
The Centre is Here was a series of professional  development seminars 
focussing on artists’ professional practice in Wales and hosted by 
WARP and Chapter Gallery. The four seminars took place from 
October 2008 to April 2009 in Cardiff, Newtown, Llandudno and 
Swansea. 
 
With so much advice and overlap between the seminars, it’s hard to know where 
to start; perversely I’ve chosen to start at the end! Though the seminar on 
‘Critique and Critical Dialogue’ was the last of the series, some of the comments 
there actually set the scene for how an artist might best go about their practice 
or how an arts community might create its own ‘Centre’ rather than artificially 
recreating others or migrating to London in search of the ‘ready made’. There 
was much telling of success stories, of how other ‘Centres’ had become thriving 
arts communities, leaving the audience with a yearning to be a part of that and 
questioning how to make that happen within Wales. The answer? It’s all about 
what you yourself can generate but you should access, reference and network 
other ‘Centres’ and use that to create a platform for exchange in your own 
area.1 However, it seemed that artists’ integrity and motivations were in 
question. Some of the panel members at the Llandudno seminar had commented 
on a worrying trend that artists think being seen is just as important as what they 
say and the panel made a distinction between people that want to be ‘Artists’ 
and those that want to make art. So a logical starting point for relating the 
advice is through one’s own practice by the embedding of self-reflection and 
criticism; fostering critical dialogue through some form of community that is 
connected with the larger art-scene in order to play a part in the construction of 
the language that surrounds contemporary art. Artists should become honest 
with themselves about how they feel about the quality of their work, have passion 
about what they are doing and be able to discuss their work with a breadth and 
depth of reference that makes such a conversation interesting; knowledge and 
ideas are important. Make lots of work, make mistakes and learn from them, set 
up a self-initiated project and create a scene around what you are doing.2 

 
Lots of great advice but, for me, the prize for liveliest and most interesting post-
panel discussion session has to go to Llandudno, most likely fuelled by Ryan 
Gander’s provocative statements about urban vs rural art scenes, artist 
professional development seminars and self-promotion. There was an argument 
from the audience that it’s harder for artists within a rural location to get to the 
stage of a gallery showing an interest in your work so self-promotion is 
important. This sparked a lively debate about the pros and cons of being rural or 
urban based. Whilst Ryan Gander suggested that London based artists can’t use 
their location as a convenient excuse for why their work may not be getting the 
attention they hope for, Ceri Hand stepped in to argue that ‘throwing your own 
snowball’ in London may meet more people more quickly. Ceri also stressed the 
need for strength and quality of ideas in order to coax people to travel further. 
There was further discussion about whether you can ‘throw your own snowball’ 
resulting in questions about the need and role of galleries in terms of their 
relationship with artists, whether you should be validating your own work 
through self-promotion and the metaphor of artists needing galleries like 
prostitutes need pimps. Martin Barlow, gallery director at Oriel Mostyn, 
Llandudno, highlighted that, as well as making work, part of ‘what artist’s do’ is 
going to galleries, going to private views and talks but Ryan Gander retorted that 
If we’re having to say it then we’ve already lost the battle, if you don’t do it then 
you’re not that interested. Much of the audience were left feeling guilty for being 
there rather than spending their time making art but they were also left to 
reflect on the many important points made during this discussion. 



 
Throughout the series of seminars, a number of the panel members were curators 
and gallery directors ranging from the privately funded gallery in London to the 
artist-led converted factory unit of MOOT in Nottingham so it was interesting 
to have such a diverse input. Clarissa Corfe, programme manager at Castlefield 
gallery, Manchester, talked about how they select artists in light of their need to 
satisfy the funding bodies and stockholders. Their criteria for work of exhibition 
quality is originality and how it contributes to contemporary art practice, 
whether it will draw in an audience, its ability to engage the viewer and create a 
connection. It may be an obvious observation to make from listening to these 
speakers but it seemed that a lack of cold hard cash equated to more risk-taking 
both from the artist’s perspective as well as that of the curating ‘body’. Without 
the luxury of private funding, publicly funded curatorial programmes have to be 
very mindful of their potential audience which can be extremely varied and, at 
times, unforgiving. It was interesting to hear that curators who have more of an 
obligation to their stakeholders may also feel less in touch and more isolated 
from artists than their financially poorer counterparts whose raison d’etre was 
born out of necessity, searching for an alternative curatorial process that 
inevitably has less ‘duty of care’ to its audience. 
 
All this pointed to the importance of knowing where ‘your work sits’ and 
knowing a gallery and its potential audience well before approaching them. If 
you do feel a gallery is an appropriate platform for your work, it seems there can 
be other benefits for the development of your work and practice. Ceri Hand, 
director of Ceri Hand Gallery, Liverpool, also sees herself as a ‘critical friend’ 
that both supports and challenges the artist. Part of her remit is working hard to 
nurture local collectors and encouraging them to support local artists. Trust 
between the gallery and artist is very important and Ceri now works mainly with 
artists she has already formed a working relationship with, enjoying the activities 
of artists who are still developing their language but also have a real sense of 
what they want to achieve. So, how does one develop that relationship? Know 
the gallery, go to openings and don’t cold call!3 At Oriel Mostyn in Llandudno 
there are many ways in which artists gain entry onto their exhibition 
programme; very few are by direct submission. As Exhibition Co-ordinator, 
Anders Pleass feels that many artists just want access to the opportunity to 
exhibit and rarely ask for a critique of their work but he argued that exhibitions 
should be the culmination of a collaborative partnership between the artist and 
the gallery. An interesting observation was later made about how part of the 
curating process is that of discovery so why would curators want artists to 
approach them directly anyway?  
 
Being left with the question of how do you “promote” your work brings us to the 
relationship between the artist and the media. Many artists seek out media 
attention as a means to show their work and their practice, often viewing the 
relationship to be one-way but as Chris Brown, Magazine Co-ordinator for a-n, 
pointed out, the media also needs stories to maintain readership. The advice 
from this seminar was that you need to build a story that will work for the media, 
build up a profile of your practice for others to view.4 Ruth Claxton is an 
excellent example of an artist who has used the media to her best advantage and 
created multiple ‘outcomes’ around a body of work so that the focus is not just 
on the exhibition itself; producing a book to run alongside the exhibition and 
commissioning someone to write an essay about her work. However, there was a 
clear message from the ‘Media’ seminar in Newtown: Think carefully about your 
short and long-term objectives and exactly why you want that media attention; 
remember that, if you attract that attention, it may not necessarily be positive 



and be careful about the context in which your work is interpreted and used by 
other people.5 During the break-out sessions there was a push and pull of advice; 
worry less about whether you are ready for that attention and be careful what 
you present to the media at large. 
 
In contrast to this, Elizabeth Mahoney, writer and arts journalist for The 
Guardian, was shocked to find, on moving to Cardiff, the invisibility of the South 
Wales art scene to people outside of the artists producing it. She found neither 
voices nor opinions resulting in a lack of a critical layer which she feels is 
important for the decision making process of funding bodies and for the 
development of the audience, to help demystify the artworld for the general 
public. Elizabeth argued for the need to create a community of art critics and 
writers that can work in parallel with any groundswell in artist activity, helping 
to support and nurture artistic practices, questioning what they do and what 
interests and drives them by drawing connections between bodies of work. This 
call for critique and critical dialogue brings me back to where I began. Towards 
the end of the last seminar in Swansea, there was a buzz in the air, an 
apprehension of what was going to happen next now that the series of seminars 
was coming to an end. Had we thrown a big enough snowball and could we keep 
that momentum going? I found myself questioning the whole balance of my 
practice; time spent making work, attending professional development and 
training events, promoting one’s work and the importance of accessing 
‘Centres’ outside of Wales. To me, the whole series was thought-provoking in 
many ways not least by my realisation of the interesting metaphor I had created 
in my journey from South Wales to North Wales; going via England in order to 
get there! 
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Thanks go to all the panel members who made the seminar series such an 
interesting and invaluable contribution to artists’ professional development in 
Wales: 
 
‘Curating’ Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff 22nd October 2008 
Karen Mackinnon (Exhibitions Officer, Glynn Vivian Gallery, Swansea and 

Curator of Wales at Venice Bienalle 2005) 
Danielle Arnaud (Danielle Arnaud Contemporary Art, London and co-

Curator of Tatton Park Biennial) 
Tristan Hessing (Artist and Co-Director at Moot, Nottingham) 
Grace Davies (Project Manager and Curator, Locws International, 
Swansea) 
 
‘Understanding the Media’ Oriel Davies, Newtown 27th November 2008 
Chris Brown (Magazine Co-ordinator for a-n magazine and Director at 

g39, Cardiff) 
Ben Ward (Director, Brunswick Arts, London) 
Reuben Knutson (Audience Development Co-ordinator, Axis) 
Ruth Claxton (Artist) 
 
‘Galleries’ Town Hall, Llandudno 4th February 2009 
Martin Barlow (Director, Oriel Mostyn, Llandudno) 
Ryan Gander (Artist and Director of Associates, London) 



Ceri Hand (Director of Ceri Hand Gallery, Liverpool) 
Anders Pleass (Exhibition Co-ordinator, Oriel Mostyn, Llandudno) 
Clarissa Corfe (Programme Manager, Castlefield Gallery, Manchester) 
 
‘Critique and Critical Dialogue’ Townhil l Campus, Swansea 7th Apri l 
2009 
Neil Mulholland (Writer, Curator and Director of the Centre for Visual & 

Cultural Studies at Edinburgh College of Art) 
Elisabeth Mahoney (Writer) 
S Mark Gubb (Artist) 
Marie-Anne McQuay (Curator Spike Island and Co-ordinator of Spike Associates) 
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