Across and In-Between, Suzanne Lacy, 2018. Performance/project and multichannel video installation
with Cian Smyth, Garrett Carr, Eva Grosman, Helen Sharp, Pedro Rebelo, and Mark Thomas. Related
documentary: Across and In-Between (2018) by Conan Mcivor. Image: Helen Sloan.

For The Yellow Line, community members
participated in playful unique actions
and expressed their feelings

and hopes for the future of the border
lands through interviews. The actions
were filmed and premiered to the
participants through a projection upon
the outside of Ulster Museum in Belfast.
The Border People’s Parliament was

a private, carefully staged event at

the Parliament Buildings in Storemont,
in which 150 project participants
re-enacted a political gathering to
present their views of their lands, voicing
opinions in committee rooms, having
formal portraits taken, and culminating
in their votes for the ‘The Yellow
Manifesto — A True Account of a Border
and its People’, drafted by Garrett Carr.
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Who

The project was commissioned by

14-18 NOW and Belfast International
Arts Festival. The entire project was

a creative collaboration between Lacy
and Smyth with Helen Sharp, Garrett
Carr, Eva Grosman, Helen Sloan, Pedro
Rebelo, Mark Thomas and Conan Mclvor.

A Californian native, Suzanne Lacy

is an internationally exhibited visual
artist, social activist, educator, writer
and feminist whose body of work
includes performances, video and
photographic installation, critical writing
and public art with a focus on social

and urban issues.

an Smyth is a cultural programmer

d producer who lives in Northern
land and has advised, commissioned
made work with artists across
sciplines: from film to visual arts;
rforming arts to digital works.

here/When

e project was showcased at Belfast
ternational Festival from 18-23
tober 2018, although the process
gan in early 2018. It engaged with
sidents of the border towns across
e counties — Donegal, Fermanagh,
itrim, Cavan and Monaghan in
orthern Ireland and the Republic
Ireland.

hy

e uncertainty of the border between
orthern Ireland and Republic of

land remained a sticking point in the
18 Brexit negotiations between
estminster and the EU. While opinions
out the border were being shared on
e global stage, this project provided
ace for the border residents to
eatively express themselves about

e contentious issue directly affecting
eir lives and livelihoods.

w
e performance and actions carried

t for both parts of the project

volved collaborations with non-
ofessional artists and communities

t associated with the arts. Residents
ong the border were approached
Helen Sharp, a local artist, together
ith Smyth and Lacy, in an organic

ay whether by encountering them in
ecific intended locations or by inviting
em to join the discursive process.

cal organisations in specifically
signated areas were approached,

well as people representing various
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concerns and positions: farmers, youth,
a local community centre, farmers,
hikers, ecologists, and horse trainers.
The participants were invited to be
involved in a discursive process
designed by the organisers. While
organisers would assist in suggesting
some shape to those thoughts, the
process was mutual and open for those
participating in it to design the
outcomes, the nature of the
conversations and what the artwork
would become.

Participants were remunerated in
various ways: cash contributions in the
form of service/catering purchases,
local entertainers were paid to perform,
and a donation was made to a medical
assistance programme for farmers. Lacy
worked with her collaborators to create
a supportive space for the residents;
during The Border People’s Parliament,
trained facilitators led discussions
between various border factions.

For The Yellow Line, medical personnel
were available for the participants and
experienced support staff to help young
people during interviews.

Impact

® The project enabled over 300 border
residents to creatively engage
with the contentious issue of
the Irish border during the 2018
Brexit negotiations.

® The Yellow Manifesto was launched
on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme
on 23 October 2018.

® 1000 copies of The Yellow Manifesto
were produced, and the artist
travelled to the Houses of Parliament
in Westminster to give copies
to the MPs during a Brexit debate.



Implementing Creative Tension in the Public
Realm by Fatos Ustek, Independent Curator

The definition of the public realm has
evolved for centuries, in alignment with
the productivity-focused organisational
forms and changing hands of rulership.
Today, public spaces, referred to as
commonly shared social areas with
unmediated access, define the ethos

of towns and cities. Especially for
megalopolises like London, Birmingham,
and Liverpool in the UK, the three P’s
(People, Places and Productivity) play

a significant role in the conception,
envisioning and activation of the public
realm, with assigned value to the social
encounters it generates. Professor
Michael Parkinson CBE, in his book
Liverpool on the Brink: One City’s
Struggle Against Government Cuts,
states that ‘Cities are creatures of
economics. They survive communities
if they can cope with the vagaries of
economic change.”” With the boom of
the 1990s liberal economy and opening
of borders (fall of the Berlin Wall, lifting
of the travel ban for South Korean
citizens, etc.), city tourism took more
prominence. Each city started to build a
specific conception of public spaces and
the variety of social encounters that it
would be prone to generate. As part of
regeneration schemes, they inaugurated
iconic landmarks or historically
significant monuments in order to
elevate the social charge. Today, with

the mass adoption of the internet

in our daily lives, the introduction of
augmented reality in proliferating art
encounters, and the changing values
of society, the public realm requires
examination. On the one hand, it
necessitates a vertical integration

of new social habits aligned with the
principles of Inclusion, Diversity,
Equity and Accessibility (IDEA), on the
other hand it needs to step outside
the constraints of consumerist
tendencies and over-commercialisation
of socio-cultural offer. Furthermore,
public spaces are charged with
expectations from local residents
and inter-city tourists who demand a
sense of connection and belonging.

At this junction, art institutions and art
commissioning bodies hold significant
responsibility in activating the public
whilst making art happen. The Covid-19
global pandemic not only accentuated
this responsibility but also heightened
the necessity of art institutions to play
a social role. In an era of polycrisis? and
shortage of governmental support
towards communities, art institutions
are expected to step up in reaching out
to groups of people who have neither
been the focus nor the attention of their
programming. Hence, art institutions,
driven by an undercurrent of funding

30 Implementing Creative Tension in the Public Realm

bligations, are given a directive to
ngage with audiences from low-income
ackgrounds residing in underprivileged
reas. Today, as we see in the list
considerations that UP Projects

ave produced, a multitude of methods
re used in art commissions. From
ooling responses to consulting others,
rtists are invited to employ various
odes of communication with

)cal residents who will be immediate
ecipients of the commissioned

rtworks. These community-centric
pproaches are intended to build
eaningful environments and break the
visible barrier between art, culture,

nd the wider society. They are also
imed at rethinking the tradition of
etro-fitting art in the public realm and
atalysing a sense of ownership and, if

possible, a mirroring of these
communities. The expectancy of
activating new audiences, however,

is not always centred around the art
conversation, but rather through

the involvement of artists. It seeks to
cultivate a sense of belonging, esteem
and self-actualisation in these
disadvantaged communities through
social activities that tangentially
relate to the ideas and technologies
of art-making.

In parallel, many of the art institutions
are showing a tendency towards
programming socially-engaged alongside
community-centric practices, that
accentuate socially driven, politically
engaged art practices that are devised
to address local cultural inequality.

ewham Trackside Wall, Meet and Greet at Shipman Youth Centre, Sonia Boyce OBE RA, 2021.
ommissioned by Crossrail and curated by UP Projects. Image: Benedict Johnson.
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Across and In-Between, Suzanne Lacy, 2018. Performance/project and multichannel
video installation with Cian Smyth, Garrett Carr, Eva Grosman, Helen Sharp, Pedro
Rebelo, and Mark Thomas. Related documentary: Across and In-Between (2018) by
Conan Mcivor. Image: Helen Sloan.

The socially engaged focus expands

the boundaries of the art conversation
by generating new perspectives and
approaches to sensitive matters that
require heightened attention, and public
awareness. This has been happening
since the late 1980s, coinciding with

the international expansion of biennials
(large-scale exhibitions that take

place every two years, mostly curated
by senior and internationally acclaimed
artistic directors). Today, there

exist more than 258 Biennials across
the world, many of which have been
initiated over the last decade as part

of city regeneration schemes and public
realm strategies with the aim of
contributing to global cultural capital
generated through culture tourism. In
contrast, | would argue that community-
centric programming is less about the

art itself and more about the
instrumentalisation of art as a tool to
provide social services to vulnerable
parts of society, mostly composed of
minorities and marginalised communities.
Both approaches have the potential to
reach a wide demographic of audiences
due to their shared sensitivities towards
the unheard voices in society, but

they differ in their approach, artistic
and institutional intention, and the scale
of their conversation in raising social
awareness. The difference between
them lies in whether to-be-engaged
audiences are profiled through their
shared residential areas, subjects

of interest or their visible features (such
as skin colour, ethnicity and abilities)
and mutual histories of marginalisation.
Additionally, the difference between
socially-engaged and community-
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ntric approaches manifests itself in

e artistic agency and autonomy that
forms the end result. For instance,
onia Boyce's Newham Trackside Wall
one of the largest mural commissions
the UK that hosts drawings and
aintings by children, testimonials by
cal residents that respond to their
hanging neighbourhood via memories,
flections and aspirations whilst
uzanne Lacy’s Across and In-Between
a video work that addresses the
ivision in Ireland infomed by
ommunities that have been impacted
y the partition. While the former
rovides a platform for the voices of
hildren and local residents directly, the
tter presents an artistic furthering of
Il voices collated in the pre-producton
hase. Both pieces depict an
terpretation of the public realm and
oint towards the well-informedness

f the context in which they operate.
owever, | would argue that Lacy’s piece
olds a more defined artistic agency,
hilst Boyce is sharing hers with the
cal community.

the pursuit of identifying what the
ublic realm means today, a poignant
uestion arises: What constitutes a local
ommunity? Given the fact that the
efinition of the local is shapeshifting
ith the digitised forms of social
ncounter, where communities are being
rmed transnationally and trans-
eographically around shared values

nd beliefs, can we talk about a locality
at is place-dependent? In other words,
e live in an age of unprecedented

lobal connectivity, boundless exchange
nd interaction amongst individuals,
roups and communities that build
ultural understanding like never before.
light of these new formations of
ommunities’ that share imagination,

desire and forms of social engagement
(such as gaming, public debates on
political alignments, consumerist
tendencies etc.), how can we envision
the public realm let alone its activation
through art commissions? Agency of
the individual and acknowledgment

of co-existence with others and their
respective forms of thought, belief
and emotion are two key forces that
foreground the domain of the public.
For the artists who engage with
showcasing their works in public spaces
rather than in dedicated buildings,
they necessitate a form of agency

in cultivating the ‘commons’ and also

a level of informedness of the social
condition. Furthermore, they require
the openness in interpreting and
responding to the context with the scale
of ambition that the situation allows,
accompanied by a sense of autonomy
that they can — where desired, push
boundaries and introduce new
challenges to the very own context they
are operating in and responding to.

The possibility of thriving together

is to build the social muscle in standing
together, amidst the challenges

of economic change, and political
reformation, in cultivating honesty
and tolerance in facing the unknown,
the unfamiliar and the uncanny.

The meaning as it were will rise in

the creative tension between the

art and communities, as long as they
set it free from any mode of illustration,
direct application and translation of
individuated experiences.

1 Michael Parkinson, Liverpool on the Brink:
One City’s Struggle Against Government
Cuts, Policy Journals, 1985, p.9

2 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/03/
polycrisis-adam-tooze-historian-explains
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