Working with challenging art (Denise Bowler)

Denise Bowler’s notes

This workshop focused primarily on definitions of ‘challenging art’ and modes of interpretation.  Definitions which were relative to the individual gallery educator’s experience, the context within which it took place and the range of art which could be considered as ‘challenging’.  Denise was interested in relating the findings from the discussion into her own practice, both when working with contemporary art and the predominantly traditional collection at Bolton Museum, Art Gallery and Aquarium.  It was hoped that the session would draw on a range of gallery educator’s practice to provide best practice examples of interpretation, which could be adapted, developed and integrated into existing models.

The aim of the session was  

· to examine the notion of ‘challenging art’ 

· to explore and discuss interpretation used in a variety of settings with a range of participants

· to look at a case study which employed a variety of interpretative tools devised by a young consultants group, artists, participants, gallery educators, SMS text and a photographer in residence

Musings for the workshop

· What are the issues facing interpretation of ‘challenging art’?

· What is it that makes art challenging?

· Is it a good idea to have interpretation – who & how do people benefit from it?

· Why does the work not speak for itself?

· An artist doesn’t make work with a view that there will be accompanying interpretation

· Is interpretation the demystification of art?

· Does all art need interpretation?

· Do you generally work with the exhibiting artist/s when devising interpretation?

TASK 1: The Arts Council of England used the term ‘challenging art’ to refer to challenging contemporary art in a document called ‘Money Matters’ in order to categorise a particular type of contemporary art which stems from the history of the avant garde.  Does this match with your understanding of ‘challenging art’ or does is extend beyond this narrow definition?  Discuss.

TASK 2: To write down a definition of ‘challenging art’ onto sticky back plastic and start to build up a map of different responses to the concept of ‘challenging art.  Your ideas can be presented in any format using the basic materials available.  Share your findings.

Possible definitions of ‘challenging art’

· Working in an new media

· Challenging or offensive

· Work which challenges the interpretation

· “In it’s day punk* was intended to shock, it may still do so for some people”* could be changed for other words

· Challenging when tries traditional values

· Personally, sexually, culturally, biologically, morally, intellectually challenging

· Art that is boring or outdated

· Is ‘challenging art’ something you wouldn’t bring your mum to?

· Is there some art that’s too difficult?

· Revision re-interpretation

· ‘Challenging art’ depends on the institution and the historical context

· Why go to a gallery if you don’t want to be challenged? – if you want nice, go to a café

· Moral colonialism

· Should there be religious considerations?

· Is challenging art the same as outsider art?

· Nudity?

· Challenging from a context I’m not familiar with, e.g. 1600’s

· What do we do when art does not behave?

· Mis/re-understanding?

TASK 3: “In the early 80s the conceptual art group Art & Language wrote of a Spectator A and B.  Spectator A goes straight to an artwork, waits till s/he gets the proper feelings and comprehension and then he might just look at the title of the artwork, seek information and confirmation of his experience and understanding.  Spectator B goes immediately to the catalogue and press release seeking to discover how to read the artwork.  Artist and writer Dave Beech has put forward a Spectator C who isn’t interested in Art and ignores it.  Beech suggests that there may be a whole alphabet of spectators out there.   The alphabet could range from philistines to serial killers.  Tony T. falls somewhere in between.  He doesn’t ignore Art he hates it.  He feels like it attempts to interfere with his life.” Gavin Wade

Is it possible to find ways into art for spectator A-Z?  Discuss.

(Unfortunately, time ran out and task 3 addressed)

A general outcome was that there is a range of factors which make art challenging, but it was important to make connections with the work for the participants and that it was valid if no relationship could be established.  However, it continues to be the principle challenge for gallery educators to find innovative and appropriate ways into art, starting with each individual’s existing experience as a starting point.
