Arts from ’

Codarts University and the BNG Bank Circusprijs un-
der her belt, she uses her acrobatic and handstand
techniquesto explore physicality and creativity. Her
passion for site-specific work aligns perfectly with
Place/Make, where her movementisintegratedinto
urban landscapes, inviting audiences to reimagine
forgotten spaces. Omer, a multidisciplinary artist from the
Netherlands, adds a complementary narrative layer to the
project. His background in writing, filmmaking,and immersive
art,nurtured atthe Artscience Interfaculty in The Hague, lends
Place/Make a deeper conceptual framework. By combining
his storytelling abilities with Melody's physicality, Omer helps
shape a performance that challenges viewers to engage with
the hidden stories and spaces within the city. Together, Melody
and Omer fuse their strengths in circus, writing, and interdis-
ciplinary art to present Place/Make, a unique exploration of
how humans inhabit and shape their environments, inviting
the audience to experience a city through its unseen stories.
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Caterina Moroni (IT)

Caterina Moroniisaninterdisciplinary artist and culturaland
social activistfrom Italy. Her work centres on artistic creationin
public and unconventional spaces, with a strong focus on par-
ticipatory processes. She holds a degree in Communication
and Business Management and completed her training at
the European Professional School for Actors under Societas
Raffaello Sanzio in 2007-2008. Even before her formal edu-
cation, she collaborated with various artists and directors in
the contemporary arts scene, both established and emerging.
Throughout her career, she has worked as an artist, project
manager, and Outdoor & Experiential Educator, partnering
with numerous cultural and social organisations dedicated
to theatre research, education, and ecological practices. In
2008, Moronilaunched her personal creative research project,
and her performances have since been featured in numerous
national and international festivals. From 2016 to 2018, she was
partoftheinternational team selected for Arts’R’Public, a Euro-
Mediterranean laboratory focusing onthe creation and trans-
mission of the artsin public spaces.In 2019, she was selected
toreceive supportfrom IN SITU, the European platform for ar-
tistic creationin public space, led by Lieux Publics,a European
and national centre for artistic creation based in Marseille,
France. In 2023, Moroni was appointed
as the director and mentor of the FNAS
LAB, a training and support programme
for the creation of art in public spaces,
designed by the National Federation of
Street Arts (FNAS). Her artistic research
consistently engages with communities,
encouraging the active participation of
the public or specific citizen groups. Her
works, often shaped by the context and
participants, manifest as contemporary
rituals, urban walks, installations, games,
and experiences. These projects aim to
. forge connections withinlocal communi-

. tieswhile addressing urgent social issues
. and taboos.
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Jovana Raki¢, Marko Milic
& Milena Todorovié (RS)

Milena Todorovi¢, Marko Mili¢, and Jovana Raki¢ are members
of a collective renowned for their expertise in contemporary
dance and commitment to participatory practicesfor children.
They have dedicated themselves toresearching and refining
approachesthatengage diverse participantsin the performing
arts, sparking creativity, curiosity,and empowering young peo-
ple through contemporary dance and multimedia. The collec-
tive hasrealised several remarkable participatory projectsand
programmes aimed at young audiences. Notable examples
include Mali Bali (2022), an educational project that fostered in-
novative and immersive learning experiences. Another stand-
outsuccessisthe participatory dance performance Under the
Half of a Drop, which won the Audience Award at the Festival
of Ecological Theatre for Children in 2021. From 2017 to 2019,
the artists curated Museum of Dance, an interactive dance
performance tailored for children aged 4 and above. Their ed-
ucational programme, Teen Generator (2016-2022), explored
the vibrant history of dance through insightful dialogues be-
tween artists and young people aged 12 and above. Their work
isrooted in nurturing children’s curiosity and providing struc-
tured environments for active participation, exploration, and
self-discovery. By facilitating fresh and direct encounters with
art, their practice for children and young people draws inspira-
tion from their own artistic journeys as well as the exemplary
works of fellow artists. Embracing a participatory ethos, they
invite the audience to co-create, fostering shared experiences
and interpretations of artistic practice, and ensuring a sense
of collective ownership in the creative process.
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Krista Burane &
Martins Eihe (LV)

Krista Burane and Martin$ Eihe are renowned artists celebrat-
ed for their contributions to participatory art. Krista Burane,
a filmmaker and theatre director, holds master's degrees in
philosophy and film directing, while Martin$ Eihe is a distin-
guished theatre director currently heading the Latvian State
Puppet Theatre. Together, they co-founded NoMadl, an in-
ternational summer theatre festival for children and young
people, which ran until 2014 and dramatically reshaped the
understanding of contemporary theatre for
young audiences in Latvia. Their work through
NoMadl introduced innovative perspectives,
fostering a deeper connection between young
audiences and theatre, and establishing new
creative pathways. More recently, Krista and
Martin$ played a crucial role in the cultural pro-
4 gramme for the European Capital of Culture
2027 project in Daugavpils, focusing on partici-
patory arts. Their collaborations have garnered
widespread recognition and several awards, as
they explore thought-provokingthemes such as
trust in a world facing radicalisation, feminism,
and the intricate dynamics of violence. Krista's
recent works - including Nocturne (2019), .trees
have stopped talking since then (2020), The End
of the World and Other Nonsense (2021), and All
Birds Sing Beautifully (2023) - stand as striking
testamentsto her vision. Through these projects,
shereflects onthe consequences of human-cen-
tric lifestyles, challenging audiences to reconsid-
er their relationship with nature. Her co-creative processes
engage diverse communities, inviting them to envision alter-
native futures and rebuild a harmonious connection with the
natural world. Together, Krista Burane and Martins Eihe push
artistic boundaries, captivating audiences and inspiring a pro-
found reflection on the world we live in.

WETUMTUM (PT)

WETUMTUM is a non-profit cultural association dedicated to
promoting, developing, and supporting artistic projects and
movements primarily aimed at children and families, with
a strong emphasis on community participation. The fun-
damental premise of WETUMTUM is that every individual



possesses the innate ability to create, engage, and flourish
throughinteraction with music and performance. We believe
thatthis potentialisevidentfroman early age; thus, our artistic
initiatives are designed to extend beyond mere observation.
Through playful experiences, we strive to foster participation
and interaction. Currently, WETUMTUM boasts a repertoire
of 16 performances, 3 workshops, and 2 installations, and is
the creator and organiser of the Festival Papagaio in ilhavo.
The collective was founded by Artur Carvalho, Bruno Estima,
David Calhau,and David Valente, who share acommitmentto
percussion as afundamental learning tool, alongside a quest
for personal enrichment through the integration of other com-
plementary artistic disciplines, such as theatre, movement,
and circus arts. Together and individually, they have directed
or participatedin numerous artistic projects, both withinand
beyond WETUMTUM, including collaborations at Casa da
Musica in Porto, Culturgest in Lisbon, MEXE in Porto, Tokyo
Bunka Kaikan in Japan, and projects associated with PARTIS
(Gulbenkian Foundation), Erasmus+, Universidade Catolica,
and Palau de la MUsica Catalana, among others.
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Mentors

AnaBraganca & Ricardo Baptista,
Ondamarela (PT)

T "‘ Ana Braganca and Ricardo Baptista are
co-founders of Ondamarela, a Portuguese
collective specialising in participatory arts.
AnaBragancaisaculturalman-
ager with a focus on participation, media-
tion,and community involvement projects.
She served asanadvisor for the participa-
tory and mediation programme of Braga'27,
the candidate city for European Capital
of Culture, and is currently involved with
Braga'25 - Portuguese Capital of Culture.
Previously,she worked as a consultant for Opium, contributing
toinitiatives suchasthe Plan for the Dynamisation of the Douro
Wine Villages, the Management Plan for the Historic Centre
of Porto World Heritage Site, and Guimaraes'bid for European
Capital of Culture in 2012, where she was part of the executive
board. Ana also served as project manager at A Oficina, coor-
dinatingthe incubator for creative industries at the Plataforma
das Artes e da Criatividade. Additionally, she collaborated with
the educational service of the Centro Internacional das Artes
José de Guimaraes and co-coordinated the West Way Lab
Festival 2014. She was also part of the team that developed
the exhibition guide for the Casa da Memdéria de Guimaraes.
Ricardo Baptista is a musician specialising in the
conceptionand development of community-based projects. His
work includes significant initiatives such as “GuimaraesPlay”
for Guimaraes 2012 - European Capital of Culture, “Operacao
BigBang “Orquestra da Bida Airada” (ilhavo), “Ode to Joy - a
Citizens Orchestra” (Presidency of the European Council -
Malta 2017),“Mewga Muzika” (Valletta 2018 — European Capital
of Culture),and “Genau!” - Festival Der Regionen (Austria, 2019).
Currently, both Ana and Ricardo are engaged with the Acts
programme from the National Odyssey of Teatro Nacional
D.Mariall,alongside other participatory or collaborative cultural
programmes that involve various artists and communities.



Lali Alvarez Garriga (ES)

Lali Alvarez Garriga is an author, stage director, creator of
participatory art projects, poet, and educator. Her work cen-
tres on documentary and artistic creation inspired by reality,
focusing on non-conventional spaces and exploring the re-
lationship between spectators and participatory creation,
with a primary emphasis on sustainable cultural practices.
She studied Philosophy at the University of Barcelona
and Stage Direction and Dramaturgy at the Institut
de Teatre in Barcelona. Additionally, she has trained
in audiovisual production, writing, politics, and ar-
tistic creation in public spaces. Her works have pre-
miered at notable venues such as the Teatre Lliure
in Barcelona, the National Theatre of Catalonia, and
Antic Teatre, as well as at festivals including Festival
Grec, Temporada Alta, and FiraTarrega, among oth-
ers. In 2015, she directed the participatory project
“TEMPS” involving elderly residents from a retire-
ment home. The following year, she directed her
second play, “Barcelona (against the wall),” with LAPUBLICA
company, which premiered at FiraTarrega. In the same year,
she led the participatory project “Catex, Felipa, Nosotros
Assembly,” engaging over 150 residents and associations
from the Poblenou neighbourhood in Barcelona. From 2017
t0 2021, Alvarez Garriga was aresident artist at the Nau lvanow
Creation Factory, where she founded the company HuiBasa.
In 2020 and 2021, she served as the artistic director for the
firsttwo editions of “Escena Pilot," a theatrical teacher training
and collective creation programme at Teatre Lliure, involving
approximately 70 teenagers from five different secondary
schools in Barcelona. In 2022, she created and directed the
inaugural edition of “The Unfinished Human Manifesto” at Fira
Tarrega,along-term participatory project that she continuesto
develop.She teachesactingatthe EOLIA Superior Centre for
Dramatic Artsin Barcelona and conducts courses and work-
shops on reality-based creation, creation in unconventional
spaces, and participatory artistic creation with communities.

Marleen Scholten (NL)

Marleen Scholten is an actress and co-founder of the Dutch
collective Wunderbaum. She graduated asan actressin 2001
and has since created more than 50 performances, both na-
tionally and internationally, with the company. Wunderbaum
has undertaken various projects across Europe and has
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presented their work in cities such as Los Angeles, New York,
Tehran, Rio de Janeiro, and Toronto. The collective writes its
own texts, directsits productions, and performs, starting from
political and socialthemes. They strive to foster a sense of com-
munity with each performance, involving individuals from di-
verse backgrounds,including architects, homelessindividuals,
choir singers,judges,innovators,and writers. In addition to her
work with the collective, Scholten develops her own projects
asanactressanddirector. Six years ago, she relocated to Italy,
where she has created works such as Who Is the Real Italian?,
The National Song, La Codista, and |l Disperato. These pro-
ductions have been showcased at the RomaEuropa Festival,
Mare Culturale Urbano, and the Triennale Teatro in Milan, as
wellasin Germany and the Netherlands. In collaboration with
African refugees and Italian teenagers, she initiated a clown-
ing projectin Carrara, invited by Casa Betania,an organisation
supporting refugees in Italy. In 2017, Scholten was invited by
the Tramedautore Festival and the Piccolo Teatro di Milano to
conductamasterclassfor youngactors,focusingonthe theme
of sexuality in the age of social media, drawing inspiration
from Pier Paolo Pasolini's documentary film Comizi d’Amore.
Wunderbaum, based in Rotterdam, collectively managed the
artistic direction of Theaterhaus Jena in Germany from 2018
t0 2022. The collective has received numerous accolades, in-
cluding The Proscenium Award for Most Impressive Theatre
(Amsterdam), The Mary Dresselhuys Award for Best Show of
the Year (Rotterdam), The Total Theatre Award (Edinburgh),
and was nominated for Most Outstanding International Piece
(Toronto). For La Codista, Marleen won the National Playwright's
Prize, Premio Nazionale Drammaturgico “Antonio Conti”, and
the production was selected as one of the best performances
of the year at the Dutch Theaterfestival in 2022.




Nicola Borghesi & Enrico Baraldi,
Kepler-452 (IT)

Kepler-452isatheatre company establishedin2015in Bologna,
driven by a vision, a desire, and an urgency to open the doors
of theatres and explore the world outside through the lens of
performance. The company operates under the firm belief
that reality possesses an autonomous dramaturgical force,
eagerly awaiting its stage. Kepler-452's theatrical formats
encompass the participation of non-professionals - referred
to as "world-actors" based on their biographies — as well as
theatrical reportagesthat transforminvestigationsinto reality
into performative experiences. They also create audio-guided
itineraries and various interactive devices for engaging with
urban spaces.|n2018,the company embarked on a production
journey with ERT/ Teatro Nazionale, culminatingin The Cherry
Orchard -Thirty Years of Happiness on Loan for Use. This show,
whichwonthe Critical Network Award, intertwines Chekhov'’s
text with the story of an actual evictionthatoccurredin Italy in
2015.1n 2019, they developed It's Absurd to Think That Planes
Fly for the Museum of Memory of Ustica,an endeavour aimed
atreconstructing the biographies of some victims ofthe 1980
DC-9 accident. Kepler-452 has also produced a series of au-
dio-guided tours entitled Lapsus Urbano, which investigate ur-
ban spacesinan effortto challenge conventional perceptions
of cities. During the pandemic, the company offered a range of
“interstitial” formats, fostering dialogue with restrictions and
preserving the possibility of theatre atatime whenitseemed
unattainable. In 2022, Kepler-452 won the Daily Bread tender
from Stronger Peripheries, enablingthemtoundertake a series
of residencies in Italy and Hungary.
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Art hasthe power to weave threads of connection, transform-
ing spaces,communities, and individuals through shared sto-
ries and collective creation. The BETA CIRCUS Participatory
experience stands as atestamentto this potential, with its four
artistic residenciesin Serbia, Italy, Latvia, and Portugal reveal-
ing the profound ways in which participatory arts can bridge di-
vides and ignite transformation. Each location becameacan-
vas where artists, participants,and mentors worked together
to explore themes as diverse as reflection,empowerment,and
memories. These residencies, rooted in their unique contexts,
unfolded asintricate dialogues between artistic practice and
community life, offering not only performances but moments
of deep connection and insight. This chapter, captures the
essence of these transformative journeys, reflecting on the
methodologies, challenges,and triumphsthatemerged. Aswe
delveintothe key themes and lessons of each experience, we
invite readers to discover how participatory arts can inspire
new ways of thinking, feeling, and creating together.




Serbia
Reflection
Identity
Perception
Balance
Collaboration

Italy
Integration

Empathy
Transformation
Resilience
Connection

Latvia
Empowerment
Adaptability
Inclusivity
Community
Sustainability

Portugal
Storytelling
Participation
Engagement
Public space
Memories
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4.1.

Reflecting through art:
a participatory
circus residency
in Serbia

Theartistic residency at Highschool Tvrdavain Novi Sad, Serbia,
represents a pioneering approach tocontemporary circusarts
throughitsinnovative combination of digital mentoringand on-
site collaboration. This project serves as a valuable case study
for cultural practitioners across Europe, showcasing how struc-
tured preparation, community engagement, and reflective
practices can lead to profound artistic and social outcomes.

It began with an online mentoring program specif-
ically designed to develop a bond of unity among the artists
before they came togetherin Serbia. It was afew monthslong
preparatory phase, which included informal meetings and
regular group sessions online. The primary objective of such
online meetings was the sharing of creative ideas, along with
getting everybody on the same page and laying the founda-
tion based on mutual trust and respect between participants.
Important in this phase is the fact that it opened the doors
for different artists to come and bring their different points
of view and life experiences, thereby creating a rich intercul-
tural tapestry. Through the digital mentorship program, par-
ticipants got familiar with the core themes of the residency,
which especially revolve around identity, perception,and the
metaphorical meaning of mirrors. By inviting the artists to ar-
rive with work prepared that was inspired by these themes
- proposed by the artistic team - inadvance, and having them
travel to Novi Sad with these ideas already a bit developed
and somewhat uniformed vision and desire to collaborate. The
mentoring team led by Ana Braganga and Ricardo Baptista
(Ondamarela) became influential in helping facilitate these
conversations, fostering feedback, and setting the tone for
innovation and openness.

Upon arrival in Novi Sad, the residency took place
at Highschool Tvrdava, which had been specially chosen for
the purpose of the residency due toits dual role of educational
institution and community hub. That setting suited best the
theme of the project with such main ideas as participatory
artsand community engagement. The artists worked with lo-
cal students and staff, setting artistic expression against an



educational background. This discourse was very relevant giv-
enthe contextof Serbia, with incidents like the 2023 Belgrade
shooting’drawing everyone's attention to the safety of schools
and the presence of supportive, creative spaces. The artistic
process was participatory in methodology to a large degree,
with artists and members of the community working together
from the beginning to the end of the process. The approach
was such that the project had to be innovative in its artistic
aspect while being socially relevant to the issues faced local-
ly and refiective of this community’s unique cultural identity.
This process was further supported by the participatory arts
expertise of the Ondamarela collective from Portugal,a group

that ensured all voices were valued and heard.

At the core of the residency stood the
theme of mirrors as arefiective and critical medium.
Theartists have urged participants to take a critical
look at their roles of mirrors in self-perception and
behaviour and challenge them to think about the
metaphorical holding up of a mirror to the Serbian
education systemand whatitbringsinto focus. This
investigation was made possible through mirrors,
handheld lighting, and recordings of sounds, set to-
gether to form an interactive and engaging perfor-
mance environment. The non-verbal nature of the
performance opened itup to universal accessibility
sothatthe audience wasable to engage inthe work
at anintuitive and emotional level.

1. The 2023 Belgrade shooting is one
such horrific event that occurred on
3rd May 2023, in which a 13-year-old
kid started shooting at the Vladislav
Ribnikar Elementary Schoolin
Belgrade, Serbia. In the shooting,
nine people were killed, including the
security guard and eight children,
while some others sustained injuries.
It really turned out to be a shocking
incident for the whole nation, raising
debates over school safety, mental
health, and gun control. One of

the deadliest shootings in Serbian
history put the whole country on high
alert, resulting in a declared national
day of mourning and protests hitting
the streets over what the govern-
ment had to say on the issue of youth
violence and public security.

The residency also made use of circus techniques
torepresent balance as a metaphor for challengesin personal
and social lives. This metaphor greatly reverberated with par-
ticipantsonthefine line of tradition and innovation, stability,and
change. Thus, the choice to create a performance with non-ver-
bal aspects increased the project’s accessibility by crossing
the linguistic barriers between the audience members from
different backgrounds,sothey couldinterpretit personally. This
collaborative process manifested itself through the public per-
formance, held withinthe school building,inafamiliar environ-
ment, which suddenly became a stage for artistic inquiry and
reflection, open to both the school community and the wider
public. The venue choice underscored how much the project
cared about accessibility and engagement with the commu-
nity by opening opportunities for audiences to see firsthand
the power of artin rendering newness within everyday spaces.

The artistic residency at Highschool Tvrdava repre-
sentsaninteresting case study for cultural practitioners across
Europe. Linking digital mentoring with participatory arts and
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community engagement, the project has shown that collabo-
rative art can transform. Bringing into focus refiection, identity,
and social relevance, the experience has been a great platform
for effective artistic expression and dialogue, leaving lessons
and inspiration for further initiatives. It will be such projects
that formthe bridging base of cultures, foster understanding,
and create spaces for creativity and connection among cul-
tural landscapes as they continue to evolve.
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4-1 .1 . Location

Highschool Tvrdava,
Novi Sad, Serbia

Duration 1-19 May
2024
Context Inthe frame of
Cirkus Danas Festival
Produced by Ludifico
Artistic Team
Artists Christiane Hapt (AT)
Circus Sebastian Berger
(Compagnie FENFIRE)
Artists Jovana Raki¢ (RS)
Participatory Marko Mili¢
Arts Milena Todorovi¢
Local Anamarija Dimitrijevi¢ (RS)
participants Danica Bo$njak
Porde Putnik
Jovana Liki¢
Lazar Vasi¢
Minja Stepanovska
Sofija Vasiljevi¢
Srna Vasi¢
Stefania Rubl
Mentors Ana Braganca (PT)

Mirror of
Novi Sad

Ricardo Baptista
(Ondamarela)
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“Mirror of Novi Sad” was a participatory arts residency real-
ised in Highschool Tvrdava, Novi Sad, Serbia. It was trying to
question issues of identity, perception, and the educational
system filtered through the prism of contemporary circus arts.
Thisinnovative residency unitesinternational artists with local
participantsto create wordless performancesthat change the
environment and stage of the school into art, question, and
reflect. The residency took off from the metaphorical functions
of mirrors as devices that put into question self-perception
and some of the maxims held by society. In doing so, artists
used mirrors, manual light sources, and sound recordings to
create animmersive experience that provokes audiences to

reflect on their personal and collective identity.

Objectives

Building collaboration be-
tween international artists
and local communities
through a participatory arts
approach:itis meant for
theme development and
criticism concerning identity
and perception, using mir-
rors as ametaphor.

Design a public perfor-
mance that will capture
audiences and transform
everyday spacesintoan
artistic platform: make use
of anaccessible artistic ex-
perience thatis non-verbal
and, therefore, transcends
language barriers.

Key themes

Identity and perception:
how mirrors shape self-per-
ception and behaviour.

Community engagement:
the artistic process integrat-
ed local context and cultural
identity.

Non-verbal performance:
building an accessible expe-
rience beyond the barriers
of language.

Public Performance

Dates: 17 — 18 May 2024
Venue: Highschool Tvrdava,
Novi Sad, Serbia



Synopsis

How truthful is the reflection
inthe mirror? Did | exhibit dif-
ferent behaviour when a mir-
ror was present in the room?
What occurred when | held
amirror up to the education
system in Serbia? How did

| perceive my situation, my
surroundings, and myselfin
the mirror? And was | able to
successfully balance a stick
while gazing into a mirror?
The Austrian circus com-
pany Fenfire, along with
Jovana Raki¢, Marko Mili¢,
and Milena Todorovi¢

from Serbia, explored

these and other questions.
Collaborating with students
and staff from the private
gymnasium Tvrdava in Novi
Sad, they engaged in a two-
week participatory process
to create a performance.
This performance took place
within the school building
and was open to the pubilic.
The project was supported
by the Ondamarela collec-
tive from Portugal, known for
their participatory artwork
with diverse communities.

The primary materials used
included mirrors, manual
light sources, and sound
recordings. Additionally, the
circus element as a form of
expression was empirically
analysed. The outcomes and
answers of this experiment,
much like in the fairy tale
Snow White, may only be
known by the mirror itself.

The full video of the artistic
outputisavailable online.
Please follow the QR code
below.
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4£1.2.

Critical analysis
and emerging
opportunities

This section gives way to the different perspectives of those
involved in the creative process of the residency and artistic
process. We draw on international circus artists, local art-
ists experienced in participatory arts, and artistic mentors
to reflect critically on methodologies and outcomes of this
innovative project. Their reflections offer nuance to the col-
laborative dynamics and artistic exploration that defined the
residency. Participants’experiences convey valuable lessons
learned about the strengths and challenges faced during the
implementation of the project, thus vividly showing whatareas
could be improved uponand adapted. Thisis a kind of analysis
thatopens up aspace for unique creative processesto bere-
vealed butalso contributestoawider discussion of trends and
emerging practices withinthe contemporary circus sector. By
synthesising those insights with others stemming from artis-
tic experiences within the project, we hope to trace common
themesandtendenciesthatcan helpinformandinspire future
initiatives in the field. This will help us add to the discourse
on participatory arts, fostering innovation and collaboration
across cultural and artistic divides. In reflections on this res-
idency, we invite the reader to reflect on how the lessons
learned can be applied to similar endeavours and ultimately
enrich the broader landscape of the contemporary arts.

Mentorship analysis
AnaBraganca &
Ricardo Baptista,
Ondamarela (PT)

The experience in Serbia gave a unique opportunity for cross-dis-
ciplinary collaboration and investigations into participatory
art-making as part of contemporary circus practices. Mentors
AnaBragangaand Ricardo Baptistafrom Ondamarela, Portugal,
cametothe projectwith curiosity but also apprehension because
of their lack of experience with circus practices. The participa-
tory arts working experience, however, had giventhema strong
foundation for engaging with the innovative goals of the project.
Reflections by participants offer rich insights into the creative
journey, challenges faced, and potential future improvements.



Initially, the mentors were a bit puzzled about the direction
and aims of the collaboration between Serbian and Austrian
artists. Early meetings did help in clarifying the potential of the
projectand providing further common space for the engaged
collectives. Anaand Ricardo witnessed the curiosity and em-
pathy of the artists as a necessary condition for the success
of a participative project. Theirinterestand commitment sig-
nalled that this residency would be an engaging and fruitful
effort. Some guiding questions in the process were: who are
the target audiences, what kind of participation is looked for,
and how to integrate circus techniques into the co-creation
experience? These framed the preliminary discussions and
made relevant the workshops that followed. Ondamarela usu-
ally creates new artistic material with the participants right
from scratch and often secures diversity to encourage varied
perspectives andideas. The approachis supposed to spur cre-
ativity by creating shared artistic experiencesthat ultimately
lead to transformation — a process the mentors believe can
manifest through the arts.

During the residency, it was more reactive than
prescriptive. The mentors responded to ideas and processes
already underway rather than entirely new concepts. This ap-
proach had beendeliberate as part of their philosophy:tolisten,
observe,and guide creative flow withavery lighthand. Anaand
Ricardo would continually point to things like, “is this meaning-
ful?” and “are we really grasping the ideas of the participants?”
to provoke refiection and guarantee that the projectremained
focused onthe participants. The spirit of cooperation was great,
butitwas suffering from enormous problems, especially alack
of sufficientlogistical support and structuresin the school. Full
integrationinto the school community was quite a challenge be-
cause the workspace was not appropriate and communication
with the school was notreliable. Scheduling was also not easy.
The potential for the program was somewhat diminished by
having meetings and workshops in less-than-ideal conditions.
Nevertheless, the artists and mentors persisted, showing resil-
ience and flexibility when faced with such odds.

On the better side, it was deeper insights into the
boundaries of circus arts and levels of participation. Such
discourses initiated further developmentin the performance
approach and gave new ground for future collaboration. The
final performances exhibited anintegration of many elements:
mirror metaphors, sound, light, installations,dance, and object
manipulation - all fusing together as multi-dimensional artistic
practice, reachingaudiencesinthe mostappropriate way. The
mentors were particularly impressed by the commitmentand
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creativity of the young participants. Although for most of them,
itwastheir firstexperience with participatory arts, the degree
of engagement and understanding reached by the students
was remarkable for a democratic process. Briefly stated, the
potential for participatory arts to inspire and empower people
was evidenced by the students’ability to design, produce,and
play complex ideas intelligently and relevantly.

For Ana Braganca and Ricardo Baptista, looking
back atthe experience wasto take note of the fact that greater
heights could have beenachieved ifthere were more timeand
conditions. Areas earmarked for future improvementincluded
enhanced levels of participation, audience management strat-
egies,and further developed means of communication. Atthe
same time, they found the potential for the insertion of other cir-
cuselementsinto performancesto be highly likely, further add-
ingtothe creative product. Ultimately, the residency fostered a
new interestin collaboration with circus artists and deepened
the mentors’appreciation for participatory arts. This experience
once more proved how much they believed in co-creationand
dialogue within creative processes and became evidence of
meaningful exchange across artistic disciplines.

The mentors’reflections underline the role that fiex-
ibility, openness, and participant-centeredness play in artistic
collaboration. Their thoughts yield very valuable lessons for
future projects, advocating for a well-balanced mix between
structure and spontaneity, which would allow creative ideas
toflourish while trying to overcome the challengesinlogistics
and contextthat might arise. Case studies such as this will help
to become very useful learning opportunities and inspiration
to cultural practitioners trying to innovate and grow the hori-
zons of participatory arts in a field under constant evolution.

Circus artistic collective feedback
Christiane Hapt & Sebastian Berger,
Compagnie FENFIRE (AT)

During a collaborative and exploratory artistic projectin Novi
Sad, Serbia, circus artists Christiane Hapt and Sebastian
Berger, from Compagnie FENFIRE, bravely plunged into the
realm of participatory arts. With a van full of mirrorsand a need
tolearn,they drove off for athree-week investigationinto how
to make a performance with local dancers, Portuguese men-
tors, and a community of students from the town. This was a
radically different way of approaching the work compared to
their experimentsin contemporary circus, which had included
audience participation also - for example, “Is it a trick?".



Inthisregard, Hapt and Berger accepted that their perception
about participatory art grew immensely through the project. At
Novi Sad, they could get a feel of the complexities involved in
working asacommunity. The entire process of decision-mak-
ing, adjusting the themes, and motivatingeach otherinalarge
group was daunting yet exhilarating. This confidence was insti-
gated by the presence of mentors Ana Braganc¢aand Ricardo
Baptista. Their “hands-on mentality” and honestinterestinthe
project were there from the very first meetings. Invaluable in
fostering a positive creative environment was the fact that
mentors could seamlessly integrate into the team to offer
guidance without imposition.

The artistic process began by overcoming obsta-
cles, as Orthodox Easter holidays delayed the start of student
involvementeven further.Inturn, this allowed refinement of
conceptsand building of relationships within the core team.
The process was democratic, encouraging theoretical dis-
cussions, creative exercises, and team-building activities
that extended beyond traditional artistic practices. These
created foundations for a collaborative and cohesive atmos-
phere in which to work. The workshops, through the course
of the project, were held to recruit participants and attract
a wide range of volunteers. These were “fishing time” ses-
sionstoattract volunteers who would committheirinterest
in the project. By frustratingly slow account of getting stu-
dents’interest, this resilient focus group did materialise into
agroup of eightteenagers. Participants broughttremendous
commitment and imagination, all from a public school with
drama majoring. Their contributions emphasised voluntary
participation so asto allow choosing roles both onstage and
backstage and take over the project with a sense of own-
ership. The inclusion of circus elements provoked debate
among the core team.Haptand Berger wanted to avoid any
kind of enforcement of their artistry on the participants and
searched for expressions that corresponded with the experi-
ences of the teenagers. Thisopened new channels of explo-
ration,suchasacircus-like use of the classroom chairsand
tables. Tounderline how to discover the very basic essentials
ofanartformsothatitbecomesaccessible helpedto steer
the creative process with the advice of mentors.

The residency was not without its challenges. For
example, the setting was a private school, and the facilities
were notadequate, addingto a list of other shortcomings such
asalackofinstitutional support. According to Hapt and Berger,
itwas a “wildride” of constant adaptation and resilience. The
carelessness expressed by the school managementin being
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surprising and disappointing added problemsto securing the
participant commitment. Despite all these odds, the project
was able tolightup the spark of interest and engagement with
the focus group and the audience. Novi Sad itself contributed
much to the setting and themes of the project. A city marked
by recent eventsthat stirred fear and uncertainty inthe educa-
tion system provided a poignant setting for exploring issues of
reflection, privacy,and public engagement. Although challeng-
ing were the problems encountered inthe private school ven-
ue, nevertheless, the dynamics between the private and the
public spheres were sharpened. The project, although prob-
ably not leaving a lasting effect on the school itself, definitely
did so with participants and audiences who became excited
aboutitsinnovative approach of performance and possibility
of further exploration of the theatrical and multifaceted nature
of contemporary circus.

The final performances, alive with organisational
surprises, were in fact quite a success. Participants opened
new, unexpected channels for self-expression, surprising the
audience and leaving them inquisitive. The performances
were a culmination of this journey of collaboration, identify-
ing value more in the process than in a final product. The ex-
citement and empowerment that participants experienced
in expressing their ideas to an audience are illustrative of the
success of this project in creativity and empowerment.

Looking back, both Christiane Hapt and Sebastian
Berger see this experience as a development step in their
artistic lives. This residency became huge in opening up
perceptions about the practice of participatory artand deep-
eningtheir experience with new ideas and viewpoints. Being
circus artists, this project diverged enormously from the
work they usually do, but it brought out how working together
can mean something, thatthere is beauty in the connection
and dialogue of participatory arts. This experience inspired
them to plan other projects with participatory elements,
which proves a sustained impact on their artistic practice.
The case proves that flexibility, open communication, and
participant-centeredness are critical keysin such processes
- ones that need to operate across potential challenges
if desired by the participants. It is case studies like these
that allow for key lessons and inspiration to take back to
the everyday practice of artists and cultural practitioners
toward an extended definition of art today. The experience
of Compagnie FENFIRE evidences the force of collaboration,
creativity, and lasting possibilities opened by participatory
artistic practices.



oeeicog 7.
sr é:‘ g "

; NINDGLW P | 2‘:‘:%

Leraiids Dy i
7 *mam B
.1‘! = "'Gﬂ'ﬂﬂr L

X r ;_ m G"I"
kr T R4
mh Coamabe, s
SHALL luctEr 1
—_— jort B
AULTY 1t Rosk
e / Qur Welooy ]

1 &f‘hﬁ;%” :

WliT
J i i
0 i




GYK

5 Ot
" IHALIARYy ok

= LF HE s iy
Cihraify

CLASS oo

o RPFRRTATIVE
wl

CEH TG,
FUREICULU







(1V) 3d14dN3d a1udedwo?) ‘1a3diag uellseqas % }deH auensuy

«Wea} ayj3 ojul 31 3ysno.q pue
JY3IUIDA0 UMO JIdY3 Uo uoijels
aoueuliojiad ajyajdwioo e
padojanap sjuedioijied ayj} Moy
sSeM paJleys A|9AI}09]|00 |jle am
}3ey3l Juswowl y3no.ayiyeald v,









Participatory arts
collective feedback
Jovana Raki¢, Marko Mili¢,
Milena Todorovié (RS)

For thisartistic experience, the Ekspedicija collective (Serbia),
comprising Jovana Raki¢, Marko Mili¢,and Milena Todorovi¢,
embarked onamassive foray into participatory arts. Thiswas
informed by substantial previous experience in this kind of
practice with children between the ages of 7 and 12. With a
decade of performance and workshop collaboration experi-
ence, the triotook thisinitiative asa given concentrated forth-
comingthree-week collaboration. The period was to give them
the chance to get back into the refining of their practice, de-
veloping a new performance sketch, and securing funding for
further workin whathad been-culturally - a very challenging
landscape in Serbia.

The initial interaction with their mentors left a
positive impression on the team. Busy as they were in their
schedule, they still showed their kind heart and sincerity in
wantingto help and collaborate. Quite early inthe relationship,
this contact set the parameters of a very efficient relation-
ship driven by mutual respect and collaboration. The project
evolved dynamically and at multiple levels. The collective,
surprised by the exclusive nature of the private high school
venue, initially grappled with integrating thisenvironmentinto
their artistic process. Even after eight workshops aiming to
involve the students and present the BETA CIRCUS project,
no student from the private school decided to get involved
in the final performance and the artistic process. All these
circumstances demanded a turn over in the approach. Their
practice was marked by day-to-day planning and reliance on
public art high school students who were finally involved in
the project. This shift underlined that it was far away from
their normal preparation, usually organised in advance and
through long-term collaboration. The immediate task became
adjusting and responding to the needs and schedules of the
students-afrustratingand enlightening process. Testing times
did, however,include some breakthroughs. The practice with
eager students refreshed their attitude toward the creative
process. The collective found value inincluding students’ideas
and taking on challenges like the lack of participation by the
private school students and the limited availability of young
performers. Such experiences were viewed as opportunities
forreflection and adaptation that validate the commitment by
the collective toward collaborative creation.
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Theintersection of participatory artsand circus posed challeng-
esand unique opportunities. The team wanted to rethink the no-
tion of “skill" away from special circus activities into everyday life
settings. By authenticating such ordinary activities as walking
and sitting, they wished to further democratise the idea of skill
and bring it closer to familiar surroundings. The private school
venue held great significance. The commercialism of the school
radically contrasted with both the artistic and educational aims
ofthe collective. Added to this was the complexity provided by
the recent traumatic eventsin the school’s history. The lack of
enthusiasm of the staff gave the tension between the business
oriented nature of the school and the collective's artisticaimsan
additional sharpness. This setting underscored broader prob-
lems with the values of education and creative processes that
were reflected in students’ reluctance to engage.

Although it was organisationally challenging, the fi-
nal performance provedto be brilliant and exciting. Working off
aseries of mini-performances around the school,itdrew onthe
ready-at-hand materials and spatiality of the school to create
a site-specific work. This approach allowed for the collective
to explore and highlight in a dynamic and engaging manner
the student’s perspective.

In retrospect, the project represented a break of
many sorts from what the collective had been doing earlier.
Here, there was a rare autonomy and liberty to be had in the
exploration of new ideas and methods without compulsions
of any sort. This experience of working within a school en-
vironment, experimenting with site-specific performance,
opened new possibilities for future projects. Finally, the col-
lective showed interest in having a future collaboration with
the Novi Sad students they met, which alone is testimony
thatthese new insights have beenintegrated into their future
artistic work. The process of realisation within the Novi Sad
project brought very valuable lessons regarding adaptability,
collaboration, and appropriation within participatory arts as
associated with traditional circus practices. It illuminated, in
this sense, both potential and challenges in this area when
working with different,and often unpredictable, environments.

Expanding horizons:
diverse insights and perspectives

Overall,the assessments of this participatory arts project from
mentors, circus artists, and local artists arouse complex sens-
esinthecreative and collaborative processes behind such ini-
tiatives. These reviews turninto critical sources of information



on problems, successes, and areas for improvement in the
participatory arts and both their potential to transform and
the complexities entailed in such projects.

Mentors’ evaluation reveals a deeply reflective
experience. The role was played for guiding the circus artists
throughthe participatory process and transcended the need
to be flexible and adaptable. For these mentors, one of the
major challenges was finding one’s way in unknown land:
working with a new group and balancing one’s own artistic
vision with the collaborative needs of the team. They appre-
ciated the openness to uncertainty taken by the artists and
theircommitment toincluding the participantsin all aspects
ofthe creative process. This approach created respectand an
opportunity for learning from each other. However, mentors
feltthat some of those issues could be clearly communicated
atthe beginning,and with more structured planning perhaps
some of these challenges could have been averted.

The project evaluation by the circus artists, Com-
pagnie FENFIRE, highlights its dynamics and continuous im-
provement potentials. Initially grappling with logistical issues
and cultural differences, the artists demonstrated remarkable
resilience and adaptability. The artists were faced with many
difficulties,among which were the bad conditions of the plac-
es and the withdrawal of some participants, which they used
totheiradvantage. This led to a site-specific final performance
characterised by reflection and becoming both the artists’
collaborative output and the proof of ability in sailing through
diverse inputs and integrating them into the work. It reflects
the growingrealisation that participatory artnotonly requires
high doses of artistic skill but also patience and flexibility.

The caseis different for local artists Jovana Raki¢,
Marko Mili¢, and Milena Todorovi¢. These facilitators are very
experienced in the field of participatory arts realised with
children, but the project was very recent and showed them
something new. Having that, of course, brought many com-
plicated aspects into the process - the private school back-
ground was already characterised by its commercial attitude,
not to mention the recent traumatic events. Still, the local
artists could adjust their strategies and find other ways of
workingtogether. Eventhough they struggled to engage the
students and grapple with the structures of the school en-
vironment, this struggle also allowed for fruitful reflections
about everyday skill and creativity. The final performance,
which repurposed the school's physical spaces, was both a
creative triumph and a critique of the educational system'’s
commercialisation.
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These assessments, taken asawhole, emphasise some of the
key themes. Flexibility and open lines of communication are
critical in participatory arts projects. Only through fiexibility
and the willingness to roll with things as needed could all the
logistic issues, cultural differences, and other challenges that
cropped up be worked out by the various stakeholders. The
second major pointthatthese reviews drive home is attention
to collaboration and inclusivity. These art projects show that
engaging the participants within the creation process canre-
sultin new artistic innovation and deeper artistic experience,
butitalso demands deep consideration of the needs and con-
texts of the participants at the same time.

Looking back at the project, there are a number of
strengths and weaknesses that do emerge and turn out to be
useful pointers toward future initiatives. It has been animportant
element of collaboration and co-creation in this project. The
residency,as such, had inbuilt ownership and pride with the local
participants at each step, which would ensure that the perfor-
mance would resonate within the community’s unique cultural
and social context. The approach just enriched the artistic out-
come by also bringing meaningful dialogue and understanding
across cultural boundaries. Another key strength is the digital
mentoring phase, which provides a structured framework for
preparationand collaboration. Thisdid, actually, presenta struc-
tured framework of the preparationand collaboration that would
help set clear ways through which effective communicationand
shared objectives will help lay a successful residency on which
artists can come to Novi Sad, feeling their sense of purpose and
direction. While in many ways, the project was a success, there
were also problems that made clear the areas forimprovement.
One of these challenges included the mismatch at the outset
between the differentindividual artistic goals of the participants
and the collective aims of the residency itself. Although some-
how or other, these problems were solved belatedly by the digital
mentoring phase, clearly much more could be done atthe very
start of residency toimpress upon residents the importance of
collective collaboration. Integrating local context and sensitiv-
ities also proved a challenge, particularly in the areas of school
safety and prescriptive education system. It would have been
valuable to consult widely with local communities, considering
thatitwasfruitfully engagedinissues,sothatthere could bean
enhanced understandingand assurance thatthe effectsofthe
projectare relevantand effective. Thismay involve appealingtoa
wider group of community stakeholders,from parentstolocal au-
thoritiesto culturalleaders,inanattempttogainadeeperunder-
standing of the needs and aspirations of the community at hand.




Strengths

Collaborative process: the
residency strongly empha-
sised co-creation, increasing
thereby the ownership and
pride of local participants.

Digital mentoring: structured
preparation facilitated ef-
fective communicationand
collaboration.

Non-verbal accessibility:
the performance was
accessible toadiverse
audience, transcending
language barriers.

Flexibility and adaptability:
mentors and artists demon-

strated resilience in navigat-
ing new environments and
integrating diverse inputs.

Innovative outcomes:the
site-specific approach and
emphasis onreflection

led to creative and dynamic
final performances.

Engagement with local
communities: local artists
adapted their strategies

to the context of the private
school and the needs of

its students.

Weaknesses

Alignment challenges: the
initial difficulties in aligning
individual artistic visions
with collective goalsindicated
that more work onteam-
-building was necessary.

Contextual sensitivity: great-
er community consultation
could have enhanced under-
standing and relevance.

Logistical challenges: some
facility limitations and unex-
pected participant changes
presented opportunities for
improvement.

Unfamiliar terrain: navigating
the unfamiliarity of new
groups and balancing artistic
visions with collaborative
needs presented challenges.

Institutional constraints: the
private school'scommercial
focus and recent challeng-
ing events created some ob-
staclesto effective engage-
mentand collaboration.

Planning and communica-
tion: more detailed initial
communication and a more
structured planning ap-
proach could have helped
to address some of the
challenges encountered
during the project.
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While looking ahead, various areas for improvement and fur-
therdevelopment openup.In particular,some of the problems
encountered might have been averted if there were better
planning and more explicit communication at the beginning
of a participatory project. Moreover, a more supportive and
responsive setting for both artists and participants can smooth
interactions and make collaborations more successful. It will
further enrich the participatory art experience if new ways
of engaging diverse audiences are explored in settings with
commercial or institutional constraints. As the assessments
indicate, the richness and complexity of participatory arts
projects go handin hand with the requirement for continuous
reflection and adaptation, and they illustrate the potential of
such projectstoachieve meaningful artistic and socialimpact.




———
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L.2.

Engaging communities
throughart:a
participatory circus
experiencein ltaly

The artistic experience in Colorno, Italy, stands asacompelling
example of how participatory arts can transcend traditional
boundaries and create meaningful connections withinacom-
munity. The methodology employed throughout the project not
only showcased innovative artistic practices but also offered
valuable insightsinto effective strategies for engaging diverse
groups and navigating complex artistic processes. This narra-
tive presents acomprehensive overview of the methodologies
and best practices associated with the development of the
project,aimingto serve as a case study for potential replication
by other professionals across Europe.

The project's foundation rested on a core principle
of participatory arts:to deeply engage withthe community and
integrate their experiencesinto the artistic process. Fromthe
outset, the approach involved a thorough exploration of the
local context. In Colorno, the focus was placed on the town’s
public swimming pool -a central hub for the communityanda
metaphorical representation of the themes of water, displace-
ment, and connection. This choice was strategic, asit allowed
the project to tap into an existing social space where interac-
tions and relationships were already established. The pool's
significance as a refuge from the summer heat and a gather-
ing place for various local groups provided a rich tapestry of
experiences and narratives to weave into the artistic creation.

The methodology adopted was both inclusive and
adaptive, following a structured yet flexible approach. The pro-
cess was divided into three phases: exploration, workshops,
and co-creation. During the exploration phase, the team im-
mersed themselves in the local environment, engaging with
community members and gaining an understanding of the
pool'srole withintheir lives. This initial phase was crucial for es-
tablishing rapportand identifying key themes and participants
forthe subsequent workshops. These sessions were designed
tofoster creativity and collaboration, inviting local residents to
contribute theirideasand perspectives. The workshops were
structured toaccommodate varying levels of experience and
engagement, ensuring that participantsfelt valued and heard.



Thisinclusive approach was instrumental in building trustand
encouraging active participation. The diversity of participants
- from young people in foster care to elderly women in aqua
gym classes - enriched the project, bringing arange of voices
and experiencesto the forefront. The final phase, co-creation,
involved synthesising the insights and ideas gathered during
the workshops into a cohesive performance. This stage re-
quired careful coordination and integration of contributions
from all involved. The artistic team worked collaboratively to
develop a performance that reflected the collective input of
the community while staying true to the project’s thematic
core. The result was a dynamic and immersive experience
that resonated with both the participants and the audience.

The project’s strengths lie in its commitment to
genuine community engagement and its ability to adapt to
emerging challenges. By choosing a central and familiar loca-
tion like the swimming pool, the project effectively leveraged
an existing community space, fostering a sense of ownership
and connection among participants. The iterative nature of
the methodology - moving from exploration to workshops to
co-creation-allowed for continuous feedback and adjustment,
ensuring thatthe final performance was both relevantandim-
pactful. However, the project also faced significant challenges.
One notable issue was the lack of clear leadership within the
artistic collective. This absence of structured direction led to
difficulties in managing expectations and resolving conflicts,
impacting the overall efficiency of the project. Additionally, the
unpredictable nature of working inan informal and semi-pub-
lic space presented logistical challenges, including scheduling
conflictsand communication barriers. The heat and demand-
ing working conditions further compounded these issues,
affecting the well-being and effectiveness of the team. To
address these challenges, future projects could benefit from
amore defined leadership structure. Ensuring clear commu-
nication channels and contingency plans would also help in
navigating the uncertainties of working in dynamic environ-
ments. The inclusion of team members with strong language
skills and cultural adaptability can mitigate communication
barriers and enhance collaboration.

Despite these challenges, the BETA CIRCUS pro-
ject stands as a testament to the power of participatory arts
in fostering community engagement and artistic innovation.
Its methodology, characterised by immersive exploration,
inclusive workshops, and collaborative co-creation, offers
valuable lessons for future projects. By embracing both the
strengths and weaknesses of the process, other professionals
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can build on this experience to create meaningful and impact-
ful participatory art that resonates with diverse audiences
and contributes to vibrant cultural exchanges. In conclusion,
the experience in Colorno exemplifies how a thoughtful and
adaptable approach to participatory arts can yield profound
results. By integrating community voices, navigating logistical
challenges, and fostering collaboration, the project has seta
benchmark for future artistic endeavours. Itslegacy provides a
rich source of inspirationand practical insights for artistsand
cultural practitionersaiming to engage with communities and
explore new creative possibilities.
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4-2 .1 . Location

Piscina Comunale Casanova,
Colorno, Italy

Duration

12 August — 1September
2024

Context

Inthe frame of
Tutti Matti per Colorno

Produced by

Teatro Necessario

Artistic Team

Artists
Circus

Jonathan Gunning (IE)
Robbie Blake
(Fanzini Productions)

Artists
Participatory
Arts

Caterina Moroni am

Local
participants

Il Lago di Pane ODV:
Ellot- Gea-Qasim-Hashim
Andrea- Aicha-Mirta

ZT Active Aqua Gym:

Emanuela - Elisa- Catia- Silvana
Fatma-Loredana- Anna- Miriam
Maria - Barbara-Barbara-Laura

Local community:
Stefano - Marilena - Oltian
Marco-and many others

Thanks to Comune di Colorno
and Piscina Casanova

- Colorno/Hera Sport & Fit
(Giusy Ferrara and Nicola).

Mentors

NEL BLU

Enrico Baraldi aIT)
Nicola Borghesi
(Kepler-452)

- surfaceto
the depths
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The artistic experience executed at Piscina Comunale
Casanova in Colorno, Italy, was an innovative participatory
artsresidency focusing on themes of water, community, and
human displacement. This immersive experience aimed to
utilise the unique setting of a public swimming pool to foster
creative collaborations between international artists and lo-
cal participants, resulting in a site-specific performance. The
residency embraced the concept of using the pool as a met-
aphorical and literal space to explore and express themes of
displacement and communal interaction.

Objectives

Foster international and local
collaboration: bring together
adiverse group of artists
from various backgrounds
and community members
to co-create a performance
that reflects the unique
characteristics of Colorno
and its swimming pool.

Explore themes of water

and displacement: utilise the
swimming pool as a central
motif to examine concepts
of displacement, safety, and
community through artistic
expression.

Create a site-specific
performance: design and
present a performance
that integrates the physical
space of the pooland
engages the audiencein
animmersive experience.

Key themes

Water and displacement:
the project used water as
acentral metaphor for dis-
placement and the search
for safety and belonging.

Community engagement:
engaging local residents and
pool usersin the creative
process to reflect their expe-
riences and contributionsin
the final performance.

Participatory art: emphasise
collaborative creation and

interactive elementsto ensure
active involvement from both
artists and the community.

Public Performance

Dates: 31 Aug —1Sep 2024
Venue: Piscina Comunale
Casanova, Colorno, Italy




Synopsis

What moves us, what anchors
us,and what drives us towards
new horizons?

Inthe heart of August, the
hottest time of the year, when
many seek refuge elsewhere,
what happensinatown like
Colornofor those who remain?
What becomes the town'’s
centre, its heart?

Together with the residents
of this historic town, three
artists explored the theme of
human displacement through
a collaborative journey.

Water, the precious resource
and centre of power, is

the poignant focus of our
exploration. The municipal
swimming pool,a human
and urban setting for our
research, becomes a meta-
phor for all the waters of the
world: from unknown depths
to uncharted seas, from
scenes of human disasters
to cisterns collecting pre-
cious water, and to puddles
where children play.

Atthe end of our research
journey, the audience was
invited totake partinan
experience thatis part hap-
pening, part performance,
partteam game, where
we will seek answers from
the surface to the depths
of our human existence:
what drives usto leave,
what drives us to remain?
What do we leave behind,
what do we gain?

The full video of the artistic
outputisavailable online.
Please follow the QR code
below.
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Critical analysis
and emerging
opportunities

Inthis section, we will delve into an analysis of the creative pro-
cess by examining the perspectives of key participants, includ-
inginternational circus artists, local artists with experiencein
participatory arts, and mentors. This critical evaluation aims
to uncover insights and trends that emerged from the BETA
CIRCUS experience in Colorno. By synthesising their feedback
and experiences, we seek to provide a comprehensive under-
standing of the project’'s methodologies and outcomes. This
analysis, in conjunction with other artistic experiences doc-
umented, will offer valuable conclusions and potential trends
forthe sector, contributing to a broader discourse on effective
practices in participatory and site-specific arts.

Mentorship analysis
Enrico Baraldi & Nicola Borghesi,
Kepler-452 (IT)

The BETA CIRCUS project serves asacompelling case studyin
the realm of participatory arts, illustrating the intricate dynam-
ics of engaging with local communities through innovative per-
formance practices. According to the mentors from Kepler-452,
the project'saimwasto transcend traditional theatre settings
and embed the artistic process within the everyday environ-
ment of Colorno’s public pool. This approach was not merely
about creatinga performance but about cultivating meaning-
ful connections between artists and the community, thereby
enriching both the artistic and social landscape of the locality.

Inthe initial phase, conducted through online meet-
ings,the mentorstook the opportunity to familiarise themselves
with the artistic and personal backgrounds of the participating
artists. These virtual interactions allowed for the identification
of key thematic elements, such as water and community, which
were crucial for shaping the performance. This preparatory
work laid a solid foundation for the residency, ensuring that the
project would be deeply rooted inthe local context and resonate
with the pool’s regular visitors.

Upon arrival in Colorno, the mentors encouraged
a hands-on, immersive approach for the artists. They were
urged to engage directly with the community and use their



observations to inform the creative process. The mentors’
strategy emphasised a collaborative and iterative methodol-
ogy, granting the artistic collective the freedomto explore and
develop theirideas. Thisapproach fostered a sense of owner-
ship and creative autonomy among the artists. The mentors
were notably impressed by the pool environment’s potential
for artistic engagement, citingits popularity and the receptive-
ness of the local population as key factorsin the project’s suc-
cess. The metaphorical significance of the pool - representing
amicrocosm ofthe wider world and a site of humaninteraction
- was effectively woven into the performance, adding depth
and relevance to the artistic work.

However,the mentors’ evaluation also highlighted
several critical challenges. One significantissue was the lack
of clear leadership within the artistic collective, which led to
difficulties in maintaining focus and coherence throughout
the project. The mentors acknowledged that this challenge
is not uncommon in creative contexts but suggested that fu-
ture projects could benefit from a more defined leadership
structure to streamline decision-making and ensure a unified
artistic vision. Additionally, the mentors noted logistical and
organisational difficulties that arose during the residency.
Although the artists demonstrated resilience and adaptability,
the need to adapttothe pool's unpredictable environmentand
the demands of working with a diverse group of community
members posed considerable challenges.

Feedback from the artists themselves echoed
some of these observations. They valued the opportunity for
directcommunity engagement and recognised the impact of
this immersion on the performance. Nonetheless, they also
noted the physical and emotional demands of working in
challenging conditions, such as the extreme heatand intense
schedule. This feedback underscores the need forimproved
planning and support systems to enhance the overall experi-
ence for participants.

Circus artistic

collective feedback

Jonathan Gunning & Robbie Blake,
Fanzini Productions (IE)

In reflecting on the BETA CIRCUS experience, the feedback
provided by Jonathan Gunning and Robbie Blake from Fanzini
Productions offers a profound and nuanced examination of
the participatory experience. Their insights not only reveal
the complexity of working within a dynamic and unfamiliar
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environment but also highlight the critical aspects of success-
ful participatory arts practices. The evaluation underscores
both the successes and challenges faced during the project,
providing valuable lessons for future initiatives.

The initial impression of the project, as recount-
ed by Gunning, highlights a common theme in participatory
arts:the unpredictability of real-life engagement compared to
pre-project planning. The project began with a seemingly in-
formal meetingamong the team membersin Riga, where their
diverse backgrounds and expectations were briefly shared.
Thisinitialinteraction, while seemingly casual, set the stage for
the complexinterplay of personalities and professional experi-
encesthatwould later define their workin Colorno. Gunning'’s
reflection on the disparity between virtual meetings and the
reality of working togetherin person underscoresafundamen-
taltruthin collaborative projects: virtual communication often
fails to capture the full scope of interpersonal dynamics and
logistical challenges.

Uponarrivingin Colorno,the teamencountered the
pool's unique environment, which became a central character
in their project. The pool, with its own distinct “personality”
and unpredictable management, presented both opportuni-
tiesand obstacles. Thisenvironment became afertile ground
for artistic exploration, reflecting the community’s diverse
needs and experiences. Gunning’s account reveals that the
poolwas more than a mere backdrop;itwas anintegral part of
the narrative, symbolising broader themes of community and
displacement. The participants’ enthusiastic and unprompt-
ed involvement further enriched the project, demonstrating
the power ofimmersive, site-specific artin fostering genuine
connections. However, the feedback also illuminates sever-
al critical challenges that impacted the project’s execution.
The team’s initial schedule, designed to avoid the intense
heat of the day, quickly fell apart due to a series of logistical
issues and unanticipated disruptions. Gunning’s recounting
of these difficulties highlights the importance of flexibility and
adaptability in participatory projects. The need for frequent
adjustments, emergency meetings, and last-minute changes
created considerable strain, particularly for those with specific
health concerns, such as Gunning’s struggle with heatstroke.

The mentors’ feedback points to a critical area
for improvement: the allocation of roles and responsibilities
to ensure that the artistic team can focus on creative work
rather than being overwhelmed by administrative tasks.
Furthermore, the feedback sheds light on the varying levels



oflanguage proficiency withinthe team. Gunning and Blake’s
experiences highlight the crucial role of language skillsin facil-
itating effective communication and collaboration. Caterina
Moroni's fluency in Italian provedinvaluable, bridging gapsand
managing interactions with local participants. The language
barrier faced by the Irish artists, who lacked sufficient Italian
proficiency,illustrates the need for clear communication strat-
egies and support systems to enhance team integration and
participantengagement.

Despite these challenges, the project culminated
in a performance that was both innovative and refiective of
the community’s essence. The final performance, structured
as an immersive tour, effectively engaged the audience and
incorporated diverse elements from the pool environment.
This creative approach,combining monologues, soundscapes,
and interactive scenes, successfully conveyed the project’s
themes of water, community, and displacement. The perfor-
mance’s design, which included hands-on participation and
symbolic gestures such as launching origami boats, demon-
strated the project’scommitmentto creatinganinclusive and
engaging experience.

Participatory arts
collective feedback
Caterina Moroni (IT)

The feedback from Caterina Moronion the BETA CIRCUS ex-
perience provides a rich and introspective analysis. Her re-
flections offer a detailed examination of the creative process,
the challenges encountered, and the profound connections
established throughout the project. This critical review draws
attention to both the successes and areas for improvement,
providing valuable insights for future projects in the field of
participatory arts. From the outset, Moroni highlights the
transformative nature of the BETA CIRCUS experience. Her
description ofthe projectas a“living, breathing process” cap-
turesthe essence of participatory arts, where the journeyisas
significantasthe final product. The project’s focus on human
displacement, a theme proposed by the Fanzini collective,
allowed for a deep exploration of migration and belonging.
Moroni’'s engagement with this theme was guided by a reso-
nant quote from Pina Bausch: “I'm not interested in how peo-
ple move but what movesthem” This philosophical approach
underscores the project’s commitment to understandingand
conveying the emotional and psychological drivers behind
physical movement.
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One of the primary challenges Moroni identifies is the initial
uncertainty and lack of clarity regarding roles within the col-
laborative artistic group. This ambiguity, coupled with the
changing composition of the team, created a sense of insta-
bility. Despite these difficulties, Moroni's extensive experience
in participatory arts proved instrumental. Her role as the pri-
mary translator, while mentally taxing, was crucial in main-
taining communication and cohesion within the project. This
highlights a key lesson for future projects: the importance of
clear role definitions and effective communication strategies
to mitigate the stress associated with complex, multi-lingual
collaborations. The role of mentorship emerged as another
critical aspectof the project. Moroni acknowledges the value
of the mentors’ guidance, noting that their late involvement
required a swift integration of their insights into an already
established process. This delayed mentorship, while benefi-
cial, added an additional layer of complexity. Future projects
could benefit frominvolving mentors earlier in the process to
provide continuous supportand guidance, ensuring that their
inputis seamlessly integrated from the outset.

Engagement with the local community was a stand-
outsuccess of the project. Moroni's reflections on working with
diverse groups,including minorsfromthe “Lago di Pane” com-
munity and elderly women from the Aqua Gym group, reveal
the project’'simpact onand enrichment by the local population.
The swimming pool, serving as a central metaphor, represent-
edaplace of social aggregation and resistance. This symbolic
use of the pool as a space of refuge and connection under-
scoresthe potential of participatory arts to create meaningful
interactions and reflections on shared human experiences.

The structure of the project, divided into explora-
tion, workshops, and co-creation phases, allowed for a me-
thodical approachto creativity. This phased approach provid-
ed a solid foundation while allowing flexibility to incorporate
new ideas and feedback. Moroni's description of the hybrid
nature of the final creation, resulting froma blend of influences
and perspectives, highlights the dynamic and evolving nature
of participatory art. The final performance, characterised by its
immersive and interactive elements, successfully engaged the
audience and reflected the collaborative spirit of the project.

In her conclusion, Moroni reflects on the broader
implications of the BETA CIRCUS experience. She notes that
the project transcended traditional circus arts, merging var-
ious forms and cultural elements into a vibrant and collabo-
rative creation. This intersection of genres and ideas under-
scores the potential of participatory arts to push boundaries



andexplore new creative territories. Moroni's insightsinto the
process of creating art with others, especially under challeng-
ing conditions,emphasise the value of the journey and the con-
nections made along the way. Looking forward, the feedback
suggests several areas forimprovement: the need for clearer
role definitions, earlier involvement of mentors, and effective
communication strategies are essential for enhancing the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of future participatory arts projects.
Additionally, the integration of dedicated logistical supportand
the consideration of language barriers are crucial for ensuring
smooth operations and fostering collaborative success.
Overall, Caterina Moroni's feedback providesacom-
prehensive and reflective analysis of the project. Her experi-
ences and observations offer valuable lessons for future par-
ticipatory arts initiatives, highlighting both the transformative
potentialand the practical challenges of collaborative creative
work. The legacy of this experience, as Moroniarticulates, liesin
the profound connections made and the insights gained, which
will continue to inform and inspire future artistic endeavours.
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Reflections on collaborative
innovation: insights
and future directions

Theevaluations of the BETA CIRCUS Participatory experiencein
Italy by mentors, circus artists,and local artist provide a compre-
hensive overview of the experience, highlighting both achieve-
ments and areas for improvement. Each perspective offers
unique insights into the project’'s implementation, the creative
process,and theimpactonall participants. Thissummary aims
to synthesise these evaluations, drawing conclusions and sug-
gesting future directions for similar participatory arts projects.
The mentors’ evaluation underscores the im-
portance of guidance and support in navigating complex
collaborative environments. They recognised the project’s
potential but also noted the challenges faced due to the
late involvement of mentorship. The mentors highlighted
that their role was pivotal in refining the artistic vision and
providing strategic direction, particularly when the group
encountered creative roadblocks. Despite joining later in
the process, their contributions helped to consolidate and
enhance the project's outcome. For future projects, the ear-
ly integration of mentors could provide continuous support,
ensuringthattheirinsights are incorporated from the begin-
ning and potentially mitigating some of the issues observed
during this project.
The feedback from circusartists, particularly Jonathan Gunning
and Robbie Blake, sheds light onthe practical and interpersonal
challenges within the project. Gunning’s reflections reveal the
unpredictability and complexity of working in a non-traditional
space like a swimming pool. The artists’ experiences with lan-
guage barriers, the dynamic nature of the local environment,
andthe collaborative process underscore the need for clear role
definitions and effective communication. Gunning’s emphasis
ontheimportance of language skills and adaptability highlights
the needforthorough preparatory work and logistical supportto
facilitate smootherinteractionsand project execution. The suc-
cessfulincorporation of local perspectives and the creationofan
interactive performance were significantachievements,demon-
strating the artists’ ability toadapt and thrive despite challenges.
Local artists, as described in Caterina Moroni's eval-
uation, appreciated the project’s focus on human displace-
mentand itsintegration with the community. The involvement
of diverse local groups, such as the young people from “Lago
di Pane”and the elderly women from Aqua Gym, enriched the
project, adding layers of meaning and connection to the final
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performance. Moroni’'s feedback highlights the successful
use of the swimming pool as a metaphor for community and
resistance, illustrating how the project resonated with the local
context. The deep engagement with local participantsand the
creation of meaningful relationships were key strengths ofthe
project, demonstrating the power of participatory artto foster
connections and reflect on shared experiences.

Inconclusion, the evaluations collectively highlight
the BETA CIRCUS project’s success inengaging with diverse
communities, exploring profound themes, and creating a hy-
brid artistic experience. However, they also point to areas for
improvement, such as the need for earlier mentor involve-
ment, clearer role definitions, and better logistical support.
Future projects would benefit from these lessons, incorporat-
ing comprehensive planning and preparation to address po-
tential challenges. The feedback also opens several perspec-
tives for future participatory arts initiatives. There is a clear
opportunity to further explore the integration of non-conven-
tional spacesand the adaptation of artistic practicesto diverse
environments. Emphasising the role of local communities in
shaping and influencing artistic outcomes can lead to more
impactful and resonant projects. Additionally,enhancing com-
munication strategies and providing robust support systems
for artists and mentors can facilitate smoother collaborative
processes and more successful outcomes. The analysis of
the BETA CIRCUS project’s evaluations provides several key
insightsinto methodologies and processes that can enhance
future participatory arts projects.

One effective methodology to disseminate and rep-
licate isthe use of flexible project phasing. Dividing the project
into distinct phases — exploration, workshops, and co-crea-
tion—allows for a systematic approach thatensures thorough
groundwork, adaptability, and responsiveness to feedback.
This structured framework helps teams manage their creative
processes more effectively and make informed adjustments
as needed. Additionally, integrating local engagement from
the early stages of the project is crucial. By establishing rela-
tionships with local participants from the outset, projects can
benefitfrom genuine involvementand valuable local insights,
thereby increasing the project’s impact and relevance. This
early engagement fosters deeper connections and ensures
thatthe project aligns closely withthe community’s needs and
perspectives. Another important methodology is the imple-
mentation of adaptive scheduling. Developing flexible schedul-
ing strategies helps teams manage unforeseen logistical chal-
lenges and maintain progress despite interruptions. Having
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contingency plansin place enablesteamsto adapttochanges
and continue moving forward smoothly. Interms of communi-
cation,incorporating bilingual or multilingual supportis essen-
tial. Effective communication within diverse teams and with
local participants can significantly enhance the collaborative
process. Providing translation services or multilingual support
ensuresthatallteam members and participants canengage
fully and contribute to the project’s success.

However, certain processes require improvement
for future projects. Clear role definitions should be established
fromthe beginning to reduce uncertainty and ensure efficient
collaboration among team members. Defining roles and re-
sponsibilities clearly helps streamline project execution and
prevents confusion. Engaging mentors early in the projectis
also recommended: their consistent guidance and support
from the start can prevent last-minute adjustments and en-
sure that the project benefits from their expertise throughout
its duration. Early mentor involvement provides stability and
direction, enhancing the overall quality of the project. Finally,
addressing health and safety concerns proactively is impor-
tant, especially in challenging environments.




Strengths

Effective project phasing:
structured phases of
exploration, workshops,
and co-creation ensured
asolid foundation.

Early local engagement:
involving local communities
early on created strong
connections and enriched
the project.

Adaptability and flexibility:
ability to adaptto changing
conditions and participant
needs was a key asset.

Multilingual communication:
effective use of language

skills facilitated collaboration
and community engagement.

Collaborative synergy:
dynamic collaboration among
artists and community
members led to creative and
meaningful outcomes.

Rich artistic exploration:
the use of water as a central
metaphor provided deep
thematic engagement and
reflection.

Weaknesses

Role definition: clearer role
delineation among collab-
oratorsis needed to avoid
confusion and improve
efficiency.

Early mentor involvement:
earlier engagement of
mentors could have provided
guidance throughout the
process.

Health and safety measures:
improved measuresto
address health concerns
and manage physical
demands are essential.

Expectation management:
clearer communication of
project expectations could
enhance alignmentand
reduce surprises.

Cultural adaptation: better
preparation for cultural
nuances and local practices
could streamline integration.
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Insummary, the BETA CIRCUS project’s evaluation highlights
several key strengths and areas forimprovement. The flexible
project phasing, early local engagement, adaptive scheduling,
and multilingual communication were significant assets that
contributed to the project’s success and should be dissem-
inated and replicated in future participatory arts projects to
enhancetheir effectivenessandimpact. Conversely,improve-
mentsinrole definition, early mentor involvement, and proac-
tive health and safety measures are necessary to address the
identified challenges. Implementing these recommendations
will foster greater cohesion, efficiency,and overall successin
future projects, offering valuable insights for refining participa-
tory arts practices and contributing to the ongoing evolution
ofthisfield as a powerful tool for community engagementand
artistic exploration.
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4.3.

Connecting with
nature through art:
a participatory
multidisciplinary
experiencein Latvia

The artistic residency in Latvia, as part of the BETA CIRCUS
participatory experience, stands as a compelling case study
forinnovative and community-driven creative processes. Held
in Riga, within the evocative space of Rigas Cirks, this project
exemplified a methodology grounded in collaborative explo-
ration, participatory engagement, and an adaptable creative
process that bridged the gap between professional artistry
and local involvement. Its outcomes offer a robust model for
future projects, showcasing how participatory arts can foster
meaningful connections,empower individuals,and generate
unique artistic expressions.

The residency was anchored by the desire to ex-
plore the relationship between humans and nature, with trees
serving as both metaphor and medium. Central to the project
was the ambition to foster deep listening, balance, and care -
qualitiesintrinsic to both ecological systems and collaborative
artistic processes. The starting point for the methodology lay
in a shared commitment among the artistic team to create a
space of trust and openness. This foundation allowed partici-
pants to engage deeply with the themes, transcending barri-
ersoflanguage, discipline,and background. The methodology
employed began with a preparatory phase where the artists
gathered and tested exercises designed to elicit performative
material. The focus was oninclusivity, ensuring that activities
were accessible and engaging for participants regardless of
prior experience. Techniques from participatory theatre, con-
temporary circus,and sound design were combined to create
a multifaceted approach. By incorporating exercises such as
trust-building activities,improvisation,and sensory exploration,
participants were gradually introduced to the project’sthemes
and encouraged to contribute their unique perspectives.

Fromthe outset, the residency emphasised a co-cre-
ative process where the participants were equal collaborators.
The workshops began with simple physical and narrative ex-
ercises, gradually building complexity as trustand confidence



grew within the group. Participants explored movement, sto-
rytelling, and sound-making, allowing their experiences and
reflections to shape the emerging material. This gradual pro-
gression was instrumental in fostering a sense of ownership
and commitment among participants, as they saw their con-
tributions take tangible form withinthe performance structure.
A critical aspect of the methodology was its adaptability. The
artists adopted a responsive approach, allowing the process
to evolve in alignment with the needs and dynamics of the
participants. For example, exercises that resonated particu-
larly strongly with the group were expanded upon, while less
effective methods were adjusted or set aside. This iterative
framework ensured that the project remained participant-cen-
tred, with the community’s voices and experiences guiding the
artistic direction.

Theintegration of sound as a participatory element
was particularly innovative. Using microphones, recording
devices, and everyday objects, participants were invited to
create a soundscape that reflected their relationship with
nature. This auditory dimension added depth to the perfor-
mance, providing a sensory layer thatenriched the audience’s
experience while offering participants anew mode of creative
expression. The use of simple but effective tools empowered
participants to experiment and play, reinforcing the accessi-
bility of the process.

The rehearsal and composition phase marked a
shift from exploration to refinement. Scenes and moments
generated during the workshops were woven into a cohesive
dramaturgy, with input from all collaborators. The mentor
played a role as an external observer, offering insights that
helped shape the final performance while maintaining the
participatory ethos. Importantly, the project maintained flex-
ibility even at this stage, allowing for adjustments based on
ongoing feedback and reflections from the group.

The performance itself was the culmination of
weeks of shared effort, embodying the values of inclusivity
and collaboration that had defined the residency. The final
presentation was designed to engage both participants and
audiencesinadialogue, blurring the lines between perform-
er and observer. The use of the historic Rigas Cirks building
added another layer of resonance, as the space’'sarchitecture
and history became integral to the artistic narrative. By trans-
forming this familiar venue into a site of reflection and inter-
action, the project demonstrated the power of site-specific
work toreimagine spacesand create meaningful connections
between people and place.
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Reflecting on the outcomes of the residency, several best
practicesemerge thatcaninform future participatory projects.
First, the importance of creating a safe and supportive envi-
ronment cannot be overstated. This foundation enabled par-
ticipants to engage fully with the process, fostering creativity
and openness. Second, the iterative nature of the methodology
proved essential in maintaining relevance and responsiveness.
By continuously adapting to the needs of the group, the project
ensured that all voices were valued and integrated. Another
key insight was the value of interdisciplinarity. By blending
elements of theatre, circus, and sound design, the residency
offered participants multiple entry pointsinto the creative pro-
cess. This diversity of approaches enriched the project and
allowed for a broader range of expressions. Furthermore, the
integration of ecological themes highlighted the potential for
participatory arts to engage with pressing societal issues, of-
fering audiences and participants alike a space for reflection
and dialogue. Finally,the project’s adaptability and openness
to experimentation were critical to its success. By embrac-
ing uncertainty and allowing the process to unfold organical-
ly, the residency created space for genuine connection and
creativity. This flexibility also enabled the project to overcome
challenges, such as language barriers and varying levels of
participant experience, transforming potential obstaclesinto
opportunities for growth.

This experience offers a compelling example of
how participatory circus arts can foster meaningful connec-
tions, empower communities, and create impactful artistic
experiences. Its methodology and outcomes provide a valua-
ble model for practitioners across Europe,demonstrating the
potential of participatory approachesto transcend boundaries
and address shared challenges. By building on these insights
and best practices, future projects can continue to push the
boundaries of participatory arts, creating work that is both
inclusive and transformative.
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Rigas Cirks, Riga, Latvia

Location
4-3-1 ] Duration

27 October — 17 November
2024

Context In the frame of La Nuit du
Cirque/European Circus Night
2024

Produced by Rigas Cirks

Artistic Team

Artists Ana Jorddo (PT)

Circus Vincent Kollar (DE)

Artists Krista Burane (Lv)

Participatory Martins Eihe

Arts Andrejs Poikans
Nikola Suhareva

Local Baiba Mikelsone

participants

Elina Vendija Ribena
lize Bloka

Inta Vitolina

Jana Mikosa
Kamilla Kina
Karu Treij

Liene Dreimane
Mara Ulme

Maris Jonovs
Péteris Krastin$
Santija Bieza
Sintija Krimina
Una Rozenbauma
Viktorija Krone

Mentors

ONETWO

Marleen Scholten (NL)

THREE, AND

NOW YOU

ARE A TREE!



The artistic experience held at Rigas Cirks in Riga, Latvia, was
an immersive participatory arts residency that explored the
deep connections between humans and nature through the
lens of contemporary circus. The project engaged interna-
tional artists and local participants in a co-creative process,
culminatingina public performance that merged physical ex-
pression,sound, and storytelling. The residency highlighted the
dynamic interplay between ecological themes and participa-
tory methodologies, offering a profound example of how art
canreflect and inspire meaningful community connections.
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Objectives

Foster a co-creative process:

Key themes

Nature and interconnection:

build a collaborative environ-
ment where artists and par-
ticipants (co-creators) share
equal rolesin the creation of
a unique artistic work.

Explore ecological interde-
pendence: use the metaphor
oftrees and the natural world
to examine themes of care,
balance, and connection.

Create a participatory

performance: engage par-
ticipants and audiencesin

adialogue that transcends
traditional performer-audi-
ence boundaries.

Highlight the versatility of
circus arts: integrate physical

theatre, sound design, and
contemporary circus prac-
ticesinto a cohesive artistic
experience.

the project used treesasa
central motif to explore eco-
logical principles and human
interdependence with the
natural world.

Participatory engagement:
participants were co-cre-
ators, contributing their
perspectives, stories, and
movementsto the develop-
ment of the performance.

Collaborative art-making:
the residency emphasised
interdisciplinary methods,
blending circus arts with
participatory theatre and
sound design.

Public Performance

Dates:15 —16 Nov 2024
Venue: Rigas Cirks,
Riga, Latvia




Synopsis

In this playful collective ex-
perience, the contemporary
circus duo AnaJordaoand
Vincent Kollar will join forces
with participatory theatre
makers Krista Burane and
Martin$ Eihe, alongside a
local community of tree
enthusiasts, to explore the
deep connection between
humans and their rooted
companions -the trees.

During the creation process,
the makers will seek answers
to questions connecting trees
and people:

If we could slow ourselves
tothe heartbeat of trees,
what would we hear? If trees
would whisper their names,
would we greetthem as
ancient friends? How can we
restore the fragile equilib-
rium between trees and
human tribes? Ina world cry-
ing out for care, what does it
take to truly offerit?

Through highlighting care
and the search for balance
in our tangled relationship
to nature, the project will

weave together the voices
of people who recognise
the nature of treesin them-
selves. One two three,and
now you are atree!isan
ode tothe intricate web of
all living things, human and
non-human alike.

“Let meintroduce you to the
tiny beetle nestled against
my rugged bark, finding
refuge in the texture of my
being. I shield it from dust
and the roar of engines, from
raindrops too forcefuland
the blazing sun, from hungry
beaks and prying eyes. But
hold on,aren’t you a little
creature yourself? And | -1
amyour tree. | thrive with
your presence, just as you
find solace in mine. Come
back again. Dance, read,
write, breathe, touch, and
awaken my senses like the
gentle spring breeze. You're
my little beetle!” (by a Linden
Tree in Riga, listened to- and
written down by Laura)

The full video of the artistic
outputisavailable online.
Please follow the QR code
below.
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Critical analysis
and emerging
opportunities

The following section presents a methodological analysis
based on the perspectives of co-creators in the creative pro-
cess, includinginternational circus artists, local participatory
arts practitioners, and mentors. By examining their insights
and reflections, we aim to provide a critical evaluation of the
residency in Latvia. This analysis will contribute to a broader
understanding of trends and practicesin participatory circus
arts, aligning the findings with those from other artistic experi-
encesinthis programme. Together, these evaluations will help
outline significant conclusions and potential future directions
for the sector.

Mentorship analysis
Marleen Scholten (NL)

The evaluation of the creative processin the Latvianresiden-
cy offers a wealth of insights into the dynamics of participa-
tory art-making, especially in the context of interdisciplinary
collaboration. The mentor’s refiections provide a critical lens
through which to assess both the successes and challenges
of the project, offering a nuanced view of the methodologies
employed and the outcomes achieved. Marleen’sinitial appre-
hension about her role, stemming from a lack of circus-spe-
cific experience, underscores the interdisciplinary nature of
the project. Despite her backgroundin participatory artsand
theatre, she noted the distinct challenges and opportunities
presented by integrating non-professional participants into
acircus context. Her decision to refrain from imposing a pre-
defined methodology allowed the artists to develop theirown
processes organically, respecting their expertise and fostering
innovation. This choice reflected the adaptability required in
such projects, where methodologies from one discipline must
be reimagined to fitanother.

The diversity amongthe participating artists posed
aninitial challenge, as they came from vastly different back-
grounds and artistic philosophies. This divergence required
time and effort to harmonise their approaches, but it also
enriched the project by bringing multiple perspectivestothe
table. The mentor praised the circus artists’ ability to create
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a safe and inclusive space for participants, which was cru-
cial for fosteringengagement and creativity. This adaptability
proved instrumental in overcoming initial uncertainties and
allowed participants to feel empowered as co-creators. One
key area for improvement identified by both the mentor and
the artists was the timing of her involvement. Her arrival after
the first working week limited her ability to facilitate the initial
stages of collaboration, which could have helped establish a
cohesive approach earlierinthe process. This observation un-
derscores the importance of early-stage mentorship in par-
ticipatory projects, particularly when the artists involved are
notaccustomed to working as a collective. Providing mentors
with sufficient time and resources to engage from the outset
canenhancethe overall cohesion of the team and streamline
the creative process.

The final performance exceeded expectations in
artistic quality and participant involvement, reflecting the
effectiveness of the iterative and participant-centred meth-
odology employed. By prioritising both the process and the
presentation, the project created a meaningful experience
for participants while delivering an impactful performance
for audiences. This dual focus is a valuable lesson for future
projects, as it ensures the benefits of the process extend be-
yond the immediate participants to engage wider audiences.

The mentor's reflections also emphasised the emo-
tionaland socialimpact of the project. She described the partic-
ipants’involvementin circus acts as transformative, providing
themwith rare opportunitiesto engage creatively and physical-
ly in ways they may not have experienced before. Additionally,
the collaborative nature of the project facilitated connections
acrossdisciplinesand cultural boundaries, reinforcing the value
of participatory arts as atool for building bridges and combating
negativity. Looking forward, the mentor's observations suggest
several recommendations for future participatory projects.
Early and consistent mentorship is crucial for establishing a
strong foundation and guiding the collaborative process. The
integration of diverse disciplines should be embraced as a
strength, but it requires deliberate effort to harmonise differ-
ing approachesand expectations. A dualfocus on processand
presentation ensuresthat projects deliver value to participants
and audiences alike, while creating a safe and inclusive envi-
ronmentis essential for meaningful engagement.



Circus artistic
collective feedback
AnaJorddo (PT) &
Vincent Kollar (DE)

The reflections of Ana Jordao and Vincent Kollar reveal the
transformative impact of engaging non-professional partic-
ipants in co-creation, shedding light on the methodologies,
challenges, and opportunities that emerged throughout the
project. Anaand Vincent, who entered the residency with lim-
ited prior experience in participatory arts, noted a significant
shiftintheirunderstanding of what participation truly entails.
While their previous work often incorporated audience im-
pressionsinto their creative choices, this experience required
adeeperengagement with participants. They observed, “This
is the first time we develop a stage work that is so focused
onandderived from what the participants bring withthem to
share with us” This shift from a creator-led approach to one
centred on co-creation allowed participants’ contributions to
shape the content and direction of the performance.

Central to the success of the process was the cre-
ation of a safe and supportive environment. Ana and Vincent
highlighted the importance of providing “a safe frame to ex-
press themselves’, allowing participants to share stories and
explore new physical and creative territories. This emphasis
ontrust-building aligns with broader principles of participatory
arts, where mutual respect and dismantling hierarchies are key.
The structured phases of the process began with exploratory
workshopsintroducing participants to storytelling, physical the-
atre, and sound-making. The artists integrated their circus ex-
pertiseintothese sessions, sharing signature actsthatserved as
both engagementtools and metaphors forthemes of care and
preservation. Subsequent phases refined this material into a
cohesive dramaturgy, featuring motifs such asinterconnected-
nessand mycelium-like structures. These themes underscored
the project’s ecological focus while connecting participants’
stories to broader narratives of care and responsibility.

The venue, Rigas Cirks, significantly influenced
the residency’s success. Its technical infrastructure enabled
ambitious creative decisions, while its historical resonance
enriched the performance. The inclusion of collaborators such
asasounddesignerand lighting artist elevated the production
further,demonstrating the importance of integrating diverse
expertise into participatory projects. This supportalso allowed
the participantsto be compensated for their contributions,an
importantaspect of valuing theirinvolvement as co-creators.
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Despite the residency’s successes, Ana and Vincent ac-
knowledged the complexities of such an undertaking. They
described the process as “intense and exhausting”, requiring
them to juggle roles as artists, facilitators, and collaborators.
Vincent's reflections on participatory rigging highlighted the
balance of physical risk and collective responsibility, offering
valuable insightsinto blending circus techniques with partic-
ipatory frameworks.

Participatory arts
collective feedback
Krista Burane &
Martin§ Eihe (LV)

The creative process and artistic experience in Riga highlight-
ed both the opportunities and complexities of merging partici-
patory arts with contemporary circus. Refiections from one of
Latvia'sleading participatory artists provide valuable insights
into navigating diverse methodologies and approaches while
striving for meaningful collaboration with communities. The
artists, with extensive experience in participatory arts, brought
a strong interest in exploring its synthesis with circus. While
the ambition of the project was clear, in their opinion, the initial
stages revealed ambiguity regarding the role of mentorship.
Although the mentors possessed expertise in participatory
practices, their limited familiarity with circus work raised
questionsaboutthe scope of their contributions. The mentor
primarily acted as a mediator, assistinginteam dynamicsand
resolving conflicts rather than shaping artistic solutions. While
this support was valued, it underscored the need for more
clearly defined roles and expectations at the project’s outset.

The collaborative processrelied onintensive efforts
to align the varied working styles and principles of the team.
The thematic focus on Latvia's forests and trees provided a
shared foundation, with the open call for community partici-
pants successfully engaging 16 individuals passionate about
theseissues. Their stories, physical involvement,and creative
input became integral to the performance, showcasing the
strength of participatory artin fostering shared ownershipand
generating meaningful content. The structured progression
of activities, from initial workshops to rehearsals, was com-
mended forits clarity and purpose, allowing participantsto see
how their contributions shaped the final outcome. However,
the process also highlighted areas for reflection and growth.
A significant challenge lay in bridging the artistic languages
of participatory and circus practitioners. The participatory



approach emphasised narratives rooted in specific social
contexts, while the circus artists often favoured abstract
imagery. While creatively stimulating, these differing priori-
ties occasionally created tension in balancing the project’s
objectives with community needs. The artist emphasised
that participatory art must centre on addressing community
concernsandensuring thatartistic solutions arise organically
fromthese priorities. The compressed timeline and emphasis
ondelivering afinal performance limited the depth of commu-
nity engagement, though the final product was celebrated for
its multilayered and impactful nature.

The setting of Rigas Cirks played a pivotal role in
shaping the project. The venue's technical resources and
organisational support enabled ambitious artistic decisions
and provided a professional platform for the final presenta-
tion. However, this also introduced a responsibility to deliver
a high-calibre artistic outcome, which attimes conflicted with
the exploratory and process-oriented nature of participatory
art. The resulting performance, whichincluded a photography
exhibition, individual and group scenes, and audience inter-
action, was cohesive and well-received. Nevertheless, the
emphasis on presenting a polished “work-in-progress” added
stresstothe process and detracted from the open-ended ex-
ploration that participatory art often thrives on. Artists suggest
the experience in Riga offers several recommendations for
advancingthe field. Participatory projects must prioritise com-
munity needs, ensuring that artistic practices are developed
collaboratively rather than imposed. Adequate preparation
time and opportunities for artists to build trust and under-
standing are crucial for success. Striking a balance between
creating high-quality performances and engaging meaning-
fully with participants is essential, with fiexibility to prioritise
the process over the product when necessary.

Collaborative creativity unveiled:
reflections and future horizons

The evaluations of the participatory circus project, as shared
by mentors, circus artists, and local artists, collectively offer
a nuanced perspective on the successes, challenges, and
potential future directions of this innovative endeavour. The
project, built on the intentional blending of participatory arts
with circus practices, aimed tointroduce participatory meth-
odologies into the world of circus while empowering its artists
to adopt more community-centred approaches. As such, the
choice to draw mentors exclusively from participatory arts
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was a deliberate and strategic decision, ensuring that the
expertise provided would address the project’s core goal of
fostering capacity-building in this area.

The mentors’reflections underscore the challenges
and opportunitiesinherentin thisapproach. While their exper-
tise in participatory art brought invaluable insights into meth-
odologies for engaging communities, they acknowledged their
own learning curve when working with circus-specific practic-
es. Thisinterplay of strengths and gaps highlighted the potential
for cross-disciplinary mentorship to act as a two-way learning
process, enriching both the artists and the mentorsthemselves.
As the mentor noted, their role often shifted from traditional
mentorshiptofacilitation and mediation,ensuringteam dynam-
icsremained constructive and that blind spots were addressed.
Thisadaptive approach contributed significantly to the smooth
progression of the project and its eventual outcomes.

The participating circus artists, on the other hand,
reflected on the transformative nature of the experience, par-
ticularly inrelation to their understanding of participatory art.
They entered the project with limited exposure to such meth-
odologies, yetthey were able tointegrate these principlesinto
their creative practice. For these artists, the process marked
a shift from working predominantly on self-driven, individual
projects to embracinga more community-oriented framework.
They highlighted the richness of working with co-creators who
broughttheir own stories, movements,and creative inputsinto
the process. However, this shift was not without its challenges,
as the artists had to balance their established practices with
the demands of participatory approaches, oftenrequiring sig-
nificantadjustmentsto their artistic methods and perspectives.

The local artists and community participants
emerged as a vital cornerstone of the project, embodying its
participatory ethos. Their active involvement in co-creating
content broughtauthenticity and depth to the performances.
The local artists noted the empowering nature of the process,
withitsemphasis on creating a safe and inclusive space for ex-
pression. The structured workshops, which blended storytell-
ing, movement, and creative exploration, allowed participants
to see their contributions materialise in the final performance,
fostering a strong sense of ownership and pride. However,
the compressed timelines and the pressure to produce a
high-quality performance presented notable constraints,
occasionally limiting the depth of community engagement.
Despite these challenges, the participants expressed satis-
faction with the outcomes and valued the opportunity to col-
laborate insuchaninnovative andinclusive artistic endeavour.
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The synthesis of these perspectives offers key insightsinto the
project’s broaderimpactand its potential asa model for future
participatory circusinitiatives. Firstly, the intentional selection
of mentors from participatory arts rather than circus proved to
be astrength, aligning the project with its primary objective of
capacity-building. However, the evaluations also suggest that
clearer role definitions and more robust preparatory phases
could enhance team cohesion and set clearer expectations,
especially for cross-disciplinary collaborations. Secondly, the
integration of community voicesinto the creative process was
amajor success, but balancing this with the demands of pro-
ducing polished performances remains an area for further
reflection and refinement.

To build onthe successes of the participatory circus
project, several methodologies stand out for dissemination
and replication. Cross-disciplinary mentorship, particularly
the engagement of mentors from participatory arts, proved
effective in guiding circus artists towards community-centred
practices and fostering mutual learning betweendisciplines.
Prioritising community voices as co-creators ensured that
local experiences and narratives were integral to the artistic
process. Flexible and iterative design frameworks, combined
with structured yet inclusive workshops, allowed participants
to explore storytelling, movement, and creativity within a
clear framework while encouraging individual expression.
Additionally, the establishment of safe and inclusive environ-
ments fostered active engagement and empowered partici-
pantsto contribute meaningfully.

Looking forward, some areas forimprovement have
emerged to enhance future experiences. Extended prepara-
tion phases are essential for building trust, aligning methodol-
ogies, and defining roles among team members. Shifting the
balance between process and product can allow for deeper
community engagement, even at the expense of highly pol-
ished performances. Improved communication protocols
are critical, particularly in cross-disciplinary or international
collaborations, to ensure alignment and smooth execution.
Longertimelinesfor co-creation would further enrich relation-
ships with participants and enable a more profound explora-
tion of themes. Lastly, incorporating sustainability planning
canensure that projects leave alastingimpact, extending the
benefits of participatory arts beyond the performance itself
and fostering enduring community connections.
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Strengths

Cross-disciplinary men-
torship: the integration of
participatory arts men-

tors enriched the creative
process, fostering mutual
learning and introducing
innovative methodologies to
circus artists.

Community engagement:
local participants were
actively involved as co-cre-
ators, ensuring authenticity
and depthinthe artistic
outcomes.

Flexible methodologies:
adaptable planning frame-
works allowed for iterative
designandadjustments based
on participant feedback
and emergent dynamics.

Empowering workshops:
structured yetinclusive
sessions combined storytell-
ing, movement, and creative
exploration, encouraging
individual expression within
a supportive environment.

Collaborative team dynamics:
the collaborative efforts of
diverse artistic and technical
teams resulted in high-qual-
ity performancesanda
seamless process despite
challenges.

Safe andinclusive spaces:
respectful, non-judgmental
environments fostered
trust and creative freedom
among participants.

Weaknesses

Sustainability concerns:lack
of strategic planning for ex-
tending the project’'simpact
beyond the performances,
potentially limiting its lasting
benefits for participants and
communities.

Compressed timelines: short
creation periods limited the
ability to explore themes
thoroughly and build long-
termrelationships with
participants.

Limited preparation time: in-
sufficient time to build trust,

align methodologies, and
establish clear roles among
team members prior to the
residencies.

Communication gaps:incon-
sistent or unclear commu-
nication between interna-
tional and local collaborators
caused misunderstandings.
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Inconclusion, the project hasdemonstrated the profound poten-
tial of participatory circusartsto bridge disciplines,engage com-
munities, and foster innovative practices. By prioritising inclusiv-
ity, collaboration,and adaptability, such initiatives can continue
to challenge artistic norms and create spaces for meaningful
connection and expression. The lessons learned from this pro-
jectofferavaluable roadmap for future endeavours, positioning
participatory circus as a powerful tool for cultural engagement
and social transformation across diverse communities.
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4.4,

Bridging stories and
spaces: a participatory
experience in Portugal

The participatory artistic residency in Portugal demonstrat-
ed how innovative methodologies and adaptive practices
can shape meaningful creative processes, even in the face
of logistical and thematic challenges. Rooted in the ethos of
community engagement, the project unfolded over several
weeks, intertwining local narratives with artistic expertise to
deliver a unique and site-specific performance. Through a
combination of storytelling, movement, and physical instal-
lations, the residency offered a compelling example of how
participatory art canempower communities while producing
high-quality, thought-provoking artistic outcomes.

Fromthe outset, the project prioritised establishing
trustand rapport with local participants. Initial efforts focused
on reaching out to residents of the apartment buildings sur-
rounding the performance site, Planteia, to foster dialogue and
collaboration. This phase was not without its challenges; en-
gagement was slower than anticipated, and logistical barriers
hindered immediate connections. However, the team adapt-
ed its approach with creativity and persistence, employing
personalised letters, door-to-door outreach, and exploratory
visits to key local spaces such as the market and the mari-
time museum. These efforts helped to gather narratives and
cultural insights while also embedding the artists within the
community’s social fabric.

The project’s methodological framework was iter-
ative and participant-driven. Early sessions revolved around
interviews and storytelling workshops, ensuring thatthe nar-
ratives shared by residents became the cornerstone of the
artistic process. Themes of connection, memory,and shared
space emerged organically from these interactions, as par-
ticipants shared personal accounts that were later adapted
into the performance. The use of physical elements, such as
the installation of tubes, became a powerful visual metaphor
for the threads connecting individuals, their stories, and the
broader community. This symbolism was woven into every
aspect of the creative process, uniting disparate elementsinto
acohesive narrative. Workshops with local participants were
criticalin developing the performance’s physical and concep-
tualcomponents. These sessions combined storytelling with



movement, knot-tying inspired by maritime traditions,and col-
laborative exercises that encouraged trust and co-creation.
Participants were given the opportunity to explore new skills,
including elements of physical theatre and basic performance
techniques. These workshops were not only educational but
alsotransformative, fostering a sense of collective ownership
and shared purpose among participants. By prioritising a safe
andinclusive environment, the project ensured that all partic-
ipants feltempowered to contribute meaningfully,regardless
of their prior experience with artistic practices.

The residency also highlighted the importance of
technical and logistical considerations in participatory arts
projects. The outdoor performance setting posed specific
challenges, such as ensuring adequate visibility and sound
quality during evening rehearsals. The technical team worked
diligentlytoaddressthese issues, devising creative solutions to
optimise the installation of the tubes and testing audio equip-
mentto ensure it complemented the narratives. Despite these
obstacles, the residency remained flexible and solution-orient-
ed, as reflected in the detailed weekly agendas that allowed
for real-time adjustments and continuous refinement.

The culmination of the residency was a two-day
performance that transformed Planteia into a vibrant and
immersive space for storytelling and collective refiection.
Drawing on pre-recorded audio narratives, site-specific instal-
lations,and live interactions, the performance invited audienc-
es into a shared experience that bridged the divide between
private and public spaces. The integration of the participants’
storiesinto the artistic fabric of the performance underscored
the residency’s commitment to co-creation and its dedication
to amplifying local voices. The audience, too, became active
participants, engaging with the installation and responding
to the evocative blend of sound, movement, and visual ele-
ments. While the residency achieved significant successes,
it also illuminated areas for improvement. The condensed
timeframe, while ambitious, limited opportunities for deeper
relationship-building with the community and more extensive
exploration of the themes. Expanding the preparatory phase
in future projects could allow for a richer exchange of ideas
and a stronger foundation for collaboration. Additionally, the
project highlighted the need for enhanced mediation efforts
to ensure clear communication and alignment of goals among
all stakeholders. Thorough documentation of the process
emerged as another key area for development, providing a
transparent record of the project and offering a valuable re-
source for future initiatives.
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Ultimately, the residency showcased the transformative po-
tential of participatory arts to foster connection, celebrate
shared cultural heritage, and create compelling artistic works.
By combining adaptive methodologies, a commitment to
co-creation, and a focus on community-centric narratives,
the project set a benchmark for participatory arts initiatives.
It demonstrated how artistic practices can serve as a plat-
form for collective storytelling, amplifying voices that might
otherwise remain unheard and creating works that resonate
deeply within their cultural and social contexts.
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4-4-1 . Location

Planteia, Casa Cultura ilhavo,

ilhavo, Portugal

Duration

20 November — 8 December

2024

Context

Inthe frame of LEME 2024

Produced by

Bussola, in partnership
with 23 Milhas

Artistic Team

Artists
Circus

Melody Nolan
Omer van Soldt

(USA)
(NL)

Artists
Participatory
Arts

WETUMTUM

(PT)

Local
participants

Local community:
Fernando Mouta
Joana Ratola Soares
Miriam Rodrigues
Anténio Calisto
Filipa Lopes
Manuel Neves
Maria Edite Neves

Mercado Municipal
de llhavo:
Fernando

Maria do Céu
Alzira

Isabel

Pedro

Thanks to:
23 Milhas )
Municipality of Ilhavo.

Mentors

Weaving
Windows

Lali Alvarez Garriga

(ES)
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Weaving Windows was an artistic experience held in ilhavo,
Portugal, representing a transformative participatory arts
experience, blending community engagement with the in-
terdisciplinary language of circus and performance. Centred
around themes of storytelling, local identity,and the dynamics
between public and private spaces, the project sought to con-
nect the residents of ilhavo's central square with their com-
munity and cultural landscape. Through creative workshops,
collaborative storytelling, and site-specific installations, the
residency culminated in an evocative public performance
that brought the windows and voices of the community to life.

Objectives

Community connection:
strengthen ties between
residents, local spaces, and
their shared cultural identity
through participatory crea-
tive processes.

Engagement with local nar-
ratives: capture and amplify

the voices, stories, and
experiences of ilhavo resi-
dents, bridging the private
and public realms.

Innovative artistic integration:
explore the intersections

of participatory artand
circusto foster new forms
of creative expression and
audience engagement.

Key themes

Storytelling and identity:
residents’ personal narratives
formed the backbone of

the creative process,
providing an authentic

and emotional connection
to the community.

Public and private dy-
namics: the performance
emphasised the transition
from private windows to
the public square, symbol-
ising openness and shared
experiences.

Participatory creation:
collaboration with the local
community was central,
ensuring their voices and
creativity were integral to
the artistic output.

Public Performance

Dates: 7—8Dec 2024
Venue: Planteia,
Casa Cultura ilhavo,
ilhavo, Portugal



Synopsis

In 2023, during the LEME
festival, a striking moment
captured our attention. As
we watched a performance
in the square, we noticed
residents standing silently
ontheir balconies, observ-
ing the eventfromabove -a
quietyet poignant presence
that resonated deeply.

In 2024, those balconies
came to life. Together with
the residents of the buildings
surrounding Casa Cultura
ilnavo Square, their stories
were woven into the fabric
of the festival. Their homes,
lives, and cultures spilled
into the square, transform-
ing the spaceintoaliving
canvas. Through a dynamic
collaboration, the narratives
and experiences held within
their walls were shared

with the wider community,
creating a shared moment
of connection.

Weaving Windows invited
audiencestowitnessa
unique fusion of personal
storytelling and public per-
formance. By opening a dia-
logue between private and
public spaces, the project
bridged the gap between
viewers and performers,
celebrating the intercon-
nectedness of people, plac-
es, and stories.

The full video of the artistic
outputisavailable online.
Please follow the QR code
below.
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Critical analysis
and emerging
opportunities

The next pages delvesinto the perspectives of key participants
inthe creative process:international circus artists, local artists
experienced in participatory arts,and mentors. By examining
theirinsights, we aimto conducta critical analysis of the meth-
odologies, challenges, and successes encountered during this
artistic experience. Thisreflection, when considered alongside
the findings from other artistic residencies within the project,
will help identify trends, draw meaningful conclusions,and pro-
pose actionable recommendations for the sector. By bringing
togetherthese diverse voices, the analysis seeks to contribute
to the ongoing development and refinement of participatory
arts practices, offering valuable guidance for future initiatives.

Mentorship analysis
Lali Alvarez Garriga (ES)

The experience of mentoring the Weaving Windows project
withinthe BETA CIRCUS programme highlights the profound
intersection of participatory artand circus, providinginsights
into the challenges and rewards of such innovative collabo-
ration. Initially, the mentor, with extensive experience in par-
ticipatory art but limited exposure to circus methodologies,
approached the role with curiosity and a commitment to ad-
aptability. This alignment with the programme’s intention to
integrate participatory practicesinto circus creation marked
a pivotal step in fostering cross-disciplinary approaches.

The preparatory phase, spanningoverayear fromthe
initial meeting in Riga (August 2023) to the residency in ilhavo,
underscored both the benefitsand limitations of extended time-
lines. While the extended duration allowed for deeper discus-
sionson participantroles and co-creation methods, it alsorisked
diluting focus and momentum. As the mentor observed, ideas
had the advantage of settling but sometimesfelt disconnected
between meetings. Despite these challenges, the groundwork
laid during this period enabled the team to arrive in ilhavo with
clarity about their objectives and methodologies, though the
realities on the ground required significant adaptation.

Upon arriving in ilhavo, the team faced unexpected
hurdles. Mediation with the local community had commenced



late, resultinginalack of public engagement and participant out-
reach.Regular participantsinlocal artistic initiatives were report-
edly fatigued from prior projects, and the pre-Christmas period
added logistical challenges. These obstacles necessitated a re-
calibration ofthe process, which the mentor aptly describedasa
needto“walk,acceptthe challenge,and understand the opportu-
nity hidden behind the difficulty”. This adaptive mindset became
a cornerstone of the project, showcasing the value of resilience
andopennessin participatory art. Aturning pointoccurred when
the teamdecidedto engage directly with the local market,uncov-
ering narratives that resonated deeply with the community. The
discovery of the historical significance of the market space and
its symbolic disconnection from the Casa da Cultura provided a
thematic anchor. This revelation shifted the focus frommerelyin-
tegrating non-professionalsintoacircus performance tocreating
an event centred on the community’s collective identity and the
buildings themselves. The team’s ability to pivot their approach
based ontheseinsightshighlightstheimportance of deep listening
and responsiveness in participatory art.

Despite initial difficulties, the project succeeded in
fostering connections betweenthe artistic teamand the com-
munity. Interviews with locals enriched the dramaturgy of the
final performance, while technical and artistic challenges were
addressed collaboratively. Although the response to the open
call for workshop participants was limited, the team adapted
by focusing onindividuals who showed sustained interest, en-
suring meaningfulengagementrather than tokeninvolvement.
The final performances at the LEME festival were described
as profound, simple, and effective, seamlessly blending circus
elements with participatory storytelling. The audience played a
pivotal role inthe dramaturgy, physically and symbolically tying
the buildings together. The emotional resonance of the event
was epitomised by the reaction of a 92-year-old villager,whose
story was shared, bringing visibility and recognition to her life.
This moment encapsulates the power of participatory art to
amplify individual voices within a collective narrative.

The mentor’s refiections provide valuable lessons
for future projects. Firstly, the importance of aligning prepara-
tory processes with on-the-ground realities cannot be overstat-
ed. Ensuring timely mediation and participant engagement is
crucial to avoid last-minute adaptations. Secondly, the project
highlighted the necessity of balancing artistic ambition with
community needs,ensuring thatthe latter remainscentraltothe
process. Lastly,the mentor emphasised the transformative po-
tential of stepping outside one’s expertise, demonstrating how
participatory practices canenrichartistic disciplineslike circus.
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Circus artistic
collective feedback
Melody Nolan (USA)
& Omer van Soldt (NL)

The artistic process behind Weaving Windows unfolded as
a powerful exploration of participatory arts and its integra-
tion with circus, offering valuable insights and challenges for
artists seeking to connect with communities. This project, in
the view of circus artists Melody Nolan and Omer van Soldt,
marked their first foray into participatory practices. Their re-
flective evaluation provides a detailed account of their learn-
ing journey, the obstacles they faced, and the transformative
outcomes of their work with the local community in ilhavo.
Both artists approached the experience with an openness to
learning, informed by preliminary exposure to participatory
methodologies during the BETA CIRCUS labs. However, the
practical application of these concepts, especially within
the context of circus, posed new questions. As Melody and
Omer explained, “translating the methodologies discussed
in the labs, primarily concerned with theatre and music, to
circus was challenging due to the physical demands of the
discipline”. These challenges became evident asthey navigat-
ed the shorttimeframe of three weeks, a period insufficient to
fully establish the collective, non-hierarchical creative process
that participatory arts ideally require.

The mentorship of Lali Alvarez Garriga was a guid-
ing force throughout the process, particularly in reframing
the artists’ approach to their role within the community. Lali
Alvarez's philosophy, centred on refiecting a community’s
truthsrather than attemptingto “solve” its challenges, became
a crucial principle. Her question, “what do we leave behind
when we leave a place?” prompted Nolan and van Soldt to fo-
cus on amplifying the voices of lhavo's residents rather than
imposing external narratives. This emphasis on observation
and honest reflection underscored their entire process.

Upon arriving in ilhavo, the artists were met with a
reality that forced immediate adaptation. Initial plans for inter-
views and participant outreach had not materialised, leaving
them to build connections from the ground up. This period of
discovery led them to the local market, a pivotal site for the
community’s social and historical identity. The artists learned
that the square now housing the Casa da Cultura had once
been hometoilhavo's market, a space deeply missed by resi-
dents. Thisrevelation reshaped their project’s purpose: to tan-
gibly connect the residents’ voices with the Casa da Cultura,
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bridging a perceived cultural divide. The process of collect-
ing and incorporating community stories became the heart
of the project. Interviews with local residents were recorded
and anonymised to create an atmosphere of trust, ensuring
participants could share freely. These narratives were then wo-
venintotheinstallationand performance, forming a dialogue
between the square, the cultural centre, and the community
itself. As Nolan and van Soldt reflected, “We found a way to
bring the experiences of the people we spoke toonto the stage
so thattheir stories became the subject of the performance”.

The creation of the performance also involved
physical experimentation with tubes as a metaphorical and
literal connection between spaces. Daily rehearsals in the
square not only familiarised the artists with their material
but also gradually invited curiosity and interaction from pas-
sers-by. Overtime, eventhe most hesitant observers beganto
approach and engage, demonstrating the cumulative power
of consistent presence and openness in public spaces. The
final performance at LEME festival was a profound culmination
of this process. A sweeping installation of tubes carried the
recorded stories from neighbouring houses into the square,
creating a physical and symbolic bridge. The performance it-
self, featuring both professional and local participants, centred
on connecting these stories to the Casa da Cultura, allowing
themto be heard by all present. The moment wasimbued with
poignancy as neighbours waved fromtheir windows and mar-
ket visitors joined the audience. Nolan and van Soldt described
the scene as “a space for the neighbours to be heard by the
Casa da Cultura, and all who joined us there”.

Reflecting on the experience, the artists highlight-
ed its transformative impact on their practice. For Melody
Nolan, the project was a revelation of how participatory arts
could enrich her circus work, offering new methods toengage
with communities and incorporate their narratives into per-
formance. Omer van Soldt, meanwhile, valued the opportunity
to adapt his technical skKills to participatory contexts, deep-
ening his appreciation for community-driven creation. Both
expressed acommitmentto applying the lessons of Weaving
Windows to future projects, recognising its potential for repli-
cationin other communities.



Participatory arts
collective feedback
WETUMTUM (PT)

The participatory project atthe LEME festival in ilhavo marked
a pivotal moment for the WETUMTUM collective, blending
their long-standing expertise in participatory arts with new
methodologies and challenges. With a history of communi-
ty-driven projects rooted in the CRASSH aesthetic and col-
laborative processes, WETUMTUM entered this initiative
with high expectations, hoping to engage at least 20 partic-
ipants and integrate the distinct elements of circus arts into
their work. The reflective evaluation by WETUMTUM'’s Bruno
Estimashedslight onthe project’'s evolution, its obstacles,and
its transformative outcomes.

From the outset, the collaboration with mentor Lali
Alvarez was described as empathetic and smooth. Her expe-
rience in participatory arts shaped the team'’s approach, cre-
ating an environment of trust and experimentation. Alvarezen-
couraged the artists to step outside theircomfortzones and to
see challenges as opportunities for innovation. Her guidance
was particularly valuable in addressing the unexpected low
participation from ilhavo residents, a striking deviation from
WETUMTUM's past experiences of high community engage-
ment. This situation prompted a shiftin strategy, leading the art-
iststo conductimpromptuinterviews at the ilhavo market. This
approach proved to be aturning point, as vendors enthusiasti-
cally shared their stories and contributed to the project. Estima'’s
reflection on this day underscores its significance, noting that
the market, despite being alocal landmark, had been unfamiliar
to himasaresident, arealisation he found profoundly moving.

These recorded stories became the backbone ofthe
project, allowing the community to be represented symbolically
inthe final performance. While their physical absence was felt,
their narratives echoed through the space, establishing a unique
formof participatory representation. Thismethod,unconvention-
alfor WETUMTUM, expanded their understanding of commu-
nity engagement, proving that symbolic and indirect participa-
tion can bejust asimpactful as physical involvement. As Estima
noted, the inclusion of these voices highlighted the essence
of the community, even if its presence was not overtly visible.

The integration of circus arts into WETUMTUM's
work also proved transformative. Initially met with some
scepticism, the collaboration with circus artists Omer van
Soldt and Melody Nolan introduced new perspectives and
enriched the collective’s creative repertoire. The exploration
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of corrugated tubes, a material WETUMTUM had previously
used intheir projects, exemplifies this synergy. Under the cir-
cus artists’ guidance, the team discovered innovative ways
to manipulate the material, enhancing both the aesthetic and
symbolic dimensions of the performance. This collaboration
demonstrated the potential of circus practices to add depth
and layers of meaning to participatory art, a revelation that
Estima described as a discovery.

The site-specific nature of the projectadded further
resonance. Planteia, located in the square of ilhavo's Cultural
Center, became a focal point for exploring the tensions be-
tweenthe building and its surrounding community. The instal-
lation of tubes on the balconies of nearby residents symbol-
ised a dialogue and connection between the cultural centre
and the community, addressing past conflicts and fostering
a space for shared stories. This metaphorical bridge was a
central element of the final performance, underscoring the
project’s thematic focus on connection and reconciliation.
The culminating performance at LEME Festival was described
as singularly poetic and beautiful. While the limited physical
presence of the community was a noted challenge, the sym-
bolic power of their recorded voices and narratives created a
profound sense of inclusion. For Estima, this process notonly
reinforced the value of participatory arts but also revealed new
methodologies and possibilities. The project’'s success lay in
its ability to adapt,innovate, and meaningfully engage with the
community, even under unexpected constraints.

Looking forward, WETUMTUM sees the integration
of circus arts and the alternative approach to community par-
ticipation as transformative steps in their artistic journey. The
projectdemonstrated the importance of flexibility, deep listen-
ing, and symbolic representation in participatory arts. It also
highlighted the value of interdisciplinary collaboration, show-
casing how different artistic practices can intersect to create
new forms of expression. As Bruno Estima aptly concluded, this
project was notjustanother step but a discovery, offering valu-
able insights and inspiration for future participatory initiatives.

Threads of connection:
storytelling, community
and future perspectives

The evaluations of the participatory artistic experience at
LEME festival in ilhavo, reflecting the perspectives of men-
tors, circus artists, and local artists, provide a nuanced un-
derstanding of both the achievements and challenges of this



innovative project. Each perspective highlights the complexity
of blending participatory methodologies with circus arts, while
collectively underscoring the transformative potential of such
collaborations. Together, these reflections offer valuable in-
sights and future directions for similar initiatives.

From the mentors’ perspective, the process illumi-
nated the importance of fostering trust, creating a safe space
for experimentation, and maintaining flexibility in addressing
unforeseen challenges. Lali Alvarez emphasised the delicate
balance between respecting the community’s voice and the
artists’ vision. Her role as a mediator rather than a director
proved instrumental, especially in a context where community
engagementdid notinitially unfold as anticipated. The mentor’s
guidance in reshaping strategies, such as conducting sponta-
neousinterviews at the ilhavo market, exemplified the adaptive
mindset crucial for participatory projects. This fiexibility not only
enriched the process but also underscored the value of prioritis-
ingthe community’s narratives, evenin unconventionalforms.

For the circus artists, this project marked a signifi-
cantdeparture fromtheir traditional practices. As relative new-
comersto participatory arts, they encountered both challeng-
esand revelationsin adapting their physical and performative
techniquesto this context. The low initial turnout of community
participants tested their ability to remain open and inventive.
Yet, through collaboration with the mentor and local artists, they
discovered alternative pathwaystoinclusion. By incorporating
the voicesand stories of market vendorsinto the performance,
the artists transformed what initially seemed like a limitation
into a source of profound creativity. This experience not only
expanded their understanding of participation but also demon-
strated how circus arts, typically grounded in physical virtuosity,
can embrace more abstract, narrative-driven approaches.

Local artists broughta unique depth tothe project,
leveraging their familiarity with the community and theirown
participatory art practices. However, they too faced unexpect-
ed hurdles, particularly the initial disconnect between the cul-
tural centre and the surrounding residents. The history of the
square and its symbolic tensions informed their approach,
leading to the use of visual and auditory metaphors, such as
the tubes, to bridge the gap between the two. The local artists’
adaptability and ability to find resonance in the market ven-
dors'stories highlight the power of proximity and shared cul-
turalunderstandingin participatory projects. Their reflections
underscore the significance of aligning artistic interventions
with the community’s values and histories, ensuring that the
project remains contextually relevant and meaningful.
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Across all three perspectives, several recurring themes
emerge. Theimportance of adaptability is evident, as the pro-
jectrequired ongoing recalibration to address the realities of
the ilhavo community. Additionally, the intersection of circus
and participatory arts posed both opportunities and challeng-
es. The artistsand mentors discovered that while the physical
demands of circus may seem inaccessible to non-profession-
als, abstraction and symbolic gestures can open new avenues
forengagement. The use of the tubes, both as a creative ma-
terial and as a metaphorical link between the cultural centre
and the community, exemplifies how simple yet thoughtful
choices can carry significant meaning. Looking ahead, this
experience offers several valuable lessons for future partic-
ipatory projects. First, the importance of establishing trust
and connections within a community cannot be overstated.
Early and sustained engagement, combined with clear com-
munication andrealistic timelines, is essential for meaningful
participation. Second, interdisciplinary approaches, such as
integrating circus arts with participatory methodologies, hold
great promise butrequire careful adaptation toalign with the
participants’ capacities and interests. Finally, the process re-
affirmed that participatory artisas much aboutthe journey as
itis about the final performance. While the outcome at ilhavo
was deeply moving, the real success lay in the relationships
built, the stories shared, and the new artistic possibilities dis-
covered along the way.

The experiences and evaluations of the BETA
CIRCUS project highlight several methodologies that should
be disseminated and replicated to maximise the impact of
future participatory artsinitiatives. One of the most significant
approachesis prioritising community-driven narratives, where
local stories and voices become central to the creative pro-
cess. Integrating symbolic elements such as audio recordings
and installations proved effective in representing communi-
ties even when direct participation was limited. Flexible and
adaptive planning emerged as essential, allowing the project
to evolve in response to unforeseen challenges, such as low
engagement. The blending of disciplines, particularly intro-
ducing circus arts into participatory methodologies, demon-
strated how innovative combinations could expand creative
possibilities and offer new layers of meaning. Mentors played
acrucial role as facilitators, guiding artists through community
engagementand encouraging a collaborative, non-hierarchi-
cal process. These practices exemplify how participatory arts
can be inclusive, impactful, and responsive to the needs of
diverse communities.
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However, the process also revealed areas for improvement

in future experiences. Early and consistent community inte-
gration is vital to establish trust and rapport, ensuring local

participants feel genuinely involved from the outset. Clear role
definitions among artists could streamline collaboration and
prevent misunderstandings. Emphasising sustainable out-
comes, such asinstallations or other forms of legacy left with
the community, ensures the project'simpact extends beyond
itsduration. Additionally, structured reflection and documen-
tation are critical for evaluating successes and challenges,
providing valuable insights to refine future methodologies. By
addressing these areas, future projects can foster stronger
connections, create deeper cultural resonance, and achieve
lasting social and artistic impact.



Strengths

Community-driven narratives:

centralising local stories and
voices effectively represent-
ed the community and gave
depth to the project.

Adaptive planning: fiexibility
allowed the team to over-
come challenges, such as
low participation, by explor-
ing alternative approaches
like market interviews.

Blending disciplines:
integrating circus arts with
participatory methodologies
enriched the creative
process and introduced
new artistic dimensions.

Symbolic engagement:
using elements like audio
recordings and installations
enabled meaningful
representation even when
physical participation

was limited.

Mentorship support: the
mentors' facilitation provided
essential guidance, fostering
collaboration and non-hier-
archical processes among
the artists.

Weaknesses

Late community engagement:
delayed outreach hindered
the initial involvement of
local participants, reducing
physical participationinthe
final stages.

Role ambiguity: unclear
definitions of responsibilities
among participants occa-
sionally led to inefficiencies.

Short timeframe: limited
time for community inte-
gration and artistic develop-
ment constrained the depth
of participatory processes.

Sustainability: the absence
of long-term mechanisms

to ensure the project’s legacy
in the community reduced
its ongoing impact.
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In conclusion, the evaluations of this project demonstrate its
potential as a model for future initiatives: by embracing flexi-
bility, valuing diverse contributions,and maintainingafocuson
community-driven narratives, participatory arts can achieve
both artistic excellence and social impact. Thisexperiencein
ilhavo, though not withoutits challenges, stands as a testament
to the power of collaboration and the transformative poten-
tial of participatory approaches in contemporary art. As the
participants and organiserslook to the future, this project will
undoubtedly serve as a source of inspiration and a foundation
for continued innovation in the field.
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The BETA CIRCUS project provided a profound platform to
explore the complexities and opportunities inherent in par-
ticipatory art processes, particularly highlighting the roles of
mentorship and the matchmaking of artists from diverse back-
grounds. These elements, when thoughtfully structured and
implemented, emerged as key drivers of innovation, growth,
and impact. However, they also revealed challenges that un-
derscore the need for clear methodologies, mutual under-
standing, and structured facilitation in future projects.

Mentorship proved to be a cornerstone of the par-
ticipatory process, offering a finely balanced combination of
guidance, reflection, and support. The mentor’s capacity to
foster trust, mediate challenges, and uphold participatory
principles was crucial in ensuring both artistic cohesion and
ethicalengagement. Acting as mediators during conflictsand
as external observers providing clarity and direction without
imposing their vision, mentors underscored the importance
of early involvement to help shape collaboration and define
roles, ensuring alignment and shared purpose from the outset.
Similarly,the matchmaking of artists from diverse disciplines -
circus, theatre, sound design,and participatory arts-served as
both a catalystforinnovation and a challenge demanding sen-
sitive navigation. Cross-disciplinary collaborations enriched
the creative process by merging unique methodologies and
fostering mutual learning. However, the process also revealed
significant challenges, such as balancing differing artistic lan-
guages and methodologies, navigating power dynamics, and
addressing ambiguities in leadership and decision-making.
Forexample, the absence of preliminary relationship-building
among artists occasionally led tofriction, highlighting the need
for structured “getting to know you” phases to establish trust
and shared objectives at the start of the project.

Aswe look towards the future, participatory circus
arts are poised to become a prominent cultural force across
Europe. The experiences and evaluations from four diverse
artistic projects conducted across European countries have
provided us with invaluable insights into the transformative
power ofthese projects. Through their ability to engage diverse
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communities, foster social cohesion,and address pressing so-
cietalissues, participatory circus arts offer a unique platform
for social engagement and active citizenship. By empowering
individuals and encouraging innovation, these projects have
the potential to significantly enrich the cultural landscape and
drive positive social change.

Cultural inclusivity
and diversity

Participatory circus arts excelin promotinginclusivity and cel-
ebrating diversity. By bringing together individuals from various
backgrounds, these projects create shared cultural experienc-
esthatbreak down social barriersand enhance understanding
across different communities. Through physical movement,
storytelling, and co-creation, participants are empowered
to express their unique perspectives, while artists integrate
diverse voices into multi-layered works. These experiences
demonstrate how participatory circus arts facilitate dialogue,
mutual respect, and the celebration of cultural diversity. Inin-
creasingly multicultural societies, this practice serves as a vital
platform for fostering social cohesion and cultural exchange,
strengthening connections within and across communities.

Empowerment
and skill development

One ofthe core strengths of participatory circus projectsis their
capacity toempower participants and foster personal growth.
These projects provide opportunities for individuals to learn
new physical and creative skills in a safe and inclusive envi-
ronment, build confidence, trust, and a sense of achievement
through group collaboration, and develop valuable life skills
suchasteamwork,communication,and problem-solving. The
emphasis on skill-sharing ensures that participants gain both
artistic experience and practical tools for their personal devel-
opment. Encouraging creative expression and active partici-
pation fosters self-worth, leaving participants more confident
and engaged asindividuals and members of their communities.
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Social engagement
and community building

The collaborative nature of participatory circus arts signifi-
cantly enhances social engagement and community building.
By involving local communities in the creative process, these
projects strengthen social ties and foster a sense of belonging.
This increased engagement often translates into greater civ-
ic participation, asindividuals become more invested in their
communities and motivated to contribute to positive social
change. The sense of ownership and pride thatemerges from
active involvementin these projects supports the development
of more cohesive and resilient communities.

Addressing
social issues

Participatory circus arts have proven to be a powerful tool for
addressing and raising awareness about critical social issues.
Projects that explore themes such asinequality, mental health,
and environmental sustainability engage audiencesin mean-
ingful conversations and inspire action. This approach aligns
with the broader European Union emphasis on using culture
andthe artstotackle societal challenges. By integrating social
issuesinto their work, participatory circus artists contribute to
public discourse and advocate for positive change.

Innovation and
experimentation

The field of participatory circus arts is marked by its emphasis
on innovation and experimentation. Artists may explore new
ways toengage with audiences and communities, incorporating
digitaltechnologies,interdisciplinary approaches,and novel for-
matsto expand theirreach and impact. This spirit of experimen-
tationfosters fresh and exciting forms of artistic expression that
resonate with contemporary audiences. The ongoing evolution
of participatory circus arts highlights the field’'s adaptability and
its potential for pioneering new artistic practices.
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Supportive policy
environment

The recognition of participatory arts within European cul-
tural policies underscores their value in promoting socialin-
clusion and active citizenship. Funding bodies and cultural
institutions play a key role by providing essential resources
and supportfor artists to develop ambitious and meaningful
projects. Ensuring long-term sustainability requires an ongo-
ing commitment to policy frameworks that support partic-
ipatory arts. Partnerships with local organisations, funding
for research and development, and opportunities for inter-
national collaboration are crucial for fostering the growth of
participatory circus arts.

Cross-border
collaboration

Participatory circus arts thrive on cross-border collaboration,
offering opportunities for cultural exchange and knowledge
sharing. Artists from different disciplines and backgrounds
come together to co-create, enriching projects with diverse
perspectives and methodologies. This collaborative approach
fostersinnovation and reflects a pan-European spirit of unity,
cooperation, and cultural dialogue. By transcending national
boundaries, these projects demonstrate the power of art to
connect people across borders, promoting shared cultural
understanding and solidarity.

Toolkit for future
projects

Theinsightsand best practices outlined here serve asacom-
prehensive toolkit for developing participatory circus projects
that entertain, educate, empower, and inspire. As artists and
organisers continue to explore and expand the possibilities of
participatory circus, they can contribute to building more in-
clusive and vibrant communities across Europe. By embracing
these principles, future projects can harness the transforma-
tive power of the arts to create meaningful connections and
achieve lastingimpacts.
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In conclusion, participatory circus arts represent a profound
and evolving cultural force that holds significant promise for
fostering inclusivity, empowerment, and social change. The
insights derived from the evaluations of four diverse artistic
projects across Europe highlight the transformative potential
of these practices in engaging communities and addressing
pressing social issues. As demonstrated, participatory circus
artsnotonly serve as a platform for creative expression butalso
play acrucial role in breaking down social barriers,enhancing
cultural understanding, and promoting active citizenship.

The application of best practices, asoutlined in this
chapter, is essential for maximising the impact of future par-
ticipatory circus projects. The emphasis on flexible planning,
enhanced communication,andinclusive engagementensures
that projects are adaptable and responsive to the needs of di-
verse participants. Logistical planning and integrated refiection
contribute to the smooth execution and continuous improve-
ment of projects, while site-specific adaptation and cultural
sensitivity ensure thatinitiatives are relevantand respectful to
local contexts. Moreover, the collaborative nature of participa-
tory circus arts fosters strong community tiesand encourages
active participation, leading to a more cohesive and engaged
society. The focus on addressing social issues through creative
means aligns with broader societal goals, such as promoting
social justice and environmental sustainability. Innovationand
experimentation within the field drive the development of new
artistic formsand methodologies, keeping the practice relevant
and resonant with contemporary audiences.

In essence, the principles and practicesoutlinedin
this chapter offer a robust framework for the future develop-
ment of participatory circus arts. By building on the success-
es of previous projects and embracing these best practices,
future initiatives can not only entertain and inspire but also
contribute to the creation of more inclusive, vibrant, and resil-
ientcommunities across Europe. The ongoing explorationand
expansion of participatory circus arts will continue to offer val-
uable opportunities for personal and collective transformation,
driving meaningful and lasting impacts within diverse cultural
contexts. Through their ability to engage, empower, and effect
positive social change, participatory circus arts stand poised
to make a significant contribution to the cultural and social
fabric of Europe.
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The landscape of participatory circus artsis continually evolv-
ing, driven by the need to adapt and respond to the shifting
dynamics of community engagement and artistic practice.
Drawing from extensive evaluations of four distinct artistic
experiences, this chapter provides a comprehensive set of
recommendations aimed at enhancing the effectivenessand
impact of participatory circus projects. By integrating insights
from mentors, circus artists, and local participants, we aim
to establish best practices that can guide future initiatives,
ensuring they are engaging, inclusive, and sustainable.

The collective experiences and evaluations from
these projectsrevealcritical lessons and strategies that are vital
for the future of participatory circus arts. Frominitial planning
to execution and reflection, each stage offers valuable insights
into what works and what could be improved. This chapter
synthesises these lessonsinto actionable recommendations,
providing a roadmap for practitioners seeking to maximise
theirimpact and effectivenessin the field. The recommenda-
tions presented here are designed to support practitionersin
refining their approaches, building stronger community con-
nections,and creating more impactful artistic experiences. By
embracingthese insights, future participatory circus projects
can enhance their relevance, inclusivity, and overall success.

By adheringto these recommendations, practition-
ers can shape the future of participatory circus arts, ensur-
ing that projects are not only creative and engaging but also
inclusive, sustainable, and impactful. Embracing these best
practices will contribute to the ongoing development of par-
ticipatory arts, fostering meaningful connections and driving
positive social change within communities.
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Flexible planning

Adaptation: emphasise the
necessity for planning pro-
cessesthat are adaptable to
accommodate unforeseen
changes and the evolving
needs of participants. This
flexibility ensures that pro-
jects can respond effectively
to real-time feedback and
shifting dynamics.

Iterative approach: employ
aphased approach where
initial concepts are tested
and refined based on ongo-
ing feedback. This method
allows for continuous ad-
justment and improvement,
maintaining the project's re-
sponsiveness and relevance.

Participant-led adjustments:
allow participantinput to
guide parts of the process,
ensuring the outcomes
reflect their voices and lived
experiences, while remaining
aligned with artistic goals.

Enhanced communication

Pre-project briefing: establish
clear and detailed com-
munication protocols and
expectations before the
project begins. Ensuring that
all stakeholders are aligned
helps prevent misunder-
standings and fostersa
collaborative environment.

Ongoing dialogue: maintain
open and continuous com-
munication throughout the
project's duration. Regular
updates and discussions help
addressissues promptly and
support effective teamwork.

Shared understanding: take
extra carein cross-disciplinary
projects to ensure clarity of
methods, objectives, and
language, particularly when
artists come from diverse
practices or cultural contexts.

Inclusive engagement

Diverse participation:involve
a broad spectrum of partici-
pants from the outset to cap-
ture diverse perspectives
and broaden the project's
impact. Thisinclusivity en-
riches the creative process
and enhancesthe overall
outcome.

Voluntary involvement: allow
participants to choose their
level of involvement, wheth-
er as performers or contrib-
utors behind the scenes.
This choice fosters a sense
of ownership and commit-
ment, increasing engage-
ment and satisfaction.

Language sensitivity:
address barriers to partici-
pation, including language
differences, and consider
supporttools suchastrans-
lators or visual methods for
clearer communication.
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Logistical planning

Resource management.
ensure that resources and
facilities are adequate and
well-suited to the project's
needs. Effective management
ofthese elements supports
smooth operations and re-
duces the risk of disruptions.

Contingency planning:
develop comprehensive

backup plansto address
potential challenges such

as participant dropouts or
logistical issues. Preparing
for these scenarios helps
maintain project momentum
and flexibility.

Technical preparation:
provide sufficient time and
resources for testing instal-
lations, sound, lighting, or
other technical components
to avoid disruptions during
rehearsals or performances.

Integrated reflection

Daily reflections: incorporate
regular reflection sessions to
evaluate progressand address
any challenges. This practice
allows for early identifica-
tion of issues and facilitates
necessary adjustments.

Feedback loops: implement
mechanisms to gather and
utilise feedback from partic-
ipants and team members.
Thisiterative approach ena-
bles ongoing refinementand
adaptation of the project.

Documenting processes:
capture reflections, chal-

lenges, and successes to
preserve learning for future
projects, enhancing trans-
parency and supporting
long-term capacity building.

Participant engagement

Early involvement: engage
participantsin the planning
stages to build commit-
ment and ownership. Early
involvement ensures that
the project aligns with par-
ticipants’ expectations and
enhances theirinvestment
in the project.

Flexible scheduling: accom-
modate the schedules and
needs of participants to
ensure consistent engage-
ment. Flexibility in sched-
uling supports inclusivity
and accessibility, fostering
sustained participation.

Safe working environments:
foster non-judgmental,
supportive spaces that allow
participants to experiment,
share, and contribute with-
out fear or pressure.




Site-specific adaptation

Contextual design: tailor the
project to fit the specific en-

vironment and community.
Leveraging local characteris-
ticsand resources enhances
the project's relevance and
impact.

Dynamic spaces: utilise
existing spaces creatively,
adapting themto fitthe pro-
ject’'sthemes and objectives.
Innovative use of space can
enrich audience engage-
ment and create a unique
experience.

Respect for local dynamics:
acknowledge and adapt to
the social rhythmes, cultural
values, and practical realities
of the spaces being activated.

Cultural sensitivity

Context awareness: be
aware of and respect the
cultural and institutional
context in which the pro-
ject operates. Adapting
approachestolocal norms
and values ensures thatthe
projectis culturally sensitive
and appropriate.

Localinsights: seek input
from local communities to

understand their dynamics
and address any specific
sensitivities. Thisapproach
ensures that the projectisre-
spectful and well-informed.

Avoid assumptions: avoid
imposing external narratives
or preconceptions; instead,
allow communitiestoleadin
defining themes and stories
that resonate with their lived
experiences.

Collaborative mentorship

Mentor collaboration: build
strong, collaborative rela-
tionships between mentors
and artists based on mutual
respectand open communi-
cation. Effective mentorship
provides valuable support
and guidance throughout
the project.

Shared learning: encourage
mentors to actively engage

with the artistic process,
fostering a culture of mutual
learning. This collaboration
enrichesthe project and
supports the development of
allinvolved.

Mediation role: mentors can
provide neutral facilitation
to help resolve conflicts or
differences in working meth-
ods, particularly in cross-dis-
ciplinary collaborations.
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Evaluation and feedback

Comprehensive assess-
ment: conduct thorough
evaluations at various
stages of the project to
gatherinsights and meas-
ure effectiveness. Detailed
assessments help identify
strengths and areas for
improvement.

Actionable feedback: use
feedback to make practical
adjustments and enhance
future projects. Focusing on
actionable insights ensures
continuous improvement
and greaterimpact.

Sustainability

Long-term impact: design
projects with sustainability
in mind, considering how
the outcomes can benefit
the community beyond the
project's duration. This ap-
proach enhances the lasting
value of the process.

Continued engagement:
explore ways to maintain re-
lationships with participants
and local partners after the
project's conclusion, ensuring
ongoing community benefit.

Resource utilisation: efficiently
manage and utilise resources
to minimise waste and max-
imise the project'simpact.
Sustainable practices con-
tribute to the project's over-
all success and longevity.

Cross-disciplinary
integration

Diverse approaches:inte-
grate a variety of artistic and
disciplinary approaches

to explore new creative
possibilities and enrich the
project. Cross-disciplinary
integration canlead toinno-
vative outcomes and broad-
enthe project's appeal.

Collaboration with other
fields: engage with profes-
sionals from other fields,
such as social sciences or
community development,

to enhance the project's ef-
fectiveness. Interdisciplinary
collaboration provides new
perspectives and solutions.

Empowerment and
capacity building

Skill development: focus on
empowering participants
through skill development
and capacity building.
Providing opportunities for
learning and growth sup-
ports personal and artistic
development, enhancing the
project'simpact.

Leadership opportunities:
encourage participants
toassume leadership

roles within the project.
Empowering individuals to
lead aspects of the work
fosters ownership and builds
confidence.
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