!

Collecting Thoughts on Collectivity
Det Ferösche Compagnie, Cph. & Tórshavn #6!
By: Ida-Elisabeth Larsen

!

Months back, I think it was during the winter of 2013, Fanclub approached me upon receiving confirmation that a Nordic tour of their latest production DEATH would be possible to schedule. They
explained to me that they were concerned about the current culture of touring, which to them felt
somewhat depleted – presenting work, but not having time to establish an understanding of the
different contexts and cities visited under such circumstances. Fanclub was interested in doing
something different – something that would in one way or another engage, or at least to some extent make conversation, with the local communities of makers and audiences. So, with this in mind
we worked together to develop a little side project called Collecting Thoughts on Collectivity.
We imagined it manifesting itself through three different initiatives; a series of talks, a series of interviews and a subsequent article. Firstly, the series of moderated talks – between Fanclub, myself,
and whomever else would be interested in participating – would discuss openly the way Fanclub
functioned as a collective and how they organised themselves in periods of producing stage
works. Secondly, the series of interviews with local artist collectives discussing their works, methods,
etc. And lastly, the formulation of a small article, which would further expand upon some of the
ideas about collectivity discovered along the way.
This is an excerpt from an interview done in June, 2014 with Kristina Sørensen Ougaard, a member
of the Faroese collective Det Ferösche Compagnie. Even if most of the collective’s members are
based outside of the Faroe Islands, their research into the Faroese saga’s and myths keeps them
closely connected to what seems like a bigger collective movement, namely the local tradition of
storytelling where everything and everyone is a potential player. Kristina, along with Kjartan Hansen,
Jens L. Thomsen, Sunnuva Bæk, Kirstin Helgadóttir, Sámal Blak and Búi Dam, are the members that
make up Det Ferösche Compagnie.
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IE: Kristina, could you please introduce yourself and the Det Ferösche Compagnie?
KS: Yes, with pleasure. My name is Kristina Sørensen Ougaard, and I was born and bred in Tórshavn
on the Faroe Islands. I trained as a dancer and actor in London, from the London Contemporary
Dance School at The Place, and later at the Drama Centre London. For the last three years, I have
been working as a dancer and performer in Copenhagen. And yeah, I guess this is a short introduction of me. Det Ferösche Compagnie was founded four years ago by me and a small group of
Faroese. We felt we would be able to deliver some needed input to the contemporary drama scene on the Faroe Islands. Our first play was based on a book from the 19th century by the Faroese
writer Jens Christian Svabo. He had returned to the Faroe Islands after some years of study in Denmark. You may say, his book consists of a lot of observations, or documentations, of everyday life
and Faroese traditions from that period. Our interpretation and artistic work with the book was well
received, and at the time it seemed as if our work was able to fill a gap within the more experimental scene up there. After that, we decided to continue our collaboration, which has so far resulted
in three performances. Now we are working on our forth production (‘RAIN’, premiere 3rd September 2014).

IE: Can you tell a little more about how you work?
KS: We work collectively, which means that all the members of the group have a say from the beginning until the end of the process. In addition to the use of a book, our work is primarily based on
Faroese myths and legends. It can also be based on particular Faroese circumstances that we gain
knowledge about through interviews with the older generation of Faroese, or through other forms
of research.
In terms of practical matters, we engage in a lot of Skype-meetings throughout the year since we
are never at the same place simultaneously. Otherwise, we try to coordinate our calendars so we
can meet and work together for approximately four weeks each year. When we are together
during those weeks, things are quite intense.

IE: Do you always show your works on the Faroe Islands?
KS: We always show the works on the Faroe Islands. This makes sense for us because we want to be
a more experimental influence for the scene up there. In the first place, the desire to be this different influence was the reason behind our decision to work together – but it is, of course, also one of
the criterions for the funding we receive. Additionally, we have performed outside the Faroe Islands
as well; of course we would really like to show our works to the rest of the world more. All our works
treat universal subjects, even though they are made of Faroese material.

IE: You have said that your work is primarily based on Faroese myths and legends. What
kind of role do these myths and legends play for you as Faroese?
KS: You see, the Faroe Islands lie quite isolated in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Especially out in
the villages, one can easily get the feeling that everything is indeed very far away. In former times
one used to be totally dependent on the few resources in such places, such as the sea, the birds
and the fells. And when the men were out sailing, you did not know whether you would see them
again in one week, three months, one year, or perhaps never again. You had to bid them a kind of
farewell every time.
I believe that all of these circumstances have shaped the mentality and culture up on the Faroe
Islands: you come to an acceptance of being subject to some greater powers. Nature is very much
in charge when you plan things up on the Faroe Islands. You have to wait and see what the weather and the terrain permits. I believe that these myths represent a kind of narrative that binds the
humans together with the behaviour of nature, and in doing so, create a kind of common meaning
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- they mean quite a lot to us and for the Faroese in general. Consequently, the government schools
still prioritise this area by making sure the children are taught the hymns, the legends, and so on.

IE: How do you work with these legendary stories?
KS: I am not sure whether we have a special method, but there is always a lot of fieldwork in our
preparatory work. Because we can seek out the people who can actually convey these old stories,
and who are often a part of the older generations, it gives us something completely different. On
the Faroe Islands one can still go and visit some stone, which has been named after some girl who
was killed under these and these circumstances. It is really hands-on in that sense. This is what we
think is so fascinating. I mean, one can almost say that we are wandering around in our own history
up on the Faroe Islands. You are sort of aware of where people have lived. You are literally walking
around in the traces of all of our ancestors. In that sense, it is quite easy to reach the source directly. Everything is very close to you, and you only need to go back a few generations to find out that
you are maybe in family with this or that legendary hero etc.

IE: And what does your current work deal with more specifically; I am thinking about your
performance ‘RAIN’?
KS: ’RAIN’ takes its point of departure from a legend about a young girl and a young boy who often met between their two villages. Everyone knew about their meetings because they had recently become engaged. Then hard times befell the villages, there were no fish in the ocean which
caused a terrible famine.
One day, after the couple had their usual meeting on the mountain, the girl never returned to her
village. Everyone began looking for her, but she was nowhere to be found. In the other village,
during the same time as the girls disappearance, the boy suddenly caught a big catch while fishing. He gave the fish away to all the villagers and ended the famine.
This made the other men curious, and one day they decided to follow him. They rowed towards
him on the sea. When the boy reached his fishing spot, he started to pull a lot of fish into his boat in
a mystical manner. The legend says that the fish almost jumped voluntarily into his boat. The boy
had rowed onto a ‘Hella’, which is a kind of cave under the bedrock. The men noticed a lot of
drops and ripples around the boat in the water. When they looked up to find the source, they saw
the girl who was rotten and hanging down the water. It was her blood which attracted the fish.
Here the story ends, and you are given a chance to ponder: had the boy killed her? Was it maybe
just an accident? Or had they agreed to sacrifice her, since his fishing had saved both villages?
More indirectly, you may say that they all had ingested her, that is, eaten her.
This story has really made an impression on us. We went up to the village Gjógv where there is a
stone which is named after the girl, Tótasteinurin. It is profound when you can personally stand
been where the story apparently took place, and to he the story be told the story by an old man
who is still alive. So ‘RAIN’ is based on this. But we work a lot with pictures or moods, so we hope a
space will be created where the audience can make their own associations. It will be exciting to
see how the performance will be received in Denmark. I just hope that people will come and see it,
because there is barely anybody in Denmark who knows who we are.

IE: Recently, I read a letter in The Guardian from a composer, who had a very good statement: art represents the place where society debates with itself. Listening to what you have
said so far in our interview, I quite literally get a picture of your role in doing exactly that,
namely creating the possible space for debate by reworking these old legends. I assume
there probably is a fundamental set of values in these stories, which can be debated internally.
KS: Yes, you could put it like that. I believe many Faroese are very proud to hail from the Faroe
Islands. You could possibly say that it is within this tradition that our work places itself, within this col-
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lective movement of constantly trying to bind and intertwine people and history to expose them to
a new light in accordance with the time and the world we live in now.

IE: You are co-authors of this continual Faroese narrative. That seems as a rather fine
thought. But what about your chain dances, where the legends also function as songs that
accompany the movement? Are you, as the dancer of your group, able to perform these
dances?
KS: Well, the steps are fairly easy. It is the verses that are difficult to remember. Some of these ballads have more than a hundred verses, which is why there is always someone who leads the singing
— a captain, or, as we call it, a “Skipari” — who has learned everything by heart. The others sing
what they are able to remember, as well as the chorus.

IE: Is there a cultural responsibility to still memorise these long songs?
KS: Well, most of these songs have actually been put down in writing and published. There are
certain days where you dance and sing, like at Shrovetide and weddings. There are some people
who are really respected for being good captains, “Skiparis”. The stories are extremely dramatic,
and as they progress more and more into the song, the harder people will stomp and the louder
people will sing. You see, these are great epic narratives about heroic deeds and so on, so often
you will see schnapps being served during the dance.
I have such a special memory from when I was a child: two giant old men were gripping my arms,
so my feet were barely able to touch the ground. And they were completely red in their heads,
and the sweat was dripping down while they sang with full force. The chain dance moves almost
as the sea and its waves, forward and backwards. Other people associate it with the seasons and
cycles. You can interpret a lot of different things into it. The dance is pretty stringent from a choreographic perspective. I believe it represents something quite relevant for our current choreographic
climate with the repetitions, the insistence and the effort needed to get through the whole song.
Because of this effort, you can almost transcend to another state of body and mind.

IE: Thank you, maybe we should stop here with a tremendously beautiful picture to end the
interview with: two sweating old men who are almost dancing away with you in their arms
in a Faroese chain dance.
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For more info on Det Ferösche Compagnie see: www.dfc.fo
For more info on Fanclub see: www.fanclubdance.com
Collecting Thoughts on Collectivity
was made possible with the support
of Nordic Culture Fund.
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