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The music you can hear is the celestial singing of the chorus of a sacred Sang Hyang Dedari
performance in a small area in Bali called Camenggaon; I wanted to show you some video
recording of this particular performance, but this ceremony is so sacred and protected that all
photography is banned. In some other villages recording is permitted and after searching for
many months throughout Bali I have some other examples that we will see later.

Sang Hyang Dedari is one of various types of Sang Hyang trance performance found in a
number of places mainly in the Northern Kintarnani and Eastern Karangasem regions of the
island. The various types of Sang Hyang performance (although perhaps ceremony is a better
word) take place at irregular times of year according to complex calendar calculations that are
unique to each temple and village. Often they do not take place at all when expected and
sometimes they occur suddenly when disease or illness strikes the village. However, although it
is difficult to know how much this form of trance performance has survived, clearly it is
declining rapidly and could face extinction soon. This is one of the reasons that I have been
studying it: to build a record, an archive for the future. However, the other reasons are various
and from a very different perspective.

For many years I worked as an Artistic director of three theatre companies in the UK and as a
freelance theatre director. My directing ranged through the whole Western repertoire of plays
from Shakespeare to musicals to commercial comedy to new plays to Chekhov and most types
of play in between. I directed for National theatre companies in many countries and repertory
theatres and small companies. In spite of finding many pleasure in this theatrical candy shop
for a young-at-heart director, I felt something was missing from my work and that of those
around me. I quit being an Artistic Director, waved farewell to my last theatre, the Bristol Old
Vic in England, and began to explore the world of freelance directing combined with research.
I decided to focus most of my directing and research in the East, in particular East and South
East Asia. At the same time, I took up a post as Head of Drama and Theatre Arts at
Middlesex University, in London. The university accepted the idea of combining teaching,
research and outside professional directing and allowed me to explore my own territory in all
three.

As I directed plays, explored ideas with actors and other practitioners and delved into research
on traditional forms of theatre in Japan, Thailand, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Bali and other places
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in the region I was looking for ideas and images with which I could revitalise the other Western
work that I was still engaged in. I found many areas of inspiration that have deeply effected
my work as a director. But, most of all, I was surprised to find some common elements within
this pot pouri of theatre in the region. I investigated some of the oldest performance forms I
could find and discovered that nearly all of them owed their origin to animist culture and trance
ritual. From Japan to Thailand to Bali were parallel signs of these early performance rituals
involving trance, incense, masks or other sacred objects, possession, repetitive music sequences
and chorus singing or chanting. In most cases the dancer/shaman/performer becomes
possessed by a god and has no memory after the event of what has taken place. In each case
the performance/ritual itself is very different, but the key elements are the same.

It is a small step away from Asia to Ancient Greece and the birth of Western Drama in 5th
Century Athens. We actually know little about the details of performance in this period, but
we do know that there too were masks, music, ritual and a chorus. It seems to me that there is
not a great deal of difference between possession by a god and the process of acting in 5th
century Athens. There, too, is a mask and the actor speaks with the words of another
character, often in fact a god. Acting is in many ways a form of possession as another
personality takes control and an actor becomes someone else for a short period of time. Until
archaeological evidence is found to prove it otherwise, I would bet a lot of money and
credibility on the idea that these first Western actors were also working in a trance state. The
difference is, of course, the growing focus on text, very specific text, although the earlier plays,
those by Aeschylus in particular, are more dependent on choral text, chanted or sung. Perhaps
the movement from Aeschylus through Sophocles to the last plays of Euripides is in fact the
movement from trance performance towards a more contemporary concept of acting.

Most psychologists accept possession-trance as an example of a dissociated state of
consciousness, alongside hypnotic-trance and some forms of deep meditation. These states all
share many characteristics with the states described by many great artists during the act of
creation of their work. Composers describe a state in which they do not consciously control
their composition and some actors report that they lose conscious control of their strongest
performances when they become inhabited by the character; they, too, often do not remember
how they performed. Therefore, these surviving trance performances can act as a giant
telescope peering back through time at the light of dying stars.
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So, I ask myself, what can we see through this telescope and what can it show us to inform our
work today? For the purposes of this paper I would like to concentrate mainly on one
particular trance performance form, Sang Hyang Dedari, and the light that might illuminate the
training and preparation of actors. I feel strongly that there are specific elements within trance
performance that suggest possible ways of working with young actors. Firstly, however, I need
to briefly describe what happens during the Sang Hyang Dedari ceremony, but I should caution
that each village has its own way of performing and that many details vary.

Well before the performance itself begins two young, prepubescent girls have been chosen to
perform. They are chosen partly according to family line but mainly according to their
susceptibility to entering trance; all the girls in the village of the appropriate age from about 7
to 10 years old, undergo a trance test. The two chosen girls will continue to perform Sang
Hyang Dedari until they reach menstruation at which point onwards they are no longer allowed
to perform. The girls are carefully dressed in special costumes, prior to the commencement of
the performance that always takes place in the early evening when it is dark. The girls who
normally have to live in the temple during this time and must obey various rules concerning diet
and behaviour, also carefully prepare special head-dresses that must be decorated with strongly
scented flowers. In this particular ceremony it is the head-dress and not a mask that is holy and
helps to induce trance. When the girls are dressed the priest prepares a small altar with
offerings and prayers and lights incense in a burner that also contains naturally scented woods.

The musicians and female chorus begin singing the exquisite songs you heard earlier. The
rhythm is slow and repetitive as the ceremony begins; later it varies considerably, directing the
changing dance movements and sometimes this female chorus alternates with a powerful male
chorus (secularised and adapted into the Cecak Dance in the 1930s). The girls sit in front of
the incense burner, facing the priest. In the particular performance, sometimes called Sang
Hyang Deling, that I will show on video, two puppets made of palm leaves are suspended on a
string before the girls as they breathe in the incense. The string is connected to two short
wooden sticks each held by one of the male assistants to the priest who sit two metres apart in
front of the girls. In this way the girls are looking directly at the puppets that begin to dance on
the string as the two assistants move the sticks. The dreamlike, choral singing continues as the
girls breathe in more smoke and fall into trance. At this point the girls themselves take over
holding the sticks and move them up and down rhythmically making the puppets dance
vigorously. It is believed by the villagers that the Dedari (goddesses enter the puppets and then
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from the puppets they enter and possess the two girls. In some villages the puppets are not
used and the goddesses possess the girls directly. From the moment that they enter the trance
state the two girls usually keep their eyes closed throughout all that follows. The puppets,
string and sticks are then removed and the head-dresses put on the girls. The choral singing
changes to a faster rhythm and the girls begin to dance. The movements are sometimes
synchronised between the girls as they go through various dance movements that they have
never rehearsed or learnt. It is probable that the trance state triggers a memory of similar
performances they have seen when even younger. The changes of choral singing seem to direct
the dance sequences and assistants to the priest sometimes speak to the dancers and physically
guide them if they stray too far from the centre. In some performances, as you will see on the
short video, the girls each stand on the shoulders of one of the men and continue dancing,
unsupported and with perfect balance with their eyes still closed. At other times, in some of
these ceremonies, the girls will dance through a fire that has been created from burning coconut
shells. Sometimes the girls are carried around the village to protect it from malign influences
before returning to the temple to continue dancing. In other performances the girls sometimes
dance rapidly back and forth, eyes closed, passing close by each other without colliding.

Near the end of the ceremony the girls are seated and brought out of trance by the priest, using
holy water. In some cases, before coming out of trance, they pass among the watching
villagers sprinkling them with holy water and, it is believed, thereby curing all sickness and
giving health to all who are touched by the water. Once the girls are out of trance the
ceremony soon ends and they return quickly to a normal state of consciousness and seem to be
fairly relaxed. The whole performance may have taken about two hours.

There are especially some elements that interest me within this fascinating and sometimes
extraordinary performance. The first concerns the preparation time. Watching the leisurely
preparation process before the commencement of the actual ceremony reminded me how
important it was for actors to prepare fully. Before the ceremony the girls take time to relax
and begin to concentrate their thoughts and energies on the performance ahead. The time they
spend carefully dressing their head-dresses with flowers and being slowly wrapped up in their
costumes is essential for the creation of concentration combined with relaxation.

Although we often use physical and vocal warm-ups to prepare for rehearsal or performance
we rarely allow mental/spiritual warm-up time. I am not suggesting that we should insist on
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meditation or a ritual preparation, but simply that we should use some time for the actors to
move from everyday rhythms, thoughts and focus to a pre-rehearsal state of awareness; this
they might do in their own way or we might devise systems to help. To combine concentration
and relaxation is extremely difficult and there are exercises that can assist with this, (some of
which can be adapted from ideas of Michael Chekhov) but the details are for another paper!
However, I believe that this pre-rehearsal time is important in the trance performances and, in
fact, without it the trance induction would not successfully take place. In the modern acting
environment we need some quiet time to induce possession by character and, sometimes, alien
thought processes. To feel, think, move and react as another person/character is our own form
of possession and this, too, needs, preparation time. It may be, in some instances, that we
should actually jettison the usual physical and vocal warm-ups and substitute a process that
combines all elements.

The second feature of the pre-performance preparations that struck me was the importance
given to the specific space where the ceremony would take place. The temple grounds are often
large, but the Sang Hyang Dedari only takes place in a small area of the compound. Until the
small, specific area for the performers is created, by careful sweeping of the ground and the
placing of mats, the various pre-performance preparations are scattered around the temple.
The girls prepare their head-dresses and are dressed in one area, whilst the priest prepares the
altar some metres away, another person lights oil lamps and in another place musicians tune
up. It is only when the performance or ceremony is about to start that the stage area is
established; it is the last preparatory act and it immediately concentrates the focus of all the
audience and participants who move toward it. The sweeping, cleaning and placing of the mats
is a vital statement about the sanctity of space. In various Eastern performance traditions
throughout the Asian region this sense of importance and respect for the stage space has been
retained, but in the West it is not considered relevant. It is not a religious importance I am
discussing, but a more secular sense of space in which something special is about to happen; a
space in or on which an event that does not belong to the everyday experience will take place.
The stress on cleanliness or purity is also significant as it clears the mind and spirit from
clutter. In the modern environment of theatre we can perhaps use some of this concept by
encouraging the actors to develop a strong sense of the stage as a special space that is different
from the rest of the spaces that they normally use. The rehearsal space should be clear of all
mess, unnecessary objects or distractions and be kept completely clean. It should feel empty or
pure until inhabited by the actors. Japanese actors always remove street shoes before entering
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a rehearsal area; Peter Brook often rolled out a carpet for performing on tour and a brilliant
Spanish Director, Jose Louis Raymond, insists on his actors wearing black, neutral clothes for
any rehearsal. We can use any method that seems appropriate for a particular situation,
company of actors or culture, but the idea remains the same. We need to help actors enter a
rehearsal or performance space with the idea that something special, possibly magical is about
to happen and that everyday life should be left outside the door.

The state of trance itself is the third object of this discussion. I am not suggesting that ritual
trance is particularly useful for training modem actors, but I have come round to the view that
some elements of this state and the essentially similar state of hypnotic trance are useful. I
have worked directly with actors under light hypnosis and found them to be extremely sensitive
to suggestions that trigger imagination. Under hypnosis, as is often seen in stage hypnosis,
many are quickly able to free their imaginations and access creative visualisation of objects and
environment. In effect they can see any space they wish to and enter it as any character they
want to be. There is nothing supernatural about what they can do, but they are able to immerse
themselves completely in character and emotion by triggering their own imaginations. They do,
in essence, allow themselves to be possessed. They find the courage to try particular tasks that
in normal state they might avoid: an actor who claims to be almost tone deaf can find himself
singing. In Sang Hyang Dedari the girls sometimes walk and dance through burning embers
without feeling pain and without any damage to their skin. This feat is duplicated throughout
many cultures, across different continents and although some argue that the fire is actually not
so hot and that anyone could walk through it, I for one, would probably not put that theory to
the test. Again, I am not suggesting that actors should be encouraged under hypnosis to try
this, the ethical questions surrounding hypnosis are important, but I am using an example of
what can be possible if some fears can be temporarily put on one side.

Hypnosis is one way of simulating certain trance aspects, but in fact, it is not necessary for
borrowing some of the ideas learnt from Sang Hyang trance performance. A state of relaxation
and confidence can be built with actors that creates a state of mind that is not actually
hypnosis. In this state of mind actors have the confidence to try anything suggested. One way
of helping create this state of mind, after preliminary relaxation processes, is a concept from
Sang Hyang Dedari: the use of closed yes. In the video clip you will see the sequence when the
two girls dance, unsupported, on the shoulders of the men, their eyes are closed throughout. A
simple experiment with actors, assuming they are not trained in specialist dance or acrobatics,
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will usually show that they cannot duplicate this feat without falling. In fact, many will say
they cannot do it, and decline the invitation to try. However, a short conditioning induction of
relaxation and imaginative suggestion will make it much easier to perform, especially if they do
indeed keep their eyes closed.

Surprisingly, it is in fact often easier with closed eyes; it seems to help the sense of balance.
Also, the showing of the video sequence of the Sang Hyang dance will help the preparation
process. It would seem that much of the ability to perform in Sang Hyang stems from the
absolute confidence that they cannot fail and that it is possible for even an untrained child. In
the case of Sang Hyang, of course, there is the belief that it is in fact the god who performs
inside the child, whereas the modern actor must find another part of themselves to perform. In
this way the actor is being asked to possess themselves, the flawed self who lacks confidence
for a particular task, with another self who has no fear of the task.

Similarly, there are other lessons to be drawn from the use of closed eyes in Sang Hyang
Dedari. In some of the Sang Hyang ceremonies the girls whirl backwards and forwards next to
each other, never colliding in spite of fairly rapid movement and outstretched arm gestures.
Watching this made me feel that their sense of space was acute and their senses heightened by
the trance state and the closed eyes. It seemed to me that they were exhibiting a sharp
awareness of a three hundred and sixty degree space around themselves, rather than a usual,
narrower, frontal focus of a modern actor. The senses of hearing and smell and a sensitivity to
body heat would explain these phenomena. Again, without hypnosis, it is possible to raise a
modern actor's concentration on the space all around by exercises, working with eyes closed.
In recent workshops, originally in Russia and then in Japan, I spent several days with a group
of actors exploring this idea and the results were impressive. After preparatory work a group
of twenty actors was indeed able to move rapidly around a stage with their eyes closed and
without major collisions. The usual acting improvisations that followed, with eyes open,
maintained a fairly high degree of this heightened sensitivity to all that was going on elsewhere
on the stage. It increases the actor's ability to listen to the other actors on stage and helps fight
the tendency of some actors, to forget that their character is part of a whole that may include
activity and dialogue elsewhere on that stage.

The final connection between Sang Hyang Dedari and the training of the modem actor relates
to the intensity of the trance and subsequent possession. I have already discussed enhanced
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confidence and physical abilities, but I am also interested in this notion of possession and how
this can inform the modem acting process. In other forms of Sang Hyang ceremony it is not
two girls who perform under possession, but rather one or more men who are possessed by
animal spirits. In Sang Hyang Bojog, for example, some men from the village fall into trance
and begin to behave as monkeys; they climb trees, pick fleas off each other and roll around on
the ground as monkeys. There is no intended humour in their antics, although the other
villagers are often bemused at this spectacle. They and the other villagers believe fully that
they are not acting as monkeys but are possessed by monkey spirits. Of course the monkeying
around could be simulated by others without trance: others could pretend to be monkeys, that is
they could act the role.

Hypnosis could also induce the same degree of seriousness and intensity for recreating this
scene with Western actors. What interests me is the question: "what is the difference between a
performance under hypnosis or possession and normal acting?" The answer is complex and not
one of black and white. However, in general, it is to do with believability, that elusive but
essential ingredient of good acting. If the actor is able to coax the audience into willing, albeit
temporary, suspension of disbelief then the monkey performance will succeed and the audience
will indeed, in effect, accept that the actors have become, essentially, monkeys. The quality of
acting necessary for this effect will stem not only from technique, but also from an ability of
the actor to lose themselves in the role of the monkey; they must be able to think, feel and react
as a monkey. In other words, they must allow themselves to be possessed by the spirit of a
monkey in the same way that the girls are possessed by the Dedari gods.

The monkey example can, of course, be substituted for that of a given character, but the point
remains the same: we must find ways of helping the young actor learn to be, in effect,
possessed. Stanislavski takes us a good way along this road, but I believe we can add to this
through an understanding of the process of possession. Emotional intensity is important and
Stanislavskian training is excellent for developing it, but the spiritual sense of possession takes
young actors a stage closer to being able convincingly to conjure up characters from
completely other worlds from their own. Exercises can be developed, based on the notion of
possession, that can aid this learning. Sometimes, in certain situations, hypnosis and recorded
video playback can also be helpful.
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It can be argued that there is little that is completely new in the exercises and processes
triggered by the study of these trance performances; many acting training exercises touch on
the issues discussed. However, I believe that this return visit to the trance origins of acting is
helpful in asking quintessential questions about the nature of acting itself. In addition, it helps
us focus our energies on specific areas of actor training concerned with increasing the
confidence, concentration, intensity and sensitivity of developing actors. The Sang Hyang
Dedari and other Sang Hyang ceremonies can provoke us into remembering some of the
fundamental truths about the acting process and sharing them with young actors.

I will end with a few minutes of video extracts of Sang Hyang Dedari showing some of the
moments I refer to in the paper. The final extract, filmed for a documentary by Balinese
television, shows a sequence from a Sang Hyang Bojog performance.
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Theatre of Amazement and the Digital Sweatshop

Don Stein
The Banff Centre for the Arts
Box 1020 Stn 17
Banff, Alberta

Canada

If your attitude toward technology is balanced, then technology is very good. But people's
inner potential is a poweiful force and very important. Certain types of success of
happiness depend on technology, so you pick the technology you use according to those
needs. At the same time, you can still have a clear awareness of other aspects of human
value.
HH The Dalai Lama1

It is difficult to resist the urge to use phrases like "never before has it been possible to" or
"for the first time in human history ..." when describing emerging technological
capabilities. We've become accustomed to a steadystate of change. Upgrading, driven by
market and consumer economies and by increases in capacity, fuels fast-moving
international economic regimes. Techno-euphoria follows breathlessly on the heels of
discovering new possibilities through digital innovation.

Vita Brevis
Art is a term that bears constantly upgrading. Mter the Futurists, Marcel Duchamp John
Cage and conceptual art, it is clear that under the right circumstances, almost anything can
take on the characteristics of art. And the practice of an artist is constantly changing in
response to the conditions, materials and tools available for creation. Digital tools open up
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new areas of art practice, and are affecting the kind and quality of work being made. The
work of art is changing its form and means of delivery. Communication might become
instantaneous, but art languishes over time and space. Some works of art endure for
centuries in a variety of forms, able to resonate with audiences through changing societal
contexts.

Technology:

A Moving Target

''Technology is not the sum of the artifacts, of the wheels and gears,ofthe rails and
electronic transmitters. Technology is a system It entails far more than its individual
material components. Technology involves organization, procedures, symbols, new
words, equations, and, most of all, a mindset." Ursula Franklin2
Jeanne Randolph, psychoanalyst and cultural theorist, defines technology as an ideology,
rather than literal objects. 3 Technological objects are manifestations of a process she calls a
technological ethos, one which claims that the objective can be separated from the
subjective. It is a dualism. It is a method of rhetoric which requires a dualism subjective/objective, real/fantasy, true/false, etc. -a rhetoric used because such polarities
are absolutely necessary, the most valuable way to solve certain problems, particularly
material problems.

Resistance is Futile
The grand piano is a complex machine, with thousands of moving parts. The mechanism
for each key involves over dozens of individual components. Piano technology has
remained stable for an extended period, although it is also affected by new tools becoming
available. Other instruments reached mechanical perfection later, like the clarinet and
transverse flute. Together with the saxophone, woodwind instruments like these use
ingenious systems of levers, pivots and keys to make fingerings possible. They are
worthy of the term mechanical marvel. The technologies of violin making reached a high
degree of refmement centuries ago. The technology required to produce the instruments is
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highly detailed and requires specialized tools, a great deal of information and specialized

skill.
With acoustic instruments there is a moment of direct mechanical contact in a continuous
connection from the hand to the source of the sound: either a vibrating column of air, a
vibrating string or a membrane. With a digital device, the connection between action and
affecting a result is drawn electronically. There is no moment of mechanical unity. But
there is a relationship between interaction and the desired result.
As it has so many aspects of the contemporary world, technology has changed the artwork
in terms of form and means of delivery. And it has manifest the notion that the connection
between intention and result is ephemeral, it's signal flow and transmission of data, it's
affected by the participation of human mediation. It's the quantum universe, where
causality is affected by forces seen and unseen.
Writers valued their relationship to their typewriters, and mourned their loss as word
processors replaced them. The introduction of typewriters must have occasioned a similar
lament for the loss of the manual connection of using a pen. A relationship is developed
through usage. The flow of signal through an electronic instrument results in sound
waves, but they're generated through electric current and manipulation of electrons. As
long as signal is flowing, information is getting to the amplifier and the speakers are
creating the sound. There is a continuous link, but it's one of current, the flow of
electrons, rather than direct vibration, and it's often transmitted and reconstituted during the
process.
Each introduction of a new dissemination media has brought a chorus of resistance,
epiphanies of rapture and indifference. Music recordings were resisted, as was radio, for
their potential to destroy the prevailing industry and the livelihood of musicians. The
introduction of drum machines at the consumer and professional level was challenged in
courts by studio musicians for taking away rights of musicians. Videotape was feared for
its potential to destroy the film. industry. Eventually they became major economic
enhancements for industry, but caused upheaval and displacement among practitioners
unable to adapt to the economic order.
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Resistance has purpose. New technologies are introduced for reasons other than
improvement, so skepticism and critical thought are important tools to examine the situation
before being swept up by the seemingly inevitable euphoria. The word processing package
Microsoft Word is a good example: version 5.1 is superior to its replacement, version 6.0
and many users have resisted the so-called upgrade.
"Crazy science leads to barbarism and hypertechnology, pitting brain-stem impulsiveness
against excessive cerebral activity. In this battle, humour and anxiety can't help but
surface, becoming manifest in alien invasions, cannibalism, vampirism, survivalism, selfextermination, nature and nanotechnologies, viral economies, war games, technologies of
violence, delirium, and compulsion. Flesh devours technology and technology takes over
flesh." 4

Discarded Technologies or New Instruments
Turntable art really took off right around the time that CD' s were gobbling up the LP
market. Turntables were being discarded, but didn't share the fate of the 8-track car stereo.
The DJ from Reggae culture and the rap artist emerged, chanting lyrics with source music
on vinyl being manipulated into new shapes and forms. The turntable became an
instrument.
There was an economic movement of international proportion, and turntable technology
was being replaced with CD technology. The process of commodification and stockpiling
of the musics of previous eras, described eloquently by Jacques Attali in Noise: The

Political Economy of Sound, evolved into a new phase. Manipulating the past,
manipulating history into new forms, informs creation.
Vibrating string, column of air, or membrane were joined by representations of music
performance as the sound source, in addition to electronically-generated sounds. There is a
historical model in the practice of quoting other compositions in music scores, but digital
samplers have speeded up the process to the point of becoming entirely new instructions.
Their raw material is published by companies that provide a steady stream of fresh sounds
recorded by highly skilled and talented musicians to feed directly in samplers. And this
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functions on two levels: one can purchase the sound of an instrument being played by a
virtuosic performer and use that instrumental sound in a composition, or one can purchase
a composition being played by virtuosic musicians, and use their performance as the
starting point.
Music can be created by organizing sounds available through digital equipment, but to
make good music, whether with sampled sounds or an instrument, requires a good
musician, whatever the definition of good may be. The ability to operate musical
equipment and instruments is only part of creating or performing music.
Musical parlour games that have taken various forms and manifestations. There is one
written by Mozart. Interactivity and putting the ability for anyone to construct a musical
composition into the hands of many people has a history.

Democratization:

Everyone can be an Artist

Computer tools put sophisticated skills into people's hands that previously would have
taken years to acquire. Image manipulation software such as Adobe PhotoShop makes
possible the creation of images that would take hundreds of hours to accomplish through
photo-chemical or mechanical means. As well, photo-chemical techniques constrained
opportunities for experimentation because of difficulties of access, time and money.
PhotoShop puts enhanced ability into the hands of the individual, assuming access to the
computer workstation and requisite output devices.
"To artists working in countries with little access to constantly upgraded computer
equipment (let alone a stable electricity supply to run it), a fetishization of scientific and
technological aesthetics and artworks produced on the latest high-end machines could be
seen as another instance of a European or US preoccupation being proclaimed as a
"universal aesthetic" to form yet another canon that favours artists who are white and male,
once again "reestablishing the aesthetic superiority of wealthy nations over poor
countries. " 5
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The technical knowledge and ability to create images becomes much more accessible to
anyone who can access a workstation. This refocuses the requirement for skill, lowering
the barrier to the ability to create visuals. Suddenly, anyone can acquire the ability without
necessarily being an artist; elegantly produced colour images are within anyone's grasp.
The infinite world of choices is expanded that much further ... almost any kind of image
can be reproduced in detail, without having to learn drawing skills or other hand
technologies.
"The underlying question is, do we need technique to create? An artist is an artist, no
matter what the technology. Increasingly, everyone has the ability to create, technology
frees them to create without barriers of technique. But there are still fundamentals of
creativity. New media opens things, brings excitement and new possibilities. There is a
change from a commercial artifact or object to a global medium. Exposure globally opens
doors to new possibilities. The subject changes from personal, within a culture, to
reaching out. What criteria are there for good art versus tinkering?"6
The work of being an artist requires continuous application of creativity to making
artworks. Regardless of whether the tools are digital or hand technology, artists use tools
in order to create. Widening of the circle of people able to create because of the relative
ease of acquiring advanced technical skills invites anyone to be an artist for whom the skills
were a barrier. Also, lowering the barrier of technique enables artists to access complex
tools previously out of reach. And creative energy and talent is discovered through people
being exposed to the world of creation and reproduction. The new media themselves
increase the demand of digital content required to fill the emerging spaces, fueled by rapidly
emerging economies.
Creative processes have universal characteristics: a work of art that doesn't exist is brought
into existence, however ephemeral, temporal, or dependent. Each discipline begins from
this point, whether it's an empty stage, an empty canvas, an empty screen, a blank page.
Material is shaped into a desired result. The result can be driven by utility or the desire to
create the result for its own sake .. The creative process can be messy, chaotic and hard to
describe.
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A printmaker acquiring digital image skills opens a new expanse of creative techniques
applies the new abilities to the creation of prints. A new technology is assumed into the
process, part of the intention to create artwork. Democratization and lowering the barriers
of technique and skill acquisition brings creative possibilities to more people, but for nonartists the ability to create material needs to be applied tot he intention to create. This
intention relates to the reason one creates, whether utilitarian or artistic, and the inherent
issues of art practice come into play.

Futurity and Technology
There is a utopian tendency to envision a brave new world as a result of technological
innovation. Inventors and creators wish that their inventions can solve the world's ills, and
rationalize crazy science in terms of a brighter future where suffering is alleviated through
technological mediation. But technology is never neutral. Futuristic popular science
magazines the 1950's and 1960's postulated a beautiful future where atomic-powered
automobiles were only one possibility with endless, clean, low-cost nuclear energy. Even
if the fantasy were true, multinational oil, automobile, tire and paving companies would
have dreamed of a much different future. Toxic byproducts, dangerous facilities, and the
crude means of capturing nuclear energy have yet to be solved by technological solutions.
Being able to predict the outcome of events is one of the fundamental abilities of using tools
to shape desired results, whether it's making art objects, buildings, cars, or television
satellites. mathematical tools are about describing outcomes, so perhaps the tendency to
predict the outcomes of emerging technologies and their effect on he future is inherent in
technology itself.
Technologies change, and choosing one that will endure, among the many that fail, is a bet
on their lifespan versus their utility. There have been many musical instruments once
popular which are no longer in use today. To take a European example, a six-stringed
instrument called the arpeggione was popular in the 19th century, but little music survives.
There is a piece for arpeggione that can be played on contemporary instruments, which
survives because it is part of the work of a brand name composer, Franz Schubert. Betting
on the future of the arpeggione would have been a bad choice. At the same time, some
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discarded instruments are resurrected, and some new music written today sounds like
music written centuries ago.
Technologies like the Amiga computer and the Video Toaster or the Atari computer and it's
widespread use in creative applications developed, played a role, then were discontinued.
Artwork created that is dependent on those technologies for manifestation is vulnerable to
decay, like visual images created in unstable pigment-based media fade away, technologyspecific work fades into invisibility once the machines required to bring in into existence
fade out of existence. The digital data can migrate to another host, but only while the
information is intact.
"Perhaps since Marx, and certainly since the rise of political struggles by feminists,
indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities, it has become increasingly accepted that there is
no one "History" but that histories are narratives told from particular standpoints and with
characteristic blind spots. The same relativistic perspective is not usually applied to
futurity, which (in Western culture anyway) is almost always invoked in the singular- the
future - and assumed to be a destiny shared by all. But just as we have learned to
interrogate "History" so we can interrogate accounts of the future: Whose future get to be
the future? Whose visions are named as realistic and attainable, and whose are deferred as
impractical and utopian? Who gets empowered and legitimated by such language? Who is
ignored?"7

The Myth of Mathematical Objectivity
There is an interesting ambiguity at work at the core of Western technology. Engineering
and scientific abilities flow from the capacity of mathematics to provide useful tools.
Mathematics, particularly algorithms, is at the core of computers and digital technology:
computer processors use 0' s and 1's to represent numbers, then process those numbers
using algorithms. The abilities of digital tools increase with processing speed in
performing mathematical operations.
Calculus provides many of the required tools. Like all mathematics, it is governed by the
fact that in the Western mathematical theory, division by zero is impossible. Calculus
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proposed to get this conceptual constraint: to approximate by getting close to zero. How
close to zero? My engineering calculus professor used to say: "How close? How close do
you want it, then make it 10 times closer."
Since it's so close to zero that you can't tell the difference in the physical world calculus
obtains the benefits of the absolute while nodding acknowledgment to the deceit. The
technology that enable travel to the moon predated integrated circuits or computer chips.
Newton's descriptions of the mechanical three-dimensional universe work perfectly well in
describing enough of reality to allow space travel and other complex systems.
So one of the core concepts of Western technology is based on a kind of moral ambiguity,
a fraud. An agreement to accept a slight variation of what is know to be true. It isn't
nothing, it's a simulation of nothing. And if everyone is willing to overlook this technical
point, by standing next to the absolute and pretending to be the absolute, the benefits of the
absolute are gained. Those things that don't fit the system can be considered negligible.
But these little cracks, these little discrepancies are like a crevasse: relatively narrow, but
incredibly deep. What happens in those areas of our universe where Newtonian mechanics
doesn't describe reality? Why does light sometimes act like a stream of particles, and
sometimes like a wave? The theory of relativity and in its wake, quantum physics,
introduced interdependent models in Western scientific thought. In quantum theory, the
observer is an integral part of the observed. The act of observing affects what is observed:
objectivity is a myth. The impact this understanding has gradually manifest over the
ensuing decades. The Dancing Wu Li Masters and The Tao of Physics observe Western
science beginning to describe the universe in ways very similar to epistemologies and
cosmologies of the East. Chaos theory, Mandelbrot sets and fractals, and the work of
physicist David Bohm reveal holistic and humanistic implications of scientific discovery.
A vast web of interconnected knots, a vast web where every node has infinite facets, each
reflecting and affecting all the others ... could be a description of atomic structure, a neural
net, or a Buddhist test. The inter-relatedness of all phenomenon illuminated by quantum
physics and the dissolution of absolutes underscores the relativism of a postmodern
understanding of the world.
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Artmaking, whether digitally-informed or not, has always been part of a world where
intuitive connection is valued more than mechanical rules.

The Narcissism of Minor Difference
In The Warrior's Code, Michael Ignatieff applies Freud's idea of the narcissism of minor
difference to shed light on why people define themselves so violently, even through
genocidal warfare, against almost precisely similar neighbours. A similar tendency is at
work in the constant introduction of the "new and improved".
A tremendous emphasis on minor difference is evident in creative disciplines that develop
in response to the expanded ability to create. An example from pop culture is dance music.
Very subtle changes in style, and tempo define genres of dance music. Trip hop, jungle,
techno and bass-and-drum are all remarkably similar on the surface. Sometimes the
difference is defined in terms of a few beats per minute. As well, very specific distinctions
are drawn between associated fashion and social characteristics. Devotees can describe
with great passion what sets one genre apart from another. Although the music is very
electronic, and digitally generated, dance culture often uses vinyl LP' s for dissemination.
The music evolves on a weekly basis, in response to a fast-moving social and political
economy.
Every self-declared rupture is in fact an interested, unacknowledged continuation.
Gayatri Spivak8
Strenuous effort is to position and describe incremental changes in art and technology as
revolutionary and unprecedented breakthroughs, to differentiate itself from what has come
immediately before. Through it's promise to transform experience, each new development
must clamour to define its uniqueness to have value, particularly economic value. This
neophilia is at work in the art world and in consumer technology culture. The demand for
fresh and new permeates the political economy of information as it does every aspect of
consumer culture, to the point of fetishizing the new.
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"Contemporary works of art are valued most if they appear to be up-to-date. The fresh
'new look' always has value. Hot new work by young artists, or brand new twists in new
works by established artists, have the look or appearance of information. New
technologies are great for achieving the 'new look' and for creating the 'look of
information', whether or not the work achieves value as information."9

Copyright Might Be Dead
But rumours of its demise may be greatly exaggerated. Paul Miller (DJ Spooky) of New
York describes his DJ work as sculpture, using recorded music as raw material. From his
perspective, it's quite clear that copyright is doomed. Sampling creates music from a
starting point of already-completed music drawn from the entire history of music. Digital
reproduction has blurred the conceptual distinction between original and reproduction.
Control of the original is key to copyright as a means of controlling the economy of the
music industry. Two absolutes, the pure original and the impure reproduction, are no
longer possible.
International market forces shape and determine both technologies and the arts. These
economies are based to large extent on rights of ownership and copyright. Since anything
can be captured and altered, digital reproduction has altered the foundations of copyright.
It's difficult to identify and track the exchange of data.
In practical terms, using material for which copyright is monitored requires enormous
effort for works such as feature films or interactive media. Identifying rights ownership
and obtaining releases is an important concern in creating work for international markets.
Large professional film and media producers have to obtain the same material with less
resources.
With many emerging technologies, including the World Wide Web, it isn't clear how the
economies will work, and the mechanisms controlling scarcity to capture economic benefits
haven't yet resolved means of protecting information and establishing standards for easy
consumption.
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Digitizing material creates a new copyright in many countries, so if many creators and
copyright holders are involved, there is a lot of work required to understand and agree on
standards. The usual tests, such as determining the issues based on where the material is
used, don't apply to the internet or the web, since the location of the information is already
somewhat indistinct, and it's connection to the point of use ephemeral.
Since the internet and World Wide Web change the notion of where material exists, and of
where it is used, issues of regulation, censorship, and libel become problematic. The
electronic storage of information may be based in one location, but whether that's where it
"is" is debatable. In many countries, slander or libel is based on where the information is
used, but again the internet makes the location of the use difficult to defme.

Bandwidth
Textual information often leads the way in technological change, as it requires the least data
to represent electronically. Images often follow, then audio, which is correspondingly
more complex. Video requires an additional logarithmic increase in information processing
capacity. Publishers are adept in the issues of protecting copyright, and capturing revenue
based on usage. While the web is making the capture of usage fees difficult, large
international publishers associations are developing technologies of digital object
identification to monitor usage and ensure copyright protection. The American Publishers
Association is only one of the many groups working to embed codes in electronic text that
can allow the monitoring of usage and the collection of fees. 10 If successful, models
developed in publishing could be extended along the chain of increasing data density.

The Persistence of Narrative
Novels are the only books that are read from beginning to end. Non-fiction is not
published to be read in one continuous flow, and a book with an index and a bibliography
is interactive. Hypertext offers direct access to related texts in a vast library, without
physical proximity. Speed and volume of access increase, but the model is an index, a
bibliography and a card catalogue that includes audio, film, video and still image.
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Interactivity is constrained by the links which are created for the user, universal navigation
is not automatic.
Artwork that is disseminated on the web gains the same distribution of access, the same
possibilities. Interactivity enhances the range and kind of choices. Interrupted narrative
has a rich tradition in writers like Joyce and Rushdie, among many who have carved a
literary career in non-linearity.
"Although hypertext may well turn out to be no more than an amusing detour ill the history
of the written word, its most ardent fans foresee a future in which traditional narratives
would become obsolete, and discrete, self-contained books would also give way to vast
interlinked electronic networks. Novels would come adorned with the electronic equivalent
of gargantuan footnotes; they would be "contextualized" with literary, social and cultural
commentary and speculation."11
Interactivity and multiplicity of media means there is no fmal word, no fmal form for
artwork. When the user shapes the process and selects the point at which to stop, the
ability of the artist to define a final work of art becomes manifest more through inference
than a definitive version. But part of the enjoyment of works of art derives from the
meaning that is created by the artist. Interactive narrative brings the audience into the
creative process, and it remain to be seen if that is in fact what audiences want to do.
The wonder of clicking on World Wide Web links to explore related information obscures
the fact that interactivity determined by the programmer: one cannot click on anything of
interest, only those elements which are linked in advance.
Canadian writer Paul Quarrington looks for the creation of work by an artist in the new
forms that points out new possibilities, like narrative inference in the Edwin Perry film The

Great Train Robbery. Star Trek plot devices like the transporter and the holodeck,
computer games and music videos alter the way that narrative can be constructed.
"The MTV sensibility and the race-pace of the strobe story established a cultural norm that
affects art too, however obliquely. Artists who have their own reasons for fragmenting
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tales and leaving stories unfinished contribute to the abbreviation and shredding of
narrative and its postmodem and digitized dismantling. And yet they keep telling tales, as
if underneath they understood and reflected a deeper longing - and old-fashioned longing
for the pleasures and excitement of a good story, an adult tale told at the moment just before
you give yourself up to dreams." 12

Performing Arts
The act of creation and the artifact that documents theater and music is distinct from the act
of manifesting the artform in realtime. Performance offers a perspective on technology.
Production of lavish musicals use millions of dollars worth of technology to create
breathtaking effects. But the same piece can be mounted in a small production using
extremely minimal production. Where is the art? What happens when the production value
is dramatically enhanced and the scale magnified by technology? What role does the
physical manifestation of realtime performance play in the performing arts? Perhaps some
understanding of the effects of technology on the creation of art can be gained by
monitoring these situations. Digitally enhanced capabilities affect the manifestation of
performing arts, part of the collaboration required between many disciplines toward the
common purpose of staging live theatre, opera, music, dance, ftlm, television, or
performance art.
A current US docutainment television series offers behind-the-scenes explanations of the
effects used in feature ftlm and theme park entertainment. A theme park experience, based
on the movie Water World, is controlled by the same computer technology that is used on
the space shuttle. At it's climaX, a blaze of pyrotechnics with live human stunts and a
2,000 kg plane crashing into millions of gallons of water, coming to rest only a few feet
from the first row of the live audience. Repeated over a dozen times a day. A fantastic
spectacle, theme parks offer a situation where production values comprises the entire
audience experience.
Developments in digital tools enhance existing forms as well as suggesting new forms.
New capabilities refme existing technologies like film production or television, which
serves to raise the standards of image and sound expected by audiences for emerging forms
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like the World Wide Web. The visual and auditory reality of interactive media on the web
is very limited compared to what is readily available on CD, DVD, in VHS movies or in
broadcast. To realize their potential, interactive forms must compete with increasingly
sophisticated manifestation of preexisting forms. Change occurs so rapidly that hurdles
seem easily overcome. But some hurdles, like atomic-powered consumer products, may
never be overcome.
"I am not predicting that our culture will entirely embrace the purely technological meaning
of the digital world. The great mistake of theoreticians in the past, as we have seen, was to
ignore resistance, contradiction, inspired madness, and primal human cussedness. Walter
Benjamin saw accurately the logical implications of mechanical reproduction. He ignored
antilogic. He erred in assuming that the world would bow to logic, that the endless
reproduction of a painting or a photograph would diminish what he called the "aura" of the
original."13
Many contradictory things co-exist in the world. While art's value becomes defined in
terms of information, the value of precious objects remains. There is a backlash against
what is seen as the sterility of digital reproduction. Resistance to the implementation of
unproven technologies may be the best course. "Email has become a burden. It's an
invasion of privacy when you're expected to maintain your connection to the network and
bring your work home. There is an assumption that the computer never fails: "I emailed
you, didn't you get it?" What about the integrity of boycott? What about every everyone
simply not responding to bad ideas?" 14

What Do You Mean, Global ...
On a global level, perhaps only 1 in 100 households has a telephone. According to the
1997 Statistical Abstract of the United States, 27 percent of households with incomes of
$50,000 accessed the Internet, as compared to between 5 and 6 percent of households with
incomes under $30,000. In developing countries worldwide, what percentage have
electricity or access to computers?
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"To be is to have, says the system. And the problem is that those who have the most want
still more, and that, when all is said and done, people end up by belonging to things and
working under their orders. The model of life in the consumer society, which these days is
imposed as a model at the universal level, converts time into an economic resource which is
increasingly rare and expensive. Time is sold and hired. But who is the master of time?
The car, the television set, the video, the personal computer, the portable telephone and
other pass-cards to happiness which were developed to "save time" or to "pass the time",
have actually taken time over." 15

Theatre of Amazement
In the early days of cinema, the mere ability to project moving images was revolutionary.
Audiences ran screaming for the exits at the image of a train rushing towards them. It was
the cinema of amazement. With emerging technologies it's a digital theatre of amazement.

In time, the amazement will fade, and the tools may be put to use without the dwelling in
breathless euphoria at their potential.

And The Digital Sweatshop
The new tools and emerging media are creating new industries, and they are hungry for
content. They require creative workers. They require enormous time and numbers of
people for digital manipulation, creation and manifestation. Art schools, universities and
technical institutes are training creative digital operators. New possibilities are opened for
artists to generate income.
Pat Caird is a jazz musician and successful ftlm composer in Vancouver, where many
Hollywood feature films and television series like The X-Files are shot. Sophisticated
digital tools allow him to create or edit work in a professional home studio. In his
estimation, the key to success is speed, and every new enhancement, every new edge, is
needed to stay competitive. He is in constant demand, since he produced high quality
results under the tremendous pressures of time and money that characterize the film and
television industries.
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He made two points in response to the discussion of changing technologies and the arts.
The flrst is that his studio, and all its leading edge tools, is a place to make work. When he
wants to make art, he starts by sitting at a table with manuscript paper and an instrument.
The second point is that like many digital workers, Caird suffers from serious and
debilitating repetitive strain injury. He can no longer play the saxophone without
excruciating pain.
Choosing to toil for a digital master should be done with eyes wide open, not in
amazement, but in clear awareness of the possibilities, and the price you may have to pay.
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Astrologers believe that we are entering the golden Age of Aquarius. Redolent perhaps
of 'sixties musical retro, the Aquarian spirit of our times includes attributes of creativity
and innovation, the spirit of awakening and awareness, moreover, qualities of integrity
and individualism.

The Age of Aquarius might provide an alternative title for one of the

themes of this conference, 'Changing societies and the arts' and more particularly a
subtitle to that of this paper: what marketing people might refer to as a un' '"oiversal
"hook". In the Age of Aquarius, marketability is cool rationalism.

While cool rationalism may persuade sceptics, it rarely converts unbelievers. Admitting
it has been unable to convince people to accept the reality of most lottery funding going
into the community, and being unable to disabuse them of thinking that the funds were
being spent on a commemorative Millennium Dome in Greenwich, (a debacle waiting in
the wings), the Millennium Commission has rebranded itself with a logo designed to
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symbolise the dawning of the new Millennium. A slogan, "In the Spirit of the Future",
underscores the visual image. Seemingly, slogans blue-pencilled ''-xwere: "The Future
Rising" and "The Future Starts Here".

The rebranding of Britain, changing perceptions about Britain through its self-image, is
something the government has actively promoted. That cannot be inconsistent with the
Britain that its citizens perceive daily, and the way that they experience Britain in terms
of the reality in which they live.

Oh so cool rationalism may also have led to 'Cool Britannia'" , perhaps a mite contrived.
It may in time, like references to 'new' as in 'new Brit Art', attempts to rebrand Britain's

'new dawn', and the sobriquet 'new Labour', be compassionately dropped.

The new,

the nearly new and not so new, like youth and modernity, have fleeting shelf lives.
Perhaps we should avoid simply using 'new' as a superficial handle but recognise its
immediacy and ephemerality, use it accurately to crystallise our changing world and our
changing perceptions of a sense of newness and modernity in our Country.

'New' seems to express Britain as a 'young country', as Tony Blair styled it at the 1997
Commonwealth Conference in Edinburgh: one which engages with the here and now,
with the contemporary and the 'modem'. 'Modem' comes essentially from the Latinate
mode, a way of doing things; modem , doing them in a way that conforms to the current
thinking. But modernity itself is long passed its sell-by date. We ptay live in a postwelfare and post-industrial age. We may be post-modem. We may, of course, term
ourselves as being pre-Millennia!. But we are scarcely modem anymore.

Our values and beliefs are changing, if the new mood of the country as expressed in the
overwhelming electoral success of new Labour, in the Scottish and Welsh referenda, is
indicative. In the public outpouring of emotion over the sudden death of the Princess of
Wales, the scale and spontaneity of the collective response was prodigious. It is said that
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we are becoming a more touchy, feely society; one in which young British people are
now considered to be 'in touch with their emotions'. Newspaper caricaturists would
portray the stiff upper lip of British society as moistening. What is clear from recent
events in Britain is that we no longer live in a world of deference, of compliance and
courteous submissiveness.

During the early Autumn days of 1997, Mrs Thatcher's view of there being 'no such
thing as society' was defiantly challenged. It was always going to be challenged but
never so dramatically. The nation recognised collectively in grieving''Au for the Princess
of Wales, that for our all differences there are universal values and import: kinship,
empathy, warmth, compassion; that there is, indeed, such an entity as society and a pretty
extensive one as well.

Writer Fay Wheldon, attributes the new mood in British society to the suggestion that,
"we have turned female. All the old male values are out of the window of gravitas, collar
and tie, dignity, principle, intellect. ..for good or bad".

Short, as it may be, on cinematic verve, Spiceworld The Movie (1997), depicts a rather
scary locale where women reign supreme and men serve merely as sidekicks, rogues and
fall guys. In the grip of 'girl' power, it is, ergo, a place we may or may not wish to
inhabit depending on our viewpoint.

But there are signs that society in Britain is changing, no more so than in our arts
institutions. After the confusion surrounding the stopgap abandonment of the House by
the Royal Opera and Royal Ballet companies whilst their Covent Garden home undergoes
wholesale renovation, Bow Street expatriates have sought refuge and succour in St
Martin's Lane at the Coliseum. At least they have a choice in making their way to this
Coliseum. As in earlier times, a Coliseum has become a locus of mass spectacle.
Nowadays Androclesian lion taming is necessary only for those encountering the
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capital's most fierce big cat. Known simply as 'Kaufman', the beast has a penchant for
Philistines.

But what was Gerald Kaufman saying when he ventured Philistines might run the Royal
Opera House? Are arts people, many of whom could not get by without attending to their
daily business concerns, capable of being responsible and professional i"-©n business
environments? Are they capable of being managers, executive directors and chief
executives? If we don't believe they are, are we not relegating them to a stereotypical
image? Philistines rule okay invalidates arts managers as irresponsible idealists, so
absorbed in their arts practice as to be incapable of running financially viable business
concerns.

Gerald Kaufman and his select Parliamentary Select Committee apart, the crisis the Royal
Opera House is facing is analogous to the difficulties many of our arts institutions are
confronting, if not in scale then in seriousness. The severity of the difficulties they face
cannot be attributed solely to management, whatever its complexion.

We have seen over the last few years so many arts organisations in serious difficulty. As
with the case of the Royal Opera House, at times it has looked as if even some of our
flagship institutions would not survive. Yet in his pre-election statement the Prime
Minister claimed the arts as being central to his vision of a decent society. Certainly the
elation in the arts world was unrestrained as new Labour were swept into the Augean
stable of government in May 1997. The English Arts Council itself now coexists with a
newly-termed government department of Culture, Media and Sport. Before us are
unprecedented opportunities: the means to secure a nation's artistic future through
encouraging investment, developing high quality creative practice and through promoting
access. But buoyant optimism is beginning to wane. As Richard Morrison pointed out
in December 1997, eight months after the general election, 'gloom is the order of the day.
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Almost nothing has changed, except that the Arts Council has been weakened by direct
political interventions.'

Theatre director Sir Peter Hall recalls an earlier labour administration coming to power.
He recollects, "the euphoria that surrounded Labour's 1945 revolution [he was 14 at the
time]. A brave new world of welfare, equal opportunities in education, national health
and subsidy for the arts was in prospect" ."

We may have moved from the visionary politics of post-war Britain, internationally
through those of Regan, Thatcher and Gorbachev in the 80s, to the managerial politics of
Clinton, Yeltsin and Major in the 90s, but these too are brave new times. On the edge of
a new millennium and in the wake of a new government, what are the chances, given
these relatively propitious and opportune times, of providing the necessary conditions:

i) for the arts to flourish["
ii) for locating the place of the arts in contemporary society?

iii) for the arts to help to build a new society?

Firstly, we might look at the necessary conditions for the arts to flourish, many of which
are closely allied to the importance the arts hold to our everyday experience. Or at least,
the experience of half our number.

Half the of the Blair cabinet has, apparently, studiously assimilated the book, Flow: The
Psychology of Optimal Experience, by Mihaly Csikszentmilhalyi. One can only guess
what the other half of the cabinet are reading? A professor at the University of Chicago,
Csikszentmihalyi talks about "flow". After studying artists and sculptors at work, he
suggested flow as a state of mind whereby we become so absorbed in what we are doing
that we are able to lose ourselves in the activity itself. Through concentrating intensely
on something, we lose awareness of our self.
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Iftoday's couch potato teenager, to whom Csikszentmilhalyi refers as "autotelic", from
the Greek auto (self) and telos (goal), is content undertaking an activity for its own sake,
in this case watching television, how can we build upon the principle of the former, doing
something for its own sake, to reassert the centrality of the arts to that person's everyday
experience, and create the conditions in which the arts may become meaningful to him or
her? Improve television's artistic content?

Turning the leaden aimlessness of television viewing into the gold of artistic engagement,
and personal experience of the arts, will take some alchemy, if not the magical powers of
a sorcerer. If only a spell could be invoked of reasserting the centrality of the arts to
everyday experience, we could create the best possible climate for the arts to flourish.
Wishful thinking indeed, but the best possible climate for the arts can only come from
reasserting their centrality. In short, they have to seem important. As in the US, large
numbers of the baby-boomer generation in Britain are unpractised arts attenders.

Public scrutiny, political and societal change have meant there is now greater need to
reassert the centrality of the arts to everyday experience, as Deborah Bull, principal
dancer with the Royal Ballet, expressed when she gave the third annual Arts Council
lecture at the Royal Society of Arts (1996). The arts lottery has pitched the arts into a
conspicuous position in terms of public accountability. We cannot on the one hand
encourage public interest in the arts, and on the other discourage public scrutiny.
Whether or not policies of the arts have become pragmatic politics of justification, the
English arts funding system needs to consider its future role and the way in which its
resources add value to peoples' lives and to the Country as a whole. Glasnost,
transparency and openness are key. But so too is advocacy. Such a position prompts the
need to advocate the arts as a central part of peoples lives.
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Advocacy was the central theme of RSA' s lecture series 'The Arts Matter'. But do they?
The case for the arts as being of central national concern remains to be proven. If the arts
really do matter to us, there is still the uncomfortable conundrum of why we need to
advocate their centrality to a contemporary society and to most participants iri that
society? Of course we all know why we do but, in our advocacy, let us not justify the arts
purely in terms of their economic benefits, their transferability and the advantages they
bring to other aspects of our lives. Let us justify them on their own terms.

The very spirit of a country is embodied in its arts and culture yet in some countries it
may be hard to justify funding the arts at all. In South Africa the arts are grappling to
find a dynamic and vibrant new role, despite colossal social issues. And we think we have
problems. Others, as always, are more or less fortunate. I recall, on my first trip to an
American university, being struck by the number of commemorative plaques to local
philanthrophers strategically placed on practically every conceivable piece of furniture,
on every building, every centre of study or leisure facility, every student dorm or faculty
residence. The continuum of support appeared to extend from large bequests by
multinational corporations to modest gifts donated by everyday people. Beneficent
product placement, it seemed, knew no bounds. Like designer labels, designatory
nameplates litter American campuses.

People in the US hold on to more of their income, but are encouraged to donate to
charities by generous tax allowances, if they so wish. Approximately half of all
Americans who give to charity, and whose largesse typically amounts to some $1,017 a
year, make less than $50,000 in the same period.

Their philantrophy last year, 1996,

approached a booty of some $150 billion.

This paradigm of social policy is not so much public subsidy as civic expenditure.
Overstretched, overtaxed and over here, we tax and then redistribute the revenue in terms
of benefits, allowances and incentives. We see public expenditure as a means to
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relieving social adversity, to help beleagued communities, or of providing opportunities.
''"

On this side of the pond we were, and are still to a large extent, resolutely locked into a
model, more fundamentally a concept and belief system, of government through public
expenditure providing for such things.

The new Labour government predicated its

election package on not putting up taxes, but in order to be able to support adequately
education, to fund a national health service and to provide subsidy for the arts, it has to
look for increases from the public purse. Here expenditure on education, health and arts
subsidy is largely public rather than private - or more precisely, civic. Civic expenditure
and public expenditure models are quite different as are their underlying values. In terms
of social premise, outlook and the axis of government social policy, our two countries are
quite dissimilar.

People in the US who give 2% of their own money to charities, albeit for not entirely
altruistic reasons as tax incentives are as much a decisive factor as chaste beneficence,
more readily buy in to a long term relationship with the cause if only to see the initial gift
through to making a difference.

Plural funding at a developed stage, the spread of individual contributions from many
ordinary Americans, has the advantage of acting as a buffer against the withdrawal of a
principal sponsor or a single grant giver.

In the suffusion of sponsorship in Britain, the arts have become a conduit for product
placement, an endorsement for marketing business with a particular clientele, the
highbrow commanding a niche position and patrons to match. Does our model of public
subsidy and our approach to arts sponsorship really provide the necessary conditions for
the arts to flourish?
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In looking at the second of our necessary conditions, locating the place of the arts in
contemporary society, we may be on firmer ground. If there now seems to be more of a
sense of partnership with Whitehall than there did before 1 May, then some of that
perception in part is attributable surely to there being simply a change of government.
Undeniably, lest the succession in British politics is overstated, there is much continuity
with the previous government's policies particularly in the economy, which continues to
do well. Whether in time the government will reveal itself more or less bound by
consistency than its predecessor: for the present we are living in a continuum.

There seems, however, to be a discernible change since the 1997 election in deliberative
and consultative democracy, or at least in the sense of being involved in the informing of
policy. There seems to be increasing acknowledgement of the importance of
accountability shared between individual and government, of seeing the responsibilities
of society and state as a partnership, one intrinsic to the new self-confidence abroad.

That this is a continuum, one which runs across party political lines, there seems little
doubt. Perhaps not entirely surprisingly in a culture conditioned by notions of a welfare
state, recognition is overdue of the individual's multifarious responsibilities, one of those
being to find or make work. Just as much as it includes people from other walks of life,
'welfare-to-work', a constant refrain of this government, embraces artists and arts
practitioners.

But the Government's welfare-to-work programme could disallow resting actors and other
jobless artists of state benefits on which they have come to rely. Indeed, on welfare
reform, the Prime Minister has said that he intends to go "the full monty". His reference
has more than a touch of irony: the unemployed men in the film of the same name only
find a way out of their predicament whilst living on the dole. The mantra 'welfare-towork' notwithstanding, most of us view life more positively when we feel more fulfilled
and many of us, whether we are actors, musicians, writers, dancers, or visual artists, feel
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more fulfilled when in work. Often when we extend our skills, or reskill ourselves, we
extend our interests as well as our capabilities and our self-confidence. Those can have a
potent influence upon our working practices, on our arts environments and communities,
on the context of our work. We may feel more confident, more in control because we are
able to contribute more to our arts, to our arts businesses, to our role as arts educators,
arts practitioners; animateurs and more to our communities.

We may see the role of community within all of our lives increase in the future, and, what
is deliverable at community level, we may expect to be extensive. We may -like some of
our audiences, clients, students and the young artists with whom we work - feel more
secure because we are more employable in a world demanding flexibility and rapid
change. In locating the place of the arts in contemporary society, support for artists,
especially through the wilderness years - often the period immediately after college - is
imperative.

Coming out of the wilderness may be the first step; locating the place of the arts on a
cultural map redrawn, is another. In the move from modernism to post-modernism, we
have renounced any sense of culture as an absolute in favour of unhampered relativism.
We are, in one sense, disestablishing the arts; in another, arriving at a view of them
which is dynamic and involves a pluralistic approach to culture.

As cultural cartographers we have recharted and redrawn the cultural map of Britain.
Incrementally we have added to a 1940s conception of an Arts Council fin-de-siecle
social and cultural responsibilities. We have done so without the resources, in terms of
costing out a broader and entirely defensible remit, to discharge those responsibilities
fully.

As Anthony Smith has pointed out:
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It is like inviting the managers of the stage coach service to provide for the age of

mass tourism. It is like asking barbers to provide a national health service. It is
more than a problem of strategy. It is one of conception.

But there are signs of the conception changing. At the time of writing the Government is
yet to unfold detailed plans for a wholesale reassessment of lottery distribution, the
development of a National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts, and a
review of the "work of the Arts Council and other public bodies". Each of these will
impact to a greater or lesser extent on arts practice.

Since the new government took office, there has been a veritable burgeoning in Whitehall
task forces of every hue including a Creative Industries Task Force, the intention of
which is to kickstart income generation , employment prospects, and to encourage
creative activity and excellence in the creative industries. Membership of the group
includes some impressive names: Richard Branson, Sir David Puttnarn, and Paul Smith.
'Great casting, shame about the plot was one journalist's comment. These are people
used to being listened to and will expect their views to inform the decision-making
process. Peter Hennessy has suggested, " probably not everyone on these task forces
appreciates that decision-making is not in their hands."

Nonetheless the intention to kickstart income generation, boost employment prospects,
and encourage creative activity and excellence in the creative industries is laudable per
se, let alone in helping to position the arts for the future.

In the past, whilst sources of innovation have often been British, it has taken others to see
their market potential and to seize the opportunities which accrue. As exciting as it
seems to create a unique role for Britain as an arts innovator, we must also see the
potential and have the wherewithal to capitalise, not least for the future wellbeing and
long term investment of the arts in Britain.
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Individual creativity in the developing economies of the world is increasingly becoming
the sole determinant of a state's wealth and identity. It is individual creativity in the arts,
in the media and intellectual property which are driving the creative economies. A
country's natural resources and its capital are increasingly being seen in terms of its
creativity.

Britain can be globally competitive but to take advantage of its creative resource we need
new patterns of support for creative individuals, new models of underpinning artistic
practice. We may need to re-evaluate ways in which arts and media practitioners work to
the benefit of their own arts and media practice and to that of their enablers, the funding
agencies.

In a very real sense we are all enablers. Being able to enable requires more than a change
of behaviour, more than a change of attitude. It requires a different kind of concordance
between parties, arts and media practitioners, creative and cultural industrialists, and the
body politic, civil servants and 'reluctant' bureaucrats, one which recognises the
independence, the dependence, but most of all the interdependency of the relationships.

In contrast to Britain's compromise approach to arts funding, a hybrid between central
and regional funding sources, box office and business sponsorship, France devised a
centralised bureaucracy; post-war Germany a devolved infrastructure which serves to
make towns and cities vie for artistic kudos. French centrality or German municipality: in
each, principal support comes from the State.

There seems to be a wide body of opinion within the arts community, that the arts in
Britain can be adequately underpinned, only if the policies restricting the conditions of
lottery funding are overhauled more comprehensively than suggested by the new National
Lottery Bill.
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Formerly, lottery funds could not be used as a substitute for government funding, so
lottery money was limited to capital projects. Arts for Everyone, introduced by the
previous Government, made lottery funds available for new audience development.
Funding has also been available for arts organisations to stabilise their financial
underpinning. But with increasing demands for, and recognition of, necessary additional
revenue, the concept of 'additionality', using lottery funds solely for projects considered
unfundable from public expenditure, is becoming less and less tenable.

The Arts Council's recently departed chairman, Lord Gowie, held that he had presided
over the worst arts revenue crisis in his adult lifetime. And it is clear that any additional
resources for the arts will have to come largely from partnership or private funding rather
than from Treasury coffers. But there are calls for government to look again at dividing
subsidy in terms of assistance for pre-production and performance and, or, exhibition
costs met by the Arts Council, with lottery funds underwriting revenue and capital
maintenance: crudely, the muse subsidised by taxpayers, running costs from the national
flutter.

The third of our conditions was to assess the chances of the arts helping to build a new
society.

We did acknowledge that in the wake of a new government, these were brave

new times, times to dare, venture and experiment, times in which the tangled web of arts,
society and nation state are being examined.

In developed liberal democracies, politics, whilst being largely a matter of wealth
creation, has been imbued with attempts to persuade voters that material prosperity is not
enough. In such societies, and at opportune times, the chances for the arts to contribute to
a new society are propitious. But whilst the conditions may be favourable, so often the
arts amount to very little in people's lives, simply because of limited opportunity to
engage with the arts at an early stage. That hardly squares with an inclusive vision for
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the arts, one which recognises access to the arts as a universal human right. If we are to
persuade people of the importance of the arts in building a new society, we may need to
look beyond our shores.

At the time of writing, in the last few days before Christmas 1997, War Child's Pavarotti
Music Centre is being inaugurated in war-tom, still deeply divided Mostar. A choir of
children from both sides of the divide wait patiently in drizzle for Pavarotti and entourage
to arrive. Side by side for the first time are the mayors of east and west. It is surely one
of the most gutsy arts initiatives ever. Most of all it is a symbol of hope for Bosnian
children.

In such a tense and volatile environment, symbolic gesture rarely had such a premium on
its head; the locution 'arts on the edge' never so potent. Should Croats resume
bombing, a strike on the Centre; ironically built behind a facade of a shelled orphanage,
would almost be inevitable. The sheer audacity of building the Centre seems an almost
misguided keeping of faith but one which for the future of the City and for Bosnia, yet
hideously severed along Bosnian Muslim and Croat lines, is key to social and societal
regeneration. The importance of the arts in this new society cannot be gainsaid, nor the
collective nerve of the centre's major capital investors and sponsors U2. Fortune may
smile on the brave, for that is what Pavarotti and War Child are.

The project's aims of creating a leading centre for experimental music therapy and, of
restoring into the everyday experience of Bosnia's children some of the joy of making
music with others across the divide, should not be underestimated. Real change comes
from changing peoples' perceptions, from shifting the paradigms. Idealistic or no, the
message is unambiguous that, subsequent to childrens' personal therapy, together through
making music cooperatively, today' s and tomorrow's generations might coalesce
peacefully.
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A new cultural paradigm is being explored. It is more than the means of securing a
nation's artistic future: it is the nation's very future itself. As a crucible for the arts in a
new society, it cannot be gainsaid.

Endnotes

1. The term seems to have been coined by writer Robert Hewison , and later used by
Culture Minister Chris Smith in 1997, to describe much that was new, contemporary
and youthful in British arts"'"
2. PM Programme BBC Radio 4 24 December 1997'""
3. Even Matthew Bourne's Adventures in Motion Pictures company which reinterpreted
Swan Lake, with Adam Cooper in the lead role and supporting male swans, and
attracted a new generation of audiences interested in cinema and theatre, has fallen
victim. In January 1998, bookings for Cinderella, set in the Blitz, were disappointing
and the contemporary dance company's West End production had to close early.
4. "It is my passionate belief that it is the duty of any civilised government to nurture
artistic and creative activity, and promote the widest possible access to it". Tony Blair
1997
5. Hamilton, S The stars look doubtful, Sunday Times 18 January 1998'""
6. Morrison, R Up and down a crazy year, The Times 26 December 1997''"
7. Hall, P

In the chill embrace of new Labour's puritans, The Sunday Times 21

December 1997'""
8. 'From private patronage to public purse' RSA 30 October 1996"'"
9. The Royal Society of Arts began its Arts Matter programme in 1996 with an
inaugural series of seven lectures by speakers from the world of arts, business,
politics, and psychoanalysis."'"
10. Glancey,J New Statesman 22 August 1997''"
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11. of private support to the arts in Britain comes from individual contributions compared
with 80% in the US."'''
12. In 1917 Congress allowed individuals tax relief for contributions to educational,
cultural and social service organisations.""
13. Hennessy, P cited in Daniel, C

May the taskforce be with you, New Statesman 1

August 1997 pp 27-31""
14. What are the arts for?

National Arts and Media Strategy 1991 ""

15. TheUS National Endowment for the Arts and Humanities, created in 1965, is more
like our Arts Council.""'
16. Daniel, op cit. p 28'
17. Ibid. p 29""' .
18. Nightingale,B Crumbling in Camelot, The Times 31 December 1997'""
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Genesis or Evolution? Enterprise Code Rules OK.

Patricia Thompson
Head of Peiforming Arts Institution
Coventry University of Peiforming Arts
Leasowes Avenue
Coventry CV3 6BH
United Kingdom
Telephone: 01203 418868 Ext 29
Facsimile: 01203 692374
Email: k.thompson @dartington.ac.uk

When I was an undergraduate student more years ago than I care to remember, the focus
of my training was on how proficient I could become on my chosen instruments - piano,
violin, voice.
This did not fit me well necessarily for being able to submit a successful £23.2 million
lottery bid many years later. Who knows what skills and sensibilities our current students,
and our graduates of the future, will need in the new millennium?

Enquiry Task - Past Skills And Sensibilities
List the skills and sensibilities you were trained for as an undergraduate:
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•
•
Let us return to these later.

Genesis: 1995 A technological university with an enterprise code implicit in every
course, incorporates a highly successful Centre for Performing Arts. GENESIS origin,
creation, generation, to come into being

. (The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary)

Let me set the scene:

1843 Coventry School of Art and Design formally established

1970 Lanchester Polytechnic formed from the merging of three colleges in Coventry and
Rugby, one of which is the Coventry School of Art and Design

1984 Coventry City Council establishes the Coventry Centre for Performing Arts

1992 Lanchester Polytechnic adopts the name 'Coventry University' on being granted
degree awarding powers

1993 Coventry University validates three new Business and Technical Education Council
Higher National Diploma courses for the Coventry Centre for Performing Arts-

HND Dance and Professional Practice
HND Music Composition and Professional Practice
HND Small-Scale Theatre and Professional Practice
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1995 Coventry University incorporates the Coventry Centre for Performing Arts as a
subject group into one of its eight schools, the Coventry School of Art and Design.
\

What was common to all three courses, Professional Practice, lay in the philosophy·
underpinning the Business and Technical Education Council combined with the
University's own Enterprise Code. Coventry University's Mission Statement commits it
to "encouraging enterprise through the application of knowledge". This is reinforced by
its vision of a university that will "increasingly maintain a strong vocational orientation
with a commitment to enhancing personal and life skills". The Enterprise Code of
Practice was directed at helping the University achieve this Mission and Vision. The
Code can be summarised as follows:

All students will be offered opportunity, encouragement and help to develop their
enterprise capabilities. These include the transferable skills of self-management,
self-development, communication, working with others, understanding work
organisations, using numbers, applying information technology, innovation and
problem solving.

This short form version of the Code was produced for publicity purposes. The full Code
is reproduced as Annex 1.

Evolution: 1996 Lottery funding encourages new partnerships between city, professional
arts and university. Points of common interest include courses derived from community
involvement and need.

Evolution

1 The process of evolving, unrolling, opening out, or disengaging
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from an envelope
3a The process of developing from a rudimentary to a complete state
1670
3b The hypothesis that the embryo or germ is a development of a
pre-existing form, which contains the rudiments of all the parts of the
future organism
3c The origination of species conceived as a proces" 'As of development
from earlier forms, and not as due to 'special creation'
4 Also 'growing' as opposed to 'being made' 1807
(The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary)

Enquiry Task- Present Skills And Sensibilities

List the skills and sensibilities you have needed in recent years:

The city of Coventry in the West Midlands is mainly known for two things: its almost
total destruction in World War II with a replacement cathedral rising phoenix-like out of
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the ashes, and, not unconnected, its status as 'car city'. In January 1996 a service was
held in Coventry Cathedral to commemorate a hundred years of the motor car. Coventry
University Performing Arts' students not only performed for the occasion, but also
composed music using Peugeot car parts as instruments, originated lyrics and devised
theatre to convey the impact of the car on the environment and people's lives over the last
hundred years.

Let us listen now to the Vice-Chancellor of Coventry University talking a few days after
the service on local radio. The 'overshadowing' referred to was a streaker interrupting
the performance to protest about the negative impact of the car on our lives.

Excerpt of Live Singing: "Now let us strive for lower fuel consumption on Spaghetti
Junction.
Let's say a prayer for safer roads with lighter loads. Less lead in the air. The car is our
future, so let's all drive with care."

Interviewer
That's absolutely brilliant, that is! That's such a shame that that was overshadowed.
That's brilliant. Thank you all very, very much indeed for that. What a great advert for
the performing arts at Coventry University! And as you probably know, there are plans to
build a new arts centre on the site, on a new development behind the Belgrade, and with
me now is the Vice-Chancellor of the University, Michael Goldstein. Good Morning,
Michael.

Vice-Chancellor
Morning to you.

Interviewer
That was absolutely fantastic, wasn't it?

Perth, Western Australia.

5

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

Vice-Chancellor
It was brilliant!

Interviewer
And as I say, a shame that it was overshadowed,really.

Vice-Chancellor
I don't think it was overshadowed. It was in some of the press, but those that were there
will have a lasting memory of a really superb performance.

Interviewer
Now, just remind us of why Coventry University is getting involved in the arts, because
when it was the Lanchester Polytechnic, it was very much engineering, wasn't it, and sort
of getting your hands dirty. You've changed.

Vice-Chancellor
Well, not all engineering is about getting hands dirty either. Yes, of course, we've
changed. We've evolved over the years, and in many ways bringing in the performing
arts courses into the University has been a very significant move for us, because we don't
only see it as bringing courses in, bringing students in. The important thing for us is that
i"-J..!t will have an effect on the University, but also on Coventry as a city.

Interviewer
Does it also improve the marketability of the University to students who may not be
coming to study performing arts, but obviously want to come to a city that is vibrant, and
a university that is vibrant and exciting?
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Vice-Chancellor
Sure. Those are important things, and the whole future of Coventry University is very
much tied up with the future of Coventry. But yes, it's important for us to have a very
wide provision of opportunity for students, and indeed for staff.

Interviewer
Now, at the moment, these performing arts subjects are still being taught, as I understand
it, on the old Bishop Ullathome site, at Leasowes Avenue, but there are plans to try and
move them into the City Centre.

Vice-Chancellor
Yes. We would very much like to bring that into the City Centre, for a whole series of
reasons, not least of which, would be to really"-· get the integration of performing arts
into the rest of what we do, so that everyone in the University can benefit. But also so we
can make performance available, more widely than we can at the moment.

Interviewer
So, am I right in saying that one of the sites, one of the possible sites, is behind the
Belgrade Theatre?

Vice-Chancellor
Yes that's absolutely true. We've been looking at a number of sites, with the City
Council and others, as to where we could establish, not just a place for Coventry
University Performing Arts, but a centre for cultural enterprise and for training.

Interviewer
And what kind of price are we talking? I mean, a building like that must cost an absolute
fortune.
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Vice-Chancellor
Well, five or six million. We've already got some money out of the Single Regeneration
Budget. We've made a bid to the National Lottery, and we've got some initial funding
for that, for the feasibility study.

Interviewer
Yes, there was some money for the architects, wasn't there?

Vice-Chancellor
That's right, for design. And that's good news, because the chances are, that if we do a
good job with that, and of course we will, we'll get the rest of the money, which is about
three million pounds from the National Lottery.

Interviewer
So, you're pretty confident of that?

Vice-Chancellor
We're very confident that we will, in the not too distant future, get that thing underway.

Interviewer
What's the time scale, Michael, for this whole development?

Vice-Chancellor
We're talking about a couple of years, two or three years, that's all. It's not a lot. It'll be
a year's building programme. A lot of planning's been done. There's still quite a lot of
work to do, bu"-'t within two to three years, you'll see the thing up and running.

Interviewer
And it's the kind of thing, of course, which the Lottery and the Government like, at the
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moment, because it's partnership, isn't it: local authorities, local business and universities
working together?

Vice-Chancellor
Absolutely. Absolutely. And for the community, it's a community facility. It's not just
a University facility.

What actually happened was that major stakeholders, Coventry University and Coventry
City Council, working in close collaboration with local arts business - the Belgrade
Theatre, Frontline A V and AMTCC (Arts & Media Training Consortium Coventry) were encouraged to apply for £16.5 million pounds of Arts Council Lottery Funding
towards a building worth £23.2 million in total. An application for feasibility funding of
£96K was made successfully in September 1995. The overall project was the subject of
an application in September 1996, which was deferred pending further work.

One of the evolutionary changes that ensued from this further work was the change of
name from 'Centre for Cultural Training and Enterprise' (CCTE), which appeared to
sound like a Marxist diktat, to 'Coventry Arts and Media Centre' (CAMC).

The basis of the University's involvment stemmed from its longstanding links with the
local and regional communities. From the early days of its forerunner's existence, all the
courses at Coventry University Performing Arts have contained a community element at
the core of activity. This aspect, so deeply embedded in course content, together with the
proposed Centre's aim of increasing active participation in the arts by local people, gave
credence to the University's involvement in a bid for yet further public funding through
the Arts Council National Lottery.

Let us listen now to an excerpt from a BBC Radio 3 Radio programme about Coventry
University Performing Arts:
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Interviewer
So what is the Coventry character, then?

Vivien Freakley
The students here, and certainly the staff, have a very strong commitment to the
importance of arts in people's lives. It's not a particularly commercial approach, I have
to say, but we find that our students are interested in working in education. Many of
them work in reminiscence theatre in old folks' homes. Some work in prisons.

We've

got a very, very different approach, and that affects what we actually teach. We don'tjust
teach performing skills. We also teach them lots of other skills about how to share their
knowledge, how to deliver workshops, how to choreograph, how to facilitate other
people's creativity, and that, I think, makes us unique.

Excerpt from a theatre class
'But you kind of just genuinely react. We all get it. I think you're trying to give us too
many signals. It ends up being a bit, you know, dum dum der, which we just don't want.
So I wonder if we could try that little scene again, but kinda don't pay any attention to the
nuances, and just go straight through it , and see what happens.

Interviewer
People don't necessarily attach examinations to those subjects, but you do offer diplomas
and examinations, don't you? Tell me about those.

Vivien Freakley
Yes. In fact all our courses at the moment, certainly all our full time courses, are in fact
fully accredited and attract mandatory grants, so they are all within the system, if you
like. The courses for 16 year olds are a Music BTEC Diploma and a BTEC National
Diploma. The BTEC National Diploma is the sort of general introduction to the
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performing arts. The BTEC Music course is rather more specialised, in music
techniques and performance. Then at 18 the students can move on after two years to the
Higher National Diplomas, also BTEC courses. BTEC are the business and technology
council, and people always associate them with engineering, but in fact they offer, they
give you a chance to have a very vocational and practical approach to your subject, and
we have a one year top-up course which allows the more academic students from the
Higher Nationals to go on to top up their qualifications to a BA Honours in- are you
ready for this?- Arts Practice and Cultural Policy.

Excerpt from a dance class
Down, over, away, right. Ok, thank you. Yeah, everyone's really getting the nice
quality of the extremities here, yeah?

Interviewer
Sarah Whatley, you're in charge of the HND in Dance here in Coventry. Can you"-l. tell
me exactly what that entails?

Sarah Whatley
Yes. It's a two-year full-time course, which concentrates on training students for the
dance profession as it really exists. So in other words we are looking at training dancers
for performing careers, choreographic careers, like teachers, community workers and all
aspects of the dance profession including the business side as well.

Interviewer
What's the business of dance?

Sarah Whatley
Well, there's a lot involved. Most of our students are made aware that they're probably
going to go into a world where they going to have to survive by being freelance workers.
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So they need to develop skills in selling themselves, in promoting themselves, in
marketing themselves. They need to know how to set about applying for money
(funding), how to put together press releases, how to contact various agencies- press,
media and so on.

Interviewer
Mm. So they get a realistic idea of what's ahead.

Sarah Whatley
Absolutely.

Kath Kimber-McTif.fin
My name's Kath, and I'm a second year on the Higher National Diploma Course at
Coventry University Performing Arts.

Interviewer
Why did you come here?

Kath Kimber-McTiffin
I came here because doing an HND seemed like a more practical option to train as a
dancer. If you take a degree in dance, then it tends to be more theoretical. But by taking
an HND, you get more chance to do more practical work, and then you can go on to do a
one-year degree which is where you get the more academic side of it then.

Interviewer
Tell me about a typical day, if there is such a thing.
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Kath Kimber-McTiffin
A typical day will start in the morning, usually round about 9.30 with a contemporary
technique class. It then varies, but the day always starts with a technique class. Often
we'll have things like improvisation classes or choreography classes in the afternoon, or
we might be working on our own pieces, so we'd be rehearsing. Som""'uetimes this is
with a tutor, or a lot of the time we arrange our own rehearsals, so we're doing it in our
own time. And the theoretical side, we have industrial and professional practices, which
is the arts administration side of it where we learn all about marketing and funding. And
we do information technology where we get taught how to use computers ...

Interviewer
Oh, you need to use computers at dance then - I had no idea!

Kath Kimber-Me Tiffin
Well, we have to word process all our own work, but we've also got Professional Draw
where we can design our own posters and publicity and things, which is a very useful
skill to have because if you can do it all''-' yourself then you don't need to employ
someone else to do it.

Interviewer
So when you've finished your course, what then? What do you hope to do?

Kath Kimber-McTiffin
Well, I'm actually going to stay on and do the one-year degree next year. But I hope in
the long term, I'd like to set up my own company. I like performing: I ultimately would
like to be a performer. I'm very interested in choreographing, and probably do a lot of
community work, which would be teaching, taking dance into the community, teaching
workshops to adults and children, and maybe making performances with them, and things
like that.
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Excerpt from a music class

1,2,3.4, 6,7,8 ...

Transferability: 1997 A continuum of arts learning experiences from further to higher
education located in the University. Fast-track lottery funding encourages student
companies to be formed, not only for course assessment purposes, but to provide
invaluable work experience on which to build future careers. Where does assessment end
and professional credibility begin?

Because of its former history, Coventry University Performing Arts is unusual in that it
has students aged 16 to 18 years on its BTEC National Diploma courses, one in
Performing Arts, and another in Music Techniques and Performance. This is quite
unique for university provision, but it does provide a continuum of experience from
Further Education to Higher Education, students learning from each other across strata.
A culture where not only are all staff and students involved in the Lottery bid for the new
Centre, but where tutors as a matter of course run their own dance, music and theatre
companies subsidised by arts funding bodies, local, national and regional, generates its
own expectations and ways of working. Historically based on BTEC HND courses rather
than the more academically based undergraduate programmes seems to have attracted a
particular kind of student to Coventry University Performing Arts: street-wise, canny, upfront, extrovert, lively and go-ahead; not to mention innovative, experimental,
determined, committed, urban.

Let us take as example Kath Kimber-McTiffin, the student whom you met at the end of
the last radio excerpt. Kath successfully completed the BTEC HND in Dance and
Professional Practice in June 1996. She followed this with our one-year top-up course,
BA in Arts Practice and Cultural Policy. At the heart of this course, both philosophically
and pragmatically, is the Collaborative Projects Module. This was designed to enable
students to work in a creative and/or organisational role in a group arts project within a
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professional context. Students are required to identify a public or community context and
work with fellow students, or external individuals or groups, to present an appropriate
arts project. They are expected to be proactive in gaining access to suitable sites, venues
and audiences, from as wide a range as possible, including community groups, schools,
student groups. arts centres, social services, health services, zoos, and prisons. Students
select appropriate arts activities to meet ''-~the needs and expectations of the client or
client group eg participatory workshops, presentations, exhibitions, collaborative
performances, student performances or client performances. The emphasis throughout
this project is on encouraging initiative and enterprise. The first assessment point for this
module is where students have to present a project submission, to be written as if to a
public funding body, both in written form and to a panel which includes representatives
from Regional Arts Boards and other local funding bodies and employers.

In January 1997 this process coincided with the first deadline for the Arts Council of
England A4E (Arts for Everyone) Express applications for funding. Coventry University
Performing Arts received copies of the ap"-'plication forms from West Midlands Arts,
the regional arts board, which were duly distributed to students. Not all BA AP & CP
students submitted A4E applications, but those that did were all successful in receiving
funding towards their collaborative arts projects, either during the course, or immediately
after the course had finished for their first professional work on graduation. This latter
scenario was the case with Kath Kimber-McTiffin. What tutors found was that
successfully meeting A4E objectives" , consequently gaining funding to present the
proposed project, did not necessarily match the BA AP&CP assessment criteria, applied
successfully since the course first began in 1993. In the course criteria for the project
presentation, the final artistic product and the professionalism of its presentation are
paramount.

Transformability: 1998 Three new degrees, covering within a single programme discrete
areas of dance, music composition and theatre, all with professional practice complete
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first year of operation.

Since writing the proposal for this conference paper, Coventry University Performing
Arts has recruited its first cohort of new students to its three new degrees which are
replacing the highly successful BTEC HND programme:

BA Dance and Professional Practice
BA Music Composition and Professional Practice
BA Small-Scale Theatre and Professional Practice

These students are now working towards the culmination of their first year. We planned
the new BA programme to build on the success of the BTEC HND programme. The BA
programme has discrete degrees, but with a common core to ensure some elements of
interdisciplinarity. The Professional Practice element, stated in the title and running like
a common thread through all levels and subjects, was maintained to ensure all three
degrees had direct relevance to what is happening in the profession, both day-to-day and
longer term.

It will be interesting to see what kind of work these new cohorts produce, as the standard
of qualifications on entry to each course has been noticeably higher than previously for
BTEC HND entry. Will the same entrepreneurial spirit prevail, grounded as it has been
by demonstration of initiative tempered by gritty realism. Will there be a need for
professional arts bodies to work collaboratively with Higher Education Institutions to
produce professional qualifications, like our colleagues have in Health, Law, Building
and Engineering?

Speculation: 2001 With what kinds of skills are we equipping a new generation of
students? Dance, at Coventry, is concerned with the notion of developing physical
intelligence. Music Composition, the only one of its specialist kind nationally, is focused
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on a single aspect of musical experience, and with the notion of musical intelligence.
Theatre evolved out of a background of small-scale theatre and develops spatial,
linguistic, bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal intelligences. Coventry boasts
more small-scale and medium-sized theatre and dance companies than any other city of
its size in Britain" . Chicken or egg""A? Whether we are reactively responding to
present-day community needs and expectations, or proactively furthering twenty-first
century arts, whatever the future holds, it is clear is that our students will need multiple
intelligences, as Howard Gardner" terms them. And, having an accurate mental model of
who they are, and managing that model effectively, will be key.
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Appendix 1

Mission Statement

Coventry University aims to provide educational opportunities to the maximum
sustainable extent, through high quality teaching and research.

It is a national institution with international perspectives, but it gives particular attention
to the economic and social well-being of its loca"-'1 and regional environment.

It encourages enterprise through the application of knowledge, and is founded upon moral
values and the principles of equality, justice and academic freedom.

Perth, Western Australia.

i8

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

Appendix 2

Coventry University: The Enterprise Code of Practice

All students will be offered opportunity, encouragement and help to develop the
enterprise capabilities outlined below. This will enable them to enhance their readiness
for the world of work and take maximum advantage of their higher education to achieve
career and personal development.

1.

Personal capabilities
Students should be ready to accept responsibilities for their own lifelong
development. They should be able to appraise their own capabilities and set
realisable personal goals and career plans. They should possess the learning, selfpresentation and self-management skills necessary to attain their targets
and be able to recognise and record their achievements.

2.

Interpersonal capabilities - communication skills
Students should be willing to share ideas, opinions and experiences with others.
They should be able to communicate effectively in a wide variety of situations,
selecting from and using a wide range of aural, oral, written and graphical
methods.

3.

Interpersonal capabilities- working with others
Students should be positive about working with others and in particular about
working in a team and should do so effectively with due regard to the principle of
equal opportunities. They should accept the responsibility of leadership when
appropriate and be able to meet its challenges, but equally be ready to work
supportively under the leadership of another.
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Vocational capabilities .
Students should be able to appreciate the values, culture, structure and processes
of work organisations relevant to their areas of study and hence to make informed
career choices. When they enter the world of work they should be able to
understand how they fit into the wider organisational context and to respond
effectively to the working needs of others and to those of the organisation.

5.

Numerical capabilities
Students should be able with confidence to interpret and present numerical data
and apply a range of numerical techniques appropriate to the nature of the work
they are likely to pursue.

6.

Information technology capabilities
Students should be able to make confident use of computer-based systems for
handling textual, graphical and numerical information appropriate to the nature of
the work they are likely to pursue.

7.

Innovative and problem solving capabilities
Students should be able to apply their transferable skills to the execution of
individual and group projects, many involving definition, analysis and resolution
of complex problems, often in uncertain situations. In doing so, they should
demonstrate creativity, flexibility, perception, decisiveness, confidence and an
awareness of values.
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Appendix3

A4E Objectives

1.

Encouraging new audiences to experience high-quality arts activity.

2.

Encouraging and developing participation in arts activity.

3.

Getting more young people actively involved in arts and cultural activities.

4.

Supporting new work and helping it develop its audience.

5.

Building people's creative potential through training or professional development.
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Changing Institutions And The Arts: The Arts And
Institutional Change

Mike van Graan
Article 27 Arts and Culture Consultants
Suite 126
Private Bag XIS
Rondebosch 7701
South Africa
Telephone: 27 21 448 7026
Facsimile: 27 21 686 8633
Email: art27m@iajrica.com

The Rainbow Nation and the Missing Pot of Gold: On Miracles,
Myths and the new Millennium
Transformation. Reconstruction. Redress. These are some of the buzzwords of postapartheid South Mrica; buzzwords born of the political imperative to reshape our society
into a non-racial, just order; buzzwords which bear hope for many, and bring threat to
others; buzzwords which offer new opportunities, and indeed, pose new threats.
After the euphoria of the 1994 elections, the "miracle people", "the rainbow nation", has
begun the much more complex, much harder work of transforming every sector of our
society in terms of the non-racial, non-sexist, democratic mantra of the liberation
movement. Babes in democracy, our society has, nevertheless, grown up. No longer the
stark "us" and "them" of apartheid, of goodies and baddies, of black and white. Now there
is complexity, contradiction and in addition to black and white, plenty of grey. On the one
hand, for example, are the imperatives of reconciliation, the need to build a nation across
apartheid's old divides. On the other hand, are the imperatives of justice, and the
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concomitant programmes of affirmative action, of redistribution of land and resources. The
reconciliation and justice imperatives are often .. .irreconcilable.
In the midst of all of this, and more, are individuals and institutions trying to make sense of
their new realities, pursuing new identities and meanings, forging different futures for
themselves in an atmosphere of uncertainty, of no easy answers, of completely uncharted
territory. With these follow the inevitable organisational traumas, the human costs, and not
least, the adverse short- and medium-term effects in the areas concerned. New
opportunities, significant threats. New threats, significant opportunities.
Arts and culture institutions are, of course, by no means exempt from this process. In fact,
quite the contrary. The arts and culture are located within the sphere of hegemonic
struggle, the struggle to provide intellectual, moral, aesthetic and ideological leadership
within society. While those who control political power have instruments of coercion such
as the legislature, the judiciary, the police and defence forces to oblige their subjects to
accept their rule, they also exercise significant control over the instruments of socialisation the educational system, the mass media and cultural institutions - which help to shape the
values, the beliefs, and the worldviews of their citizens, in accordance with their own.
Thus do we come to be ruled, not only by coercion, but by our own consent.
Music, dance, theatre, visual arts, literature and ftlm are creative means through which
individuals and communities explore, interpret, challenge and celebrate the human
condition within particular material realities. In doing so, the arts reflect certain ways of
looking at, thinking about, and understanding the world, and the ideas, beliefs and values
which shape that world. Precisely because the arts may serve - whether consciously or
unconsciously - the hegemonic interests of various social forces and political players, they
are themselves the site and subject of ideological contestation.

Apartheid, as did colonialism generally, decimated the cultural life of the indigenous
people, except where those aspects of traditional culture could be used for the
domestication of the locals, and to serve the divide and rule strategies of the minority in
power. The cultural practices, rituals and symbols which underpinned indigenous peoples'
ways of interpreting and making sense of their world, were destroyed, suppressed or
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ridiculed as inferior. Foreign languages - the bearers of culture - were imposed as the
official languages, and the only cultural institutions allowed or actively promoted in the
ghettoes, were churches with their foreign religion, which played a major role in the
domestication of the locals.
The dominant art forms of apartheid and colonialism - ballet, opera, classical music and
theatre - were imported from Europe to sustain the cultural life of the expatriate white
minority. The native majority was excluded from these- by law, by distance, by cost or
simply by the irrelevance of these forms to their life experience. No art form is intrinsically
elitist; they acquire status and social esteem in terms of the value placed upon-them by
society. And so it was that opera, ballet and classical music came to be deemed to be
"guilty" by association, by virtue of their receiving major subsidies from the apartheid
government, which had actively and arrogantly elevated these forms as the arbiters of
refinement and civilisation, as the pinnacles and standard bearers of human and social
evolution.
Furthermore, the institutions which housed and promoted these forms - the performing arts
councils -had their boards appointed by the National Party government, many members of
which knew little about the arts, but were rewarded with these positions for their loyalty to
the party. They also ensured the hegemony of the ruling party within these institutions as
theatre and other practices which questioned the status quo, were quite simply banned by
the boards.
Meanwhile, within the forces of liberation, the arts and culture were not taken seriously in
themselves either, except for their strategic value in serving overt political functions.
"Culture as a weapon of struggle", one of the slogans of the time, pointed to the
appropriation of the arts as functionalist instruments in the struggle to eliminate apartheid.
Particularly in the mid-eighties, when the internal levels of resistance intensified together
with the increase in international pressure such as the sanctions campaign, and the sports,
oil, academic, arms and cultural boycotts of South Mrica, the apartheid government
declared states of emergency in an attempt to quell what they called the "total communist
onslaught". Organisations were banned, thousands of activists were detained without trial,
others were placed under house arrest, and traditional forms of anti-apartheid activity were
outlawed.
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This period saw the emergence of culture as a shield behind which to organise. Cultural
events replaced mass rallies; poetry evenings were used to commemorate important dates in
the progressive calendar; musical events were used to boost the morale of activists, to
resurrect the profile of organisations decimated by bannings and to celebrate the resistance
and human spirit even within the prevailing repressive conditions.
Yet, even this "people's culture" movement began to threaten the state, and a major arts
festival planned in 1986 by the progressive movement, was banned as it was deemed to
constitute a threat to national security. Ironically, this served to legitimise and lend
credibility to culture, to the arts and to the role of artists within the anti-apartheid struggle.
Funds from international donors became available, international cultural festivals and
conferences focusing on South Mrican arts and culture were held, and progressive cultural
organisations mushroomed.
Then in the early nineties, the ANC and other liberation forces were unbanned, and the
process of establishing a non-racial democracy began through constitutional negotiations.
Anticipating a new government, progressive arts organisations launched a campaign which
would unite artists, arts organisations and establishment cultural institutions for the first
time in the history of the country, to research and develop cultural policy proposals from
their perspectives, and to serve as a powerful lobby in their interests. While they had a
common interest with the liberation movement in eliminating apartheid to ensure freedom of
creative expression, equity in access to public resources for the arts and the elimination of
censorship, progressive arts organisations recognised that their interests, and those of their
constituencies, would not necessarily overlap with those of the liberation movement, once
the latter became a major partner in government.
The department of arts and culture of the ANC did not take too kindly to this initiative on
the part of the arts community. Mter all, the ANC was the major liberation movement, it
represented the majority of the people, and it therefore had a right to provide leadership with the arts community subject to this leadership - in the transformation of the arts and
culture. Fundamentally different points of departure led to useful debate, but also to major
tensions between the ANC and its one-time organisational partners, who were intent on
pursuing an independent, non-partisan cultural policy agenda. Establishment cultural
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institutions, having kowtowed to previous political masters, now prostituted themselves to
the potentially new political masters, inviting the ANC to make appointments to their
boards. The ANC appeared quite happy to maintain establishment cultural institutions
provided they simply genuflected in its - the ANC' s - direction, with the help of ANC
appointed governing boards.
Progressive cultural organisations however, departed from a completely different starting
point, which centred around questions such as "what are the cultural needs and aspirations
of all our country's inhabitants, as opposed to those who had been privileged under
apartheid? what is our vision to meet those needs? what are the best structures and
strategies in terms of education, the provision of infrastructure, the distribution of funds, to
realise that vision? how should existing cultural institutions be transformed, if at all, and
should they in fact continue to exist in the light of the vision, structures and strategies
agreed upon? One point of departure then, was to take what existed and to panel-beat these
into the new South Mrica. The other starting point was a macro cultural vision, which
would then impact on what existed, and this would invariably be determined by the
availability of resources.
Mter the 1994 elections, the most comprehensive, consultative cultural policy formulation
process took place, with government appointing a task team of 23 cultural practitioners out of more than 300 nominations received - to research and solicit policy proposals from
the widest possible cross section of interests in the country. Over an eight month period,
submissions were made, regional hearings were held in urban and rural areas, provincial
conferences debated recommendations, and fmally a national conference of representatives
from cultural institutions across the country adopted the task team's report, which was then
submitted to government. The White Paper on Arts, Culture and Heritage derived from
this report, and it is this White Paper which now informs the transformation of the cultural
sector generally, and of state-subsidised cultural institutions in particular.
What then, are the major challenges facing establishment cultural - particularly performing
arts - institutions in our country at the moment?
1.

The first challenge is, of course, funding. With the huge legacies of apartheid in the
areas of education, housing, unemployment, etc, the arts and culture were always
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going to face a major uphill battle to secure an increase in funds, beyond what had
been allocated to establishment cultural institutions in the past. Current cultural policy
then, is based on the reallocation of the limited resources available to institutions in
the apartheid era, and serving about 6 million people, now having to serve the cultural
needs of 37 million people. fuevitably, the establishment institutions have faced
significant budget cuts. Government has committed itself to only funding the
physical infrastructure of these institutions, while the performing arts companies
attached to them - the orchestras, ballet and opera companies - would receive
declining subsidies over three years as they diversified their respective funding bases.
The funds cut from these institutions would then be charmelled to organisations and
artists who had never before had access to such public resources, through the
National Arts Council, a new statutory body along the lines of the NEA, Australia
Council and British Arts Council.
So, as opposed to opera, ballet and orchestral companies receiving all the public
resources available for the performing arts, these companies would now need to join
the queue at the National Arts Council, or simply cease to exist. While this policy is
rooted in economic realities, the management- or rather the mismanagement- of the
implementation of this policy by national and provincial government departments
responsible for arts and culture, has raised the spectre of large, technically
sophisticated buildings funded by national government, with empty stages.
These institutions, once the fat cats of apartheid's cultural policy with their large
subsidies, simply do not have the experience - as they did not have the need in the
past - to raise funds from other sources, or to rely on the box office for their survival.
2.

A second major challenge to establishment cultural institutions, is the notion and
practice of multiculturalism. In the past, it was easy to cater for the tastes of the white
minority whose cultural interests they served. Now, the pressure on such institutions
is to diversify their artistic programmes, to reflect the broader interests of the black
and white taxpayers who foot their bills, and to develop new audiences beyond their
traditionally white market. Opera, ballet and classical music are accepted as part of
our collective national performing arts heritage, but they no longer occupy the
privileged positions as regards public subsidy that they once did, and neither are they
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deemed any longer - at an official level anyway - to be the highest forms of
performing art. They now need to compete for markets, for subsidies, for access to
publicly-funded infrastructure with a range of other performing art forms, which will
be favoured if only because of being neglected in the past. Within this context,
establishment cultural institutions are struggling to maintain their traditional audiences
without the resources to cater for their needs, while at the same time having to
develop new audiences and arts programming which will not reflect positively on the
balance sheet in the short to medium term.
3.

The third is the challenge of political correctness. Given our race-based history of
injustice, it is inevitable that the correction of past imbalances, will assume a primarily
race-based direction. The governing boards of establishment cultural institutions are
thus appointed to reflect the racial demographics of the province in which they are
located. This is not only as it should be, but, goes the argument, it will ensure that
these institutions do indeed reflect a more diverse arts programme, that the
management of these institutions will shortly shift from white to black hands, and that
these institutions will be more sympathetic to the new government.
Political correctness - the dogmatic, one-dimensional implementation of morallysound programmes of redress - is placing huge strain on such institutions as those
appointed to positions of governance, generally do not have the experience, the skills
and knowledge required to give sound direction to such institutions. Given the other
pressures placed on performing arts institutions, what is required at the moment, is
vision, leadership, creativity and support from the governing boards, but these are
simply not possible because of the individual and collective deficiencies of the
boards. So instead, the governing boards themselves resort to political correctness as
a means of exercising their power; instead of vision, there is obstruction; instead of
decisive leadership, there is muddled procrastination; instead of creativity and
problem-solving, there is direction by numbers, i.e. the numbers of blacks, women,
physically challenged, gay people in management, on the staff, on the stages.
While the demographic changes on these boards have resulted in some exciting new
work, the larger picture for the performing arts is a rather bleak one as those who

Perth, Western Australia.

7

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

have the decision-making power and control over resources to make a difference,
simply do not have the vision, experience, knowledge and skill to do so.
4.

The fourth challenge is a related one. It has to do with the government departments
of arts and culture who have the responsibility of driving and managing the
implementation of policy. ·Again, the civil service has had to be transformed to reflect
the racial composition of society. So skilled, experienced white managers are offered
huge payouts to leave the civil service, to make way for black senior managers, who
only recently, were generally activists - with varying degrees of competence - in small
cultural NGOs. Government had the great advantage of its policy being formulated
by the arts community; the arts community has the great disadvantage of this policy
being implemented by government.
Contradictions in the implementation of the policy, a remote-control approach to the
management of policy with government regarding the boards of cultural institutions
as their agents of implementation without providing any support or direction, have
left many cultural institutions confused, frustrated and alienated. Ironically, even
those boards and managers largely recruited by government to run these institutions
are dismayed at the lack of direction coming from government bureaucrats who more
than match those they appointed to govern these institutions, in terms of
incompetence and inexperience. The mismanagement of policy implementation by
government with its obvious power and control over resources, poses one of the
gravest threats to the future of the arts in our country.

5.

Given their association with apartheid in the past, and desperate to prove their
credentials in the New South Mrica, establishment cultural institutions are faced with
the further challenge of proving their commitment to redressing past injustices, by
instituting education and development programmes to provide skills to formerly
disadvantaged individuals. Besides being physically unequipped to do this
effectively - the buildings were designed as performing arts venues - and besides not
having the staff expertise tq do this - this in any case should be the function of
educational institutions - establishment institutions simply do not have the cash
resources to offer such programmes, which themselves consume, rather than generate
funds. On the one hand, there is the pressure on these institutions to repent of their
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apartheid past by committing themselves to development. By virtue of their still
receiving large state subsidies, there are completely unrealistic community
expectations that these institutions should cure all the ills of apartheid in the
performing arts sphere, overnight. On the other hand, there is the naive hope within
these institutions that by proving their commitment to development and training, they
will maintain or increase their subsidies from government.
6.

Our constitution, one of the most progressive in the world as we have been in the
fortunate position of being able to extract the best clauses from the world's
democracies, guarantees freedom of creative expression. The policy of government advocated by the arts community and accepted by the government- is to establish
arm's length structures to distribute public funds to the arts community and to govern
publicly-funded cultural institutions, to ensure that there is no political interference in
the decision-making processes, which would undermine the principle of freedom of
creative expression.
The reality though - and this is the sixth challenge facing cultural institutions - is that
government is reluctant to hand over power to institutions over which it has no
control, and is extremely sensitive towards criticism i.e. the exercise of freedom of
expression. This was hinted at by the first draft of the National Arts Council Act
which gave a senior government bureaucrat the right - in the event of an appeal - to
amend, uphold or overturn any decision taken by the supposedly arm's length,
independent Council. The same government bureaucrat approached the funder of a
publication - critical of the department and its management of policy - to place
pressure on it to stop funding the publication. Recently, members of a board
appointed by the department to oversee one of the performing arts institutions, raised
numerous issues which implicated the department, and the board was summarily
dissolved by the Minister.
Freedom of expression may, in other words, be guaranteed in our constitution, but in
practice, there are numerous disturbing signs that government will act against
criticism and independent thought where it regards this as threatening to itself. Quite
simply then, post-apartheid South Africa is not the haven for freedom of expression
which artists had been lobbying for. It can never be assumed to have been won; we
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constantly have to fight for, monitor and push back the barriers against freedom of
expressiOn.
7.

Finally, as if these internal and external challenges of transformation within the arts
and culture are not sufficiently difficult, arts and culture have to deal - as do other
sectors of our society- with the all-pervasive presence and threat of violent crime.
While we have always had unacceptably high rates of crime - especially in the
townships during apartheid, the last few years have seen a dramatic increase in crimes
ranging from cash-in-transit heists, car hijackings, murder and robbery, rape and
child abuse.

Crime has succeeded where even apartheid failed. We now have suburbs surrounded by
high walls, electric fences, with the only entrances being through turnstiles and gates for
the domestic workers and gardeners who earn their living there. Crime knows no colour it affects black and white, except that a recent survey showed that if you were black, you
risked being a victim of crime at least twice more than your white counterparts. The
complete disregard for life, the utter brutality of the violence accompanying many of these
crimes, may be understood in terms of our apartheid, violent past, but its presence in
contemporary South Mrica is playing havoc with the promise of freedom and security,
with the tourism industry, the economy, the capacity and credibility of the police force, and
not least, the morale of ordinary citizens.
As to how the arts are affected, most people are too scared to go out at night. The theatres
are empty. Once it was necessary to ensure that the parking lot close to the theatre was
secure, so that patrons' cars would not be stolen. Now, it is necessary to ensure that the
drive from the front gates of the suburbs to downtown and back, are free of car hijackers
and other criminal threats, a task, obviously beyond the capacity of theatres to deal with.
Even the world-renowned Market Theatre which internationalised anti-apartheid theatre,
faces the threat of closure due to a lack of audiences. Were it not for a government subsidy
in the last few years, the Market Theatre may in fact have already closed - not because it no
longer does exciting, new South Mrican theatre - but because audiences - besides the
international tourists who've heard of the Market- are too scared to make the trip.
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I would imagine that while many of these issues are in sharp focus for us, due to the nature
of a society in transformation, they are not too dissimilar to issues faced in other parts of
the world - perhaps for different reasons, and with slightly different symptoms, but
nevertheless, similar in their effects.
Perhaps too, we also deal with these issues in similar ways, responding to these challenges
with a mixture of enthusiasm, and doubt. For we have been around long enough to know
that with regard to the arts and culture, we should hope for the best, but expect the worst.
We dwell within that Gramscian paradox: the optimism of the will, and the pessimism of
the intellect. With our hearts, and because we are human, we strive for the best, we lobby,
we act, we push, we shove in the hope that things will get better. With our minds, our
ability to reflect, to analyse, we conclude that there is little value - in real terms - in
spending so much energy and time trying to convince society's decision-makers that the
arts have value, that they are not a luxury, that they are integral to the democratic project.
The cyclical nature of society, of history means that we will swing like a pendulum
between our optimism and pessimism, but generally, we are located within this tension,
and it would be better for us if we became comfortable dwelling there, for this is our lot.
The optimist within us sends us off with our begging bowls to the private sector, to offer a
range of marketing opportunities in exchange for a few dollars to support our book, our
play, our dance, our exhibition. The pessimist wonders about compromising the integrity
of our art, about making it commercially acceptable, about how soon we will have to carry
our sponsors' logos engraved on our foreheads.
But this is the real world, the world of declining public support for the arts, the post-coldwar world where the market rules, the world of bottom lines.
So, the optimist within us does fancy economic impact studies, to prove the contribution of
the arts to the economy, to job creation, to the generation of tax revenue, to wealth creation.
And the pessimist wonders if artists are ever going to be paid a living wage, if they will
ever be able to afford a house, or medical aid, or pension schemes.
Then the optimist decides that maybe we should become more responsible, more
respectable, that we should move from the margins to the mainstream, that perhaps if we
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didn't threaten the establishment so much, perhaps we could ensure our survival, if not our
wealth. So we join the cocktail circuit, we get in with the ministers, the officials, the
businesspeople, we dress like they dress, we talk like they talk, we aren't rude or
obnoxious or frank anymore. And the pessimist wonders about losing our edge, about
becoming safe, boring, co-opted, part of the system.
The optimists host conferences, write papers, talk, debate, pass resolutions, make
theoretical interventions. And the pessimist wonders whether anyone will actually read
these, except when they become the basis for some postgraduate thesis.
We are trapped between a revolutionary zeal to change the world, and a pragmatic need to
conform, to be respectable, to steady rather than shake the boat. Ours is a complex calling.
Only a few years ago, we - the South Mrican arts community - were on a high, having
seen the effects of our advocacy in the form of official government policy. Now there is
talk of going back to the trenches, to launch a 1% Campaign to demand more public
resources for the arts, to challenge our former comrades who now occupy senior
government positions about mismanagement, corruption and a lack of vision, to once more
face ostracism and marginalisation, but this time by a new, non-racial elite.
Suffice it to say then - euphemistically - that the new South Mrica has been a bit of a
letdown for artists, particularly for those who actively participated in the anti-apartheid
struggle, not only because it was right to do so, but because of a commitment to building a
democratic, humane society in which the arts and culture would flourish, not least because
of the role of artists in the struggle against apartheid. It seems like the only difference now
though, is that whereas many of our artists died broke, in exile, they now die broke, at
home. I suppose it saves on body transport costs.
Similarly - and maybe that's why we are gathered here this week - we somehow hope that
the new millennium will usher in a new dispensation for the arts, that a magic wand will be
waved and that everyone will enjoy the right - proclaimed in Article 27 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights - " .. .freely to participate in the cultural life of the community,
and to enjoy the arts".
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Before the pessimist takes hold, let the optimist take charge with three suggestions as to
how this might be brought about.
First, what about an Art Olympics every four years, on the same scale as the sport
Olympics, held every four years in different cities which bid for the event? The best works
of different countries are entered into various categories, with the years leading up to the
four-yearly event being taken up with national, regional and then continental festivals? The
prestige of winning events at the Festival, the benefits of cultural tourism to the winning
cities which host the Festival, the need for countries to nurture and support participants in
the event, could all enhance the status and importance of the arts and culture nationally and
internationally.
Secondly, what about establishing a group of 5-10 eminent persons on an annual or twoyearly basis, linked to the United Nations- perhaps retired statespersons with a
commitment to the arts, recent Nobel literary laureates, major movie stars, etc. Their role
would be to visit various countries to persuade them to follow UN resolutions on the arts
and artists, to intervene where major arts institutions are under threat i.e. to act as a highpowered international diplomatic team, concentrating on the arts.
Finally, what about an "international peacekeeping force" of artists, arts administrators,
cultural activists who - wherever there is a threat to freedom of expression, a threat to major
cultural institutions, this force would be activated to create a presence in, and to draw
international attention to the problem, which would at the very least embarrass the
respective government into a different course of action. This international force would be
supplemented by supporters who would protest daily outside the embassy of the country
concerned, in their own countries.
The new millennium beckons. The future of the arts in the new millennium will depend as
much on our optimistic vision, as on its being informed by our pessimistic intellects. Let
us not be too hopeful. But let us hope. And act.
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We have all attended concerts, trained students, watched rehearsals, and are well aware of
the artist who captures our heart, our attention, our mind. The artist who causes us to
think, or see the work more deeply, or want to get up on stage and join them. How do
they create this magic?
Tom Patrick, soloist with the Paul Taylor Dance Company says "You need to be the
sailboat, the sail and the wind".
The reason we are (or at least I am) involved in the arts is that performance embraces a
communication, intuition and intelligence combined with talent and passion that surpasses
technique and craft.
How does the performer reach the razor sharp edge of performance night after night and
remain true to the material?
We have never, in our history, had so many training programs for young artists. They are
well defined, have established faculty, a curriculum that develops talent, tests and measures
to "weed out" those who don't appear to be ready or progressing satisfactorily, and serious
graduation requirements. We build in discipline. We have studios, practice rooms,
rehearsal halls, theaters, costumes, budgets, courses, scripts, technology, sound and lights
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to support teachers, directors, choreographers, conductors and coaches who prepare the
talented to perform.
What is a performer? Well -- a per our Webster's Dictionary, Perform is defined as "to
adhere to the terms of' or "to carry out an action or pattern of behavior" and "to give a
performance". Performance is defmed as "the execution of an action" (opening a can of cat
food is to perform?). Artist is defined as "one who professes and practices an imaginative
art" (ah --now we are getting somewhere) and" one skilled or versed in learned arts" and
finally, my favorite, "one who is adept at deception".
When actors, dancers or musicians are first drawn to their art form, I doubt if they know
what is inside them. Some begin because mom thinks its a good idea. Some have seen a
performance and want to "try it". Of the thousands of children who begin classes, what
causes the few who continue in the profession to follow their dream? And, of those who
do follow their dream, what singles out the "star" - the artist- the magical performer who
transcends the craft?
While we are dedicated to offering opportunities and training to young talent to realize their
potential and their dream, of the thousands who aspire to become performing artists few
actually "make it" into the profession. Of those who succeed in the profession, how many
of them reach the cutting edge? In an effort to distill information about what is the cutting
edge, I held conversations with artists I admire. They include:

•

Ann Marie DeAngelo, former principal dance with the Joffrey Ballet of Chicago,
currently Associate Director and "talent scout" for the Company.

•

Elizabeth Koeppen, senior dancer and rehearsal director for The Parsons Dance
Company.

•

Gary Sinese, co-founder of Steppenwolf Theatre in Chicago, IL, actor of film and
theatre and a director of note.

•

Krista Swenson, formerly a dancer with Twyla Tharp and currently lead dancer and
rehearsal assistant for Hubbard Street Dance Chicago.
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Kim Walker, bassoonist with several DC's to her credit, an international performing
career and currently affiliated with Indiana University School of Music as professor of
bassoon and chair of woodwinds.

How does the performer reach the razor sharp edge of performance night after night and
remain true to the material?
Judith Jamison, Artistic Director of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater said recently
on a radio interview that the dancer "needs to have this amazing white light coupled with a
determined passion. But that is not enough. They also must be willing to share the light
and the passion".
Ann Marie DeAngelo, "feels that the true artist is a risk-taker. That they are not afraid.
They must trust their own feelings. They are creators. She stated that in her opinion
today, society is controlled by our minds. Dance has become very mental- very technical.
We need to learn to let go of the mind and be free of the moment. Going through motions
is only doing steps. An artist must imbue the steps with the power of the soul so the
performer and the audience are taken to another place - that it is happening only in the
moment". She feels that this is true for both the choreographer and the director. She goes
on to add that, "we have lost touch with our gut. In the beginning, the gut rules. We can't
lose touch. Artists interpret the choreography. Dancers are people who dance and they
may have a fine career. They are not the ones" who go the extra mile"." Anne Marie says
that to be on the cutting edge means, "going back to the beginning to find a source. We
need the edge and we need to fmd it now".
How do we do this? How do we help our students to understand this? How do we
encourage and nurture the young artist who takes risks, who trusts their gut? Elizabeth
Koeppen says, "class becomes even more important. You thought it was important when
you were training but the more you know, the more important class becomes". Liz takes
one and a half hours of warm up before curtain and- "I begin class with no make-up- I go
into class "bare". A lot of performers start shortening their warm-up. I keep lengthening
mine. I start with about 15 minutes of stretching, then Pilates to strengthen, then I warm
up my back with standing exercises and fmish with a ballet class including jumps.
Whenever possible we take class on stage. This is really important so you ca n feel what
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this particular theatre can offer you. then I go to the dressing room -let my body take it all
in (the warm-up and the theatre) and begin the transformation with my make-up. At the 5
minute call I come out of the dressing rooms and run around backstage! This period/ritual
is the most important time and I take it all for myself. I must have done Naciamento a
thousand times. How do I keep it fresh? I try to find a new spark with other dancers on
stage -- or from the audience. Each audience is different. A dancer cannot become
disengaged from their audience. I know what all those strangers out there will see tonight
and it gets me excited. I also experiment by changing the intention of a step. I change
from a strong attach to floating through it. I can change a head movement a little. That
changes the next 5 minutes of dancing. We always have to keep it going. You have to find
for yourself what is new. Sometimes I try to do the whole dance from an emotional level.
Sometimes I approach it from a purely physical level. The possibilities are endless when
you go into your dancing. Tonight I will try to jump higher than I ever have on this jump.
Last night I tried to see if I could say something different on this jump, involving my face
in a new way and not worrying about the height. A lot of performers get trapped by
movement they do all the time. You can't ever be complacent or you will stop dancing. It
is a great expansion of your mind. The audience makes it important for me to be there. If
you don't feel its important to be there, its time to re-evaluate."
Gary Sinese, "has a gut reaction to find the truth in the work. I have never looked at my
performances as my job or as entertainment. I feel a mission behind attacking what I do. I
don't take work because of the pay. I take it because of the challenge, what is new, what is
scary. With both roles of George Wallace and Harry Truman I initially did not want to do
them. I asked myself why I didn't want to do it. When I started to examine the fear of it
and explored my initial reactions, confronting the fears, I took both parts. I took them to a
level that can be emotionally satisfying. The first pieces I remember seeing that gave me a
strong emotional reaction were One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and OfMice and Men.
That (emotional reaction) is what is important to me."
"I have had some humor in my work but I am drawn to dramatic work because I feel that if
you can find a way to do a dramatic work with humor and intensity - its the edge. Stepping
out on the edge for me would be comedy."

Perth, Western Australia.

4

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

"As a Director I fmd the humor and power in a work. True West and Orphans were both
scary and funny at the same time."
"When I am doing a film I have a day to prepare a scene or two scenes and not as much
rehearsal. When I perform live theatre there is a freedom and security about knowing I will
be doing it again tomorrow. I can try different things. I get it right this day and can move
on. There are a lot of mechanics to be mastered in both mediums. Yes, I'm enjoying my

life."
Krista Swenson states that, "the most influential person in my life has been Twyla Tharp.
She is one of those choreographers who is the first one into the studio and the last one to
leave. She demands 100% from everyone and will tolerate no less. She works physically
and demands that we act as well. She has brought me to places that can be embarrassing.
She brings us up and above and beyond what is comfortable. When that happens, it is
amazing what you can find that is out there. Shelley Washington, rehearsal director for Ms
Tharp, provides the leadership. She is very position. She pulls performances out of
people. Twyla is focused on the choreography. Shelly is responsible for the performance.
She works with so many different dancers and somehow she knows exactly what they
need to go further. For me, the times I stretch the most as an artist are when the
choreographer is creating the work. It makes me stretch myself."
"Before a performance, these days, I find myself I the middle as a performer and a
rehearsal assistant. One hour before the show I stop thinking about everything. Its hard
for my mind to let go - I have to get into my body. I do a long warm-up, usually in
silence. The only time I use music is if the crew is all over the stage at the same time.
Sometimes, if I'm really nervous I have to work the nervous energy to make it positive."
"The most rewarding for me is when I accomplish something, hopefully on stage, that I
have worked and worked to do, and suddenly it is there. Mter that happens, its difficult to
understand why it was so hard in the first place. I was saying to a friend of mine the other
day in the lounge that we will never have the time to watch ourselves grow again. During
my developing years there were spurts of growth that we could tangibly see. Now the
challenge is to keep what we have."
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"I have been performing Twyla' s Bakers' Dozen for over ten years. Lou (Conte, the
director of Hubbard Street Dance Chicago) keeps it fresh for us because we always have
new partners. And new repertory. I'm having fun."
Kim Walker says that the, "cutting edge is being right at the moment of danger while

carving control of tempo, energy and dynamics. It is going as far as you can, just about
missing, being inspired by the music or the work at hand and focusing on what you are
trying to communicate - not by your own technical limits. With experience you learn when
you need to be prudent and where you must abandon."
"As a teacher I ask my students to draw a line down the middle of the page, or the hall. On
one side is their everyday life, time references and who they are. The other side is the soul
and the spirit in no time reference. When they can cross that line, live with the soul and
spirit of the piece, then they have given a "real" performance. Mistakes affect our ego in
the time frame. The ego and the personality got hit and are a little damaged but the soul and
spirit are fine. Mistakes teach us. As close as we can get to the limit, yet almost out of
control, allows us to surrender to the momentum of the piece itself. That is the hard thing,
to surrender. When you do, you are in the light rather than the here and now of your own
personality. I absolutely do believe that it is important to practice- alot. Performance is the
fmal stage of practice. You must put the energy in the back of your body so you are free to
perform without feeling vulnerable. You move your own emotional realm out of it.
Breathing is crucial. Breathing and resonance come from the body. The trick is to not got
to the audience but bring the audience to the piece. Adrenaline helps our senses sharpen
and we need to learn to work with that heightened awareness and strength. Artists are
healers."
"How do I prepare for performance? I create space for myself, have a quiet period and go
into what I am going to do, then physically work it."
The themes that emerge through all of these dialogues are trust, energy, truth, risk-taking,
confronting fears, going to the edge, finding the source and the soul or the gut. Sharing,
willingness and (my interpretation) tirelessness are also persistent. Mastering technique
and understanding craft are essential. However they appear to only be the beginning.
Then the artist takes over. The individual. The passion, the white light, the power.
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Is it possible to teach passion? To teach power? Is it possible to unlock either passion or

power? What would Gary Sinese be doing today if he had never seen Of Mice and Men or

One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest ? I think he would have discovered theatre somehow.
These powerful plays lead him to the process and focus for his pursuit.
It is interesting to me that none of these artists said that they had to do what they do.
Perhaps it did not occur to them to say this because they don't even question why they do
what they do.
Today, as Ana Marie implied, we are surrounded by management theories, enrollment
driven budgets, distance learning, ever increasing technology, enrollment management
procedures, outcomes assessment, job descriptions, quantity as opposed to quality
measures and a constant and driving pressure to justify ourselves. To be caught in all of
these deemed essential and time consuming responsibilities can deflect us from the art.
They may help us focus - sometimes. They may help better a program or make results
more honest, but they do not make art.

As Ann Marie DeAngelo told me, Robert Joffrey said that the, "unfortunate thing about the
arts is that they are undemocratic". Another word that is not applicable in the arts is "fair".
Yes, fair and just treatment of each other be we students or colleagues is absolutely
appropriate. But, it we allow ourselves to forget the art, if we are not 100% honest with
our students, we are not doing our job. A former soloist with the Martha Graham Dance
Company and a member of our faculty for eight years, Bert Terborgh held conversations
with each of his students at the end of every semester. He said what he meant and meant
what he said. He delivered a realistic message to each student - from his perspective and
experience. Often, several of them would be in tears after their conference. Some immediately following their meeting with Bert, would declare that, "he was unnecessarily
rough, or mean or how does he know hoe I feel?" In every case, the student either "woke
up" and proved Bert wrong or successfully found another path to pursue. Bert was
invariably right. And, after some time had passed, the students came to realize this.
Eventually they all thanked him. We sometimes tend to think of our students as compared
against each other or in terms of how far they have come or how hard they work - as

Perth, Western Australia.

7

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

opposed to the expectations of the profession. In order to remain honest with those we
teach, we have to keep our own perspective intact.
Hanya Holm has said, I am paraphrasing, you cannot be an artist if, "nobody is home". I ·
interpret that to mean, as Judith Jamison said, that the artists must not only have the
passion and the white light but they must be willing to share it. And as Elizabeth Koeppen
and Kim Walker said, they have to know how to prepare and engage. As Gary Sinese
said, you have to find the truth in the work.
To ensure that art continues, our students need to be exposed to the very best, they need
honest evaluations, they need to be driven to drive themselves, to unlock all that is available
to them and to take risks. They need to be taken to the edge so they learn to trust their gut.
They have to find their source, their voice. I believe that a great artist cannot be stopped. I
also do not believe that "the lucky break" is what we hope for. We have to make our own
breaks, learn to move with them, build upon them and discover their path. As Tere
O'Connor, director of his own dance company and a choreographer said, "We are our own
resume".

As the world spins ever faster around us, and simultaneously grows smaller, the individual
who can master the mechanics, the technique, the craft, and has the passion, is the truth
seeker, can confront the fears, holds the power and needs to share it, can trust their gut,
can cross the line and has the white light, will endure.
When I read this paper to my husband, prior to sending it off, being a loving Devil' s
advocate he asked me, with a twinkle in his eye, ''What is a white light? Can you measure
a white light?" Of course I know what a white light is but with a commitment to finding the
truth, I took myself to my favorite dictionary, not quite as old as I am, copyright 1945. A
white light is defined as, "A form of radiant energy".
May we all experience moments of white light we can share and share again. They will
light our path.
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Carol K Walker, Professor of Dance, has served as Dean of the Conservatory of Dance at
Purchase College, State University of New York, since 1984. In that capacity she is
responsible for the Bachelor of Fine Arts Degree program and the new, as of Fall1998,
Master of Fine Arts Degree Program. As artistic director and producer of the
internationally known Purchase Dance Corps she has directed tours to Asia and Europe
eight times in the past eleven years. The Conservatory of Dance has established student
exchange programs in London, Holland and Taiwan. Ms Walker is a member of the World
Dance Alliance, a consultant/evaluator for dance programs in the United States and abroad
and served as chair of the New York State Council for the Arts Dance Panel. Prior to her
work at Purchase College, Ms Walker was Director of the Performing Arts Center (theatre
and dance) professor and choreographer at Barat College in Lake Forest, IL, founder and
director of her own dance studio and a modem dance performer. Ms Walker represents the
Conservatory of Dance on the Council of Dance Administrators.
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Bugged By The Millennium

Professor Neville Weston
Dean of Visual Arts, WA Academy of Peiforming Arts
Edith Cowan University

When 'Oasis', a Manchester based pop band, flew into Perth last month, the irate fellow
passengers described their nightmare journey, in the company of one of the currently most
popular bands, in terms of such distress that it was obvious that the aircraft was not the
only thing that was sky-high on the journey from Hong Kong to Perth.
The language used by the lead singer Liam Galagher to describe his feelings, especially
about the captain, was colourful to say the least. The event had all the classical hallmarks
of the early Modernist Avant-garde movements of almost a century earlier.
When Albert Jarry's 'Ubu Roi' was performed, its later to be famous first line was 'Merde,
merde, merde', which demonstrated a despising attitude of an urgent youth culture
towards the traditional values and standards of the bourgeoisie. This attitude became a
hallmark of such early Modernist movements as Fauvism, Dadaism, Vorticism, Futurism,
Cubism etc. etc.
Ubu Roi portrayed a stupid, selfish member of the bourgeoisie and the excremental
exclamation was repeated no fewer than 33 times. The F word that Galagher delights in
appears in many places today, as do many other similar terms. In 'Good Fellas', a Martin
Scorsese production, a major obscenity is managed nearly twice a minute through its 146
minutes of running time. Merit in youth and yobbishness can often be found in
contemporary art events where audience participation is provoked and performance artists
such as 'Leeds United' often use similar strategies to those of a group such as Oasis.
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But youthful aggressive energy does not always last and a review of the 'Oasis' Perth
concert suggested that the fire in the belly which Mr Galagher flaunted on his arrival was
already guttering and that the band had passed through their time of peak performance,
which is always something to swear about.
An association of cultural events with biological metaphors has been common throughout
art history and the standard artist biography still tends to portray the artist's life or art
movements in biological terms such as germination, growth, flourish, efflorescence, decay
and death. When Kenneth Clark asked why great civilisations decline and fall, he
suggested that it was because they had become exhausted. Standing at the end of this
millennium there is a tendency to fall back on history, either as a refuge from the present or
as a guide for the future, but history itself can offer few answers to current problems. It
can, however, give them context, and help to broaden the issues that we face.
As well as saying that you could have any colour for your Ford car, as long as it was
black, Henry Ford the first, was credited as saying that all history was bunk. It isn't of
course; but it is being continually dismantled and re-assembled in different forms by
successive generations.
A recent exhibition of contemporary art in Asia, titled 'Traditions and Tensions', was
curated by a female Asian curator and it undoubtedly told a different post-colonialist story
of Asian art than would have been the case 50 or 100 years ago when an equivalent show
would have been curated by a white Western male. As Edward Said said of orientalism, it
was a Western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient.
Said's influential writing has not been without its challengers and Homi Bhabha is a
significant other view.
The stereotypes of 'otherness', commonplace when non-Eurocentric artefacts lurked in the
old curiosity shops of ethnographic museums, are now being dismantled and questioned.
Vanguard Modernist art and subsequent pluralist products of the later 20th century Western
world are likewise being challenged. Every cultural stereotype is a synthetic product and is
not always biodegradable, having the potential for coming back like plastic containers to
clutter up our lives.
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One such stereotypical piece of thinking is that which has brought us here to be trapped in
the anonymous antiseptic international style of the Hyatt Hotel, Perth, to simultaneously
confront the end of a century and of a thousand years.
As Felipe Femandez-Annesto said in his best selling popular history book 'Millennium',
'dates divisible by 10 do, in practice, command enormous power to direct attention .... but
strictly speaking, the new millennium begins every day.' But the idea of the first of
January 2,000 has had such an appeal that the Royal Albert Hall in London was booked for
a millennium new year's eve party 25 years in advance. The Millennium Society of
London and New York is holding its new year's party at the Pyramids and very recently
British Prime Minister Tony Blair lifted a little more of the curtain of secrecy that has
surrounded the outrageously expensive theme park called the Millennium Dome. Whether
or not art as we currently define it will have much of a role to play in the British theme park
in a bubble, we do not as yet know. We equally have no way of knowing what role art
will play in the next century.
As well as works by best selling biologists and cosmologists such as Richard Dawkins,
Paul Davies and Stephen Hawking, there is a current interest in the big sweeps of history
which has been fed by popular best such selling authors such as Femandez-Annesto,
Norman Davis, Hugh Thomas, Francis Fukuyama etc. and they, like Kenneth Clark before
them, have all used art extensively to document and define civilisations. (1).
The particular, such as an Edward Munch or a Picasso image, is often used to illustrate the
general apocalyptic themes of modem life. Our contemporary concerns with ecological
apocalypse now repeat some of the end of the last century fears about impending European
social and genetic disintegration which some have seen as leading to the rise of Nazism.
Many idealistic artists of a century ago saw utopian art architecture and town planning as
providing hopes for the future, as do optimistic New Age hopefuls today.
When Karl Popper illuminated the difference between pure and generalising sciences he
emphasised the crucial polarities between the general and the particular. An event in
history, whether it is a painting or a battle, is unique and yet it can be seen to be, some say,
subject to general principles. The assumption that all explanations take the form of relating
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one event to another in a causal paper chase has been behind much of the traditional style of
talking about art and indeed of making art.
One of the desperate sub-texts of this conference is the attempt to provide models for future
responses to our changing circumstances. This requires us to be very conscious of the
predictive values of an analysis of previous events. A predictive statement refers to known
results arising from particular causes and as such is the product of technical and mechanical
explanations.
But such a view, which has been used by traditionalist historians in the past, and politicians
to this very day, to justify their actions and professions, is based on the premise that human
nature is unchanging.
The Enlightenment interest in speculations about the mechanical nature of nature, which
was popular during the French Revolutionary period, gave way to the view which
coincided with the Romantic Movement with its emphasis on flux and fluidity and the
denial of rigid laws. The development of 'Chaos Theory' moves this into the late 20th
century.
The tradition which we are subscribing to as our computer experts struggle to correct fatal
flaws in their pre-millennia! programming is quite clearly Biblical. As Frank Kermode
shows in his studies into the theory of fiction 'The Sense of an Ending', the Bible begins at
the beginning with Genesis and ends with the vision of the last apocalypse. (2). 'God had
a plan, a divine scheme.' The scriptures defined the periods in time: the first age from
Adam to the flood; the second to Abraham, equalling the first, not in length of time, but in
the number of generations etcetera. This history was universal, apocalyptic, providential
and appropriately periodicised. The view that history can be divided into epochs, each with
a crucial moment of birth, maturity, decline and death, is still a commonplace. Its form
suits best a linear view of history rather than a cyclic one and in keeping with its rectilinear
view of time feeds our passion for epochs, beginnings and endings.
Most Modernist art history is described in this apocalyptic manner: Kandinsky
acknowledging the splitting of the atom; Picasso discovering African art; Duchamp raiding
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the plumber's store and Damien Hirst playing artistic taxidermist. All fit this model and can
be equated with dramatic events in the history of ideas.
There have been many attempts to look behind the patterns of change and one with which I
was always comfortable was that of George Kubler, who referred to fast and slow
happenings, as did Henri Focillon who emphasised his belief that the history of art is not a
simple line and that even the briefest periods of fast happening historical time comprise a
great number of stages or strata; that the past as we know it, or history as it has been called
within universities for only 150 years, is not a river carrying events and debris of events at
the same pace. It is, in fact, produced by the very diversity and inequality of the currents.
Kubler's fast and slow happenings included the glacier-like pace of cumulative drifts in
small and isolated societies where little conscious intervention occurs to alter the rate of
change. (3)
But we are still left with certain commonplace ideas: the Western formula of periods of
time; the epoch decade or century which, apart from their metric neatness when applied to
the divisibility of an art style, a course, a book, a year, bear little helpful relationship with
the phasing of events and are no more suitable than any other generalised concept.
Certain qualitative changes in approach can be identified, and comprehensive terms such as
capitalism or socialism oversimplify and may lure their practitioners into the pitfalls of
nominalist fallacies and thus encourage them to endow such terms with real existence.
To derive the features of an epoch from the etymology used to describe it is to construct
false edifices out of semantic conceits. Seeking causal laws in history is perhaps a futile
activity, certainly as far as art is concerned. When using biological interpretations of time
we should remember that the Heavens vibrate with the light given out by long dead stars
and that astronomical bodies often occur long before they appear publicly. French historian
Renan said this of the historical sciences and their auxiliary philological sciences: 'Since
the time 40 years ago when I gave myself to them with such ardour I realise that the end is
in sight and that in another hundred years humanity will know all that can be known about
its past and that will be the time to stop for it is the peculiarity of those sciences that they
have no sooner reached perfection than they begin to demolish themselves.'
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But whether we use the past as a nostalgic comfort zone or a futuristic visionary paradise
we can certainly fmd interesting parallels when comparing the end of one century with
another.
The social myth that instead of a classless society being lost irrevocably in the dim distant
past, it was instead to be found in the immediate future. The teaching of such
egalitarianism based on the view that 'When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then a
gentleman', led to centuries of dissent, heresy and, it must be noted, dismal failures.
Norman Cohn has fluently elaborated 'The simple truth that, stripped of their original
supernatural sanction, revolutionary millenarianism and mystical anarchism are with us

still. (4)
Although we can, of course, make as strong a case for focusing on mid century events and
artistic changes as on 'Fin de Siecle' change, there is little doubt that the racing from one
artistic model or period to another has been used to validate the invasion of new artistic
territory as the only appropriate model with which to be associated if you want to be up to
date.
It seems that Armageddon is always being postponed but it has never gone away. The
continuous horror show of modern life presents us with some terrifying prospects.
Raymond Williams, in 'Towards 2000', subtitled the essay 'The tragedy of a man who
doesn't know where to stand.' I hope that some of the papers at this conference will at
least have given us a few clues, for this is what art is all about. Fernandez-Armesto
concluded his breathtaking but erudite hitch-hike through the galaxy of events of a
thousand years by metaphorically sitting at the restaurant at the end of the universe
thumbing through a possible menu for the future. He only listed five items about which he
was prepared to be predictive. These are:

•

Population growth will be contained.

•

Rival totalitarianism will return.

•

Big states will continue to fragment.

•

Cities will wither.

e

Initiatives will continue to shift.
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He also added a last realistic prediction that all predictions will be ignored or dismissed.
(5)

All these seem reasonable assumptions but I believe that the participants in this conference
would add a sixth prediction; which springs out of the eternal hope that art will
survive ..... as it must.
For without the arts there can be no education in understanding, in feeling and in humanity.
The arts provide us with models of the world as it has been and as it should be, models
which Kermode referred to when he spoke of literature as providing 'models of the world
which make tolerable one's movement between beginning and end.'
When we deal with the return of rival totalitarianism and world wide resolutions of
unfinished business between rival ideologies and groupings, we need all the tolerance and
understanding of difference that can be brought to our attention in the arts, whether we are
dealing with politics, religions, gender, age or ethnicity.
We have continually modified our language in and about art. 'IT' was once a euphemism
for sexiness, but now it stands for information technology.' Paintings, prints and
sculpture, have been enclosed by the more embracing term 'artworks' but, change the
emphasis in the spoken delivery of those words, and remember that 'ART WORKS'.
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Xu Bing and the Banal Pleasure of Nationalismi

Dr Yao Souchou
Dept ofAnthropology
The University of Sydney
Sydney, NSW 2006
Australia
Email: souchou.yao@ anthropology. usyd.edu.au

I first came across the work of Chinese artist Xu Bing in 1994 when I was living in
Singapore. With its largely Chinese population, Singapore has alway fancied itself as a
'Chinese city' in the ~iddle of Southeast Asia. As the changing political clime - not to
mention the strong Singapore dollar- drives many local Chinese back to the 'ancestral
home', Singapore, with its promotion of Confucianismii, is an interesting site from which
to contemplate the entangled meanings of things Chinese. Just as 'Chineseness' in
Singapore is a dense and multi-layered entity of cultural, political and economic non-

sequiter , the cultural validation we find in Xu Bing's Tian Shu similarly shifts my own
sense of being and identity. But a gulf of difference divides the two enterprises. Between
the 'Chineseness' promoted as an ideological sham by the Singapore state and that which
emerges from Xu Bing's relentless deconstruction lies something of a personal discovery
for me. To enter that space is to enter the bitter contemplation of a sense of uncertainty,
cultural dislocation and, ironically, the pleasure of belonging itself.

Tian Shu is normally translated in the West as A Book From the Sky. Since the word tian
denotes not only 'sky' but also the more spiritual or transcendental notion of 'heaven', the
title of Xu Bing's work might be more appropriately renamed A Book From Heaven. This
mixing of secular and spiritual connotations, it seems to me, offers a much richer reading,
and opens up other narrative possibilities; so I forgive myself for taking this semantic
liberty. Tian Shu is probably the most famous work of Chinese contemporary art in the
West at the moment.iii Mter its first showing in Beijing in October 1988, Tian Shu has
since gone to the United States, Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, the United Kingdom,
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Germany, Australia and Italy where it featured at the 1993 Venice Biennale. Xu Bing was
a former lecturer in printmaking in the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing. He left
China in 1990 a year after Tiananmen and has since then been living and working in the
United States, currently in New York. In the 1980s he spent three years carving more than
four thousand characters on wood blocks. From these he produced with a traditional press
a series of scrolls and books which were then bound and mounted in a number of ways.
They are glued on notice boards like the 'big character posters' (dazi bao) found in China
(slide 1), hung from the ceiling like the ancient scrolls of Buddhist script (slide 2), or
simply bound in traditional book formiv (slide 3).
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Figure 1: Scroll of nonsense characters by Xu Bing
What is remarkable is that the character~ in these elaborately crafted works are in fact
meaningless, nonsense script. They do not exist among the thousands of Chinese words in
use. The "words" of Tian Shu are made up of recognizable radicals or parts of Chinese
words; these are 'arbitrarily' put together by the artist to give birth to something that have
all the appearances of standard Chinese characters. The work is therefore an elaborate
conceit. For anyone who reads Chinese or knows something of the idiosyncrasy of
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Chinese calligraphic form, Tian Shu is a frustrating and yet an intriguing piece of work.
Speaking for myself, what I find so fascinating about A Book from the Sky is the immense
aesthetic pleasure it offers, and this pleasure inevitably gives these nonsense words a
specific 'sense'. From the immaculately crafted characters to its traditional binding and
collectors' commentary, the work shows all the strict discipline that has gone into its
making. It is as if the artist has intended to dazzle the viewers with his skill and adherence
to form. And it is undoubtedly this observance of form, this reproduction of a traditional
calligraphic aesthetics, which makes reading/viewing Tian Shu such an enjoyable
experience.

Cultural critique
Yet, as Fredric Jameson reminds us, there is 'no pleasure in its own right' (1983:2).
Pleasure can only be 'experienced laterally', 'as a by-product of something else' (Jameson
1983: 1). When we take pleasure as an end in itself, it quickly turns into obsession- a
restless and an insatiable passion. Xu Bing's enterprise is a long way from that of Sade or
Don Juan. But there is a similar instability, the same quick slippery turn to passion in the
pleasure of Tian Shu. And this potential transformation of pleasure to passion is imbedded
in the work itself, which it teasing brings forth through a kind of enactment. There is a
very interesting moment in our enjoyment of Tian Shu when our recognition of its
'nonsense' suddenly strikes us. Half drowned by the beauty of the aesthetic form, we are
caught unaware by the 'nonsense' always already in the work. The immense enjoyment of
Tian Shu is followed by its betrayal. There is an enjoyment in this too, in the realization -

almost as a shock- of an artistic deception which ruptures the 'allure of the real'. The
power of Tian Shu therefore relies on a crucial double move, from an immaculate
resurrection of traditional calligraphic form to its gentle dismissal as pure illusion. These
moves are dialectically related. What they signify, I propose, is the grim paradox of Tian
Shu as a project of cultural critique. It is a paradox that is born out of the thematic

discontinuity of a critique caught within its own nherent ambivalence: how to negotiate
through a traditional aesthetic form that is both an index of literary achievement and a
marker that summons the memories of feudal horror in China's past?
Writers and curators in the West have generally interpreted Xu Bing's work as a critical
invalidation of China's literary culture for its powerful ideological effects on its people even
today. American-Chinese critic Benjamin Lee comments: 'The continuity from the
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sense/nonsense of the individual characters to that of the cultural products made up of them
is seen as a systematic deconstruction of the written word and a denial of Chinese culture, a
criticism of the politics of the Chinese nation-state, whose bureaucracies have inundated
and controlled everyday life in a meaningless yet systematic fashion' (1993:165-166).
Clare Roberts of the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney also sees Tian Shu as 'a powerful

negation of Chinese officialdom, history and literature ... and a culture that prides itself on
a long history that is largely based on information that has been handed down via text'
(1992:125, emphasis mine). These readings are undoubtedly right, but only if you take the
work literally. For me there is significant uncertainty, a powerful articulation of desire in

Tian Shu, making it difficult to be read purely as a work of 'cultural negation'. Whatever
the critical intention, the exquisite calligraphic casting of Tian Shu demands its own
reckoning.
It was Walter Benjamin who reminded us of the integrity of aesthetic form. What he has
said about the 'formal transcendence' of German baroque tragedy also rings true of Tian

Shu. In giving immaculate attention to details and calligraphic conventions, Tian Shu's
dazzling aesthetics has to be taken 'not merely as a sign of what is to be known but (as) ..in
itself an object of worthy of knowledge' (Benjamin 1977: 184). Like the seventeenth
century Trauerspiel, Tian Shu too claims a smug identity apart from its function as the
embodiment of meaning, achieving 'transcendence' through the 'world of written language
(that remains) self-sufficient and intent on the display of its own substance' (Benjamin
1977:201).
This sense of 'formal transcendence' makes it impossible to read Xu Bing's work in any
straightforward way. Through the creation of the 'heavenly words', 'nonsense' is injected
into a cultural product that has been the pride of an ancient civilisation. As we come to
realize, the calligraphic form is at best an elaborate sleight of hand which demonstrates, if
anything, the very feasibility of a simple conceit: that someone so ephemeral as a
contemporary artist can make up at will a classical text and lexicons which, for a moment,
stand as real. That such an illusion can be so easily conjured up, a civilisation's past so
casually brought to the surface through art and its making, is a powerful indictment of a
culture and its dominant discourse.
Nonetheless, as a cultural critique, Tian Shu could not have done its work without
observing the protocol of form. This is the profound irony of Xu Bing's work. How are
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we to read a cultural critique which insists on an immaculate observation of traditional
form, and on giving pleasure by pampering the viewer's cultivated skill of literary
recognition? For in the crossing over between sense and nonsense, familiarity and
betrayal, literary recognition and the shock of foreignness, Tian Shu decries its own
criticality. It is almost as if Xu Bing needs to return, after the critique of culture has been
done, to its pleasure and its powerful validation in the contemplation of self and the destiny
of a nation which still concerns him.

Cultural enjoyment
For a person like me, educated in Chinese school in Malaysia, and now working in the
West, Book from the Sky speaks powerfully about the ambivalence I have always felt
towards classical Chinese culture. Each time I think of the ideological travesty of
traditional texts like those of Confucianism which fuelled feudal repression in China's past,
I remember other philosophic texts which has helped to lighten the existential burden of
living. For Chinese, and I suspect for other people too, it is enjoyment above all which
binds one to ones culture - in spite of the ideological work it helps to accomplish. Cultural
enjoyment not only mitigates against culture's bad work as one recognises it, but also
prompts us to take the products of culture in their entirety: as a repertoire of texts sustained
by the promises of pleasure.
For me what is so fascinating about the 'heavenly words' of Tian Shu is the way they stage

this dialectics of desire. Tracing the intricate contour of this dialectics, the performativity of
Tian Shu summons up the cultural memories of a Chinese past constituted by changing
dynastic history and civilizational achievements. In this evocation of memory, the specific
'logic' of Tian Shu can only be discerned by reading it outside itself. Whatever
poststructuralism says, in a case like this, it is only by reading it 'beyond the text', in the
meditation of history in which it claims a place, that the 'sense' of the 'nonsense words'
can be discovered. It is not only that the aesthetic form which embodies the 'nonsense' of
'the heavenly words' always has a place in the cultural order of things; it also works
'laterally' by recalling the repertoire of other 'nonsense scripts' in Chinese society. This is
a rehabilitative moment in Xu Bing's work. Moving rapidly beyond its critical posture,
Tian Shu strives towards a new destination: that occupied by the company of other
nonsense writings. One thinks of Nu Shu , an esoteric script used by women to express
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their inner world of feminine friendship, patriarchal repression and domestic practicalities
(Silber 1994, Zhao 1990). In a book of Nu Shu from Kan Y an district in southern Hunan,
the coded writing is used by women for recording ritual performances, celebrating
'sisterhood' formed outside the family, and, above all, for she ku or 'telling bitterness' by
'old women especially widows who after some calamities, or in a state of unbearable
loneliness, try to shake off their memories and sorrow' (Zhao 1990: 19).
( 1i )

Figure Two: Script of Nu Shu from southern Hunan, China.
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Then there are also 'heavenly words' invented by a Chinese secret society like the Tian Ti
Hui ('Heaven and Earth Lodge') to incarnate its shadowy world of arcane rituals and
violent brotherhood (Schlegall991, Ward and Stirling 1993, and Davis 1977). Fu or
charm papers filled with nonsense characters encoded with Chinese astrological principles
were dispensed by the leaders to the faithful to give them magical power and protection.

Figure Three: Fu or amulet of Tien Ti Hui for protecting one's life in battle
For those who have visited a Chinese temple in China or Southeast Asia, there are more
familiar examples of fu. These are 'heavenly scripts' offered by temple priests, often
written in blood from some act of self-mutilation- cutting the tongue or slicing the back
with a sword - while in a trance. Other scripts of this kind are found in ritual papers for
burning to appease the dead (Elliot 1995).
In all these forms,fu is characterized by its stylistic elaboration and formalistic license.
They are built on, but never erase, the familiar words of the secular world. Enmeshed in a
world of esoteric ritual and blood-letting, Fu characters make up what Bakhtin (1981) calls
an 'absolute language': semantically bounded and self-referential, a language that speaks
only to itself or to another absolute language. Fu characters as much as the nonsense
words of Nu Shu are similarly coded linguistic signs unified by their social secrecy and
ritual usage. However esoteric they are, these nonsense writings nevertheless claim a place
in the social order of things. Just as fu gestures a supplication to the spirit by an anxious
mortal world, Tian Shu must call up a culture's aesthetic repertoire in order to interrogate
its evil and achievement. Just as fu characters are signs for the heavenly realm and yet of
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this world, Xu Bing's imaginary words must reach back and wrestle with Chinese cultural
past in order to examine the present.
In this way, Tian Shu becomes gently complicit with a cultural project it tries to destablize.
In giving the pleasure of literary recognition to those for whom the 'nonsense' of Tian Shu
ultimately 'means something', Xu Bing's work is self-affirming. This pleasure offers,
through a sensuous pampering of desire, a powerful affirmation of a traditional literary skill
and the social status of those who have acquired it. For them, the effect of Tian Shu is to
evoke through its cultural imagining, a 'literary community'. It is a 'community' based on
a common pedagogic experience, a knowledge/power coming from the ability to recognize
and understand Chinese literary form as a cultural trope. The sense of 'membership' may
be only a vague feeling of a shared (Chinese) cultural knowledge and identity. But it is no
less effective in embracing those in the know, and excluding others outside the bond of
discursive knowledge and social experience.

Chinese modernity
Far from cultural negation, I suggest, Tian Shu can be more appropriately read as a
sophisticated enactment that both valorizes and deconstructs the glory of Chinese classical
text. In response to a traditional aesthetic form, for a Chinese intellectual, neither
glorification nor anxious erasure will do. This is a self-reflexive attitude of one only too
keenly aware of the repressive horror as well as the pleasure and philosophic worth of
classical texts and their ideas. It is an ambivalence that has long plagued the Chinese
modem sensibility. The moment we decry Chinese culture's ideological travesty, we also
long for its redemptive possibilities in the modem world. It is necessary, I suggest, to see
Xu Bing's critical posture as located in this project of Chinese modernity, as an
embodiment of Chinese modem consciousness.
Committed to intellectual liberalization in the post-Mao era, and living then in Beijing, Xu
Bing engaged his critique very much 'within' China. Of his choice of 4,000 words in Tian
Shu, he said in an interview with Christina Davidson in Sydney in June 1993:
You talk about it being a critique. I think it is. I created about 4,000 words. Why
4,000 words? Because Chinese government publications often use about 4,000

Perth, Western Australia.

8

Arts On The Edge Conference Proceedings

30 March - 3 April 1998

words. This is the number of commonly used words in Chinese newspapers and
official texts .... The Chinese government doesn't like my work too much now
because the government doesn't like the people thinking too much (1994:520).
The 4,000 words in Tian Shu thus intend to reproduce the 'numerical weight' of Chinese
characters in daily use. Xu Bing is recalling here the familiar critique of the 'structural
tyranny' of Chinese pictograms which have an 'immobilising effect' on Chinese thoughts
(Zhang 1985t. And he wants his art to do things in a way he does not expect of Western

art, as he explains to an American interviewer:
In China, because of a very particular cultural and political background, because of
their particular experiences, artists feel that there are things they have to do
... Rebellion must have a target. ... As a result, Chinese artists think about larger
questions, they try to do more with their art (Taylor 1993: 324-325).
"Rebellion must have a target" is a rather evocative phrase. It sounds almost quaint in this
postmodern era of moral and political nihilism. When Xu Bing talks about Chinese artists
trying "to do something with their art", it brings us back to the uncertain moment in Tian

Shu in which cultural denial and affirmation of literary form both claim a place. The
distinctive "Chinese departure" - if I could use such a clumsy phrase- of Tian Shu is
precisely in its refusal to give in to the instantaneity and exuberance of the 'representational
impotence' of contemporary life that so marks the Western artistic enterprise. Instead the
work insists at once, in relations to Chinese culture, both the necessity of critique and the
affirmation of its worth and pleasure. This is this insistence which gives Tian Shu its
specificity, one which we can only discover 'beyond the text', in the historical and social
conditions in which Xu Bing has made his work.
What Xu Bing's project generally underlines is the dramatic political and ideological shift
of post-Mao China. From its first showing in Beijing's China Art Gallery in October
1988, Tien Shu, with its bitter and ironic intervention in Chinese culture and politics, has
helped to reflect the alienation among those students and intellectuals whose demands for
change culminated in the Tiananmen demonstration of June 1989vi. What was spoken for
so passionately in that summer in Beijing was something intensely national: just as they
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clamoured for freedom and political reform, the demonstrator wanted above all else
democracy for and within China.
This nationalist concern stirs up dreams and wishes that go back to the tumultuous history
of the struggle for modem China - from Kang Youwie's reform at the end of the Qing
Dynasty to the May Fourth Movement of 1919. The "cultural revolution" of May Fourth
had incredible influence on the intellectual agendas of modem Chinese cultural critique.
Faced with Japanese imperial ambition in Northeast China, an ambition condoned by
Western powers, and China's own immobility under a corrupt and inexperienced
government, it was necessary for the brilliant men and women of the time to seek radical
erasure of all that they perceived to be the roots of China's problems. They wanted reform
or, more frequently, outright rejection of institutions of the feudal past - parental control,
arranged marriage, concubinage, bound feet for women - and significantly, they supported
replacing classical literary form with vernacular Chinese (bai hua, or 'plain speech') as the
tool for expressing modem thoughts and feelings (Schwarcz 1986). But the concern for
cultural renewal and self-liberation carried over from New Culture Movement of 1917 was
overshadowed by an even more pressing issue of 'saving the nation'(jiu guo). Jiu guo
politicized the pursuit of modernity and westernization, a pursuit best summarized by the
slogan "The West for the essence, China for the application", or the planting in Chinese
soil of Western ideas for China's use. So the central issues of May Fourth as much as
Tiananmen were intensely national. They were concerned with reworking China's past weighed down by turbid cultural forms and corrupt bureaucracy and leadership - in order to
move the nation to a modem political future.

It may be argued that Xu Bing's work subtly resonants with this historical project. As with
Chinese writers in the 1920s and 1930s, writers like Lu Xun, Lao She, Xu Zhimo and
many others who drew inspirations from Dickens, Flaubert, Gor'ky and Turgenev in order
to comment on China's tragic realities at the time (Spence 1982: ch 2-4); nationalist longing
is central to Xu Bing's work.
It is this national longing that creates a distinctive muting of Tian Shu's critical gesture
towards Chinese literary culture. It is also this longing which helps to make sense of Xu
Bing's palpable complicity in a culture the ideological effects of which he all too obviously
decries. It is interesting to observe that curators and critics in the West have largely ignored
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this element of Xu Bing's work. It is as if, hidden in the breathtaking meditation of
cultural destiny and aesthetic form, in the authoritative contemplation of the pleasure and
tyranny of Chinese literary texts, there lies a shameful secret from which the community of
admirers has to protect the artist. And what is this secret, this mark of a 'lack' in Tian Shu,
except cultural nationalism? In regards to the arts or any representational endeavour, we
are entering a perplexing and evocative terrain.

Bad Nationalism
As we look forward to the new millennium, the post-Cold War era seems to promise an era
of world peace and ever greater economic prosperity. The collapse of the Berlin Wall in
1989 signals the new institutional and ideological reconfiguration of the world which many
have long predicted. What the demise of communist Eastern Europe announces is not only
the death knell of an archaic political system, but also the self-celebratory triumph of global
capitalism and its 'freedom'. In Malaysia where I grew up, the battle against communism
has long been won, and the eternal peace at the end of the Cold War is a sanctified

·

opportunity to bring forth a mode of (Asian) capitalism more efficient, more extractive, less
burdened with redistributive welfare policies, than that which the West could ever invent.

In this capacious atmosphere capitalist triumphalism, in this social landscape of global
peace and postmodern mobility, there is but one ominous cloud in the sky of eternal
sunshine: the spectre of ethno-nationalism. It casts a long shadow over the duplicitous
optimism at the dawn of a new millennium.
Nationalism is not good news in the current state of things. However, it is not nationalism
as such, but the ethnic ambition in the struggle for 'homeland' in various parts of the world
which we find so horrifying. From Bosnia to Rwanda, Chechyna to Northern Ireland, the
nationalist struggle always calls up a fatal mixture of violence and ethnic bigotry. As the
deadly drama of racial exclusion and ethnic cleansing is being played out, nationalism has
become an aberration in the contemporary world. Is not the return to the 'local', the
rallying cry around common descent by blood, an anomaly in an increasingly borderless
world of global interconnectiop.s? Unable to fathom the depth and the spell of these ethnic
aspirations, the view from Washington, Paris, London and Geneva is to give them an
Orientalist twist. What compels the nationalist projects in Sri Lanka, Palestine and other
places, it is often argued, is the 'unreasonable passion' of Others still longing for the
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timeless primordial community of the pre-modern era. Fired by such archaic longing, these
nationalist projects are the work of separatists, guerillas and terrorists doing their evil worst
in the Periphery of the Civilized Centre (Billig 1995). As Michael Ignatief writes
dramatically in the beginning of his highly popular Blood and Belonging , 'The repressed
has returned, and its name is nationalism' (1993:2).
Ignatieffs vision is one of the apocalyptic collapse of Europevn. Examining the modes of
nationalist extremism in Crotia!Serbia, Germany, Ukraine, Quebec, Kurdistan and
Northern Ireland, he describes the way in which the irrational forces of ethno-nationalism
are threatening to erupt in the contemporary world. Ignatieff s warning of nationalism's
dangerous and irrational return fmds its parallel in the highly influential enterprises of Ben
Anderson (1983) and Ernest Gellner (1983). For Anderson, the nation has all the
phantasmatic quality of a constructed 'imagined community' (1983), while Gellner (1983,
1997) sees nationalism as a new but ultimately limiting 'nature of that with which men
identify' in the post-agrarian society (Gellner 1997:87). Set against these works,
nationalism and its magic have all the hallmarks of the devil' s work.
But a question can nonetheless be raised: Is Bosnia or Northern Ireland the only fate of
nationalism? Is the enjoyment of one's nation indistinguishable from the 'unreasonable
passion' which tragically prepares the way for ethnic cleansing? It is all very well for Zizek
to link the banal pleasures of the national thing with its excessive and violent articulations,
arguing that each is supported by the same structure ofjouissance (Zizek 1997:38). But
Zizek' s psychoanalytical reductionism can only take us so far. It is as if ethnic/cultural
pleasures prey on us like an original sin, the redemption from which is only possible
through a blood letting of genocidal rage. For the enjoyment of say, folk music - which
even Gellner (1997:83) confesses brings tears to his eyes, with the help of a little alcohol-

is, socially, ethically and phenomenologically, a long way from the sadistic thrill of ethnic
cleansing. All this we too easily forget. In the anxious erasing of the horrifying spectre of
ethno-nationalism, we must not do away with other national things, banal and innocuous as
they are, if only because they are so crucial in our negotiation with the 'choices of being' in
everyday life. The spell of national things is also the spell of their existential possibility in
the making of ourselves. Nationalism is not only what Others do 'over there'; we long for
them as pathetically and passionately in our home ground. As we screamed support for the
Australian cricket team against South Mrica, as we imagine a new sense of identity after we
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get rid of the British Monarchy as our head of state, we too, ever so willingly, succumb to
the magic of nationalism's enchantment.

The arts, postmodernism and the millennium.
What is at stake here, in the guise of a debate about the 'strategic (mis)reading' of Tian

Shu, is the dialectical relation of art practice and the global reconfigurations at the coming
of a new century. For what so urgently faces the arts today is not only the immediate issue
of a new conservative funding regime, though it is undoubtedly important. Nor it is
primarily about the theoretical turn towards 'the depthless, styleless, dehistoricized surfaces
of postmodern culture', and the abandonment of the 'secret dream of authenticity'
(Eagleton 1985:61). Complex and intractable institutional changes and ideological
realignments are centrally involved here. But if Eagleton is right, then both the current
shrinking of art funding and the void of ironic intent and historical memory in
contemporary art practices track the same impulse of a globalized/globalizing political
economy. Both figure themselves within the same cultural and political temporality. Just
as government budgetary constraints shift attention from the normal appropriation by
capital to a 'new reality' of fmancial deficit facing the government; the celebration of
mobility and the hyperreal in postmodernism fmds its parallel in the transnational nature of
capital 'inherently indifferent to the boundaries of Nation-State' (Zizek 1997:43). That all
these processes are the work of capital's expansive movement some may find contentious.
But few, I think, would disagree with this: that the current ideological and structural
reconfiguration at the end of the twentieth century is not merely a backdrop to the
'institutional changes' facing art practitioners today; it intrudes upon and reshapes the very
premise of their enterprises. The coming of the new millennium summons up not only new
hopes and new representational possibilities, but also an ambivalent futurism. In the 'brave
new world' of ever more dazzling techno-scientific innovations, ever more voluptuous
promises of consumption and global freedom, there will be rich discursive sites on which
to inscribe, consciously and neurotically, the blanket defacing of normative humanism.
Postmodernism' s shabby narrative of the eternal present, devoid of historical memory and
ironic depth, will not be able to deal with all that will happen in the new millennium, now
barely two years away.
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What does discursive engagement of the arts mean in this terrain of swirling temporality
and shifting spatial order? Again, I would like to refocus the question on a narrower
canvas of my immediate concern. If I appear to suggest a repossession of the 'social real',
it is not the crude brutal materiality of the 'giveness' of the world that I have in mind.
Rather, the return to the 'social' is a return to a social and cultural constructedness in which
historical memory finds a tenuous place, negotiating as it does always between its strategic
erection and erasure. Representational projects too have to confront this struggle in the
violent politics of forgetting (Milan Kundera 1983).

Memory, resistance and representation
It is in this spirit which I have attempted to read Xu Bing's work by hauling back its all

important sense of history and national longing. Tian Shu's magnificent contemplation of
the fate of Chinese culture rehearses precisely this 'struggle against forgetting', to use a
phrase of Milan Kundera (1983:5). Moving uncertainly between cultural affirmation and
ideological critique, the irony of the specific 'sense' of the 'heavenly book' throws the
smug binary of culture's pleasure and its negation into an instant disarray. What Xu Bing
has offered is not a totalizing narrative of the Central Kingdom as the ultimate goal of
national community, but a melancholic 'culturalism'. Nurtured by the conviction in
Chinese culture's worth, yets refusing its chauvinistic endorsement, this 'culturalism'
marks the disruptive anxiety of Tian Shu. The universalism of Chinese imperial culture
has always been a rhetoric. It was a 'defence strategy' against the reality of powerful
foreign Others at the border - from the invading Jin and Mongols in the twelfth century to
the British and Japanese in the nineteenth and twentieth. Chinese universalism was
primarily an ideological doctrine of the state; if we not fooled by its pretensions, then
Chinese universalism appears to us as nothing but a 'hidden form of relativism' (Prasenjit
Duara 1996:33). Faced with these powerful foreign Others, and their alternative
perceptions of the world order, the imperial state was unable to convincingly construct a
'Chinese nation' circumscribed purely by the notion of 'fatherland' (guo) and homogenous
ethnic community (Han). The face-saving compromise was membership based on 'cultural
performance'. 'Membership in this community was defined by participation in a ritual
order' based on 'Confucian cultural principles' so as to include 'ethnically non-Han
peoples - such as the Manchus - as long as they accepted' the cultural common ground
((Prasenjit Duara 1996:34). Theoretically at least, this cultural performance gave anyone
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who was prepared to accept Chinese cultural legitimacy a right to be 'Chinese'. To be
sure, the process was still an exclusive one and not always feasible in practice. But it did
give the notion of Chinese nationalism a significantly open and pluralistic character,
facilitating the active incorporation of Others into the hold of the Chinese nation (min zu) as
members of a cultural community.
These were two crucial parallel moments in Chinese cultural nationalism. In Xu Bing,
these moments are turned into a contemplation of the closure and openness of Chinese
classical text. Closure and opennes are the ambivalent fates of Chinese modem sensibility,
as we have seen, just as 'sense' and 'nonsense' are the twin destinies of Chinese words as
they are deployed in the diverse and contrasting social usages in daily life, in the past and
present, in their written form and in oral tradition, in uses both as ideological tool and as
inscription of aesthetic pleasure. Cultural nationalism in this sense is realized by a
constantly shifting relationship between Self and Other, historical memory and political
contingency. Is this the dynamic vector of the 'social real' which gives Chinese
nationalism its redemption? The kind of nationalism which Xu Bing secretly notarizes is
not one based on a pristine subject-hood constituted by the bourgeois fiction of selfrealization. Rather it is one always formed by a modem sensibility nurtured by historical
memory, cultural pleasure and above all, struggle for meaning in the struggle for 'national
survival' (jiu guo). In this struggle, the 'nonsense' of Chinese classical text is not the
vindictive empty gesture of (some) brands of postmodemism. In a more affirmative and
critical way, the nonsense of 'heavenly script' is a deliberate injection into the normalcy of
'text', always a self-validating truth in Confucian ideology. Terry Eagleton's defence of
modernism has an uncanny relevance in relation to Xu Bing's project:. He writes:
But the fact that modernism continues to struggle for meaning is exactly what
makes it so interesting. For this struggle continually drives it towards classical
styles of sense-making which are at once unacceptable and inescapable, traditional
matrices of meaning which have become progressively empty but which
nevertheless continue to exert their impeccable force .... If modernism's
undermining of a traditional humanism are at once anguished and exhilarated, it is
in part because there are few more intractable problems in the modem epoch than of
distinguishing between those critiques of classical rationality which are potentially
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progressive, and those which are irrationalist in the worst sense. It is a choice, so
to speak, between feminism and fascism ... (Eagleton 1985:70, emphasis mine).
Nationalism too- whether that prodigious offspring of Western modernity or one
constituted by multiple levels of historical subjectivities as in China - holds the promise of
being 'potentially progressive'. Not the nationalism of ethnic cleansing, but that of banal
pleasure; not that of racial exclusion but one that galvanizes the struggle for memory.
Cultural nationalism as a gathering point for the anti-West, anti-imperialist movement in
nineteenth century China found its counterpart in Southeast Asia a century and a half later.
The anti-colonial struggles in Indo-China, Malaya, Indonesia, Burma and elsewhere at the
end of the Second World War would similarly claim a place outside the orthodox theorizing
of nationalism. Without this nationalist imagining there could be no vision of a political
future outside Western colonialism, just as there would not be a Mao, a Sukamo, or a Ho
Chi Minh. If nationalism in Asia was a progressive force in the past, it has the elegiac task
in the present of resisting the homogenizing move of globalization and transnational capital.
Speaking of the civil society as much as of contemporary art practices in the region, what is
taking place is not some fetishized celebration of the national thing. Politically selfconscious, energized by the debate about the hegemonic order of the post-colonial world,
the anxious affirmation of much of Southeast Asian art is about an ardent insistence on the
'local'. It is an insistence which ruptures the monopolistic claim of the nation-state, but
nonetheless always returns to the geographically and sometimes, culturally specific sense
of 'locality', if only in memory. Look at for instance, Malaysian artist Simryn Gill's
enigmatic meditation on personal (dis)location in Washed Up (1993) shown at the 1993
Venice Biennale. The floating glass pieces that make up the work of Washed Up were
collected from the beaches in Singapore and Malaysia near the Malacca Straits, literally
debris of sea voyages and oceanic trade, of past empires and diasporic movements.
Against these memories, Washed Up has to confront the futility of the discursive
settlement of its own representational ambition. For the movements of goods and peoples
across the region are not just events of the colonial and pre-modem past(s ), but happenings
that link the past with the present. Is this not the classic import of memory? Is this not
exactly the melancholy ofBenjaminesque nostalgia? For Simryn Gill, as much for Xu
Bing, to insist on the- national and geographical- 'local' is to insist on an immunity from
the capacious appetite of that barely discernible move of globalization in which capital hides
itself. The 'words' in Tian Shu and those fired onto the glass pieces in Washed Up, are
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pregnant with a sense of their tragic disruption. Yet it is precisely in this disruption that the
artists are able to carve out an a return to the normal/normative evaluation of things, and an
all important 'sense' of their very 'nonsense'.

END
6 February 1998.
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Endnotes
The idea of the pleasure of nationalism was first explored in an earlier published article "Books from
Heaven: Literary Pleasure, Chinese Cultural Text and the 'Struggle Against Forgetting" (Yao 1997). I
thank Simryn Gill, Philip Mar and Ashley Carruthers for their encouragement and assistance in the
preparation of this paper.

i

u Confucianism

was offered in the 1980s as one of the subjects in Religious Knowledge to Chinese
students who professed none of the universalistic religions. In 1988/1989 government-commissioned
studies showed that Religious Knowledge courses were intensifying religious fevour and differences among
students. These courses, with them Confucian ethics, were phrased out in the 1990s; see Chu.a (1995:2731).

m The

best discussion of Xu Bing's Tian Shu remains the various articles in Public Culture 5(2), 1993.
Further discussions of the work of Xu Bing by Stone (1993), Wu (1993), Hamish (1993) and Taylor (1993)
appeared in Public Culture 6(2), 1993. See also Roberts (1992), and Davidson (1994)
Tian Shu includes an index and glossary, and will come with a ISBN number when it is published as a
regular book (Lee 1993:165)

iv

More accurately, western perceptions sway between cultural adoration and condemnation. Ezra Pound for
instance exults the poetic potential of Chinese ideograms as a perfect pictorial representation of actions and
ideas. See Fenollosa, E. (1951).

v

For an excellent rendering of the background of the politicization of art in post-Mao China, see Barme, G
and Jaivin, L. (1992), see especially in the same volume, "An Exhibition of Anarchy: Postmodern Art in
Peking" .pp:279-283.
vi

Ignatieff clearly wishes to distance himself from this vision when he calls himself a 'civic nationalist'
ratheer than 'ethno-nationalist' and disavow personal loyalty to a single nationn-state (1993:6). But as
Billig comments, "He does not describe how 'civic nationalism' create a nation-state with its own myth; ...
how they demarcate 'others' beyond (national) borders .. .' (1995:47).
vii

Perth, Western Australia.
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