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THE SCHOOL OF NARRATIVE DANCE
In 2013 Marinella Senatore founded The School of Narrative
Dance, focused on the idea of storytelling as an experience that
can be explored choreographically, on non-hierarchical learning,
self-training and the creation of an active citizenship through
informal education. Nomadic and free of charge, the School
takes different forms depending on the spaces it temporarily
occupies, and proposes an alternative system of education,
based on emancipation, inclusion, and self-cultivation.
The School offers a wide range of classes in subjects such as
literature, oral history, carpentry, art history, crafts, photography,
arithmetic, drama, choreography, cinematic language, etc.,
encouraging individuals to share their skills or achieve new
ones, building new groups and ideas of community. To date,
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the School‘s projects – produced by Institutions, Museums and
Foundations – have been developed in several countries in
Europe, US, and China with the involvement of political activists,
scholars, artisans, illiterate people, students, housewives,
classical musicians, writers, worker unions, retired, teachers,
feminist choirs, Alpines, dancers, opera singer, community choir
, brass band, gymnasts, folk musicians, folk dancers and so on.
The work uses dance as a common language through
which to celebrate the vernacular, amateur, and
professionally trained gestures of the participants.
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March 2013
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and traveling around the world, offers different communities
“lessons” in all kinds of knowledge, from oral history to
literature narratives, everyday practices, art history and dance.
The “students” are encouraged to participate in the “courses”
with their own knowledge, talents and imaginations to form
the final “outcomes”. It is through mobilizing the public’s will
to participate in collective exchanges that the participants
become creative subjects. It’s also an experiment meant to
subvert the teacher-student, or topdown, model of school
and education in general. The strategy is to emphasize the
participation of the public not only as an element of equal
importance to the “teacher” in the production of knowledge,
but also as a more active resource and energy in the process.
This has formed the core of Senatore’s artistic intention, ethical
position and “forms” — images, sounds, installations, and so
forth, resulting from performative actions. For her Premio

Toward a Colorful World.
On Marinella Senatore’s Work
Hou Hanru
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In this time of systematic institutionalization and
commodification of contemporary art, “socially
participatory art” as an alternative outlet, or even as
an oppositional mode of creation, is widely considered to
be ethically more relevant and artistically more original. A
movement of participatory art is spreading across the world.
Marinella Senatore is one of the most active and remarkable
artists involved in this movement in Italy, and also on the
international scene. Her “brand” is a long-term project entitled
The School of Narrative Dance.
As one can read on her website: “In 2013 Marinella Senatore
founded The School of Narrative Dance, focused on the
idea of storytelling as an experience that can be explored
choreographically, on non-hierarchical learning, self-training
and the creation of an active citizenship through informal
education. Nomadic and free of charge, the School takes
different forms depending on the spaces it temporarily occupies,
and proposes an alternative system of education, based on
emancipation, inclusion, and self-cultivation. The School
offers a wide range of classes in subjects such as literature,
oral history, carpentry, art history, crafts, photography,
arithmetic, drama, choreography, cinematic language, etc.,
encouraging individuals to share their skills or achieve new
ones, building new groups and ideas of community. To date,
the School’s projects — produced by Institutions, Museums and
Foundations — have been developed in several countries in
Europe and the US, with the involvement of political activists,
scholars, artisans, illiterate people, students, housewives,
musicians, writers, worker unions, retirees, teachers, feminist
choirs and Alpines.
The work uses dance as a common language through which
to celebrate the vernacular, amateur, and professionally
trained gestures of the participants.”1 Her school, nomadic
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MAXXI project, Senatore has continued and deepened her
approach. Her website states: “On MAXXI’s piazza and along
its staircases the exhibition route continues with The School
of Narrative Dance, Roma by Marinella Senatore, a traveling
school free of charge where anyone can teach or be a student,
in which the public takes on a leading role in the process of
assembling the work. The classroom, built on the piazza itself
by the group of British architects ASSEMBLE, is conceived as
an ideal set to host the lessons of a broad range of subjects
and trades. The experiences of the lessons will then flow into a
theater-dance performance directed by the choreographers of
the Berlin group ESPZ. The exhibition project then continues
along MAXXI’s staircases, where display cases contain the
works that are the result of the lessons.”2
The result is amazingly beautiful: at the opening, dozens of
dancers, of all ages and from diverse communities neighboring
the museum, dressed in multi-ethnic costumes and dancing to
the music of different traditions, turned the museum into a
festive performance space. For the duration of the exhibition,
the museum’s outdoor space was turned into an open school
for dance. More importantly, by introducing this kind of
activity, the museum was extended not only into a laboratory
of “alternative education” but also into a veritable new social
forum.
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Senatore’s work is an ongoing project for social engagement
through artistic actions. Participation is the core of this
project. Trained as a filmmaker, she is well-equipped

with knowledge and skills from various disciplines of creation
through teamwork. She is capable of mobilizing multidisciplinary
languages, mediums and approaches to create a system of social
participation. Central to her approach to artistic creation is her
encouragement of the participants to develop their capacities
of self-learning and self-emancipation. This process is intimately
related to their everyday life practices. They modify everyday acts
and expressions to form creative performance and narratives,
in the context of collective collaboration, to rewrite routine
scenarios into extraordinary stories and forms. In other words, it
is through the reinvention of the everyday (as promoted by Michel
de Certeau, as “l’art de faire”3), or through ingeniously “twisting”
normal modes of practice of the everyday to become “creative,”
and thus “emancipated,” that “normal” people become creators,
and real masters of their lives. In other words, to use Joseph Beuys’
notion: “everyone is an artist.”
These kinds of collective collaborations are based on the principle
of fusing different disciplines and groups in order to guarantee
diversity and openness. “Narrative dance” introduces different
possibilities of narration, and thus, perception and definition of
reality. It is also essentially a collective mobilization in which all
participants can invent their own vision of reality to be shared
by others. It is not aimed at producing a new genre of art but
an open, self-liberating form of social life founded on shared
knowledge and discussions. In the process, everyone is a creator,
an artist. Eventually, this helps transform presumably “isolated”
subjectivities into “inter-subjectivities” open to others, to share
with others, and to further produce collective projects and spheres
for the common good.
Obviously, Senatore’s project is a timely one. Our time is a one
of contradiction driven by the force of capital and its impacts on
every aspect of life: commodification of everything in life and social
division between the rich and the poor, privatization of public
services, technological progress and alienation of humanity.
Democracy is facing serious challenges. Art is no exception to
these trends. This has also widely provoked resistance and, more
importantly, alternative initiatives in order to reconstruct social
life based on democratic ideals. We are seeing, on a global scale,
the rise of bottom-up forces of creativity. Mobilizing participation
from people from all communities, especially those that have
been marginalized in the mainstream capitalist system, in artistic
and cultural creation is increasingly becoming the center of a new

social agenda in almost every part of the world. Claims for a new
and more equal civic society with respect to cultural diversity are
shared by those who consider art to be a force of social and even
political change.
Interestingly, Senatore’s projects are often organized by art
institutions like the MAXXI. This is not a simple acceptance of
increasingly institutionalized institutions, often under the “mercy”
of mainstream politics and the logic of the commodification of life,
as the status quo. Instead, it implies the possibility of introducing
“alien” and “alternative” forms of creation, especially collective
participation and collaboration, into the museum. This clearly
can generate the effect of revitalizing a “frozen” culture, structure
and modus operandi of the institution. Ultimately, it can allow the
institution to obtain a new vitality through embracing the energy
and dynamism of performative creations and the ideal of merging
art and real life. It’s a form of “happy institutional critique.”

3

“Participatory art” is now more and more à la mode. One
of the most influential theoretical references is “relational
aesthetics,” which puts forward social relationship as an
innovative form of artistic expression. It’s a new language embraced
largely by a younger generation of artists and professionals.
However, projects like Senatore’s go deeper in this exploration of
social relationship in order to deconstruct it. They are able to go
beyond its framework because they reach out to real social reality
and transform aesthetics into real social actions, often culturally
and politically “activistic.”
They suggest new kinds of attempts to construct non-conventional
and “equalist” societies, derived from traditions of utopian social
experiments, religious communions, and even anarchistic social
movements. One of the most characteristic aspects of Senatore’s
projects, as can be observed in the MAXXI project, is the popular
festival. Parades and processions are organized after workshops
of learning, dancing and discussion. They unfold in public spaces,
within and beyond the art institutions. Obviously, they recall
carnivals that are highly popular in many cultural traditions —
Italy has always been one of the most fertile territories for this
form of festivity. The Russian writer Mikhail Bakhtin, referring to
the Medieval “Feast of Fools,” coined the term “carnivalesque”
to emphasize the function of the popular festival as a moment of
collective “ecstasy,” an ultimate form of revolt breaking down all

established social hierarchies and power systems. The performers
and the spectators mingle to create the “performance” together
as revolution becomes a possibility of real experiences, in spite of
its temporality.
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It’s true that one can observe a clear intention of mobilizing
the participants’ revolutionary potential from within when
Senatore emphasizes the function of self-emancipation through
participating in the collective and festive actions of her projects.
Self-emancipation is the first step toward a larger transformation
of community, human relations and social structures, namely the
political system. Desires and plans of revolution are put on the
agenda of actuality, in an ongoing and permanently persisting
manner. This is particularly true for those who participate in
the projects from the social “bottom,” the “grass-root.” One can
recognize a common motivation and strategy to some historical
and contemporary attempts of social transformation through
artistic experiment. The Brazilian Augusto Boal’s Theater of the
Oppressed4 is a critically important example here. Influenced by
the educator Paulo Freire, who provided creative pedagogy for the
poor, the “oppressed,” Boal used theater as a laboratory to help
the “oppressed” gain a better understanding of social reality and
their active roles in changing the oppressive reality. He designed
rules of play for the participants to turn themselves into selfemancipated “spect-actors” and present their shows in various
public spaces in order to share practices of self-organizational
democracy. Like Boal, Senatore designed clear and democraticallyaccepted rules of play for her projects, especially her The School of
Narrative Dance. In a way, one can take Senatore’s work as a more

contemporary version of Theater of the Oppressed. It introduces
more diversity in terms of artistic expression — innovative forms
of narratives and actions — into a more “elitist” artistic context.
The ultimate effect is not only to allow the “oppressed” to play a
creative role in social change but also to influence the “top-down”
structure of the institution to open up to necessary but somehow
provocative and even subversive changes.
A truly innovative language of art is born, with emphasis on this
process of people’s participation. And this can be seen as the most
contemporary language.
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Senatore is a nomad. She has been travelling, working
and living on different continents in order to collaborate
with different social groups to complete her projects. Her
practice, more so than a “traditional” artist that produces works
expressing personal vision, can be seen as an effective form of
facilitation and mobilization for local communities to express
and develop their potential as creators. This belongs to the global
trend of a “participatory turn” in the art of today, a movement
of participatory art. Her references can be linked to the “remote”
history of “carnivalesque” attempts at social change and the
more recent Theater of the Oppressed of class emancipation,
closely related to the Brazilian avant-garde of the 1960s-1970s
represented by Hélio Oticica, Lygia Clark, as well as by Joseph
Beuys’ social sculpture founded on the ideal of “everyone is an
artist.” Not only that, but her work echoes some increasingly
influential and collective voices to claim a somehow utopian
improvement in democracy and shared creativity across the world.

Artists working in this perspective from various parts of the world,
especially non-Western regions, are now forming new dynamics
of resistance to dominant powers of oppression and proposition
for a more open and equal society. Among many others, we can
name Xu Tan and Cao Fei from China, Surasi Kusolwong and Navin
Rawanchaikul from Thailand, Pedro Reyes from Mexico and Koki
Tanaka from Japan. Together they form a network on a global scale
leading toward the invention of a new commons for creativity.
It’s a common effort to create a veritable new reality. It’s in the
process of generating real life situations that one can envisage as
a breakthrough of “performance art,” which tends to become art
in the “gray box” of the museum, as Hal Foster criticized.5 This
will certainly lead to a colorful terrain beyond the museum cubes
imprisoned in only white, black and gray. As Hal Foster pointed
out, contemporary art tends to respond to the emergency of our
time.6 What is really urgent for us is the invention of a vivid and
colorful realm of artistic creation, a world in which real life, utopia
and art can be brought together and shared by all of us.
(3 February 2016)
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The Role of Extras:
The Social Theater of
Marinella Senatore
Marco Scotini

Living ornaments is what Siegfried Kracauer called them in
the Thirties. Those masses of human material, organized into
geometric compositions, that moved across the German screen
between the two wars. From Weimar cinema to Nazi propaganda,
from Fritz Lang’s Nibelungen to Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph des
Willens, we find legions of extras passing from cinematic fiction
into the social drama of the vast goose-stepping parades, oceanic
rallies, and spectacular ceremonial devices of the Third Reich.
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The reification of mass into ornament is not only a sign of a
group’s willingness to let itself be passively molded by a leader,
but an image of social stability and cohesion in which hundreds
of thousands of particles are condensed into a single body, under
a single absolute power. The triumph of the ornamental over the
human is what allows the masses to “appear” but not to take any
action (on stage or in life). It allows them to live out an illusory
experience of participation (as viewers, as listeners, as an audience)
but without really participating, without a decision-making part in
the production system. What Benjamin calls “the aestheticization
of politics” is this relationship that integrates cinema into
capitalism’s value-making processes. The masses can be given a
form of expression (through their exhibition before the lens) but
in a way that does not undermine the traditional social fabric:

not the distribution of authority, property, or rights. To counter
the challenges to the socialization of perception and production
that are posed by cinema and other means of reproduction,
Fascism relies on an unnatural utilization of these same means.
The analysis that Benjamin made in the Thirties can only be seen
as a radical prophecy of the forms taken by the current regime of
mediatization. In fact, in the era of complete capitalism dominated
by media devices, the status of the “extra” has not been lost, but
rather amplified. It’s just that we don’t recognize it. Extras are no
longer to be found as a concentrated mass (organized for a film or
an audiovisual form of liturgy) but as the scattered multitudes of
our time (floating through the innumerable electronic interfaces
of the web). Actually, with mediatization, the role of the extra has
expanded to the point of becoming structural, taking on attributes
more that are more social than spectacular: with a privileged place
in the event-based economy, in the new markets and new forms
of cultural consumption. The person who occasionally appears
on stage, isolated or in a group, without speaking up and without
being a professional actor, is the perfect subject in this society
of extras, as Nicolas Bourriaud has called it. They are temporary
workers, recruited for each occasion and always at the disposal of
service providers, willing to grasp whatever opportunities present
themselves and lend their performance, passing from set to set.
This precarious workforce is there on stage but with no chance to
act, merely exhibiting its physical presence, letting itself be seen.
It is as if no other kind of action were possible anymore, no other
role could be played. And yet, if one were to upset the sensible
configuration of parts and segments, what part could these extras
begin to play? How could they truly take part? And could this part
ever be adversarial?
Is this why the artistic practice of Marinella Senatore, since 2006,
has assembled innumerable casts and crews of individuals or
groups (local residents, university students and associations of
retired workers, amateur dancers and brass bands of workers and
miners, amateur choirs from various communities) to work in a
temporal framework of celebration? Or rather, of public festival?
The festival inherently puts time at the center of its manifestation.
It introduces a different dimension of time: a joyful time based on
a chaotic multiplicity, with the suspension of labor, breaking with
ordinary life to embrace the unforeseen and undetermined.
The carnival (and many of Senatore’s parades are carnivalesque)

overthrows the normal rules of society, offering comedy in place
of what is drab and serious, materiality instead of the abstract and
sublime. There is a sort of deconsecration of the contemplative
distance that art assumes, and of the space that houses it, the
museum, as a separate dimension that refuses to let one use and
experience things. Specifically, the work that Senatore presents
is grounded in a desire to desanctify the devices of spectacle,
restoring to general use what has been removed, what has
been separated from it. Each of the individuals involved in each
film project brings his or her personal approach, mute tactics,
anonymous activity, not interpretable, not symbolized. But above
all, a personal way of using what is imposed by and drawn from
mainstream production. In this sense, talking about participation
in reference to Senatore’s work is limiting. While Rosas (2012), a
three-act opera for the screen, involves a number of participants
that only a blockbuster could employ, these subjects do not play
a secondary role (as would normally be the case) but rather,
enter actively into the process of creation and production: as
screenwriters, costumers, actors, singers, sound technicians,
camera operators, set designers, choreographers, managers,
fundraisers. Essentially, with a choral, plural decision- making
agency. But restoring things to free or potential use or reclaiming
what has been taken away from us also means, above all, showing
the purely contingent nature of how functions are assigned by the
system of spectacle, its categories of visibility and invisibility, the
distribution of bodies and parts. Because in fact, in both spectacle
and society, we already know our roles: the viewers know they are
viewers and the actors know they are actors. Who is to perform
and who is to watch the performance is decided beforehand.
The method that Marinella Senatore has developed to upend the
hierarchy of roles and restrictions is a specific teaching method
that we find in her ongoing project The School of Narrative
Dance, a sort of appropriate counter- device. Founded in 2013 in
collaboration with two Berlinbased choreographers, The School
of Narrative Dance is an empirical application of the principle of
ignorance as knowledge. Rather than establishing a relationship
between what the teacher knows and the student does not, it is
a horizontal exchange based on an equality that is assumed to
exist and must only be verified: an ongoing translation, therefore,
of ideas, languages, signs and forms. Rather than art, it would be
better to speak here of “creative functions”, spanning different
modes of action in society and different social groups, capable of
inventing new practices of self-teaching and self-affirmation. It is

about sharing not only the results of one’s art (the finished product)
but also the means of production, the techniques, methods and
tricks. With the goal of letting each individual break free of the
person communicating “knowledge”, becoming independent
and capable of effectively using theater, cinema, or spectacle on
their own. For this reason, as explicitly stated by the title of one of
Marinella Senatore’s most recent projects, this fellowship among
equals is – in the end – what makes human society possible:
building community, in a word.
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Tracing Circles: Enabling Artistic Praxis
through Participation (Not the Other Way
Around)
Alfredo
Cramerotti
and
Emily Pethick

To begin with, let's not write a description piece about the artist's
works, but rather, let her practice lead us in directions that helps
us to understand what's at stake in her approach, along with
wider questions touching on the processes of participation and
what unfolds around them.
Marinella Senatore's films, performance and photography involve
the participation of many people, most of whom have not been
involved in such productions before. They have been realized
on large scales, in the case of Speak Easy, involving up to 1200
people from one neighborhood in Madrid in all aspects of the
film's production, including stage design, set building , technical
aspects, writing is not in the final outcome - in this case, an almost
seamless musical production - but in the exchanges that occur
during the making of it, which steer the works away from singular
authorship. While film is an inherently collaborative medium being almost always made by more than one person - it remains a
highly hierarchical industry. In contrast, this mode of participatory
practice relies on persona investment and individual enthusiasm,
the participants of this particular work even investing financially
in the production by contributing two euros each.
One could say that at the heart of participatory work (and perhaps
any other work) is not what it represents but what it transforms.
Thus it is not in representation, but in 'aggregation' that the core
matter lies - catalyzing certain instances rather than others, and
setting elements in motion to shift perspectives, to move feelings,
thoughts or bodies from one point to another in time and space.
If we imagine doing so not only with one life, but with many, over
and over again, we have a work that slowly knits a whole fabric
of relations that may result in a meaningful experience for those
participating, the instigators, the mediators, and ultimately,
everyone who comes into contact with this sort of 'movement'.
In order to think through the nature of collaborative work, one
has to take into consideration the way in which a project must
encompass a whole variety of relations, be they harmonious of

conflictual. This is something between the agendas of the instigator
or mediator, the participants, and the geopolitical context or social
fabric in which the project takes place. In a way, the outcome is not
an endpoint, but one part of a much bigger picture, a set of social
and political dynamics that have been adopted by the community
for a given time.
For the hundreds or even thousands of people who have generated
one of Senatore's works, this might be a nice way to spend the
morning; or it may be seen as a commitment that implies a
political gesture. The aesthetic data of the cinematography,
photography, script, installation, drawing - or whatever route has
been explored to materialize this work - becomes the zero point
for the coordinates of that piece of society. It may want to reinvent
itself or continue to preserve a certain image, but it will not shy
away from the context in which it is formed.
In the case of Senatore's most recent work, Nui Simu - which featured
the participation of over 180 non-professional actors and extras,
was written in collaboration wit 25 retired miners from the town
of Enna, Sicily, and involved them and students from the Academy
of Fine Arts in all areas of the production - it has been a matter of
reviving a social consciousness. The basis of the project is in the
way participants have reconstructed collective memories of place
and time. Sometimes manipulated and rewritten, spontaneous or
incited, these memories have generated social systems through
aggregation and the concept of group or membership.
In activating processes such as these, the artist (or better, the
instigator) cuts across politics, gender relations, and class divides,
intermingling them with secondary facts from people's lives,
half-forgotten stories, documents and fictional narratives, to
gradually create a sort of communal archive of 'intensities'. These
are moments, places or situations are constructed, resurrected or
recorded by a community because that seems to be the thing to
do, perhaps an urgent need that is lingering in the air but hasn't yet
crystallized. The process and its temporary result, open to being
re-shuffled and, as in this case, re-constituted by miners, bakers,
students, local seamstresses, retired carpenters, neighbours
associations, villagers, amateur dancers, urban rappers or others,
offers the perfect excuse.
This is working from the middle; the participative work, in this

sense, presents something that was not there before, and traces
the anecdotes that ultimately shape the collective imagery and
temporary memory of the place, time, community and situation.
In turn, this collective memory is revisited and passed on by each
of the protagonists via local and micro-local media, such as doorto-door communication, neighborhood papers, fliers, local radio;
but also global media channels such as the Internet and the global
art scene, through its exhibitions, forums, books (like this one),
residencies, and so on.
These histories and chronicles, facts and fictions, first gathered
and then developed in other directions, are the same kind we
employ in our life to recognize, assess and structure our own
stories within the influxes of fragmentary information we receive
every day; part words, part songs, part archive material (personal
or collective, physical or intellectual), and part ideas we use to
sew together our existence.
To create this sense of belonging and becoming though shared
narratives is an important, ambitious undertaking; not in
thematic terms, but as praxis. Inhabiting a space and a time and
asking questions through the people living in it, perhaps even
finding answers, helps to shape a form of public sphere that is
both physical (through the participative work) and psychological
(through the cultural consequences that will be generated).
Anyone who has worked with participation will know that it is
no mean feat to get the commitment and keep the engagement
of the numbers of people that Senatore is used to working with
on her films. The skill required of the artist in these kinds of
processes is to create situations that are open enough for others
to be able to contribute and shape the work as it is in progress,
and at the same time, maintain a framework that is strong enough
not to collapse or fade out into compromise. The sparks that are
produced through encounters of difference and processes of
negotiation, as well as enjoyment, create a kind of energy that can
be a strong driving force. Ultimately, what is arrived at through
the involvement of many people is a form of complexity, and a
picture of a world that is not straightforward or easy, but where
new collective experiences and forms of production are possible
and immensely rewarding, if someone is bold enough to take the
initiative and start the process.

