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Kai van Eikels
Learning From Xavier Le Roy Means Learning to Work. On
Dilettantism and Professionalism in 21 st Century Performance
For some time now I have been observing a shift towards the curatorial in my
working routine. While I used to think of myself as a researcher ‘in the field of
humanities’ — as softly as that veils my irregular manner of combining
theater and performance studies, political philosophy, and economic theory
—, my environment increasingly demands that I curate. When, for example,
the Steirischer Herbst art festival invited me to do a workshop on virtuosity
in art, politics and post-Fordist economy in 2010, it soon turned out ‘doing it’
included choosing other researchers and artists, both for the workshop and
for an ‘Open Up’ that was supposed to be a kind of panel discussion, or rather
interview, with someone more prestigious than me. They had chosen me on
recommendation of a friend (who happened to be one of the festival’s cocurators), because I had been the member of a research project entitled “The
Virtuoso’s Stage” for six years. Without asking, however, they assumed that I
was also someone who knew the academic world and the art world well
enough to name others, and who knew those others well enough so they
would come. At a certain point I started to wonder which of these two roles
was more important to the festival organizers: researcher-me, who offered a
certain intellectual performance; or curator-me, who would help the festival
to increase its symbolic capital. They got nervous when some people I had
suggested declined the invitation or didn’t reply at all for a while, and I
couldn’t help to recognize that my competence as a curatorial performer was
becoming rather questionable. Luckily, Tino Sehgal finally agreed to join us
for one of the workshop days and the ‘Open Up,’ which saved me for this
time. But the uneasy feeling remained: On the one hand, from the festival
organizers’ side this was probably an attempt to let me participate actively in
the process of curating (they shared a part of their power). But on the other
hand, this additional expectation of a curatorial performance also meant in
part a reservation against my value as a participant in the festival: I wasn’t
enough, professionally. I needed someone else to prove that I was fully worth
doing my own workshop.

This is one example out of several, and I am no exception. Curatorial
activities have become an ever more important element in our daily business
at university – particularly so in those disciplines that define themselves
through their ‘objects:’ art, theater and performance, film, literature, music,
etc. These disciplines mediate scientific research with the practical training of
people who will co-produce and co-organize the objects of this research in
the future. In 2007, the KW Institute for Contemporary Arts in Berlin even
launched a series of events under the title Curate or Die. What does it mean
when a certain curatorial performance becomes a part of other professional
agendas, when it enters the very definition of professionalism? There seems a
connection between the turn towards directed participation in late 20th and
21st century art and this curatorial turn.1 As a facilitator of participation, the
artist, too, has become a curator, someone who selects people or implicitly
formulates the criteria for their selection by arranging settings that will be
inviting for some, forbidding for others. Consciously or not, he adopts the
behaviour of those who observe him. There remains no reliable boundary
between those processes by which an artists chooses a métier, a medium, a
material, sets up the frame, the formal conditions, and the procedural
guidelines for a specific work (the ‘paradigmatic’ axis of creativity, in old
Structuralist speak) — and those processes that will enable the artwork to be
selected, to be integrated into certain contexts, to be regarded and pointed
out from certain points of view, to be placed and made a topic, to be
communicated in networks and be promoted. The artist chooses in no

different way than he is being chosen. Participating and curating synthesize
into one apparatus of behaviour, and they do so exactly at the point where
the immanence of selection seems about to totalize itself. Which may well be
the most interesting, and the most problematic, point in contemporary art.
Both in art theory and artistic practice, we therefore need a critical reflection

1

Irit Rogoff has proposed to replace a professional system that isolates ‘the curator,’
‘the artist,’ ‘the visitor,’ ‘the critic,’ etc. by “the curatorial as a mode of precipitation,
and of the audience as the implicated” (quoting from a lecture she gave on July 7,
2010, at the conference Performing the Future in Berlin, Haus der Kulturen der Welt;
also cf. the homepage of the project Curatorial Knowledge,
http://ck.kein.org/full_introduction). My own use of “curatorial” here remains
somewhere in-between that professional system and Rogoff’s shift from curating to
curatorial knowledge production and distribution — for reasons that will, I hope, become
evident in the course of my argument.
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on the dynamics of choosing. The more naked making a choice is being
exposed as the core of what art concerns, the more we ought to think about
possible differentiations of this very act.
In Product of Other Circumstances, Xavier Le Roy tells the audience that
the performance they are currently watching originated from an email by
Boris Charmatz, dancer, choreographer, curator, and founder of the Musée de
la danse in Rennes. In this email from early 2009 — which Le Roy reads aloud
looking down at the screen of his MacBook — Charmatz reminds him that he
has once claimed everybody could learn Butoh in two hours. Taking him by his
word, the curator, who is also Le Roy’s friend, invites him to an event titled

Rebutoh, planned at the Musée for October of the same year, asking him to
contribute a short Butoh performance of his own. Le Roy accepts the
invitation — for one, because he does not remember whether he really made
that boastful claim or not, and the idea to build a piece on something which
might just as well be a curator’s (or friend’s) trick as an authentic part of his
past, forgotten or suppressed, entices him. Having only a couple of months
to go and a full schedule of other shows to do, the question he finds himself
left with is: What will he need to participate in his own Butoh performance?
Following this introduction, Le Roy shows to the audience of Product of

Other Circumstances how he has tried to become a Butoh dancer in two
hours. He has done, we learn, what almost any of us would do in such a
situation: He has drawn on the Butoh performances he’s witnessed himself,
few as they were. He has read some texts and watched a number of videos
he found through Google (simply searching for “Butoh,” after a search for
“Butoh in two hours” only informed him that his Rebutoh performance had
already been announced on the net). By chance he has received advice from
other dancers who participated in one of his workshops and had been at
Butoh workshops before. Casually violating the law of creative originality, he
has imitated famous Butoh dancers like Kazuo Ohno, and let mimetic
apprehension do what it does. Without ever becoming the apprentice of a
renowned master who could authorize his dance (and eventually its
deviations from the master’s style), without workshop certificate, or even the
personal assurance of a long, hard, self-disciplined training, he develops a solo
3

of roughly ten minutes, and as he is presenting what has come out of it all on
stage he still calls it Butoh. What has come out of it all, however, is at the
same time much more than the short Rebutoh contribution that had been
commissioned by curator Charmatz and much less than the evidence that
everybody can learn Butoh in two hours. It is a recapitulation of the
autodidactic process of learning and practicing. The retelling of “How I tried
to learn Butoh in two hours” takes exactly two hours (if less, Le Roy invites
the audience to discuss the piece with him until the time has passed). The
spectators are getting to feel the length of this timespan. Le Roy — still a
little out of breath from Butoh — admits towards the end of the performance
that he has actually spent much more time than the two hours on studying
and practicing. But since he has done all of this in his spare time, he infers, it
doesn’t really count as work. And the money he received from the Musée de
la danse and continues to receive for every Product of Other Circumstances
show around the world turns this piece into a payed hobby. “Isn’t it nice to
be paid for what you perform as a hobby?” he asks after filling us in on his
average income per work hour. The audience laughs.
The performance that started with the somewhat dubitable claim that
everybody can learn Butoh in two hours thus ends with another claim, equally
funny, equally tempting to take it seriously nonetheless: That as an artist you
can do art in your spare time and then it is still art but no longer work, and
the money you get for it adds to your income without having had to be
earned. This provokes questions that concern the relation between art and
economy, artistic performance and work performance: Does art cease to be
work where it deviates from the timetables of professional labor? Are there
such timetables? Has the artist not been a role model for the economy
precisely as somebody who knows no distinction between ‘work’ and ‘offwork,’ who is always ready to be inspired, ready to create, somebody for
whom life in its entirety works as a practicing ground? Can a dance performer
practice dance, another dance, as a hobby? Can an artist have a hobby at all?
With the kind of freedom he enjoys to embrace anything, is he in a position
to do something that will not become a part of his work?
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The problem at stake here, apparently, is the definition of ‘professional.’
When Le Roy presented Product of Other Circumstances at the congress
“Precarious Excellence” in Berlin 2010 (one more of my own curatorial
successes of late), he emphatically confessed to dilettantism in a panel
discussion on the following day. He had always found the pressure to tie
oneself down to one profession annoying, he said. He’d never liked sacrificing
parts of himself. Working as an artist didn’t force you to let go of one in
exchange for the other, at least not for all time. It left a chance to decide on
doing something without subjecting yourself to the logic of sacrifice. Indeed,
Le Roy’s personal history seems to confirm just that: After finishing his PhD
in Biology he had resolved upon working as an artist instead of pursuing an
academic career, and made himself a name as a most unconventional
choreographer and dancer by integrating parts of his doctoral thesis in his
performance Product of Circumstances. Preferring to be an artist, as I
understood it, for him meant: preferring to be a dilettante. It meant to
choose, if one had to choose, the option of turning every choice into
something else than the professional consequence of what one had chosen.
In the scholarly and critical writing about Le Roy’s performances a
recurring statement has been that he questions and re-defines dance. Not
being a dance specialist myself, I can confirm that performances like Product

of Circumstances, Le Sacre du printemps, or Product of Other Circumstances
have helped to re-define my understanding of what dance is. They have made
me like dance, to my own surprise. What I like about them is that the way Le
Roy showed me something else to be dance (or dance to be something else)
almost every time did not draw a curtain to display a super-creative
mastermind artist à la William Forsythe behind it all. The ‘unconventional’
never referred me to the power of creativity, or one of its images, but rather
to an intelligent evasiveness in making choices: Whereas other artists make
creativity their profession, Le Roy’s inclination to be an artist seems to stem
from a thorough disinterest in professionalism, even a lack of desire to rise
beyond the level of simply doing something because one can do it, which may
count for a weakness as much as for a strength. And the oscillations between
weakness and strength are among the most compelling features of his works.
There is a willfulness and casual arbitrariness in what he’s doing on the stage
5

that resembles creative originality in every way, except it happily moves
within the less-than-professional instead of striving for mastery or for the
kind of prolific failure that re-enthrones the master by proving how
inhabitable his position has become in modernity. And instead, also, of
celebrating art as the realm where the limits of profession are transcended by
an all-encompassing, all-surpassing act of creation — which, of course, is art’s
aesthetic heritage from an era of Romanticist metaphysics that presently
enjoys a comeback in the creativity hype and the battle between art and the
creative industries for the ‘truly’ creative. 19th century aesthetics worshipped
the Genius artist as society’s specialist for the universal. This hero was
perhaps never as far gone as art theory wanted to believe, and the promise
connected with setting up artistic creation against the division of labor and
the alienation it imposes upon the worker paradoxically finds itself renewed
within the realm of economic workflow reengineering today, leaving artists at
a loss on how to counter that: No, we are more creative! No, we are really
creative! No, we are not creative! — It seems difficult to say something in
return to the appropriation of creative ingenuity by post-Fordist concepts of
labor. Terribly difficult if all you want to say is No.
Expressing his sympathies for the dilettante, Le Roy rubs shoulders with
a character who was the bastard brother, and often a very incommoding
opponent, of the Genius (although Hegel and other 19th century aesthetic
theorists have tried hard to reconcile the two): the virtuoso. From the
Renaissance until the late 18th century, the words “dilettante” and “virtuoso”
were used as synonyms, both terms referring to non-professional forms of
knowledge and agency in a wide range of affairs, from science to engineering
or crafts. Goethe, who had been at the forefront of promoting the concept of
artistic Genius in the 1790s, was also among the first to explicitly deride and
disdain the virtuoso-dilettante. In the fragments On Dilettantism, written in
collaboration with Schiller, he pictures the dilettante as a blind amateur
(which, literally, means: lover) who mistakes his ability to see something for
an ability to do it:
Because the dilettante receives his vocation [or profession —
the German “Beruf” links the two meanings] to produce himself only
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from the effects the works of art bear on him, he mistakes these
effects for the objective causes and motives, and he thus thinks he
can make the state of excitement he has been cast into instantly
productive and practical, as though one proposed to produce from
the scent of a flower the flower itself.2
In dilettantish performance, a pleasure that ought to be aesthetic
pleasure in its sens propre — i.e. the pleasure of pure perception, untainted
by activity — irregularly transforms into the pleasure of practice. What
Goethe and Schiller dismiss as ignorance and illusion is the egalitarian
message virtuoso-dilettantism conveys by the very easiness of such a
transformation: Everybody can become a virtuoso. Since virtuosity is not a
matter of gift (the divine gift attributed to the Genius) but a matter of
practice, of the power of pleasure in practice, everybody can become
virtuosic in something he or she finds pleasant to do. Everybody can start
practicing everything that can be practiced, and for becoming-virtuosic (the
stress being on becoming) no more will be needed: You just have to start
practicing and go on practicing, be it for a lifetime, a couple of years, or two
hours — as long as the pleasure continues to empower you.
From the middle of the 19th century the word “virtuoso” would almost
exclusively be associated with a small number of celebrity stage performers:
musicians like Paganini and Liszt, singers like Jenny Lind or Maria Malibran,
dancers like Fanny Elßner; and a few decades later actors like Sarah Bernhardt
and Eleonora Duse joined in on the virtuoso hype. These Stars, who also were
among the first artist-entrepreneurs, continue to occupy the collective
memory of the virtuoso until today, making it appear as if virtuosity was a
value of extreme specialization and professionalization. Subdued by this
tradition, traces of the virtuoso-dilettante never entirely vanished in the
course of history, however.3 And with the DIY attitude of Punk, with HipHop
and its many derivatives, from BBoying to Turntablism, with skateboarding
and all the other street performances that blur the lines between game,
Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Friedrich Schiller, Über den Dilettantismus (1799), FA I.19,
pp. 739-758, p. 778 (translation mine, K.v.E.).
3
Paul Metzner has sketched out an alternative history of virtuosity for the 19th century.
Cf. his Crescendo of the Virtuoso: Spectacle, Skill, and Self-Promotion in Paris During the
Age of the Revolution, Berkeley 1998.
2
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sport, art, and politics, late 20th century brought a great revival of virtuosic
dilettantism. Like their Renaissance ancestors, today’s virtuosi organize in
networks and fast-formed, fast-altered associations, combining individual
effort and collective practice. And though a competitive stance positions
those collective ways of doing and living close to market structures (and
parts of them have been absorbed by event Capitalism), they try to preserve
a sense of equality, solidarity, and mutual respect.
One need not idealize their ‘subcultural’ authenticity to say that among
modern-day virtuosos an intuition has survived (or been resuscitated in
practice) that the freedom granted by dilettantism depends on the intrinsic
link between freedom and equality. The Genius is free from the necessity to
obey rules because he has, as Goethe famously asserted, internalized the
very principle of ruling; in the course of spontaneous creation he will
automatically act in accordance with Nature’s laws. The virtuoso-dilettante
enjoys an essentially different freedom: He acquaints himself with the rules of
something he starts to practice only insofar as his curiosity tells him to. His
aim is by no means to break the rules; but since his power to perform comes
from pleasure to do what he likes in what he sees, he has no or little desire to
obey them either. Where he does follow rules, the pleasure of following is
always ready to express its difference from the desire to obey.
This may very well be what made dilettantism attractive to Le Roy. Yet
there is also something in it which may have made Butoh attractive to him:
Through his online investigation Le Roy soon comes to realize that Butoh
does not offer a well-defined set of rules, nor even a proper definition of
what it is and what it is not. In an off-stage conversation after the Berlin
performance of Product of Other Circumstances, Tino Sehgal, who had come
to see his friend and colleague, posited that learning a dance style by
applying a method he compared to that of Rancière’s Ignorant Schoolmaster
would hardly have worked with anything other than Butoh, at least not nearly
as well as with that Japanese-Western hybrid which defied fixation, as it were,
on purpose. And true: Although it had been chosen for him by his curator
friend (if we believe that part of Le Roy’s story), Butoh makes for a very
convenient choice; and Le Roy’s initial claim about the possibility to learn it in
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two hours (if we believe the curator friend) may be evidence of a long
subliminal sympathy, despite the artist’s reassurance during his performance
that the Butoh shows he’d seen had not left much impression.
Butoh’s particular art of constructing and deconstructing itself as a
genre inherits the grim energy of the Zen patriarch Hui Neng who took the
Sutras and tore them into pieces in front of his disciples. The master thus left
all subsequent Zen students with a brutal paradox: They could either follow
him into the newly achieved freedom and disregard the authority of the Holy
scriptures — but then they would subject themselves to the authority of his
example, and possibly fall back into an even more conservative traditionalism.
Or they could revolt against him, as every Zen disciple must find the point to
depart from his master’s way; for which, however, they would have to return
to humbly and diligently studying the Sutras. Equally barring both the
alternatives of preserving the origins and of the modern break with tradition,
Butoh likewise ties up the beginner in a conundrum of sharp and blurred
identity, school and anti-institutionalism, masters and absence of mastery —
forcing him to free himself by an act that at once internalizes the pressure of
the paradox and turns it inside out, using its inhibiting powers in order to
break loose from inhibition. While death and violence are constant ‘topics’ or
‘motifs’ in Butoh, their forces are also inscribed into the very self-definition of
the (non-)genre, imposed onto every dancer who tries to perform Butoh.
It is interesting to see how Le Roy deals with this paradox. One of his
video examples shows a Swiss dancer who regularly studied Butoh. His head
shaved, body almost naked and painted white, he looks like a member of

Sankai Juku. And the way he moves almost without legs, descending a flight
of stairs only on his arms, hands, knuckles like a cripple who
overcompensates the lack of strength in one part of his body with an excess
in another, relates a story of serious devotion and dedicated training. He also
adds an individual twist to moves we have seen the like of before from
Hijikata or Ohno. No doubt he has worked just as hard, probably harder, on
finding his unique style than he has on rehearsing Butoh conventions. An
almost scary tension that seems to pervade every fiber of his limbs reads like
a confession both of the strains of learning and of unlearning the rules. The
near-perfect balance between obedience and disobedience we get to witness,
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it is visibly achieved through a contradictory (and for that reason all the more
severe) discipline, which throws stones into the way of its own progress,
cripples the virtuosity that evolves from being a cripple anew every time it
dares to show. — If Le Roy’s performance contains a confession, it is that he
needed neither side of such discipline to obtain his balance. Neither did he
plunge into the depths of his desire to master the rules and conventions up
to their highest level, nor did he disable his own body, convert it into a barrier
against its increasing suppleness in order to return from those depths to the
surface of neutrality. Le Roy was neutral right from the start of his Rebutoh
project. All it took for him was to slip into a slightly darker mood (to support
that he creates interior images like being covered in black oil). His neutrality
is no achievement of hardness, no achievement, in this sense, at all, but a
personal disposition, and a thoroughly un-exotic, thoroughly contemporary
disposition, for that matter. It is the positive equivalent to indifference: a kind
of mild, reliable enthusiasm that will carry you along once you find yourself in
a state where the person you are has switched the “I’d prefer no to”
Melville’s Bartleby stubbornly repeats as a formula of refusal into an easygoing “I’d prefer.”
Which is just an elaborate way of saying that Le Roy’s balanced attitude
towards the rules of Butoh, which he disrespects as little as he seeks to
master them, has been obtained too easily — or too early, given the standard
projection of an ascension from the easy to the difficult to the easy-that-isthe-most-difficult-of-all onto progression in time. But reaching perfection

before you may, arriving at a point where you can do something perfectly
well before the conditions of possibility have been fulfilled: this is exactly
what defines virtuoso-dilettantism. Dilettantish virtuosity occurs where the
real is there before the possible is. And Le Roy performs at the place of this
real.
In a fashion not unlike Product of Other Circumstances, Le Roy conducts
Stravinsky’s ballet music in his Le sacre du printemps. He performs the
movements of a conductor without being a professional conductor. In a Récit

de travail he gives the following account of the piece’s sources:
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To inform me about their programs, the education department of
the Berlin Philharmonics had sent me a documentary video with the
title Rhythm is it, which recounted the adventure of one of their
projects in the year 2003. On one bonus feature of the DVD I
discovered the recording of a public rehearsal of Sacre du

printemps, played by the Berlin Philharmonics, conducted by Sir
Simon Rattle.
When I saw the fascinating performance of this latter, I had the
impression that he was dancing to the music rather than conducting
the orchestra. Quite often, he seemed to me to express the music
through his movements, or to prolong it, rather than beating the
time or giving the instrumentalists their cues (this apprehension
was due, for most part, to my ignorance of a conductor’s signs and
gestures). His movements […] can be imitating, illustrating,
altering… […] The chain of those movements seems to amount to
a choreography of Sacre du printemps. Additionally, the 120
musicians it takes to play this music are like an audience vis-à-vis
this man, who ‘performs’ for them. But what does he ‘perform’?4
Instead of a distinction or opposition, this report discloses multiple
transitions and translations between the dilettantish and the professional —
and also between different fields of profession, or even within the same field:
If a major orchestra like the Berlin Philharmonics has an education
department, this points to a recently established bond between artistic
performance and learning in the name of competence. Pedagogues have
rediscovered the educational values of art. Unlike in the 1970s, when these
were mainly seen in art’s potential to create alternative worlds or world-views
providing a critical distance to hegemonial normality, the 21st century idea of
why artistic practice is good for children focuses on socio-economic values.
Performing dance will teach you how to become a life-and-work performer —
such was the credo behind the Berlin Philharmonics’ 2004 Sacre project that
‘united’ high school students from both rich and poor areas of Berlin in their

Xavier Le Roy, Récit de travail sur Le Sacre du Printemps, in: Repères. Cahiers de danse
(November 2007), pp. 22-23, p. 22 (translation mine, K.v.E.).
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effort to perform Royston Maldoom’s choreography.5 The success of the
venture, multiplied by the documentary film Rhythm is it, led to a huge wave
of similar projects in Germany, which continues until today. As the film bluntly
exhibits, the kids — especially those who come from Hauptschulen, the
lowest level schools of the German education system — acquire the ability to
work together in the course of week-long rehearsals and regular bollocking by
the choreographer, because they are made to understand that you need to
collaborate if you want to survive in a situation of permanent competition.
Competition, Maldoom assures, is a natural state, and it leaves you without
choice but to perform. Successful collaboration requires you to function as a
member of a community, and functioning as a member of a community
requires sacrifice: You have to sacrifice a part of yourself — your fun, your
leisure, and also the excessive individuality of your untrained movements, all
the “extra movements” that your body wants to make. This suffering will
produce a powerful whole and make you feel powerful yourself in return. Le

Sacre du printemps, Stravinsky’s most successful work, which tells the story
of a ritual sacrifice in a primitive people and musically celebrates this
primitivism, clearly was not chosen by accident.6 The dynamic, yet extremely
well-disciplined ensemble the music calls for represents the company work
team, which, it is inferred, will be the future of the children (of those who
manage to escape unemployment and make it to a decent job despite their
ill-reputed schools). And the company work team represents the world, since
the rhythm of competition is also the rhythm of co-performing, of working
and living together.
Offering extensive coverage of the rehearsals and interviews with
participants, the film Rhythm is it and its extensions on DVD give striking
evidence of how well Maldoom incorporated this lesson into his dancers
through a choreographic scheme and its execution. If an employee from the
orchestra’s education department sent a free sample of this DVD to a well5

They rehearsed separately though — receiving information on the other groups’
progress only through Maldoom and his assistant — and did not meet until the final
stage rehearsals. The ‘unity’ was achieved on stage, as a product, most of all, for the
audience to consume.
6
In the report quoted above Le Roy remarks that he dislikes the concept of sacrifice for
the sake of the community in Stravinsky’s ballet (cf. ibid., p. 23). It may also help to
recall Adorno’s analysis of the inherent violence in Stravinsky’s musical (cf. Theodor W.
Adorno, Philosophie der neuen Musik, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, pp. 129ff.).
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known dancer and choreographer, this apparently was inspired by a loose
understanding of ‘business-to-business’ communication. He or she may have
speculated on chances of working together in the future, or simply counted
on the positive effects of networking. Le Roy (who, as we know him, may not
be the ideal person to choose for this kind of b2b-collaboration) reacts in
what at first glance looks like a deliberately un-businesslike manner: He allows
his attention to be caught by a bonus feature of the DVD, i.e. by one of
those parts that are added to make the mass audience buy it. And instead of
responding to the young amateurs’ dance performance he turns towards the
professional dance performance of the famous conductor — because he
discovers similarities between what the conductor does and what he does
himself as a professional dancer (or at least as someone who’s been making a
living through dance for quite a while). He sees those similarities for the
reason that as a non-conductor and non-musician he fails to recognize the
directions encoded in Rattle’s movements. And as he likes what he sees,
these seeming similarities encourage him to believe that he can do the things
Rattle does: Assuming one part of the conductor’s performance is a dance
performance, why should a dance performer not be able to conduct?
The project thus started from an irregular comparison that involves and
entangles professional competences of two performances and their
respective professional fields or spheres — making music and dancing —,
albeit in a fashion that is determined by a dilettantish approach. The pleasure
he draws from his irregular comparison motivates Le Roy to practice
conducting for a while. With occasional help by another professional
conductor (who shows himself rather unwilling to assist in this game), he
mostly teaches himself. While he seriously tries to understand the technical
demands an orchestra leader faces, and to match them as good as he can, his
approach notwithstanding never stops to be that of a dancer and
choreographer. It never stops to be that of a non-professional in conducting,
that is to say, and it never stops to be that of someone who has developed a
set of skills and competences through years of dance practice and
choreographic work.
If Le Roy studies and rehearses conducting movements as movements,
he can start to do that right away because these movements do themselves
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have a sort of double reality: They are signals to be perceived by groups
within the orchestra, tokens to be decoded by the musicians on ground of
their expert knowledge, and in that respect they represent elements of an
intra-professional communication. Simultaneously, though, they belong to a
general, socio-cultural form of communication commonly called ‘expression’
or ‘gesture;’ and as such they speak to everyone. When Le Roy notes that in
the rehearsal he has seen on the DVD the conductor performs expressive
gestures in front of his orchestra, turning the musicians into an audience, it
should be added that a conductor also ‘dances’ for the audience in the
audience during stage performances. Just like Le Roy, the members of that
audience perceive, read, understand those movements in the way one
perceives, reads, and understands any gesture. The gesture is a
commonplace, and Le Roy benefits from its unrestricted accessibility: Reading
the conductor’s movements in their gestural translation the socio-cultural

General Intellect provides, enables him to translate them once again — into
elements that are the matter of his own métier: dance movements.
The lesson to learn from this may be simple, but it is not trivial: Each of
the two neighbor professions music and dance applies a socio-cultural
knowledge that is neither its own property nor the other’s. Musical practice
as much as dance practice resorts to a generally accessible knowledge on
how to communicate, how to perform communication; and this is what
renders them sensitive to each other, precipitating translations and transfers,
be it through understanding or misunderstanding.
This does not mean that the transitions between artistic disciplines, the
shared dilettantism and inter-professionality that Le Roys’s conducting
performance activates prove the ‘cosmic unity’ of music and dance or a
‘humanness’ that transgresses all other distinctions. Quite the contrary — as
professional disciplines, each one is well set apart from the other, and Le
Roy’s translations never ignore this distance or allow his audience to forget it.
These translations result in a performance that could hardly be more distant
from Simon Rattle and the Berlin Philharmonics’ musical performance. Far
from overcoming the division of labor, the artistic performance slips right into
it; it explores the flexibility that has been generated by the very process of
the division: Le Roy finally presents his own work under the same title as
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Stravinsky’s. He takes his position facing the audience. He moves like a
conductor while the music plays from a CD, with speakers installed under the
audience seats. Right in the middle, the audio is being turned off for a few
minutes, and Le Roy continues to move. The spectators — unable to read Le
Roy’s movements as signs and directions, unable to decide whether they are
‘true’ conductor’s movements or cheap imitations, unless some orchestra
musicians have randomly found their way into the show — experience
themselves simultaneously as an audience and in difference to what they’re
used to be when being an audience. Amateurs in comparison to the members
of an orchestra, the awareness of sitting in the places of professional
musicians may very likely make them reflect upon their own competences:
what they cannot do and what they can do — what each of them can do, and
what their collective can do that is so unlike that of an orchestra. I certainly
did make me think about this.
In his Society of the Spectacle from 1967, Guy Debord stated that the
professional differentiation of society under the spell of the spectacular
image subjected every act of communication to the principle of
specialization: The more experts took over the position of the actors, the
more humans were degraded to being the audience of their own living
together.7 Indeed, various profiles of expert commitment to communication
evolved in the 20th century, experts for what could happen between people:
the new jobs in the mass media; the advisers and consultants in economy and
politics; the psychologists and therapists. And Debord was right to observe
that specialization of social interaction — i.e. of the act that is supposed to
relate singularity and universality in human existence — made the remnants
of the political public bourgeois society had preserved vanish by the same
forces that annihilated the private. The mass media still incessantly report on
“politics and society,” but their professional management of communication
— the fact that there is a professional competence for communicating —
disempowers language as the medium of political public speech as much as
that of intimate conversation. In the realm of the most common affairs and in
the realm of the most personal problems alike, specialist authority comes to
7

Cf. Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, New York NY: Zone Books 1995.
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rule, and man becomes a layman in respect to his other and to himself. In the
society of the spectacle there will always be someone who knows how to
take care of things better than I do: What I have to think and say about
political and social issues will only be a botched version of the comments
journalists give in newspapers and magazines, radio and TV shows broadcast,
and scientists elaborate in lectures and reviews. The words I whisper into the
ear of my sweetheart will at best be a respectable approximation of what
characters in Hollywood movies have expressed in eternal words, writer and
philosophers have discussed in countless stories and essays, and therapists
have recommended to say in a situation like mine. People are spectators, and
only from the position of the spectator can they become ‘active’ again. As
Stephen Malkmus has laconically phrased it in a line of the Pavement song

Shady Lane: “You’ve been chosen as an extra for the movie adaptation of the
sequel to your life.”
Does the 21st century follow in the line of this mass media-supported
pervasion of life with expert opinions, as Giorgio Agamben has insisted? It
rather seems to me that professionalization is taking an unexpected

additional turn. With the “performance society” (to borrow Jon McKenzie’s
expression8) we certainly have not left behind Debord’s society of the
spectacle. But the specialization of the general we witness today brings forth
a new generalization, creating new connections and transitions in the

dimension of the general. The shift from the society of the spectacle to the
performance society occurs through a change within the principle of the
division of labor. This change has been driven by an economic motivation, to
be sure: Flexible definitions of professional profiles promise more efficiency,
and hence bigger profits for the companies who employ work performers or
use their freelance services. Yet if we look at the motives behind that
motivation, we find the economic logic of efficiency curiously caught up in
the dynamics of the social it had set out to capitalize. To cut a long and
strange story short: The division of labor, turning inward on itself, as it were,
has inadvertently severed its ties to the specialist order. Specialization does
not stop; it has neither been sublated nor reversed; it will not lead us towards
a new ‘wholeness’ (as New Age-laden management philosophies like to
Cf. Jon McKenzie, Perform or else. From Discipline to Performance, New York NY:
Routledge 2001.
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proclaim). What happens though is that division exceeds its old goal of
implementing a comprehensively capitalist order, and thereby passes the
point where there is a proper relation between parts and a whole. This excess
has the paradoxical effect to question expert competence precisely in the
name of what defines it: competence.
Professional competence in a performance society is
“Kompetenzdarstellungskompetenz,” as German sociologists have termed it:
the competence to present oneself as competent. This definition has its
precision in being recursive, for the point of competence is that it places the
burden to unravel the knot of its paradox on the shoulders of everyone who
wants to be recognized as competent. Where competence is the core value
of work performance, presentation becomes a crucial moment of every work
step. A post-Fordist poetics of producing requires permanent presentation
because what validates an activity, what qualifies it to be recognized (and,
eventually, paid for) as work, is volatile. If work is being conceived of as
essentially performative, production steers towards a producing without
proper product to be separated from the work process. Post-Fordism
envisions an absolute producing that becomes its own product, creating
environments which challenge work to drop all externalizations of itself like
some obstructive ballast until only pure performance remains. According to
Paolo Virno, what a work performer does cannot even count as production of
immaterial goods like the activities of an author or a composer, who bring
forth a work that will survive the process of its creation. The work performer
has literally nothing to evaluate his doings apart from the production process
he participates in. He does something that is real only while being done, and
therefore the currency of appreciation will primarily be social recognition.
Work performance must be evaluated by the present reactions of others
before it can be rewarded.9
Virno therefore relates post-Fordist professionalism to the virtuoso:

9

Hence the extreme randomness of wages in those sectors where work-as-performance
has been most radically established. There remains no direct connection between work
effort and money (not that there ever was that much of such a connection, of course).
Social values of recognition and esteem enter every calculation, and their complexity
messes up equations.
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Within post-Fordist organization of production, activity-without-afinished-work moves from being a special and problematic case to
becoming the prototype of wage labor in general. [...] The
„presence of others“ is both the instrument and the object of labor;
therefore, the processes of production always require a certain
degree of virtuosity, or, to put it in another way, they involve what
are really political actions.10
Does he want to be recognized as a professional, the work performer
needs a “certain degree of virtuosity” in communicating and presenting
himself. This “servile virtuosity” exploits a performative General Intellect, a
number of topoi koinoi, commonplaces of living together — many of them,
Virno points out, originally democratic political virtues now adopted by the
economy: convincing or persuading others, converting people to new ideas,
forming majorities, etc. Thus, in the course of the post-Fordist hyperdivision
of labor, the realm of communication, which had become the target of a
specialist separation in the age of the spectacle, suddenly discloses itself as
the source of a broad distribution of loosely defined skills across many fields
of work. Post-Fordist work performance triggers a convergence of laborrelated activities — to an extent, and with effects, that are driving what
Debord invoked in sinister words to hitherto undreamt of consequences, while
at the same time its foundations are being redefined. When the ability to
communicate is key to success in virtually any professional activity and only
success in communicating something will prove that I am competent for
doing what I do, the boundaries betweens fields of professional labor are
rendered permeable by what had originally set out to totalize specialization:
the unrestricted integration of human interaction into the world of labor.
Did Xavier Le Roy choose to work as a performance artists because he
preferred to be a virtuoso-dilettante? Then this decision today is confronted
by post-Fordism’s encouraging everybody to do the same: Be a virtuoso! We
are not really impressed by your specialist qualifications, but we think you
10

Paolo Virno, Virtuosity and Revolution: The Political Theory of Exodus, in: ders./Michael
Hardt (Hg.), Theory out of Bounds, Vol. 7: Radical Thought in Italy. A Potential Politics,
Minneapolis MN: University of Minnesota Press 1996, pp. 189-212, p. 193.
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know how to perform, know how to adapt yourself to virtually any
professional profile. Monsieur Le Roy, we thank you very much for your
brilliant example! You taught us how to work, and you will teach others.
I wonder what Xavier would reply if the staff manager of a big company
said this to him. Or an influential curator. He’d probably smile — which is not
a bad reaction to begin with. Here are three suggestions what to say next:
1. Yes, but still I prefer to work with those who can be my friends. If the
value of my work performance depends on socials response, I rather do
something together with people whose respect I do not have to earn.
2. Yes, but you see — my ability to do things comes from mistaking
something I like when I see it for something I can do. And I feel utterly
disabled in your presence.
3. Everybody can learn to turn post-Fordism against art or anything in
two hours.
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