Handtheater
Introduction

Handtheater is an Amsterdam theatre group that gives bilingual performances, in Dutch Sign Language and spoken Dutch. It is the only group in the Netherlands that specifically aims at deaf theatre audiences. Handtheater performs in regular theatres for mixed deaf (30%) and hearing (70%) audiences. The artistic directors are Mieke Julien and John van Gelder (performing).
During the period 2009-2012 Handtheater plans to recruit four guest producers: film director Levent Beşkardeş; Hakim Traïda, who will produce a performance for children; writer and producer Don Duyns; and the Belgian Kurt Vanmaeckelberghe, who has also acted in the Belgian theatre group Les Ballets C. de la B. Not all of them have experience with this type of bilingual theatre, but they can all see plenty of opportunities. In addition to guest producers, Handtheater plans to use different actors for each project, rather than a fixed troupe. This will give new young actors a chance to perform and will result in a varied range of productions.

Handtheater exchanges ideas with theatre groups in other countries about what sign-language theatre is, or could be. Handtheater believes this is necessary to help sign-language theatre develop further and to encourage experiments with interpreting and translation.

Handtheater will produce one play a year, with an average of 55 performances and a total audience of 5,350. It has applied to the Fund for a grant of €255,000 a year.

Handtheater receives a grant under the terms of the 2005-2008 Cultural Policy Paper.
Assessment

The committee acknowledges the value to society of a theatre group that uses sign language to reach deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences. It also appreciates Handtheater’s efforts to draw attention to deaf culture through theatre performances. At the same time, it feels that deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences should also have an opportunity to see high-quality theatre. Furthermore, Handtheater claims to be bilingual – in other words, to cater to both non-hearing and hearing audiences. In the committee’s view, this is where the problem lies. Handtheater’s performances are artistically unconvincing, for the producers have so far failed to create a theatrically valid link between dramatic action and its translation into, or explanation in, sign language. So far there has usually been an intermezzo, a break in the build-up of tension, that detracts from rather than enhances the audience’s perception and experience of the performance. The committee also finds the performances anecdotal. Furthermore, the variety of topics and themes seems haphazard. Despite the critical comments by the Council for Culture over the period 2005-2008, in which similar shortcomings were pointed out, the company has failed to produce performances of more consistent quality.
Handtheater’s proposals have not convinced the committee that the artistic quality of the performances will improve during the period 2009-2012. Although the proposed Dutch producers have sufficient ability in their own right, they have little or no experience of the target audience. The foreign producers are not presented in sufficient detail. There is no logical or convincingly demonstrated pattern in the choice of these particular producers, nor do the proposed performances suggest a consistent artistic course.

Conclusions and recommendations

The committee appreciates Handtheater’s efforts to draw attention to deaf culture through theatre and sign language, and to give theatrical performances for hard-of-hearing and deaf audiences. However, it feels that Handtheater has not done enough in recent years to increase the artistic quality of its performances. Given the incoherence of the group’s proposed activities, the committee is not convinced that in the coming years Handtheater will manage to improve its artistic quality and profile so as to become an artistically worthwhile addition to the range of Dutch theatre and justify a four-year grant. The committee does not recommend that Handtheater should receive funding under the 2009-2012 grant scheme for the performing arts.
N.B. The committee would be sorry to see Handtheater’s specific expertise disappear from the stage, and urges the group to seek other sources of funding for theatre aimed at deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences.
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