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Ladies and Gentlemen of the EuroFia,

Thank you for allowing me to share my experiences and those of many Flemish actors and actresses in the Flemish theatre.

My name is Camilia Blereau.

I’m 56 years old - or young.

I’ve been working as an actress – or playing - since 1975.

I started my career at the Royal Dutch Theatre (the KNS), a repertory company of long standing in Antwerp, Belgium. A mere 25% of the company’s actors were female. This was also the case in the other repertory companies in Flanders.

Until the year 2000, my work there- was intensive and varied.

The company staged classical pieces as well as more modern work.

The material was by Dutch, Flemish and international authors, -the directors were Belgian or came from abroad, and there was plenty of room for experiment.

Something I’ve always found a special and enriching experience -was the combination of young directors and new Flemish Playwrights – or young directors bringing in- their own scripts. 
Of course,  repertory companies were often criticized.

But not only were they criticized; they also criticized each other.

By the late eighties, theatre critics and experts became less and less interested in repertory theatre.

In the early nineties- more and more independent companies- began to find their way: small, but also experimental big performances with lots of people on stage, projections, film and very complex equipment- began to take over the theatre.
 The scene moved from theatres to hangars and factories – etc.
I loved it!
What escaped me then- was that all those people on stage weren’t only actors; many of them were dancers, musicians or performers from all sorts of backgrounds.

It was the dawn of the theatre makers.

And it was not long- before they started having enormous success.

These Flemish theatre companies are now among the most prominent in Europe. They are asked to perform at almost every theatre festival in the world.

Apparently, they know each other very well.

It is a fact that Flemish theatre has never received as many subsidies as today. Compared to the sixties, the state subsidies have increased by hundreds. And that is something we should applaud.

To give you an idea, here are some exact numbers:

· 3,340,670 euros thirty years ago and

· 46,484,370 euros last year

But this amount- for the whole Flemish theatre world- is peanuts in comparison with the theatre subsidies in our neighbouring countries!

At the same time, we see that in the success story of the theatre - the protagonist, the actor,- has been left out in the cold. He, who is the ultimate theatre maker, while in fact all other functions in the system- should be at his and his creation’s service.

More directors, dramatists, assistants, pr managers, producers and their assistants and their assistant’s assistants- made their entrance.
It reminds me of a football league- where all the clubs have boards, trainers, assistant-trainers, pr managers and business managers… but hardly any or no players, because there’s no money left.
Whereas it really should be the other way round in Flemish theatre.

Theatre makers, dramatists and all sorts of back-up functions have taken the place and the means of the actors.

When I started, a big company had thirty or more actors in its ranks, and only five administrative employees. If you look at the organization of our theatre companies today, this balance has shifted completely.

Theatre makers need fewer and fewer actors.

· Plays with 15 to 20 characters are performed in innovating versions with 5 or 6 actors.

· There is certainly a lower demand for actresses; female characters are often played by men.

· Apparently, for the theatre makers, these actresses are less capable of creating and often remain stuck in a performing role.

Authors are not needed anymore either:

· With improvisation and impressions and the vision of the theatre maker, the author has become expendable.

· Books and press articles are used.

· Or there is no script at all.

I have to admit that I have seen wonderful productions of these makers and that I have enjoyed them.

But it has to be said that the whole scene changed terribly quickly.
From the early nineties the big companies started being dismantled. The carrier of the theatre, the actor, was left to the mercy of the market and… the unemployment office.

Everybody started working freelance. But often against their own will.

More and more small groups started to form.

Groups of newly graduated actors, sorry, theatre makers, established their own small companies and put on plays they wrote themselves.

Authors were no longer considered interesting or deemed too expensive.

But most of all, they were out of fashion. Not done!

A well-made play started to sound rather suspicious.

The groups are now called family enterprises.

They are too small to invite and pay guest actors.

It’s back to basics.

I started working as a freelance when I was 47.

I considered it a challenge. Now I could combine theatre and TV to my heart’s desire!

I was not alone of course; many of my colleagues did the same.

But in the theatre, there was less and less work for actors, not to mention actresses. Due to the enormous success of small-scale theatre productions, there was hardly anyone who criticized this.

And those who did express their unhappiness about the situation- or who preferred more text-based theatre -were seen as jealous and intolerant!

The audience was usually as enthusiastic as the theatre makers, but people came up to me more and more to ask when they would be able to see a “real” play again.
I didn’t really understand what they were talking about.

· “A real play,” “like it was in the past.”

For me, theatre is always in the PRESENT and not in the PAST.

You walk off stage- than it’s already the past,- it’s already an antique. Antiquity.

What did they mean with “a real play”?

Besides, I had other worries: I had less and less work, which meant less and less money.
My desire and my need to play text-based theatre, which is not just a theoretical concept for me, or repertory theatre, was not fulfilled.

I want to play new work-as well as the classics.

And I prefer to work with new, innovating directors.

Rediscovering plays -again and again- became a more and more unreachable goal.

Since then, I’ve been a rather successful TV and film actress.

But not successful enough to make a living.

Because the wages have dropped dramatically too.

I combine presentations, adverts, lectures, TV, film, etc.

You get the picture: I’m trying to survive.

Today we see that 90% of Flemish actors, young and old, do not even have a steady income, or even the security of a year contract.

Nobody believes in the romantic fairy tale that true art can only arise in poverty.

Actors and actresses who don’t teach or aren’t married to a wealthy partner are struggling to get by.

I do not teach and I do not have a wealthy spouse!

But I am looking for one; the wealthy spouse that is.
Actors are expected to behave professionally- and give it their all,- but job opportunities and wages are becoming more and more similar to those of amateurs, with all due respect for the amateurs.

At the same time, we notice that a wide, enthusiastic, varied audience has been left out in the cold - due to an offer that has become less diverse by the year.
That is why in the past weeks a group of not so young  actors, of which I’m one, has taken the initiative to draw up a MANIFESTO addressing the issues I’ve talked about. 
A passage from the MANIFESTO:

“Repertory theatre, call it popular theatre if you wish, is on the verge of disappearing in Flanders. This genre, which has always appealed to a wide audience, might become extinct in the near future.

Across Europe, new repertory creations draw audiences for weeks, and even months each year.

Modern repertory theatre that is directed in a contemporary fashion.

We won’t deny the merits of innovation by experimentation and lab work. Diversity, and even rivalry, is a necessity.

Theatre in Flanders became professional-  centuries later than in our neighbouring countries. A theatre tradition was slowly created from the late 19th century. Recent developments mean that this tradition is now in danger of extinction. Dismantling the big companies has most certainly been fatal. 
Companies that could still play repertory for a large and diverse audience, companies that kept national and world heritage alive.

Companies that built on what lay ahead,  built on making something unique, together with the experiment of the avant-garde.

Isn’t theatre a house with many rooms, each of them appealing to a different audience, each of them having the right to exist?

We urgently ask the Minister for Culture to aim his policy at redeveloping actors’ companies. From our experience we know that this would be an important impulse for a flourishing and democratic Flemish theatre.

This document, this MANIFESTO, was already presented to the Minister for Culture. On the 5th of May.
The MANIFESTO was soon signed by hundreds of young and older actors, which can only mean that many of them, male and female, young and old, feel that this is an important issue.

But the manifesto also received the support of the Flemish Association for Stage Writers (Vlaamse Verening van Toneelauteurs), going by the name De Vijfde Wand, or The Fifth Wall.

Authors that have hardly had their work performed in the last ten years.

Plays that are not staged, that do not reach the audience: they remain unknown, almost as if they do not exist.

But these plays might be kept for the future, but for us, actors, the clock is ticking.
Let me briefly summarize our demands:

The next time subsidies are granted, we want criteria that take the following into account:

· The preservation or the encouragement of theatres and companies that mainly perform repertory plays. This does not have to get in the way of innovation

and

· More assured employment for actors of all ages, which would lead to new opportunities to be on stage together. Young and old
The intention of this MANIFESTO is to create a climate in which-  a diverse theatre offer-  is possible, which would guarantee security of income for several generations of actors. All of this would be - to the benefit of the Flemish theatre audience, which has apparently lost its way to the theatre.

I sincerely hope that the manifesto and this conference will draw the necessary attention to our demand for more actors’ theatre.

Thank you for lending an ear!!!
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