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Walking a tightrope: 

Supporting artists, creating art
Reflecting on the Clore Leadership Programme Conference “It’s the Art, Stupid”
King’s Place, London, 4 June 2009
Sixty years ago, Robert Graves wrote that ‘To be a poet is a condition rather than a profession’. This belief, born of Romanticism and fostered by Modernism, remains widely held.  But it is challenged by an older idea, rooted in the craft origins of arts practice, in which artists are not born, but made. Today, at a time of rapid cultural and ideological change, the question of whether an artist is someone who does something or someone who is something underlies arts discourse, though not always visibly. 

The 2009 conference of the Clore Leadership Programme took art as its theme, rather than leadership, management or even the recession. In doing so, it inevitably met the tensions between these two concepts of the artist, since they shape not just how artists think about themselves, but also the operation of cultural organisations, the decisions of funding bodies, the policies of governments and the choices of audiences. The arguments may rage about elitism versus instrumentalisation or the distinction between art and entertainment, but they emerge from the difference between those who see artists as exceptional people who should be supported for their value to society and those who see art as an act available to all, though some execute it to much greater effect than most. 

So it was appropriate territory for a programme that aims to develop the next generation of cultural leaders, many of whom are themselves artists. The Clore Leadership Programme seeks to enable personal development: but is that a change of being or doing?

The four artists whose reflections shaped the debates – Siobhan (Sue) Davies, Kwame Kwei-Armah, Grayson Perry and Louise Wilson – had been asked to reflect on three more direct questions: first, their sources of inspiration as artists; secondly, how the arts renew themselves; and thirdly, how arts organisations can support that renewal. Each began with an illuminating personal account of their experience and practice as artists. 

Inspiring artists

Their sources of inspiration had more in common than might be expected from four artists of such diverse practice. Each needed a private space for withdrawal, for reflection, for exploration and making mistakes. Louise Wilson, Sue Davies and Grayson Perry all described the importance of the studio, though its meaning for them varied: tool shed, playroom, magician’s hat and other metaphors came to mind. Kwame valued the rehearsal room but also found space at night or in the enforced solitude of travelling to make a TV film.

The workroom’s intimacy meant that they were careful about who was invited in and on what terms. All four also needed the space created by trust, though the word was implied rather than used: the trust that a curator or a commissioner placed in them to create work freely, without supervision or direction.

The past and especially the work of predecessors was another shared source of inspiration. For Louise it was the work of women artists from the 1980s, notably Cindy Sherman and Barbara Kruger, while Grayson responded to the patina of age on work ranging from Gothic altarpieces to the forgotten objects he found in museum stores. As a young artist, Kwame had valued the privilege of observing other writers and artists at work in the rehearsal room.

But Sue and Kwame did not have ready access to the pioneers of their art forms and each had found it necessary to excavate and describe histories of practice. Sue Davies was working with Coventry University to establish an archive of the company’s work, not simply to celebrate an individual but to mark the course of a journey in all its complexity, triumphs and false starts – warts and all, as she put it. 

Kwame, with the National Theatre’s support, was uncovering decades of black theatre history in Britain. Expecting to find 100 plays, he had discovered 375 productions and found the scripts of at least 125: new audio and video recordings would be put on the NT website and he hoped they would help to transform ideas about recent British theatre. For him, the present alone is not robust enough to sustain a future, without the support of the past. 

Supporting artists

When it came to their needs as artists, there was less consensus among the four speakers. Sue Davies highlighted the tension between the enabling freedom offered by public funding and the conditions set by funding agencies, albeit with good, even necessary, intent. She feared that these could become tramlines taking her in an established direction when her role was to break down existing ways of working and develop the next creative ideas. She noted that a recent survey had suggested that the public did trust artists simply to get on with their job, to do what they do best.

Louise Wilson valued the opportunities that commissions had given her and her sister to develop their practice and their careers, but Grayson Perry was sceptical of ‘carrot-based art’ that encouraged an artist to discover a hitherto unexpressed need to create work for a neglected roundabout. He felt that he couldn’t respond to someone else’s expectation and would prefer to let a buyer choose from a roomful of pots than make something to order that they might then feel obliged to like. 

Commissions were important to Kwame, though he feared the dangers of feast and famine, which could tempt artists into accepting too much work if they seemed to be in fashion – and he wasn’t big on deadlines. Sue had similarly ambivalent feelings about having her own building. It was a wonderful resource but also made demands and required very different skills of her. When people congratulated her on finally having a home, she felt she wanted to escape to a windy street corner, a crossroads of purposes, encounters and events. 

Working with artists

Kwame Kwei-Armah spoke about the diverse roles that he and other artists played – one day a writer, the next an actor, the third a television presenter – and wanted that complexity to be recognised. As a young man, he had felt the need to adopt simple professional identities, anxious that people could only be thought of as really good at one thing. He wanted artists to unburden themselves of words like ‘inspiration’ and ‘success’ and focus simply on being artists, which he saw as a role full of honour. 

Grayson Perry mistrusted consensus, especially in the art world. He wanted to puncture the new establishments that arose around former challenges and found that anger was one source of his energy (which prompted Sandy Nairne to suggest that ‘Truculence’ might be his mission statement). Grayson wanted a curator to be ‘a good parent’, encouraging and enabling the artist to show their best work: he didn’t want to be an illustration for someone else’s ideas, or a rung on their career ladder. Louise, in contrast, appreciated the generosity and insight of the curators she had worked with and felt that her work had developed as a result of that interaction. 

All the artists welcomed opportunities to be challenged by others. For Sue Davies, dialogue with people in other professions was important. She didn’t like merging forms, but found freedom in the gaps that opened up between artistic practices that were kept distinct and true to themselves. Louise Wilson valued the challenges that came from her contact with younger artists through teaching. The community that she and her sister had established when doing an MA at Goldsmiths had been critical to their development and they had carried it with them in subsequent years. 

The word ‘creativity’ was generally mistrusted, especially when used lightly by people who understood neither what it meant nor how artists work. It could be a difficult expectation to place on someone, especially young and developing artists. Grayson Perry cautioned in any case against a simplistic equation between youth and creativity, arguing that experience was a key to sustained creative work. He described ideas as timid creatures, glimpsed in the corner of an eye – they had to be reassured before they would come close and that meant being relaxed, not pushing too hard, winning their trust.

Kwame thought that everyone can be creative, though he recognised that whether anyone else would want to indulge or buy the result was another thing. He felt that originality was a rarer and more valuable quality to look out for. Grayson was more interested in whether an exhibition showed work that had been done well than whether it was new. 

Walking the tightrope

Throughout the morning, people’s thoughts circled around the difficulty of finding the sweet spot where, it was implied, the best work was done. Artists sought the perfect balance of funding and freedom, encouragement and challenge, privacy and dialogue, commissions and openness. Other practitioners – curators, managers, archivists and producers – had their own ideal mix. The inescapable (and foreseeable) conclusion is that there are as many points of equilibrium as there are people in the room. One artist’s meddling is another’s critical support. What a practitioner needs today, they may not want tomorrow. The same valuable critique they seek from one person may be completely unhelpful from another. 

We’re all tightrope walkers. Some of us are also trying to ensure that the equipment is in good order and the rope has the right degree of tension.

These questions are not there to be resolved. What matters is how well we fail in resolving them. The tension between being and doing – between nature and nurture – lies at the heart of the Clore idea. If we ever think we have the answer, it will be time to stop.

François Matarasso
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