Tuesday 26 February - Keynote Up Close 

Suzanne Lacey

Suzanne proposed that the breakout run as a ‘conversation piece’ rather than a Q&A session. A wide range of topics were discussed, from working and engaging with communities to policy making.

Some of the key themes that were discussed included:

Defining aesthetics

Suzanne explained that she sees her work as a combination of research and development, workshops, education and performance pieces, and expressed her interest in working at the boundaries of art. She explained that the aesthetic is both visual and critical.

There was a discussion about working with communities and where the aesthetic sits - with the artists or with the community involved. Suzanne explained that she approaches communities with initial ideas but it is the participants who develop these ideas and that there is a lot of social/aesthetic negotiation in the process. She also emphasised that exhibitions go out under the participants’ name. 

Following up projects

Suzanne explained that she has followed up a number of her projects with statistical/ethological reviews and has revisited participants 10-15 years after the project to assess long term impact. She emphasised that projects are only successful if they are self sustaining.
Developing arts policy

There was a general feeling that Creative Scotland would provide a good opportunity to think about policy and practice and there was a discussion about how practice should be used to deliver policy.  There was a concern that the transition process might take away some of the time spent talking to artists which was felt to be a very important part of the development of a new organisation.

There was a discussion about public art practice, with a delegate highlighting that there is very little documentation in this area despite the wide range of fantastic work that is/has taken place in Scotland.  The delegate pointed out that this work is important when considering the development of future policy. There were concerns about the difficulty of developing policy for the arts in an arts scene that is constantly evolving and changing.

One delegate commented that policy should be 3-5 strong action points/statements to have the most impact.

Funding

Suzanne expressed an interest in the idea that Creative Scotland could serve as a funnel with many different mechanisms for supporting and sustaining artistic excellence/practices and artists. She spoke about her involvement with the National Endowment for the Arts where she once served on a peer based committee, and warned of the danger of political interference in these types of decisions.

There was a discussion about the impoverished landscape of public arts funding and whether the quality of work would increase if more funds were available, or whether work arose out of adversity. Suzanne spoke about the mass exodus of American artists to Holland a few years ago to take advantage of the tax breaks, and emphasised that a starving artist does not necessarily make a better artist.
Ethics

There was a discussion about a moral code when working with the public. In relation to her own projects Suzanne advised that participants are never coerced into taking part and are free to leave at any time and that ethics are not rooted in strategies but in the artists thinking about the structure of their work.
Education and learning – how do we make the visual arts more accessible?

One delegate spoke about how on occasions she questioned whether she understood some of the work being produced and spoke about feeling intimidated by the higher echelon of the arts.  She suggested she was not alone in this. Suzanne spoke about the need for artists to work on multiple levels to move away from being perceived as being elitist.

A discussion on how to encourage more people to take an interest in the visual arts followed, with suggestions such as the inclusion of visual arts appreciation in the school curriculum and the further development of gallery education, to reinforce that there is no right of wrong interpretation and encourage people to be confident and curious. 

There was also a discussion about artists’ education and the idea that art education can lead to a certain amount of loss of artistic identity.

