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Abstract
Dance regularly contributes to the discourse of our society.   For many years, it has borne 
witness to political events, social customs and the agenda of the day. Whether we are always 
aware of it or not, the dancer as artist in society is political, and can make a difference in the 
world we live in through being present. I am interested to question and ponder what that can 
reveal about to ourselves. How do we, as dance practitioners, make ourselves more visible as 
diverse protagonists? What role do we play as leaders in making the practices and contributions 
of artists “seen” and properly recognized?

As a follow up to our recent event ODD2, I interviewed Patricia Carolin Mai, Yinka Graves, 
and melissandre varin. This article aims to show how these artists contribute to the concept of 
dance democracy through their artistic choices as informed by perceptions of who they are and 
what their work means to them. Creating Our Dance Democracy conference with Dr. Sarah 
Black-Frizell allowed us to focus on the contribution that contemporary dance makers and 
academics make in understanding who they are and the impact they have made through their 
work and research.
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INTRODUCTION

Dance regularly contributes to the discourse of our society.  For many years, it 
has borne witness to political events, social customs, and the agenda of the day. 
Whether we are always aware of it or not, the artist in society is political, and can 
make a difference in the world we live in through being present. How do we make 
ourselves more visible as diverse protagonists? What role do we play as leaders in 
making the practices and contributions of artists “seen” and properly recognized? 

Creating Our Dance Democracy  conference with Dr. Sarah Black-Frizell allowed 
us to focus on  the contribution that contemporary dance makers and academics 
make in terms of considering who they are and the impact they have in creating the 
work and research they develop. 

As a follow up to our recent event Our Democracy 2 (ODD2), I interviewed a 
variety of artists (Patricia Carolin Mai, Yinka Graves and melissandre varin) who 
contributed to the concept of democracy and how their artistic choices came about 
through their perception of who they are and what the work they create means to 
them. All of our documented exchanges here in this this article happened during a 
Zoom meeting on 22 December 2021.

A CONVERSATION WITH THE ARTISTS

Below are highlights from a longer conversation and what we found in coming 
together was a lot of the themes from the past twelve months: equality, democracy, 
opportunity, included and excluded, authenticity, responsibility, and transformation.

Working after the murder of George Floyd and with the increased visibility of 
Black Lives Matter (BLM), there was an increase in offers and opportunities to 
present at festivals for black artists such as Yinka and melissandre. However, in the 
case of an independent artist with limited assistance such as Yinka, there were still 
challenges in getting the right resources to present her work in its best form. As 
Yinka explained:

One of the problems I’ve had with that is for me, personally, I’ve been invited, to 
a few rather important festivals, and what I was saying to them is, it’s all very well, 
programming me, but for me, there’s a need for more support, because everybody else 
in this huge festival has been, historically, part  of a whole infrastructure around them, 
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with producers, and other people assisting them. And here I am pretty much by myself, 
of interest to you, which is great, but I feel like it’s somehow unfair, exposing me in a 
space when I haven’t actually received the real support that is needed to even produce 
something of the quality that needs to be in that space.

For melissandre’s work as an artist operating in multiplicity of practices, on 
democracy she shared:

i don’t really relate to the word democracy that much, but i probably use another word 
to describe what i do and i prefer to work: multiplicity, or being in relation, especially 
when, creating artworks. i don’t necessarily consider democracy in my practice, i 
don’t necessarily make work for a specific audience, i make work because i need to, 
because it comes to me. So in my process, the sharing, and the making of things is a 
bit disassociated with a demand from/for the mass, in a way, and for me, maybe i have 
very limited understanding of what democracy is, but when i think about democracy it’s 
related to  power to the people and how, we work together. To me multiplicity and being 
in relation encapsulate that and much more from a diasporic context.

Both artists demonstrate that where there is a level of care and support given to 
artists in the creation of their work, and an openness to accept and respect who we 
all are in society, then a form of “democracy” occurs—but in different ways. On this 
note, I then asked melissandre and Patricia to answer the following question: When 
care and support is given, how does this affect the creation of a work and what are 
you saying through your work to the world?

melissandre responded:

That’s a massive question. What am i saying to the world? You know, i think i’m a very 
basic human being, i’m just trying to say that, most of the time, and because of the places 
i go to create most of the time, what i’m trying to say is that i’ve been sad, and i would like 
to share part of it with you. i think there is a lot of power in producing work from a place 
of rage. But like rage is also love for me, you know, with my work, i’m trying to share a 
vision, maybe open up a little bit. i guess what i’m trying to say right now, is that there 
should be space for reversibility, for multiplicity, and we should all get this funding to do 
that. . . especially for artists who have been systematically oppressed. . . It shouldn’t be 
like the same care for everyone, it shouldn’t be the same level of care. . . Individuals are 
different and so how do we cater for those differences?

In considering where Patricia is right now in her practice in Hamburg she noticed:
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I had a lot of relation to what you just said, although something happened to me this year 
that I actually got the opposite of being invited, I was excluded from an invitation to a 
house because I don’t have a migrant background.  I wanted to say this, because it just 
came up by what you said about how you got invited by being in black artists, and how I 
can relate to that, that I got excluded because of not being [a] black artist. 

Patricia further explained that there is a push to create more diverse audiences 
but somehow the language was not quite right yet. There is a concern to generate 
the proper approach and the right language in engaging new audiences. And 
this is something that she and her team are really committed to, but is it their 
responsibility?

Patricia went on to say:

It’s a real challenge, language and interpretation is creating potential barriers and 
navigating how we speak to one another, how we include and not exclude is an ongoing 
process to engage people in the process and responsibility is being passed to artists to 
make everything right in relation to diversity.

If we acknowledge that there is a level of privilege that occurs in the world where 
access and participation can be limited to only a number of people, then this is 
something really worth considering: How do we open more doors and create equal 
access to opportunities for more people? 

These are sensitive issues that we need to address as we aim to make diverse 
artists more visible in their practice. We need to recognize the others who have 
been excluded and underrepresented, while also ensuring that all kinds of practices 
can be serviced, presented, and supported.

The question, then, is: Who is responsible for this? In our attempts to be inclusive, 
why do we end up becoming more exclusive? How do we share responsibility between 
the producer/presenter and the artists?  For Yinka and melissandre, they may have 
experienced an increase in invites due to programmers attempt to respond to their 
own potential institutional racism and unconscious bias but for other artists such 
as Patricia, her experience of exclusion is also very telling of something else. 
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IN RETROSPECT

It is necessary  to create a more balanced approach while ensuring an improved 
inclusive environment that benefits and reflects the kind of world we want to work 
in.

Looking back at our conversation in 2021, has anything shifted in relation to 
discussions about identity, authenticity, and history?

All the artists spoke of having to position themselves differently, or more so to 
describe who they are and what they do in a more contextualised manner. This is 
in response to discussions about the politics of identity and in order to address the 
potential lack of awareness about who these artists are and where they come from.  

From Yinka’s perspective, she found that she needed to justify herself as a black 
woman from the UK based in Spain who is practicing flamenco: 

I’ve started to really talk about the diaspora and what my experience is... many assume 
I come from many different places and in being born in England and all those sorts 
of things that somehow people don’t seem to be even understanding here. . . So for 
me, it’s complex. . .  I just feel like there’s so much explaining to do around so many 
things still, and that is problematic. I feel this process has forced me to position myself to 
reconsider my multiplicity—being based in Spain I am aware that the terms and thinking 
are nowhere near the same across Europe. I have to speak with real clarity to ensure I am 
not being taken out of context or being misrepresented. . . . I am also constantly changing 
how I identify and how that can change, but feel obliged sometimes to ensure I commit 
to an original sense of who I am and thus pigeonholed which then stifles my freedom to 
change–feel the need to always be explaining.

In agreement with Yinka, Patricia also gave an example from a recent work: “In my 
work Kontrol, I was so much working on this androgenous body and on this ‘in 
between things’ that I’m still very fascinated in, maybe this not putting in box....or 
it’s this thing or that.” 

She further explained:  

 Similar thoughts in terms of people’s perception and being questioned about choices, 
when doing the work Kontrol I was considering a type of being, an androgenous body 
and yes it’s something that still interests me but I am now changing again and reverting 
to  a place I was before, in my appearance, my physique,  my movement material—I am 
right now in the moment that I can say and speak for today. 
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In considering change and perception, Patricia added:

 And so coming back to the question of what happens within all this journey, of course, 
I changed again, I stopped the training, my body gets transformed again. So my hair is 
growing, yes, all these obvious things. But still, I want to refer to what I’ve experienced 
during this year before, where I was feeling the strength where I was feeling okay with 
being in contact with me and also to share this out there and to relate to this thing. So 
what I want to say or what I maybe try to say right now, it’s to be within the moment that 
you are getting asked as clear, as truthful as honest, for this moment, and that’s what 
you can only speak about, you can say in going back there what has happened, okay, but 
you cannot say what will be and what you want to change and all of this. We can, it’s a 
moment, it’s now. So I can be clear right now.

In the case of melissandre, she believed that being clear and being kind was the key, 
which Patricia also echoed in her response:

sometimes you’re going to say something that is relevant at this precise moment in time, 
and then you sort of have this very critical look at what you were saying a year ago, or 
something like that. But actually, as you were saying, . . . you were highlighting the fact 
that you are human beings who mutate and all the time, and the interviewer as well, 
right?, and just inviting them to also reflect on their own question process know, why 
are you like, trying to confront me to my former self, rather than, inviting me towards a 
more kind of caring way of looking at what, how i felt, back then

As we continued to reflect on where we are now in our exchanges, we also talked 
about the role that authenticity plays in the creation of our work. melissandre 
raised some concerns:

Authenticity? Once again, i don’t vibe with that, because i don’t believe that I’m even 
authentic to myself. So i can’t expect other people to see all that authenticity in my work. 

Considering issues about authenticity further, melissandre explained:

maybe the way i’m trying to be authentic is by saying, i’m trying, you know. i don’t have 
all the answers and i’m just raising questions. And i’m trying actually, actively i think in 
my work, i’m really actively trying to move away from authenticity from what do you 
think from an objective point of view—all those things? . . . And it’s just for me, it’s really 
constraining and my imagination gets stuck because it’s also sort of reinforcing another 
binary. Like there is authenticity, and then it’s fake or whatever. But why? It’s not like 
that i think. Even in this reality i’m living in right now, there are elements of fiction, and 
different realities at play. And it’s always like that, so authenticity in relation to identity. . 
. yesterday, i identified in such a way. But it’s also about making sure that in my brain, i’m 
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clear with the fact that it’s only about today,  and a very limited picture of who i am. And 
it’s also about understanding myself in a second language, so the main language that i 
use on a day to day basis is English now, although it doesn’t sound right. But it’s not my 
mother tongue, so  i’m constantly reminded, because I have to look for words now, that 
i’m just borrowing vocabulary, like verbal vocabulary to express myself, but it cannot 
contain who i am.

CONCLUSION

How are we reinterpreted through our work? Are we judged by our physicality? How 
do we interpret who we are through our bodies? Does that make sense?

In considering the concept of reinterpretation, melissandre shared their 
fascination in considering working solo or as a part of a collective:

So that’s where, personally, i like to think of things from the spectrum of body things 
and space. i am going to interpret myself in very different ways, depending on the space 
where i am operating in, . . . if i’m surrounded by, you know, siblings, if i’m surrounded 
by a black artist, or if i’m surrounded by, a bunch of white people, i am not going to 
interpret myself in the same way. Even if it’s about presenting the same body of work 
it’s gonna resonate in the space in different ways. And so it means that it’s also going 
to resonate, with me as i am interpreting it, in a different way as well. In this precise 
moment in time, i’m choosing to go towards the collective and have more collaboration, 
collective based stuff out there, so that i can also give a rest to my mind and body and not 
being so self-centred. So how do i craft myself in such a way that i can create a version 
of myself when i’m coming to the group and the other way around? i’ve noticed i was 
interpreting myself and the aim of the group in a certain way? And how do i make sure 
that the structure is soft enough, for all of us.

Patricia agreed:

 I actually could relate to this collective body or to this collective group being surrounded 
by this and that this actually really shaped my physicality. And I understood the question 
like this, like, how would we interpreted ourselves coming through the physicality that 
we bring, or that through what maybe has changed. 
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Patricia further added:

I find out that my whole style or my whole physicality approach was changing to a slower 
one more durational one but being as intense, and that’s the way that they chose. And 
like this, I develop the practice and within my own body, . . . I work differently again, 
because I have the professionals in front of me, I feel I must push, push, push. And within 
the community I’m working, I feel that it changed me. Because in the way of that I need 
to take care of the group paced and that’s the different than I that I have on my own.

Interestingly when we consider process and practice with different groups and 
individuals—professionally trained or not—what happens when we navigate that 
shift in perception physically and mentally?

In agreeing with previous comments melissandre added: 

i just wanted to say that i think that this question might also relate a lot with what Yinka 
was saying, related to the need to over explain or to explain yourself. i personally, am 
feeling better, not right, but in a good space right now. i don’t want to self-exploit myself 
or extract so much knowledge from people to capitalise on it. 

Wondering about taking part in this conversation, melissandre concluded:

 Including myself in these comments is not so helpful for me. Looking through these 
questions, how will we feature? It’s about actually not having to interpret yourself not 
having to explain yourself and just be - in the space. i don’t want people to necessarily, 
label my work as black, we have our artists, parents making these or you know, and 
actually, sometimes i actually wonder, is it even helping the understanding or sharing of 
the work? 

Yinka reflected that she was interested to hear what both melissandre and Patricia 
had to say, 

I feel it’s been fascinating for me to see it because I’ve been doing my own Solo work. 
I’ve been working with another artist, we’ve been touring that project. And then another 
piece here in Spain. And it has been so interesting. How misunderstood this question 
of like interpreting can be. I think was because I do something that is, ‘a black flamenco 
dancer’, something that a lot of people aren’t used to. I’ve been fascinated how in France, 
I’ve had the sense that people don’t even know what I do. When they see me in this work, 
that we’ve been mainly doing in France, Germany and Switzerland, It’s always been this 
like negation of, what it is. I found it really fascinating. And then at the same time in my 
own work, as I’ve also become pregnant, what you’re saying Patricia was so interesting, 
because I usually have a practice everyday sort of routine in the studio, just to connect 
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because to me, again, that sense of sort of somehow reaching a point in the body helps 
me feel like I’m speaking with it and connecting to it. But being pregnant. That’s the last 
thing I’ve wanted to do. I haven’t wanted to push because I realized how much I push 
in my daily practice. So that’s been fascinating now also having to take the stage in this 
new body that’s constantly changing, that has asked me not to push and having to find 
and realize and I think I’ve learned a huge lesson. But just realize that it’s like ok, you can 
actually also speak without the push because you know, it’s been so interesting doing 
so adapting some of the stuff and almost feeling like I’m actually able to transcend and 
speak more, because I’m not so hung up on like the technique of it or nothing like that. . 
. . I feel like I’ve really learned a lot about this question of transformation, which again, I 
find very beautiful as well like interpreting yourself.

Patricia then shared her reflection:

One more year, then we have the whole picture of this journey, over the two years. I have 
to say, I always feel like now I’m right back within. And I feel like wow, is now actually 
continuing. And it’s beautiful, because it’s giving a nice, how can I say like impulse again 
to rethink, and I always personally need some time in order to come back. And that’s 
why I’m looking forward if there’s the next encounter of a next coming together where 
we can see again, from this day from today, like what has happened through all this time. 
So, thank you for giving us the chance, and also for pushing in order to bring us together 
again, it’s good to push sometimes.
 

In conclusion, it was an interesting proposition to bring the artists together and 
find how societal shifts brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic and the BLM 
affected their artistic practices. Our exchanges helped in reflecting about the 
themes of Our Dance Democracy conference from February 2021.  

We all look forward to picking up some of the themes we talked about here at 
the next conference in February 2023.
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Note

1.	 Transcribed and annotated by Karen Gallagher MBE in consultation with Yinka 
Graves, melissandre varin, and Patricia Carolin Mai. 
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