Arts Seminar: Rebranding a Region through the Arts – The North East Experience

Elizabeth Conran 

Northern Region’s arts seminar on 15 May 2009 provided a very fresh view of arts activity in north-east England over the last twenty years.  Speakers touched on public sculpture, new buildings, glass making, regional writing and films, as well as local authority interest, funding, arts and the media, regional marketing, and public engagement.  The general view which emerged was upbeat about the achievements of this period.  Personal hard work and capital investment had been rewarded by a marked change in public attitude, perhaps best symbolised by the history of “The Angel of the North”.  Plans for the sculpture had been vigorously attacked when first proposed, yet ten years on the public had awarded it a Newcastle United shirt, and it had become an icon for the region, with other regions seeking to follow its lead.  However, all contributors were aware that a golden age of investment was ending and that a coming period of austerity would be very challenging.

Eight speakers covered these topics.  Anna Pepperall, Public Art Curator, Gateshead Council, described how the sculptures shown temporarily at the Gateshead Garden Festival in 1990 had opened up a debate for a permanent commission, realised in the Angel.  She described the measures taken to involve the public, and how the subsequent public support made it much easier to achieve the highly successful Sage, Baltic and Millennium Bridge. 

James Bustard, Head of Visual Arts, Arts Council England (NE) talked about the links between the arts and post-industrial regeneration, from the Year of Visual Arts 1996, to the end of the Arts 2000 decade in 2010.  Particular achievements included sculptures by major international artists, sculpture walks in town and country, and the Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art (mima).

Kathleen Jones, an acclaimed author, who has concentrated on women writers, provided an overview of the traditional “north east novel”, epitomised by Catherine Cookson, then led on to a far wider range of writing in the north east.  She commended the very supportive atmosphere in the north east for writers, and the excellent contacts between writers.  Not all this writing was about north east subjects.

Jessica Smith, an enterprising young glass-maker, trained in Sunderland, described how she was developing her business in glass making, with particular emphasis on practical items, commissions and sculptures in glass.

Godfrey Worsdale, who has recently moved from the directorship of mima to that of Baltic, talked about the need to develop specialist critical writing about art in the region.  There were not yet many collectors and critics living in the north east, though the internet is offering new opportunities.  Better exhibitions, and joint invitations from galleries to London-based critics would encourage national reviews.

Tania Robinson, Head of Marketing at One NorthEast described how their “Passionate People, Passionate Places” campaign was changing national perceptions about the region and its quality of life, but had still to persuade people about employment prospects in the north east.  She listed some of the strongest regional business sectors and encouraged seminar participants to enlist in the “Ambassadors for the North East” marketing campaign.

Sheila Chapman, Chairman of NCW’s Arts Committee, summarised support for the arts given by NCW through seminars, campaigns, practical projects and regional visits.  Topics included support for libraries, restitution of stolen works of art, preservation of places of worship, access to theatres and visual art for people with disabilities, musical instruments for schools and links with NCW in Malta in supporting young musicians.

Elizabeth Conran, retired art curator and NCW member, compared the support for the arts with support for football, provoking the question of which was the better investment and value for money.  She talked about the need to improve standards of comparison, to think outside the regional box, and to use north east subjects in fresh and universal ways, instancing the examples of Peter Flannery (“Our Friends in the North”) and Lee Hall (“Billy Elliott” and “The Pitman Painters”).  She thought that the arts could rebrand a region - in the long term.

The day ended with a short performance by members of The Turrets, a successful youth theatre group from Barnard Castle, led by Jill Cole.  They performed scenes from their next production, “Romeo and Juliet”.

After some dramas on the way, Darlington Football Club provided us with a comfortable, practical venue and a tasty lunch.

Thanks to all who contributed to making this a successful and enjoyable day.   
