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Report Art Futures Critical Friends meeting in Brussels, 27 & 28 May 2022 
 

 

Introduction 

The Critical Friends initiative was proposed by the Art Futures Board to bring together a group of 
individuals, leaders in the arts, culture and education that share friendly bonds and a belief in 
developing an ongoing conversation. This is achieved through uniting ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů͛�ŵŝŶĚƐĞƚƐ�in a 
structured space of trust and an annual live meeting from which can spark concrete actions, such as a 
fellowship programme. This concept was developed by a first online pre-launch meeting of a core 
group of Critical Friends in January 2021 and subsequently in a written exchange of ideas. This 
process informed the programme of our first live meeting in Brussels. 
 
Twenty-one Critical Friends from ten countries 
participated in the meeting 27, 28 May 2022. 
A draft call for an art residency in Athens was 
distributed to the participants ahead of the meeting. 
With the residency focus on socially engaged arts 
practice we wanted to discuss the proposal through a 
better understanding of the place of our meeting - the 
hyper-diverse neighbourhood of Brussels, Molenbeek. 
This was to root our dialogue in the tangible working 
challenges of ͚local͛ colleagues and thereby instil a 
͚ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ�ĐŚĞĐŬ͛�to our broader conversation. 
 
Diving in  
We met for an informal lunch at the Kaai Theatre where we were welcomed by the Director Barbara 
van Lindt. During the introduction round, all participants elaborated on their professional 
background, on what maŬĞƐ�ƚŚĞŵ�͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů͛�ĂŶĚ�what is their specific perspective on the arts and 
education and their friendly relationships with the other attendees.  
 
Barbara van Lindt then gave a presentation on her recent work at Kaai Theatre, especially the big 
transformation that she and her co-director have initiated. Under the heading ͞How to be many͟ 
they envisage to make the theatre more inclusive and more representative of the communities in 
which they are located. This involved: targeted pricing strategies; alliances with community 
organisations; ͚ŐŝǀŝŶŐ�ĂǁĂǇ͛�ownership of authorship and curation; special regulations during 
Ramadan and much more. The struggle to stick to the strength of Kaai and its traditional 
constituency and audience, ĂŶĚ͕�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ƚŝŵĞ͕�ĞŶŐĂŐĞ�ŶĞǁ�͚ŵĂŬĞƌƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ�ŶĞǁ�ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐ�
is a constant negotiation that requires openness and criticality, but has led to a whole new internal 
institutional culture. 

 
From the Kaai theatre we walked to the Museum of Migration, where 
one of the founders Johan Leman greeted us and elaborated on the 
history of the place and its strategies to engage with specifically the 
various migrant communities from Molenbeek, which included some 
concrete ͚ƌƵůĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŐĂŵĞ͛�(such as: always speak a language that 
everyone understands; no politics; no religion). This was followed by a 
very engaging colleague guiding us through the current exhibition that 
shows the history of migration in Brussels, through personal objects and 
stories. This exhibition was accompanied by artists who have contributed 
to ͚ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞ͛ this history in art works that are permanently on show. It 
became evident that the museum struggles with succession in 
management, which leaves the question of ownership of such 

transformational initiatives and with it the question of sustainability. 
 

1. Photo by Stefan Gies, Mercedes 
Giovinazzo 

https://www.artfutures.nl/downloads/pdf/critical-friends/Critical_Friends_pre-launch_January_2021.pdf
https://www.kaaitheater.be/en
https://www.migratiemuseummigration.be/?lang=en
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�ĨƚĞƌ�Ă�͚ĐƵƌĂƚĞĚ�ǁĂůŬ͛�ŝŶ�ƉĂŝƌƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�DŽůĞŶďĞĞŬ�ǁĞ�Ăůů�ŐĂƚŚĞƌĞĚ�Ăƚ�ƌƵĞ�:ĞĂŶ-Baptiste Decock, for a 
welcome drink and shared photos and little anecdotes from the walk.  
 
After the first course of our seated diner, Mary Ann DeVlieg 
gave an inspirational diner table speech with the title ͚Solidarity 
ʹ Hospitality ʹ Responsibility ʹ Respect͛. She asked the question 
what solidarity does and whether it still existed? ͞Have we 
become so conscious of our intersubjective identities that 
solidarity can only exist between the most highly defined sub-
groups of sub-groups of sub-groups? Can we have any generic 
solidarity in the arts sector with all artists and arts workers 
globally, that is not linked to subjective assessments of quality?͟ 
Mary Ann further pondered with whom we were or can be in 
solidarity and whŽ�ŝƐ�͚ƵƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ǁŚŽ�ŝƐ�͚ŶŽƚ�ƵƐ͛ and intrinsically 
linked these questions to hospitality. ͞/Ɛ�ŽƵƌ�ŐƵĞƐƚ͕�ĞǀĞŶ�ŝĨ�
invited, always a stranger or can a guest enter a community on 
equal terms with everyone else, yet all the while maintaining 
their own specificity? In other words, do we have a 
responsibility to ensure they can belong, yes, and/but on their 
ŽǁŶ�ƚĞƌŵƐ͍͟ This led Mary Ann to the responsibilities we all 
feel in our individual work and that a possible answer may need to reflect ͞the networking reality of 
our transnational arts sector, the inclusive rhetoric of the cultural sector in Europe and a Gramscian 
praxis-based, transformational approach.͟ For her the key words are respect and equity. For a 
change in both policy and practice we need to ͞ĨƵůůǇ�ŝŶǀŝƚĞ͕�ĞŶŐĂŐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ǁĞ�
ǁĂŶƚ�ƚŽ�ĂƐƐŝƐƚ͘͟ TŚĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�͚ŚĞůƉ͛�could then be replaced ǁŝƚŚ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�
experiential exchange between equals.͛ 
 

Ron Burnett, who participated online and invited to respond to 
Mary Ann, stressed that the challenges she elaborated are 
systemic and not isolated to one community, group or nation: 
͞Injustice is pervasive, reinforced by autocracies and 
democracies. More overt in the former, more covert in the 
latter.͟ 
Also, for Ron, solidarity is a crucial question, not simply a 
mode of agreement or support. ͞It is crucially about empathy, 
the capacity to feel enough of the pain of those who are 
ƐƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĞƌǇ�ƌĂŝƐŽŶ�Ě͛ġƚƌĞ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƌ�ŽǁŶ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�
thrown into turmoil requiring not only a change of attitude but 
Ă�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͘͟ He reminded us that it all 
depends on our political actions.  
 

Participants then reacted to both Mary Ann and Ron in a moderated conversation, and this 
continued with individual talks during the dinner.  
 
  

https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Critical-Friends-Mary-Ann-DeVlieg-.pdf
https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Critical-Friends-Mary-Ann-DeVlieg-.pdf
https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Response-Ron-Burnett.pdf
https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Response-Ron-Burnett.pdf
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Towards the next steps for the Critical Friends 
The next day we again gathered at Jean-Baptiste Decock 
Straat, with the presence of both the physical as well as the 
online participants. The AF Board presented the concept and 
the framework of the Artist Residency in Athens. All 
participants had received the draft Open-Call in advance of 
the meeting. First reactions were supportive, and all 
participants indicated that they believed in the concept.  We 
then split into three groups to discuss the three thematic 
areas that were developed from the online pre-meeting in 
January 2021, and these would form the thematic basis for 
the residency and forthcoming meetings of Critical Friends. 
 

1. Transformation of ͚ƉůĂĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƉĂĐĞ͛, chaired by Ben Hurkmans and John Butler 
2. Ta(l)king responsibility, chaired by Carla Delfos and Mary Ann DeVlieg 
3. The global perspective and the language challenge, chaired by Lars Ebert  

 
The feedback from these three groups led to concrete proposals how to adjust the open call. A 
strong commitment of all present was expressed to stay active as a member and also to act as 
mentors for the residency.  
The next meeting in Athens in 2023 will be based on the experience of the Art Futures fellow and 
discussions will shape the focus for the residency and discussions in 2024. Additionally, the extension 
of the ͚ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ͛ to become more representative ʹ in the spirit of Mary Ann͛s proposal ʹ was raised 
and will be followed up with a concrete proposal by the AF board.  
 

 
Participants in Brussels 
In person Diana Blok; John Butler; Ines Camara; Carla 
Delfos; Mary Ann DeVlieg; Lars Ebert; Stefan Gies; 
Mercedes Giovinazzo; Ben Hurkmans; Klaus Jung; Jan Jaap 
Knol; Johan Leman; Barbara van Lindt; Nina Scholtens 
Online Sarah Bennett; Ron Burnett; Michaela Butter; 
Christine Pybus; Chrissie Tiller; Daphne Vitali 
 
 

https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Call-for-applications-Art-Futures-Artist-Residency-1.pdf
https://www.artfutures.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/List-Members-Critical-Friends-1.pdf

