
T h rough the Looking Glass
Leigh French
Since the Scottish Arts Council’s threat of legal
action against Variant (detailed in the last issue)
and after a long awaited meeting, the SAC com-
missioned an independent assessment of Va r i a n t
f rom A n d rew Brighton of Tate Modern.The ex a c t
p u rpose for commissioning the report was unclear.
We we re told that it could not be used in our
attempted appeal against the SAC and that
( re g a rdless of its content) it would not inform SAC
funding decisions: it was for the ‘ d i re c t o r ’s ow n
p e rsonal use’. In a generous act, the SAC allowe d
Brighton to release his findings to Va r i a n t . It tra n-
s p i red that of prime importance to Brighton wa s
t rying to explain to the SAC the wo rkings of
Variant as an artist-run pro j e c t .The report ove r-
w h e l m i n g ly championed Variant and concluded
that if the SAC was going to support Variant it
should support it for what it is. C l e a rly such
beliefs don’t sit comfo r t ab ly within a climate of
ex h a u s t ive ly managed Culture .( The report is
ava i l able on the Variant web site
w w w. va r i a n t . o rg.uk )

Since then the SAC Visual Arts Dept. h a s
i n formed us that it has come to their attention
that there ’s a ‘gap in the market’ for an art maga-
zine in Scotland.This moot point is not an admit-
tance of a fa i l u re on their part to support critical
w r i t i n g .R a t h e r, sidestepping their historical cul-
p ab i l i t y, their aping of market rhetoric serves to
c o n flate market priorities with cultural priorities
as justification for now acting.

To corro b o rate their ‘ g a p ’ , the SAC has bought
in the services of the we l l - wo rked “ re s e a rch ex p e r-
t i s e ”c o m p a ny ScotInfo r m . In a letter from the
Visual Arts Dept. we we re told ScotInform wo u l d
be contacting Variant for access to our data-bases
to enable them to carry out their re s e a rch ,a n d
that this re s e a rch would go on to inform some
hazy intention to establish an art magazine in
S c o t l a n d .S c o t I n form did contact us: we had been
i d e n t i fied to participate in their survey of art mag-
azines based in the UK. We responded by asking
for ScotInfo r m ’s brief from the SAC in full as we
wished to know ex a c t ly what process we we re
being engaged in, for what purp o s e s , if there we re
a ny projected outcomes as there seemed to be,
and how this was going to benefit existing (unsup-
ported) projects in this fie l d ,l i ke Variant? (Give n
the SAC ’s alleged inability to support this area in
the past, we ’d also like to know just how mu ch
S c o t I n form are being paid out of Cultura l
re s o u rces for their services?) We still have n ’t been
g iven the answe rs to these questions.

As part of ScotInfo r m ’s re s e a rch , a closed meet-
ing was held where a small group of invited artists
& gallerists we re asked to ex p ress their views on
‘an art magazine for Scotland.’ Those gathere d
we re told the 14% increase in arts funding in
E n g l a n d , though expected in Scotland and
a l l e g e d ly to be used to fund such a magazine, wa s
not going to be re c i p rocated by the Scottish
E x e c u t ive . As a re s u l t , funding for this magazine
would come out of existing SAC re s o u rc e s .I n
return for supposedly having their funding eaten
i n t o, the implication is an uncritical, ‘ c e l eb ra t o ry ’
association between the magazine and those
o rganisations deemed to have forfeited something
in this tra n s a c t i o n .

Variant have been told that the model for this
magazine put fo r wa rd by ScotInform & SAC was a
confused hotch p o t ch of ‘ eve rything’ from applied
art to fine art photogra p hy; it would incorp o ra t e
the urban and the rura l , and include a market sec-
t i o n , an international section, l i s t i n g s ,o p p o r t u n i-
t i e s ,e t c .( These strands seemed to result fro m
S c o t I n fo r m ’s interp retation of a phone poll they
c o n d u c t e d , the objectivity of which needs to be
examined in itself.) Because ScotInform seemingly
h ave little experience of the area they are dealing

w i t h ,t h ey made the mistake of assuming that
these elements are editorially benign and that
t h ey will combine seamlessly because they are
‘ S c o t t i s h ’ , and to a mu ch lesser extent ‘ c o n t e m p o-
ra ry ’ .

It would be fair to say that their model for the
magazine seemed to have altered little from the
beginning of the meeting to their summing up at
the end, despite criticisms.The impression is that
S c o t I n form fundamentally lacked an appre c i a t i o n
of the complexities of what they we re dealing
w i t h . Evident was a naïve assumption of some sort
of unified Scottish arts commu n i t y, with the SAC
as the legitimising body of this consolidation of
mutual self-intere s t .( That old ch e s t nut of yo u
d o n ’t just control production but also distribution,
and importantly here the circulation and re c e p-
tion of ideas.)

Wh a t ’s exposed by these shenanigans is a high-
ly conserva t ive view (or suppression) of what
might actually constitute the sites of ‘ Visual A r t ’
and what forms and focuses a cultural magazine
might independently take: that it might take them
i n d e p e n d e n t ly at all. It would seem that under a
guise of marke t - n e c e s s i t y, pseudo-populism and
p u b l i c - a c c o u n t ability ‘ C u l t u re’ is only that which
is offic i a l ly allowed to be. Does it re a l ly need to be
spelt out that artists’ practises are not utterly con-
tained by national boundaries, phantasmic mar-
ke t s ,i l l u s o ry departmental designations, or the
c o n t rol of bure a u c ratic functionaries?

Further evidence of adve rse interference with-
in the ‘ C u l t u ral sector’ (this time as a more blatant
result of coerced public/private ‘ p a r t n e rship’ mod-
els of funding) is the utter fa rce surrounding the
title of a recent exhibition at the Fr u i t m a rke t
G a l l e ry, E d i n b u rg h .The show of mainly
Va n c o u ve r-based artists, m a ny of Scottish descent,
was sponsored by Standard Life Inve s t m e n t s .O n
hearing that the show was to be titled ‘ H o m e s i ck ’
S t a n d a rd Life interve n e d . Not wanting the slight-
est chance of being miss-associated with the wo rd
‘ s i ck’ they asked the curator and artists to ch a n g e
the title to something more acceptable to their
b rand image. (“In October, [ S t a n d a rd Life] cut the
maturity payouts on 2.1m pensions and endow-
ment policies by 10% and imposed an add i t i o n a l
10% penalty on those wanting to cash in their pol-
i cy early.” G u a r d i a n, 30.11.02) Sadly for the artists,
g a l l e ry, and contempora ry Scottish art scene, t h e
result of this intervention was another innocuous
title for what was (in part) an interesting ex h i b i-
t i o n , and the Fr u i t m a rket Gallery and public fund-
ing in Scotland being the butt of ridicule in
Va n c o u ve r. S i m i l a rly, when EasyJet sponsored the
Fr u i t m a rket they inflicted a sizable bright ora n g e
banner advertising cheap flights to A m s t e rd a m
a c ross the bottom of the show ’s posters and inv i t a-
tion card s .

C l e a rly, we should criticise the Fr u i t m a rket fo r
these crass commercial deals which raise funda-
mental questions about freedom of ex p ression and
c o rp o rate powe r, but ultimate responsibility lies
higher up the ladd e r.Those ove rseeing the strip-
ping back of arms-length public funding are
replacing it with a structure which exposes such
galleries to unnecessary and totally dispro p o r t i o n-
ate corp o rate influ e n c e . As a re s u l t ,s u ch galleries
a re being brought about to serve fla grant commer-
cial and political intere s t s .

The generating of private reve nue as an essen-
tial re q u i rement to re c e ive public funding re c e n t-
ly left its squalid mark elsew h e re in Scotland,
exposing the contradictions of a supposed libera l
C u l t u ral scene...

Centre for Co n t e m p o ra ry
A r m a m e n t s
Gair Dunlop
“ We glorify war as the sole hyg i e n e. . . . .”
M a r i n e t t i , Fu t u r i s tm a n i fe s to.

The CCA in Glasgow may be modest a b o u t its pro-
g ra m m e ; all the more surprising t h at one of the more
notable gatherings in the building re ce ntly has go n e
w i t h o u tm e ntion in its publicity.

A seminar organised by Scottish Enterprise and t h e
M i n i s t ry of Defe n ce on T h u r s d ay 3rd October fe at u re d
A nt h o ny Ingram MP ( Minister of State for the Armed
Fo rce s) , re p re s e nt at i ves from Nobel Industries, T h e
D e fe n ce Ex p o rt S e rv i ces Orga n i s at i o n ,D e fe n ce Supply
S e rv i ce , and re p re s e nt at i ves from the Glasgow
U n i ve r s i t i e s, mingling with Glasgow ’s would-be body
bag suppliers and weapons make r s . The Defe n ce
D i ve r s i f i c ation Agency exists to diffuse the ex p e rt i s e
f rom Britain’s defe n ce laboratories into industry, and vice
ve r s a .

A session on “the inve ntor and the MO D ” fe at u re d
exe m p l a ry tales such as t h at of the man who inve nted a
n ew hygienic non/p i e rcing sy r i n ge ,n ow used for mass
i n o c u l ation in the US and UK armies. U n fo rt u n ately t h e
“ p e rce nt for art” formula was not applied to this public
gat h e r i n g ;a rtists use of the building was strictly co n-
fined to CCA6 where Bill Drummond’s journey fro m
S o u t h a m p ton to Dounre ay t ra ced parallel lines of
nuclear fo rce.

When the CCA re-opened [after a Lo t t e ry re f u r b i s h-
m e nt ] ,m a ny of us fe l t a bit p u z z l e d :t h e re seemed to be
little ex t ra functional space , and a co r p o rate style at r i u m
c a fe which squeezed artists out. Even more startling wa s
the news t h at this mismatch of env i ro n m e nt to its
ex p e cted uses was up for major arc h i t e ct u ral prize s .

N ow it’s clear t h at these re s e rvations we re due to
our complete misunderstanding of the purpose of
Lo t t e ry revamps on arts struct u re s .The hermetically
sealed CCA5 makes a secure and co n f i d e ntial venue fo r
a ny variety of military-industrial enco u nt e r s .A s s o rt e d
n o o ks and spaces make for quiet discussion zo n e s, a n d
exce l l e nt s e rv i ce from the cafe sweetens each
e n co u nt e r.

I t’s good to see the CCA devoting its soul to the nec-
e s s a ry ex p e n d i t u re on future may h e m .B u tw hy leave
a rtists out? If British Airways can commission a series of
ethnic t a i l f i n s, think what co nt e m p o ra ry artists could do
with an F16. D e fo l i a nts have huge possibilities in Land
A rt. And a chic desert c a m o u f l a ge motif on the CCA cafe
cups will co nvey an ideal ze i t ge i s t punch this autumn.
W hy shouldn’ ta rtists ge t their hands on the incre d i b l e
beauty re p re s e nted in the apocalypses of to m o r row ?

The ab ove polemic appeared on the Ambit email
discussion group and ra p i d ly spre a d . What became
a p p a rent was a widespread sense of unease
amongst artists relating to the question of space,
and in particular the abandonment of the idea of
public space. S eve ral other strands of coping
b e h aviour also emerged: liberal seeing-both-sides,
d e n i a l , and from the CCA a surface response of
seeking dialog u e , with simultaneous threats of dis-
missal for any staff who talked about it.

Vo i ce of Ambit L i s tM o d e rato r: I ’m ve ry awa re t h at t h e
subscribers to this list a re being asked to make mora l
j u d ge m e nts on a variety of issues surrounding the CCA
and this seminar based on minimal info r m at i o n .

Does anybody have hard info on this seminar — fo r
example an age n d a ,d e l e gate pack, handout? If not, c a n
we obtain some info r m ation from CCA ?

G a i r, i t’s not t h at I don’ tb e l i eve yo u ,b u t you are ask-
ing eve ryone to t a ke a lot on t r u s th e re. I don’ tt h i n k
clarity is helped by your mix of fa cto i d s, p o l e m i c ,s at i re
and humour: e ffe ct i ve as a critique perhaps, b u tm o re
i n fo r m ation is needed.

Gair Dunlop: My int e ntion was solely to help the CCA
p romote this radical “ n ew audience ”i n i t i at i ve.

Le t’s show the world we mean business when we
i nvo ke a social inclusion age n d a . . .

I wonder if some of the undoubted surprise about
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this is due to art i s t s ’ thinking t h at s o m e h ow art s p a ce
and civilspace are immune from the war fo rces of t h e
m o m e nt.Well it would seem t h ey ’re not.

Response from Mandy Macinto s h : so my re a ction is quite
sad re a l l y, i mean one day i was passing [the CCA] and
popped in and the Scottish Football Association had
t a ken over the fro nt and cafe so i co u l d nt even ge tn e a r
the cappuccinos for t rays full of vol au ve nt s .

i mean basically it wa s nt open to the public and t h i s
was mid week aft e r n o o n . so t h at was annoying and a
b i tn a ff but this is just really crass now, and i cant i m a g-
ine it being to l e rated in other equiva l e nt uk venues in
m a n c h e s t e r, l o n d o n ,b r i s tol etc. so why here ?

i co u l d nt b oyco t t eve ry venue or warn eve ry future
a rt i s ta b o u tm a l p ra ct i ce or questionable association t a k-
ing place t h e re , i use domineering t e c h n o l o gy, i fly on
a e ro p l a n e s, bla bla, we all part i c i p ate in messy fucked up
co m p romising t h i n g s, b u t when a particular item is
p o i nted out to you like Gair did here and you see it a s
e m b l e m atic of something kind of bigger and more
insidious than how it a ctually appears on paper then i
wa nt to know more about i t and i dont wa nt i t to drift
p a s t.

No mat t e r.Try aga i n . Fa i l
a ga i n . Fail spect a c u l a r l y
(No sanct u a ry fro m
c a r i c at u r e ,p a rody and
o b l i v i o n … )
Daniel Jewe s b u ry
This has been a year of mixed messages and
u n f u l filled commitments for the arts in Ire l a n d , a
hubristic ye a r, on both sides of the bord e r. A s
great plans wither on the vine and funding bodies
fail once again to present a co-ordinated appro a ch
to cultural policy and prov i s i o n , artists are left
wondering what the ‘criteria’ are that they ’ re
meant to be fulfil l i n g . One thing is left unch a n g e d
by this year of reve rsals and terminations: artists
c o n t i nue to be the last to know.

When A r t h o u s e , then the Multimedia Centre
for the A r t s , was conceived of more than a decade
a g o, artists in Dublin (and across Ireland) we re
u n s u re what the new centre would either be or do.
M a ny felt that a huge new ve nue for an artfo r m
that had yet to define itself was not only pre m a-
t u re but re m a rk ab ly ill-judged; at that time the
wo rd ‘ multimedia’ was still applied to wo rk that
used video and sound, and the idea that artists
who couldn’t even get access to facilities to wo rk
in these media would somehow embrace ‘ d i g i t a l
art’ (whatever that was or is) was sure ly a peculiar
o n e .Th e re ’s no innovation without ex p e r i m e n t a-
t i o n , of cours e , but as the twin edifices ove rs h a d-
owing the new Curved Street we re completed,
m a ny felt that the manner in which the
Multimedia Centre had been developed was ch a r-
acteristic of the lack of consultation in the Te m p l e
Bar project as a whole. Arthouse opened fa r
behind schedule and (mu ch to the surprise of
those venturing in for the first time) with no dedi-
cated exhibition space. From the ve ry beginning
this was one of the main problems with the build-
ing (for the building became synonymous with the
entity it housed); where was its centre? Wh i l e
s h ows we re hung aw k wa rd ly in the reception are a ,
the café became the only effective and fre q u e n t e d
space in the building.

Th e re ’s no point going over the details of
A r t h o u s e ’s demise once again, five months after
the eve n t .E ven the dogs in the street know that
s t o ry, as we say in Belfa s t . We know also that it’s
n a ï ve to assume that lessons will be learnt fro m
the calamitous demise of such ill-defin e d ,i l l - u s e d
fa c i l i t i e s . If yo u ’ ve got a big idea, the last thing
you want is a rabble of scruffy cre a t ive types
telling you it just wo n ’t wo rk .

“The t ra ffic light s, and ye l l ow lines,
and the illuminated signs,
t h at all say ‘ we l come to the borough 
t h at eve ry b o d y ’s pleased in’ … ”
Willie Ru s hto n ,‘ N e a s d e n’

And so to Imagine Belfa s t , or the fiasco of an
aborted re n a i s s a n c e . In this issue of Va r i a n t , Jo h n
G ray, l i b rarian of the Linen Hall libra ry, points out
that the fa i l u re of Belfa s t ’s bid to be Euro p e a n
Capital of Culture in 2008 was only a surprise to
those who compiled it.Those dogs on the stre e t
had sensed that here was another grand pro j e c t
that would fail because it had no connection with
the activity that alre a dy existed in the city.Th e
grandiloquent schemes described in Imagine’s
b i z a r re bid document mentioned only selective ly,
and then in passing, those organisations whose
sole wo rk in the past ten, t wenty or thirty ye a rs
has been putting culture in the re c ove ry position
and stopping it from swa l l owing its tongue.Th e
b i d , ‘One Belfa s t ’ , was almost perve rse in its
n a ive t y, a ck n owledging on the one hand the mas-
s ive social and political pro b l e m s , the fra g m e n t a-
tions and dissolutions and blindness that cripple
B e l fast (Belfast is a city ‘acquainted with gr i e f’ ,a s
one Biblical passage in the bid would have it),
whilst proposing on the other that we could wish
all these away with a ‘ c u l t u re’ that would heal the
wounds and, m o re importantly, get the cash re g i s-
t e rs chiming (in unison, o bv i o u s ly ) . No one could
a gree what this vision of ‘ c u l t u re’ wa s , least of all
the team of Imagine Belfa s t , as John Gray points
o u t .The desire to make Belfast a ‘whole’ city is a
l a u d able one; it deserves more to see it to re a l i s a-
tion than the platitudinous pledges of a pack of
PR consultants:

“ Ye tE u rope is still a co nt i n e nt with boundaries, b a r r i e r s
and bord e r s . In Belfa s t we have our wa l l s . We are one of
the last cities in Western Europe to be divided by
‘ p e a ce l i n e s ’. B u t we have other walls to o. I nvisible wa l l s,
b e t ween men and wo m e n , rich and poor, young and old.

The culture of barriers will end.

“ We will cultivate the arts of infiltrat i o n ,t ra n s p a re n c y
and t ra n s g re s s i o n .We will come t h rough not in ones
and t wo s, b u t in our t h o u s a n d s .We will bring others to
come t h ro u g h . From Ireland and Britain and Euro p e , we
will bring the people who suffer and fre t and re m e m b e r,
and we will bring them t h rough what we re our wa l l s
and barriers.

“ We will re co n n e ct our populat i o n s .

We will ce m e nt co n c i l i at i o n .

We will re p l a ce the peace lines with peace.

We will bring down the walls of Belfa s t.

We will embed our peace in the fabric of the city and in
the co n s c i e n ce of Euro p e …

“One Belfa s t :

The whole va r i o u s, u n ex p e ct e d ,u n re l i a b l e ,d e p e n d a b l e ,
u n r u l y, u p ro a r i o u s, t h re at e n i n g, s t u b b o r n ,ge n e ro u s,
v i o l e nt ,s c a ry, h o s p i t a b l e ,p e rve r s e ,c a c k-handed city in a
b u c ke tb e t ween sea and hill.”

What many found particularly galling ab o u t
I m a g i n e ’s schemes was the application of ‘ c u l t u ra l ’
a c t ivity to the ends of inwa rd investment and eco-
nomic and social re g e n e ra t i o n .This instrumen-
talised appro a ch to culture is to be found in any
city despera t e ly trying to re i nvent itself after
ye a rs of industrial or social decay, so it’s hard ly a
s u rprise that it’s become virulent across the North
in the last eight ye a rs . But the collective sigh of
relief that many artists released when the bid
failed was a re c ognition of the fact that culture is
not a panacea, something ex c l u s ive ly benign that
speaks to eve ryone and no-one.

E a rly on in the bidding pro c e s s ,p o e t - i n - ex i l e
Tom Paulin rowed in behind the bid with a pro p o s-
al that Belfa s t ’s real ‘ c u l t u re’ was to be found in
the patterns of its ve r n a c u l a r, something which
Imagine seized on and incorp o rated into their doc-
u m e n t .Their hugely Imaginative proposal wa s
that a different ‘ wo rd of the day’ from English,

Irish or Ulster Scots would be featured on bill-
b o a rds across town during 2008.This seems to
epitomise the way in which the bid conceptualised
the future for Belfast; the only way fo r wa rd , it pro-
c l a i m e d , is in the policy of ‘equal but differe n t ’ , a
kind of cultural powe r-sharing in which all cul-
t u res are to be valued and none to be questioned.
In the post-ceasefire ,p o s t - A greement climate, ‘ c u l-
t u re’ is used cannily by all seeking to gain politi-
cal advantage; it’s one of the few weapons that
d o e s n ’t have to be decommissioned.The fre n z i e d
rush to acclaim Ulster Scots as a ‘ l a n g u a g e ’ ,a n d
thus a marker of a truly different ‘ c u l t u re’ within
the North, is a testament to this. C u l t u re has
a lways been implicated in the grand crimes and
petty misdemeanours of history, and so it goes on.

To m , it was a load of auld boke .

Va r i a nt has secured funding towa rds the nex tt h re e
issues from Awa rds for All in Northern Ire l a n d , and we
will be developing a broad ra n ge of co nt e nt f ro m
I reland and Britain over the coming ye a r. In part i c u l a r
we will be organising an eve nt in Belfa s t early in 2003,
exploring the huge variety of small arts publishing t h at
goes on in these islands. The nex t issue will extend our
co l l a b o rations with orga n i s ations across Ire l a n d ,d raw-
ing in new co nt exts and debates and further bro a d e n-
ing the maga z i n e ’s re m i t.
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