Embedding Diversity in Galleries

My name is Yasmin Zahir, and I am currently working as a Lead Curatorial Fellow in the East of England specialising in Cultural Diversity.

My talk will therefore focus on cultural diversity in galleries.  Culture can broadly be defined as “a set of shared ideas; the customs, beliefs, and knowledge that characterize a way of life.”  Culture can make life easier; it guides us when we make decisions about how to act and how to relate to others in our community.  It could be likened to a lens through which we see the world.
However culture can hinder communication between people from different cultural backgrounds if they assume that their own culture is superior.  Most of us do tend to think that our beliefs, values and traditions are right.  We also tend to judge other cultures according to the values of our own community.  This kind of thinking is known as ethnocentrism.  According to the New Encyclopædia Britannica; “Ethnocentrism may be said to be almost universal.  Members of nearly all the world’s cultures regard their own way of life as superior to that of even closely related neighbours.”
We need to understand and respect others' cultures to overcome this Ethnocentric attitude, which is why we are all here today.
I will now discuss 3 main areas:
· Firstly, my education, career history and interests as a curator (although calling it a career makes it sound as if it was all planed, which is far from the truth - if there is one thing I would pass onto anyone looking for a career in the arts it is to look out for any opportunity where you can broaden your experience - you never know where it will take you.)

· Secondly, my new role as a Lead Curatorial Fellow for the East of England region

· Thirdly, why I believe the aims of this seminar are important and some of the benefits of implementing cultural diversity policy.  

I also hope that some of the thoughts I will discuss will suggest ways to diversify our practice, our programming and our workforce.
1a
Education and Career
This is the first time I have ever given a talk which starts with so much personal information, but I was assured that it would be helpful within this context, so here goes…
· My mother is German and my father Pakistani.  

· I took English, Maths, Physics, Biology, Chemistry, German and History O-Levels.  I had wanted to study Art, but this had not been allowed by my father.
· For A-Levels I studied Maths Physics and German, again nothing too artistic (although I know the linguists, mathematicians and scientists here will disagree.).  I am sure my teachers were not aware of the issues behind the choices I was making.  
· When it came to deciding what Degree I studied, my father insisted it had to be a Batchelor of Science, not a BA and I had to stay at home.  (Incidentally, my father's distant cousins were very keen to arrange a marriage for me at this point, fortunately both my aunts on my father's side had attended university and my mother insisted I follow them and complete my education before I got married).  I found a BSc in Textile Technology at Leicester Polytechnic.  However, I really wanted to join the Design strand of the course, but that was not possible without a portfolio.  Instead I ended up studying management and manufacture!  
· By the way - Norwich University are considering closing their Foundation course, instead offering a 2 year art course which will not require assessment of a portfolio, only 20 years too late!.

· During the third year at Poly I worked for a knitwear company, and although I had been assigned to the Quality Control Department, I managed to spend a lot of time in the Design dept!
· After I graduated, I was working for Liberty's in Rackhams, Birmingham when I saw the advert for a Front of House and Shop Manager at Ikon Gallery.  With absolutely no experience but a lot of enthusiasm I applied for the job.  I have heard several curators say they would not be where they are now if they had to start work in the current gallery climate and that certainly applies to me.  Fortunately I got on very well with both Liz Ann Macgregor and Caroline Foxhall and I stayed at Ikon for 6 years, picking up as much as I could about the contemporary art world and volunteering for anything going, including painting walls.

· From there my career has been fairly straightforward; 3 years at the Mead Gallery; learning from Sarah Shalgosky, a further 3 years at Angel Row Gallery and 2 years as AD at BSE Art Gallery.

I have said all this to highlight some of the obstacles others like myself may have to face when trying to follow a career in the arts.
1b.
Curating

However on a more positive note, my rather mixed (some might say confused) background has meant that I am naturally drawn to examine issues of interest to culturally diverse, as well as more mainstream, audiences) in the exhibitions I curate.  
· Like Gold Dust was the first major group exhibition I originated and organised for Angel Row Gallery.  As a child I had attended many Asian weddings.  Apart from the crowds of people and the fact that the men and women sat separately, what stuck in my mind was the sadness of the bride, even though she had been decorated in the most beautiful gold jewellery.  As I grew older I realised the sadness was due to her leaving her family to become part of her husband's family, but the value of gold had been questioned in my young mind and associated with sadness.  This was amplified when I learnt about the treatment of the Jews in Germany, and saw vast piles of their treasures outside the gas chambers.  Gold had been valued higher than life.  
· I read about the lives of those who mined gold, looked at its use and value in other cultures, such as the Eastern Europeans, who see it as a sign of wealth to have gold teeth, and was fascinated by the increasing popularity of Bling culture.  I thought an exhibition around this theme would be of interest to many different visitors.  

· At the same time I was aware of Shelagh Wakely's ephemeral use of gold and Mah Rana's questioning of value through gold jewellery.  After some further research, I was able to identify other artists working with gold and addressing similar issues.  It may be no coincidence that Oreet Ashery is from a Jewish background and the series of photographs she made for the show depicted a library of videos, CDs and albums destroyed by fire in a golden hue.  Colin Yates created fallible modern icons of George Best and David Beckam taken from graffiti images and Mark Fairnington replicated famous paintings of saints, then covered sections with gold leaf.  Tracey Rowledge's work was much more subtle; tooling found shopping lists into leather with gold leaf.  Phillipa Lawrence suspended 1000 gilded light bulbs from the ceiling and Mary Rose Sinn gilded found Magnum ice cream sticks.  
· We invited one of the young people Amber Walls was working with to take a series of photographs of Nottingham people wearing their gold jewellery.  These images were framed and installed up the gallery stairwell, and provided the context for the exhibition.  Amber Walls was the Education Officer, but many may know her through her work for engage.
· We also took part in the Arts Council's New Audiences project.  'Like Gold Dust' was an appropriate exhibition for our target young South Asian audience.  The target audience was chosen because the project was a collaboration between several Leicester and Nottingham galleries who had experienced varying success at reaching this large section of the local community and we hoped to learn from each other.  We worked with South Asian artists, performers and arts organisations to devise a series of talks, events and activities which related to the exhibition and would be appropriate for a new audience.  One of the highlights was the Fools Gold gilding and creative writing workshops.  The results of which were shown as an exhibition alongside 'Like Gold Dust'.  The exhibition preview evening also included a south Asian DJ and a Mendhi artist.  Research showed that most of the visitors were first time visitors not only to Angle Row, but to a contemporary art gallery.

The second exhibition I would like to discuss is SELF, which opened at Angel Row Gallery in November and has just closed at Bury St Edmunds Art Gallery. It is currently on a 2 year tour with Craftspace Touring
· An African photographer recently referred to experiencing racism in this country before he was born; no-one would allow his parents to rent an apartment when his mother was pregnant.  My pregnant mother also had a similar experience when they saw my father.  In contrast, the photographer said there had been no need or desire to talk about colour when he was living in Cameroon.  Being of mixed race has meant that I have had to think about who I am and where I belong since schooldays.  I realised that focusing on the differences of 'the other', defining races and categorising people increased the sense of distrust and prevented a shared vision.  
· The exhibition SELF, is the result of those thoughts.  I wanted to curate an exhibition which provoked others to consider these ideas.  I felt this was particularly necessary in light of the current immigration and asylum headlines.  
· Alongside the curation of the exhibition, Craftspace Touring ran workshops with 3 different groups; a group of elderly Afro-Caribbeans who met regularly, individual young people living in temporary accommodation and young women using a drop in centre.  Each project was facilitated by a jeweller and a photographer and lasted several months.  The work made as a result is touring with the exhibition and many of the participants proudly attended the opening in Nottingham.
2 My current position as Lead Curatorial Fellow

I have been full time working in my current role as the Lead Curatorial Fellow since the beginning of March, so it is still very early on in the project.  I can talk about the purpose of the fellowship and my intentions but I intend to keep an open mind over the next 2 years to see how it might develop.  

The main aim of the project is threefold:

· I will work closely with Arts Council England East, who is funding my post, to appoint, train and mentor 3 other culturally diverse Curatorial Fellows in galleries across the region to increase curatorial expertise in the region.

· I will also promote the work of culturally diverse artists, both national and international, within the regional galleries.
· Alongside this I am supposed to improve my own curatorial skills, organise debates and seminars and an international trip for curators!
An important element of the programme for the Curatorial Fellows will be Professional Development Training, which will encompass;
Artist Studio visits; across a wide range of practice.  Conclusions from the resulting discussions of the work will be recorded and disseminated.

Training relating to exhibitions will include
· Practical aspects such as; handling and transporting artwork, working with new media

· Exhibition curation - I will invite curators from mainstream and culturally specific organisations to discuss their different approaches.

· Outreach and off-site activity
· The education system and gallery provision; including engage and Creative Partnerships 

· Collaborative working and participatory led practice

· Publications & catalogues

Because the fellows will probably be young artists who want to move into gallery administration, the training will have to cover basic arts administrations such as:

· Policy Development; in areas such as social inclusion, equal opportunities, working with vulnerable adults and children, and of course, cultural diversity
· The structure of the gallery system and team working across departments
· Funding bodies; Arts Council of England, Trusts and fundraising
· Working with Local Authorities, County Councils, Management Boards
· Business and financial planning

· Marketing and IT
The aim is to tie in with other organisations and galleries offering relevant training wherever possible.  Regionally these will hopefully include Making Art Work (a Suffolk County Council Initiative), EAT (run by Commissions East for ACEE).  National institutions include FACT, Business Link, Arts Marketing and of course engage
However the curatorial fellows will also receive invaluable on the job training as they work alongside the Directors of the 3 venues involved and as part of a joint project with me and the other fellows.

A Grants for the Arts Application will be made by each of the 3 venues hosting the fellows, which will pay for their fees, travel expenses, mentoring and training costs.
Promoting the work of culturally diverse artists in the region has to be appropriate and sustainable.  My first task will be to visit all the public contemporary galleries in the region and familiarise myself with their programme and target audiences.  This will take some time and only then will I be able to suggest ways they could diversify their programmes and approach.  In the meantime part of my role will involve disseminating new thinking regarding CD and notes from seminars such as this and Africa 05.

Many galleries are already using innovative ideas and are reaching out to new audiences.  Developing this will be a challenge in the East of England.  However as I will now discuss, it is vital that all audiences experience the work of culturally diverse artists.
3. Why is it so important to embed diversity in galleries?
Baroness Lola Young made some very interesting comments in her introduction for the Africa 05 conference, which I feel are relevant here:  

· She stated that European curators are finally accepting that African curators have something to teach them.

A few years ago I was part of a panel which assessed artist's applications for Arts Council grants.  I was aware that on occasion we did not have the appropriate knowledge to be able to judge the work on visuals alone, which was the first stage of the process.  I hope Lola Young is right in saying that European curators, and also I hope funders, are acknowledging their limitations and seeking advice.  

· In a similar vein, Simon Njami (the curator of Africa Re-mix - currently on at the Hayward Gallery - and the editor of Revue Noire) asked 'who is discovering and who is being discovered?  Who defines history and who makes history?'  

So, from what and whose perspective are we working from?  If there are more culturally diverse staff working in galleries, we should get a broader view, an insider's view of a different culture.  

After some consideration, I think the fact that we have problems with finding appropriate words to define those of a different cultural background is indicative of the fact that these terms and boundaries are invalid.  As humans, we have more in common with others than differences.  Also there are not broad or definable differences between groups of people, but many small differences between individuals.

In many parts of America, the language is oversimplified; you are either black or white.  Many governmental organisations here use the term BME (or Black and Minority Ethnic), a term I strongly disagree with; it is only our context which decides whether we form part of a minority or a majority ethnic group - what happens when we move?  In the near future in Leicester for example, if you are not from an Asian background you will be in the majority.  We are all 'people of colour', on the other hand the terms Black and Asian are limited and limiting.  Its time to think more broadly.  In East Anglia Portuguese families were attacked as they watched the England Portugal game in their local pub during Euro 2004, they were seen as different by some in the local community.  Our terminology and our practice needs to take account of this.
What can be gained by communicating with others from different cultural backgrounds? 
According to an anthropologist: “the last thing which a dweller in the deep sea would discover would be water.  He would become conscious of its existence only if some accident brought him to the surface and introduced him to air.  The ability to see the culture of one’s own society calls for a degree of objectivity which is rarely if ever achieved.” 
By familiarising ourselves with other cultures, we become like the sea dweller who is introduced to air; we become aware of the cultural “waters” in which we live and thereby more familiar with ourselves. 
Writer Thomas Abercrombie concluded: “One never seduced by a foreign culture can never appreciate the fetters of his own.”

· Lola Young ended her introduction by saying that there are too few public champions of this work, and that rhetoric must lead to action.

I hope, like many others working in this field, that there will be no need for an Africa 15, or Black History Month, or any other artificial construct to encourage or enable mainstream organisations to programme culturally diverse work and activities.  
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