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Preface 

 

ò...Most indigenous cultures did not have a word for "art" because they did not separate experience from 

the expression of that experience. (This role goes back about 40,000 years to the cave painters and music 

makers whose "art" still silences us with its power to convey experience.) This remarkable study from 

modern day Wales has the potential to reestablish the ancient role of artists: to illuminate to their 

community the important skills and sensitivities on which their survival depends.  And through their artistic 

expressions, to aid their community in fully experiencing the dangers and delights of their present way of 

life.  

 

Wales--a creative culture where artists are in abundance--is one of only three democracies willing to hold 

themselves legally accountable for promoting principles of sustainability. It is no surprise, therefore, that 

this leading edge report comes from Wales. Without artists how can we ever fully feel our way into a 

sustainable community or create the relationships that sustain us through difficult times?  I am indeed 

grateful for this groundbreaking workéó 

 

Margaret Wheatley, activist, consultant and author of many books, including Leadership and the New 

Science, and most recently, So Far From Home: Lost and Found in Our Brave New World. 

 

 

 

Emergence is a Volcano collaborative project www.emergence-uk.org  
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A comprehensive list of appendices including: definitions and principles of sustainable development; 

survey results summary; maps; tables; graphs; references and bibliography; list of useful resources and 

contacts; details of survey respondents and their projects and authors biographies are available on the 
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Introduction 

 

"If the scientists are right, we're living through 

the biggest thing that's happened since human 

civilisation emerged. One species, ours, has by 

itself in the course of a couple of generations 

managed to powerfully raise the temperature 

of an entire planet, to knock its most basic 

systems out of kilter. But oddly, though we 

know about it, we don't know about it. It hasn't 

registered in our gut; it isn't part of our culture. 

Where are the books? The poems? The plays? 

The goddamn operas?" 

(McKibben, B. 2005) 

 

 

So wrote the environmentalist Bill McKibben in 

an article for Open Democracy in 2005, a 

sentiment echoed in the same year by the 

writer Robert MacFarlane in The Guardian who 

asked "Where is the creative response to what 

Sir David King, the government's chief scientific 

adviser, has famously described as "the most 

severe problem faced by the world"?ó Over the 

intervening years, that creative response has 

developed and more recently we've seen a 

growing interest in the role of the arts in 

environmental and social issues. Charting 

these responses and, more specifically, exploring the experiences, challenges and reception of arts projects 

that set out to ôknow aboutõ (in Bill McKibbenõs use of the phrase) the major environmental problems we 

are both causing and facing, ensures that this work is visible, understood and is responding as effectively 

as possible to Bill McKibbenõs call.   

 

At worst, the combining of arts and sustainability has been interpreted as an instrumental tick-box exercise 

or a social engineering project; at best it is seen as part of a growing need for the arts to help us find our 

way in the current cultural shift we are moving through.  

The Re-Enchantment Of Art 

"I suspect we are at the end of something - a 

hypermasculinised modern culture whose social 

projects have become increasingly unecological and 

nonsustainable." Suzi Gablik 

In 1991, American art critic Suzi Gablik wrote the seminal 

book, The Re-enchantment of Art, in response to the 

following questions: 

 

o Are political and social concerns in the arts informing a 

new aesthetic? 

o Are artists becoming more involved in work that 

addresses social issues? 

o Is there a new relevance to this art? 

o Are artists actively invoking nature and issues of the 

environment in new ways? 

o What is the relationship of their work to environmental 

activism? 

 

Her answers to these questions raise issues about the use 

of art in the world and remind us that only five to ten 

percent of a group of people need to change in order to 

create change in the whole. "It is precisely to the periphery 

and the margins that we must look, if we are to find the 

cores that will be central to society in the future, for it is 

here that they will be found to be emerging." 

 

The Re-enchantment of Art went on to become a key 

inspiration for artists and creative change-makers. It is still 

widely read and appears more relevant now than ever 

before. 
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This report, Culture Shift - How Artists are responding to 

Sustainability in Wales, was commissioned by the Arts 

Council of Wales (ACW) to explore this ôcreative responseõ 

in Wales: to identify key projects, initiatives, networks and 

organisations that are part of what is becoming an 

emerging ôsectorõ within the arts; to draw out themes, 

threads and commonalities; and to establish a 

representative picture of how principles of sustainability 

are being used to underpin creative projects, and, 

conversely, how creative principles are being used to 

enhance sustainability projects. 

 

There is a raft of arts and sustainability initiatives, 

including Transition Towns, Dark Mountain, Tipping Point, 

Julieõs Bicycle, Platform, Creative Carbon Scotland, Case 

for Optimism, and a growing ôcommunity of practiceõ 

here in the UK. The existence of these initiatives and 

networks has led to the UK being recognized as a leader 

in creative responses to climate change, social justice and 

sustainability, with many of the above receiving invitations 

to contribute to and organise gatherings worldwide. 

Simultaneously, a more loosely connected but highly responsive wave of artists has developed, engaging 

with systemic issues like regeneration, community, social justice and the environment.  

 

This report consciously builds on the UK-wide work of others in this area: In 2010 Sustainable Ability (Neal 

& Jennings, 2010) sought to "map transformative responses to resource scarcity and climate change from 

individuals and organisations working in the arts". More recently, Sustaining Creativity (Julieõs Bicycle, 

2014) surveyed arts organisations in "an ambitious new programme to turbo charge the cultural response 

to the environment". 

 

It is a commonly held perception, especially for those living outside its borders, that Wales is a mecca for 

green initiatives. The Centre for Alternative Technology, John Seymour - pioneer of the ôback to the land 

movement - and Tipi Valley, one of the UK's original eco-communities, all established themselves here in 

the 1970's and 80's and since then ôlow-impactõ communities such as Lammas have followed in their 

wake. The introduction in 2011 of a charge for carrier bags has cemented this perception. However, in the 

context of creative responses to sustainability, the two reports mentioned above appear to contradict this 

notion of an environmentally aware, eco-conscious nation. 

 

Sustainable Development Definition  

For this report, we use the Welsh 

Government definition of Sustainable 

Development: 

òIn Wales, sustainable development means 

enhancing the economic, social and 

environmental wellbeing of people and 

communities, achieving a better quality of 

life for our own and future generations: 

In ways which promote social justice and 

equality of opportunity; and in ways which 

enhance the natural and cultural 

environment and respect its limits -using 

only our fair share of the earthõs resources 

and sustaining our cultural legacy. 

Sustainable development is the process by 

which we reach the goal of sustainability.ó   

Wales is one of only three democracies in 

the world with a statutory duty to promote 

the principles of sustainable development. 

The Welsh Government introduced the 

Sustainable Development Charter in 2012 

and intends to introduce a Bill in 2015 to 

strengthen this position. 
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Sustainable Ability identified 190 UK initiatives but mapped no activity in Wales. The results of Sustaining 

Creativity were also disappointing with only thirteen Welsh arts organisations choosing to contribute to a 

UK wide survey about sustainable attitudes and practice. Such results seem to show that Wales is either 

invisible or performing below the UK average in terms of current engagement.  

 

The aim of this commission is to look at this picture in more detail and find out what is happening. It aims 

to give voice to something that is very much ôin the airõ: namely that many artists are fundamentally 

questioning or changing their creative practice. Some are in the early stages of this journey, while others 

have been evolving a renewed approach for years. Some work in isolation, while others take on a 

leadership role and develop collaborative processes.  

 

In order to track the extent and variety of projects, and to look at who is doing what, where and why, we 

included both the ôofficialõ (known to ACW and in receipt of regular funding) and ôunofficialõ (peripheral or 

invisible) arts sectors in Wales. Our hunch was that while there are a few key leaders of change within the 

Why artists are responding ð Energy and the Environment 

Here's the problem. If we continue to burn fossil fuels at the present rate, the emissions will trigger massive and 

irreversible changes in natural systems. But global demand for oil is exploding.  

Atmospheric CO2 has now risen to over 400 parts per million, higher than in any time during the past 800,000 

years. Over recent months, following direct first-hand experience of the human and economic costs of our 

changing climate, many people are beginning to wonder just how much worse it could get. Without tougher 

decarbonisation targets the world faces even more devastating consequences that will not only destabilise and 

cause conflict between many regions of the globe, but will also destroy the homes, livelihoods and businesses 

of millions of people. (The Royal Society. 2007) 

Why Wales?   

A hundred years ago 232,000 men were working in 620 mines. Wales supplied a third of the world's coal. 

Cardiff was the Kuwait of its day, exporting energy all over the Empire and beyond. There seemed to be no 

limit to capacity or to growth in this, the world's very first industrial nation.  It was all here: iron, lead, coal; 

canals, railways, the sea ports; but none of this could have happened without the skills, the graft, the ingenuity 

of generations of working men and women.  

Wales led the world into fossil fuels, pioneering the changes and the challenges these fuels have brought, yet 

today Wales has now become a leader in the race to find new ways of delivering our wellbeing, based on new 

clean energy sources more suited to the economic, social, and environmental needs of the 21
st
 century. Wales 

has all that is required to lead the race out of fossil fuels. It has some of the best renewable resources in 

Europe; wind, tidal, wave, bio-fuels. Wales has skills, training, manufacturing, innovation, connectivity and an 

emerging sense of national confidence. But getting the best out of such a massive triple challenge means using 

the time and the oil we have left to their very best effect. Despite being a world leader in many ways, the rate of 

transition is still far too slow to provide a reasonable chance of catalysing global agreement and preventing 

devastating environmental changes. There are of course technical barriers but the biggest challenges are 

cultural. (Zero Carbon Britain; Ashbourn; Wales Underground; BBC Wales History)  
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identified cultural establishment in Wales, there is much leadership coming from the margins. This includes 

artists and individuals breaking away, operating with little or no profile, working alone or leading projects 

whose impact and ambition outweigh their public recognition. These would not have been relevant to the 

remit of the Sustaining Creativity study and would have been missed by Sustainable Ability, needing more 

local knowledge to track them down. 

 

For our survey we were inspired by the Brundtland definition of sustainable development - òdevelopment 

that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needsó (Our Common Future. 1987). We also asked respondents to attend to their own ôintuitiveõ 

understanding of sustainability. Wales is one of only three democracies in the world with the delivery of 

sustainability built into its Constitution (see box) and what is fundamental to both these definitions and to 

the work identified in this report is that sustainability has a wide reach and is about systemic change, not 

just single issues. Communicating something this 

far-reaching and complex is not easy. Wallace 

Heim, writing about Stephen Emmet and Katie 

Mitchellõs lecture piece Ten Billion, said òThis is a 

far more confused territory, requiring human 

imagination and many avenues of intelligence, 

deliberation, conflict and consentó (Heim 2012). 

 

The work identified in this report is the response 

by artists to a perceived need, to a sense that 

circumstance has created an ôart shaped spaceõ 

around some of the biggest challenges we 

currently face ð and that it is our responsibility to 

inhabit that space in ways that are useful, to 

encourage agency and enable cultural shift and 

change. 

 

Necessarily, much of this work starts close to the 

people, the communities who need it. It is emergent, often edgy, often difficult to categorise. As our report 

reveals, this sense of civic responsibility and response is felt by a wide range of creative practitioners. 

Dancers and furniture designers, playwrights and community activists are all speaking the same language. 

This is not simply work ôaboutõ sustainability, it is work that models sustainability in form as well as content, 

forcing new artistic practices and methods of public engagement that do the jobs that art needs to do now.  

 

The art in this report does not exist just for itself; it exists in relationship ð to the world, to community, to 

change, to wholeness and to our need for a positive future. Together with the artists who have contributed 

Joanna Wright  

During 2012/13 filmmaker Joanna Wright worked as 

artist in residence at the Centre for Alternative 

Technology, funded by Arts Council Wales, to work with 

the Zero Carbon Britain research project.  

"In my experience the best case scenario for a residency 

will allow an artist to question and to develop work in 

response to a specific project in an open, inquiring and 

unrestricted way and not place any pressure to convey a 

specific message or act in a media production or 

promotional capacity. A major challenge, for science, 

and for the arts, is to create open communication that is 

accessible, in order to engage new audiences and start 

new conversations around complex and divisive issues. 

I am continuing the collaboration with Zero Carbon 

Britain and involved in discussions about sustainability 

and the arts including with specific arts and science 

projects in the United States." 

www.cat.org.uk  

www.orieldavies.org/en/exhibition/future -postcards 

 

http://www.cat.org.uk/index.html
http://www.orieldavies.org/en/exhibition/future-postcards
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to this report, we hope that it plays its part in òencouraging the emergence of a more participatory, socially 

interactive framework for artó. (Gablik, S. 1991 ) 

 

Tilting at Windmills, Jess Allen 
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Research Overview  

 

One of the principle aims of this commission was to identify a network of individuals, projects and 

organisations working within the arts for whom sustainability is a core organizing principle. We chose to 

describe these as ôinitiatorsõ using terminology introduced in Lucy Neal & Hilary Jennings's Sustainable 

Ability report (2010) and we suggest that they are leading the way in Walesõ creative response to the 

important issues of our day. We are aware that these initiators have much in common in terms of 

attitudes and drivers although there are significant differences in terms of scale, turnover or activity. By 

means of a survey, case studies and in-depth interviews, we sought to identify common threads in the 

processes and principles adopted by these initiators; what might support more change in this area; and 

what the perceived barriers and challenges are to furthering their work. Our research enabled us to gain 

an idea of what role Wales-based creative practitioners think they have in creating a sustainable future; 

and to identify the extent and type of sustainable arts activity 

currently operating in Wales. For the purposes of this report 

we have given this activity context by compiling a list of 

resources, projects and initiatives operating within the rest of 

the UK and further afield. These resources are included in 

the appendices of this document. 

 

Methodology 

The team for this project was selected on the basis of its 

experience in the fields of sustainability and the arts, and 

includes knowledge of working from grassroots to policy 

level, in a range of arts genres, and areas of sustainability.  

The intention was to record specifically the views and 

experiences of arts practitioners known for their commitment 

to sustainability. We chose to use a survey to gain a data-

driven snapshot of the extent of sustainable arts practice at 

this moment in time, and to gain further quali tative 

information through semi-structured interviews and case 

studies. These helped to inform a more holistic picture of 

what is currently happening in Wales, and are found 

referenced and featured throughout the document. 

 

Interviews and Case Studies 

Case studies and interviews were consciously chosen to reflect the diversity of individuals and projects 

working in this field. The 14 case studies, included in the following pages, were chosen from survey 

Green Routines, Awe Aman Tawe 
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respondents who commented on specific points relevant to this report. They are chosen more as 

representative of this type of work rather than as the only examples of best practice encountered. Members 

of the team conducted a further set of in-depth interviews, four of which are included at the end of the 

report.  

 

Survey 

The survey sample was not random, but rather a set of contacts identified by the project team through 

word-of-mouth, formal contacts and informal networks. This was a representative but not exhaustive list of 

both arts contacts (perceived to have a sustainable practice or mission) and sustainability contacts (working 

through the medium of the arts). This list comprised those based in almost every region of Wales and 

included as wide a range of art-forms and activities as possible. In addition, substantial effort was made to 

locate contacts working primarily through the medium of the Welsh language. A number of advisors and a 

specific member of the team were appointed to ensure this.  

 

A bilingual Survey Monkey questionnaire was designed in 

which we addressed a range of issues from turnover and 

funding, to values, motivations and barriers. We were 

interested in gaining a sense of common threads within 

projects, across a number of variables including art 

genre, region and language.  

 

The survey was mailed out to 150 contacts via 

Mailchimp, with an invitation to forward on to others 

whose work was considered appropr iate to the project. 

This was followed up with personal emails from members 

of the team to encourage a wider uptake. The survey was 

live for three weeks in February 2014. In response to a 

request from Arts Council of Wales, the 71 Revenue 

Funded Organisations (RFOs) were also invited to 

participate in the survey. In total, we received 104 

responses (4 in Welsh), 64 of which were from 

organisations (including 19 RFOs). The map below gives details and location of respondents. 

 

Survey Overview 

There is a vast array of sustainable arts projects operating in Wales with and without funding, a list of 

which can be found in the appendices to this report. Large and small, well-funded and un-funded, they 

range across regions and arts genres. But they do have a substantial amount in common, one of the key 

things being that they share a belief that the arts have a role in creating a more sustainable future 

Locations of 

Survey 

Respondents 
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Wales Millennium Centre 

Wales Millennium Centre is a large arts complex, with 

nine creative organisations under the one roof as well 

as independent retailers. The Centre has two theatres, 

the 1900 seat Donald Gordon Theatre, a 250 -seat 

studio, foyer performance spaces, meeting and 

hospitality rooms, cafes, restaurants and shops.  

"Opened in 2004, the Centre was not designed to 

BREEAM standards.  Nonetheless it has been built to 

international standards. With that in mind the Centre 

decided to go for international environmental 

accreditation ISO 14001 awarded in 2009. This was 

our first step towards sustainability.  

In embarking on our journey, communication was key, 

tailoring discrete messaging for management, 

stakeholders and staff alike. For example, staff themes 

were based on saving the planet, and what they as 

individuals could do at home.  For senior 

management, the messaging included cost savings, 

competitive advantage (in terms of fundraising, event 

bookings from CSR conscious companies etc). 

As climate change debates escalated, it became clear 

that staff could no longer relate to the bigger global 

messaging. In 2011 the Centre became one of the first 

arts organisations to sign up to the Welsh 

Government's Sustainable Development Charter. 

Initially there were sceptics who questioned whether we 

could deliver on this. However, when we looked into 

the commitment required, we concluded that it was 

everything that we do all the time. Messaging and staff 

buy-in henceforth became easier when they realised 

sustainability was more than just about the 

environment; that it was also about social progress 

and economic activity. Now it is clearly understood 

that savings made, for example on energy (£250k per 

annum from baseline 2006/ 7) are ploughed back into 

the arts, community engagement and creative 

learning, to achieve our charitable objectives. Gaining 

UK-wide recognition (e.g. the BIFM Award for 

Sustainability and Environmental Impact 2012), has 

engendered greater commitment to the principles of 

sustainability at all levels and amongst stakeholders." 

(Bet Davies, Head of Communications, Wales 

Millennium Centre). 

www.wmc.org.uk 

 
 

Sixty-five percent of the respondents consider themselves to be ôinitiatorsõ in this emerging sector; people 

who believe (and act on the belief) that ôthe arts has a role in creating a more sustainable future.õ The 

survey showed a number of responding RFOs (18%) recognising the importance of sustainability, a handful 

of which are leaders in the field. In parts of the 

report, including the interviews and case studies, 

we focus specifically on the results of these 

initiators to explore their experiences in more 

detail. Initiatorsõ results reflect a pattern of being 

informed, motivated, active and connected in 

terms of sustainability issues. This seems to 

confirm the picture that a small but pioneering 

cohort of artists in every genre is pushing ahead 

towards a sustainable future. 

 

An overwhelming number of ôinitiatorsõ feel 

sustainability has become much more important 

over the past two years and will increase in 

importance in the future. Crucially, this 

acknowledgement of the importance of 

sustainability is matched by an understanding of 

the issues, with nearly all respondents reporting 

either a good or excellent understanding. This 

could indicate that artists are mindful that a 

commitment to sustainability will stand them in 

good stead when they apply for funding; 

however it is more likely to be evidence of the 

growing sense of purpose and social 

responsibility we are witnessing in relation to the 

role of the arts in transitioning to a "life-

sustaining society" (Macy, J. 1998). 

 

Respondents agree that the arts have a crucial 

role in transitioning towards a more sustainable 

future, with 78% of ôinitiatorsõ reporting that the 

arts are vitally important and are able to do 

something that no other sector can do. Most 

state they are involved in ôrelationalõ or 

ôempathic and participatoryõ art. One third 
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Hands fragment, Fern Thomas 

define their work as ôcommunity artsõ, a further 30% say they work in theatre and drama, but there is an 

apparent shift whereby artists are increasingly adopting a multitude of roles and media, assisted by 

technology and a sense of the artist as a creative agent rather than as being bounded by a single art-form.  

 

This is discussed in more detail in the bulk of the report where we explore, using survey data and backed 

up by case studies, the overwhelming belief that the arts can do what science, politics, academia, media 

and other disciplines simply cannot. Art has the power to create spaces for dialogue; art can communicate 

information which might otherwise be alienating to people; art can bring communities together and make 

difficult things understandable; and, art can inspire people with visions of a sustainable future: in short, art 

can transform. 

 

The survey results draw out the issue of content versus practice. The largest group of respondents (almost 

half) consider sustainability to be vital to both the mission and delivery of their work. However, making 

improvements in the processes and delivery of artists work by lowering the impact of buildings and facilities 

is still considered vital, especially since 72% of respondentsõ work is building based, albeit increasingly in 

non-traditional arts spaces such as empty shops (Volcano@229 in Swansea, Newport's International 

Airspace and re:store in Bangor).  

 

 

 

 

A minority of our initiators run organisations with a turnover in excess of £500,000, reaching over 

100,000 people annually, but the majority are small initiatives  of around ten people or fewer, with a 

turnover of £50,000  or less, reaching about 5,000 people annually. Larger organisations of course have a 

significant role as they have the potential to reach so many people - Bet Davies from Wales Millennium 
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"It often seems that the social networks and 

the cultural and arts media of Welsh 

speakers are completely invisible to the 

eyes of individuals and groups who do not 

speak the language... In addition, it could 

be argued that Welsh speakers and their 

arts groups are also to a large degree 

invisible to establishment and state 

agencies.ó 

Gareth Ioan, 2004  

 

Centre reports, "major players like ourselves should be used as models of best practice." That said, she 

also emphasises a role for smaller, more flexible organisations: "the assumption is that if you are big you 

can do more, but it is in fact easier for small organisations to make shifts, and change culture. Turning a 

big ship is more challenging than manoeuvring a small boat!"  

 

Of course these larger organisations have enormous impact on the sector as a whole as emphasised by 

Artsadminõs Judith Knight at a recent Emergence conference "It's really important that large organisations 

take the lead. Smaller organisations obviously have less clout...larger organisations need to share their 

expertise and knowledge and invite smaller ones to join with them"(Knight, 2010).  

 

Although sustainability might be a core operating principle for these people, their principles are not 

necessarily reflected in formal policies. Less than half of respondents have an environmental policy, a 

quarter have a sustainability policy and only three respondents have signed up to the Welsh Government's 

Sustainable Development Charter (two of which 

are ACW RFOs). Policies alone do not necessarily 

create behaviour change but they do have an 

important role in supporting or accompanying 

change in a sector or society by demonstrating a 

statement of intent. The danger is that a 

commitment to sustainability is embedded in a 

company policy but not practice. Also our results 

show that many of our initiators are individuals 

or loose collectives without formal constitutions, 

business plans or formal mission statements.  

 

Many of these change-makers, however, show a 

commitment to sustainability by their choice of collaborators, commissions they accept, processes by which 

they work or even names they go by (for example, eco poet Susan Richardson). One of our 

recommendations at the end of this report is that policy and practice need to go hand in hand, whether 

formalised in company documents or in the written or unwritten statements of the artists themselves.  

 

There are of course barriers to change - around half of respondents cite the most serious concerns or 

major obstacles to be lack of time, lack of funding for these projects, and a concern that sustainable arts 

are a difficult concept for funders or sponsors to understand or sell. Access to funding is often cited as a 

barrier to making work but, according to respondents, it is not only money that is lacking in this field. 

Greater awareness of this type of work, its impact and potential audience is also crucial. The ways in which 

ACW can support projects is identified later in the document. 
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The small number of respondents in Welsh makes it difficult to make specific claims about Welsh language 

sustainable arts projects, but the fact that there were only 4 respondents is itself significant and raises 

important questions: Are there fewer Welsh speakers working in this sector? Even though much effort was 

made to contact Welsh speaking artists, are they less known to the team (considering that this is a targeted 

survey), are their networks different? Do Welsh speakers have different definitions and relationships with 

sustainability than that offered in the survey? Although we touch on these later in the report, they are 

questions that need further research.  

 

Of the whole, only a small minority of respondents felt that sustainability communications and discussions 

in Wales adequately reflect the importance of the Welsh language. It could be suggested that the survey 

supports the view expressed by Gareth Ioan, as 2 of the 4 Welsh respondents said that isolation and lack 

of an arts network was a major irritation or a serious concern in their efforts to create work that upholds 

the principles of sustainable development. For any significant change to happen in Wales it is vital to 

recognize the importance of the Welsh language.  

 

Effective dialogue is inherent in any working definition of sustainability, as is diversity and a commitment to 

resilient local networks and communities. The vision of a sustainable Wales needs to bring everyone into 

the conversation on an equal footing. We make the recommendation that it would be a fruitful area for 

further enquiry to assess whether artists working through the medium of Welsh are operating with different 

terms and practices in relation to sustainable development and how this might contribute to future 

sustainable practice in the country as a whole. 

 

 

  

Wales Millennium Centre, Phil Boorman 
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"It is time that the Arts Council of 

Wales considered relational 

aesthetics as an indicator of quality 

and understood the power of art 

works that seek to connect and 

encourage dialogue as their primary 

medium.ó 

Jess Allen 

 

Sustainable Arts ð Common Themes 

 

Space for Dialogue 

Creating a space for dialogue is a key aspect of many of the projects identified in the research. Ninety-four 

per cent of respondents stated that the arts can support a cultural shift towards a sustainable future by 

creating 'spaces for dialogue'. But when respondents talk about space, it is not necessarily a pre-existing 

'arts space' or venue. Sixty-two per cent said that their projects are carried out in site-specific / non-building 

based spaces. The key point made here is having access to a safe, creative space where people have 

'permission' to speak, to explore their ideas and connect 

with other people. The space in which that dialogue is 

performed, and in which transformation occurs, is viewed 

by many as an artform in itself. The art is the process, the 

exchange, the development of ideas. It has a relational 

aesthetic. In our recommendations at the end of this 

report we suggest that this aesthetic needs to be 

acknowledged and supported.  

 

These kinds of projects are conducted by artists and organisations in a range of genres, and cross-art 

forms as well as collaborations between scientists and artists. The spectrum of spaces that artists are 

carving out for dialogue is huge. They range from dedicated eco-venues like Small World Theatre and 

Tom Payne's Ty'n yr Helyg Barn where they facilitate dialogue on issues of sustainability and the 

responsibility to act as global citizens; to unbounded spaces, for example movement artist Jess Allen and 

writer Emily Hinshelwood walk and talk to people about sustainability in rural landscapes as an arts 

practice; to virtual spaces like Mike Erskine's 'I know a story' website that promotes stories of creative 

people's impact on sustainability.  

Sculptor Sara Holden's Nature into Art project enables communities 

to explore environmental issues through making sculpture at 

beaches and nature reserves. The Emergence Land Journey 

brought artists together on a 5-day walk to exchange ideas on arts 

and sustainability through a direct daily connection with the 

landscape. Awel Aman Tawe's We're Oil in it Together community 

performance questioned the audience on how to make a play 

about sustainability without turning people off. 

 

Where the space exists is not important. What is important, and what is common to the projects mapped in 

this report, is what happens in that space. Sustainable Development is overrun with jargon, Environmental 

Science is thick with facts and figures, the media and politicians too often present biased opinions. By 

òThe role of organisations 

and funding bodies is not 'to 

lead the way', but to support 

people 'to find a way.ó 

Sian Cornelius, Dreamscape 
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opening up a creative space for dialogue, the arts enable people to consider crucial questions by exploring 

their own personal understanding of them. Facilitated well, people are able to acknowledge uncertainty; 

they can be confused for a while.  

 

As Margaret Wheatley (2009) says òchange always 

starts with confusion...Of course it's scary to give up 

what we know, but the abyss is where the newness 

livesó. 

 

Dialogue allows a flow of meaning. Within a group of 

people, this flow may evolve into a new understanding - 

a new shared meaning - that becomes a kind of glue or 

cement that holds people together (David Bohm). Bohm 

and also Senge, Scharme, Jaworski & Flowers (2005) 

talk about the importance of ôsuspendingõ oneõs 

habitual patterns, opinions and assumptions. This is the 

first crucial phase in behaviour and attitude change ð it 

often feels like ôstoppingõ or ôbeing brought up short or 

caught off guardõ. The information presented feels 

disturbing but it is our response to the disturbance that 

leads to new learning and resilience - hence the need 

for a ôheldõ or curated/facilitated dialogue.  

 

This process of opening up to uncertainty is a feature of 

well-established creative forms: collaboration, 

improvisation and play are all forms of creative practice 

that encourage the production of new ideas, learning 

and new approaches to the familiar or everyday. Improvisation encourages the breaking of habits and 

therefore can be a useful creative tool to encourage 

perceptual shifts and alternative modes of research, for 

example Jess Allenõs practice of dancing in the 

landscape.  

 

As with improvisation, collaboration and play, dialogue 

cannot be too tightly choreographed or pre-designed. 

We can set the conditions but we cannot predetermine 

the outcome nor should we, since the nature of the form 

is to produce new thoughts, new ways and ideas that 

arise from the particular and unique conditions of the 

ôIt is very difficult to give up our 

uncertainties ð our positions, our 

beliefs, our explanations. These help 

define us; they lie at the heart of our 

personal identity. Yet I believe we will 

succeed in changing this world only if 

we can think and work together in new 

ways.õ 

Margaret Wheatley, 2009 

Tom Payne 

In March 2010, Tom Payne followed National 

Theatre Wales launch year as a researcher, 

rehearsal observer and performance maker.  

"In attempting to map the nation through what 

I understand to be largely relational or 

participatory performance practices, NTW has 

facilitated relations between all kinds of artists, 

spectators, organisations, places, and things. 

In terms of the sustainability of the theatre 

sector in Wales, NTW's launch year project has 

created a fertile space in which emerging 

artists and companies might learn from 

existing Welsh theatre practitioners and other 

international artists.  

NTW's emphasis upon conversation and 

dialogue ð evidenced not only through 

performance, but also through NTW TEAM, 

the National Theatre Wales Assembly and its 

online community ð is indicative of the 

capacity of dialogic art forms to facilitate 

debate and contestation, and perhaps for this 

reason, these and related practices are 

particularly suitable for engaging with urgent 

local and global issues associated with 

sustainability." 

community.nationaltheatrewales.org; 

nationaltheatrewales.org/assembly 

http://community.nationaltheatrewales.org/
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òArt cannot be a monologueé contrary 

to the current presumption, if there is 

any man who has no right to solitude it 

is the artist.ó  

Albert Camus, Resistance, Rebellion 

and Death 

 

situation. This is perhaps why improvisational and collaborative forms are so conducive to arts practices 

where sharing and conversation are at the heart of the artistsõ intention. 

 

Until people can start to see their habitual ways of interpreting a situation, they can't really step into a new 

awareness (Bohm). By connecting people within spaces that support dialogue, the arts are able to trigger 

deep, powerful, lasting and transformational connections. People can find the vocabulary with which to 

express their opinions and to accept the uncertainty of the future. They experience sensations that impact 

on their consequent behaviour. 

 

Given this, it is hardly surprising that community arts 

feature prominently in this report. Community arts account 

for a third of respondents' work, and reflect the emphasis 

on participation and facilitation of dialogue.  This is not 

just organisations, but individual artists, such as writer 

Sarah Woods who runs multi-media participatory shows 

that involve audiences in imagining positive futures; and 

storyteller Sian Cornelius whose work is focused on the 

sharing of stories as a way of finding creative solutions.  

This ability to create a ôsafeõ space and manage dialogue 

within that space is a skill that is sometimes overlooked 

and undervalued. It is hard at times to recognise the 

process itself as art, and it can get confused with 

community development or group facilitation. In our 

recommendations, we suggest that the ACW raises the 

profile of relational arts, cross-art forms, and that less 

emphasis is placed on product and output, and more 

emphasis on process, and the journey. 

 

 

Communicating Complex Ideas 

The traditional Irish story, 'Cormack's Adventures in the 

Land of Promise' sees the protagonist given a magical 

musical instrument which, if shaken, allows the bearer to 

either drop into a deep sleep or to become wide-awake. 

As it is a cautionary story, the first part of his life is spent 

in a comfortable stupor, and at every turn when 

confronted by unwelcome information or a difficult 

choice he chooses sleep. The story becomes interesting when instead he chooses to use the instrument to 

'wake up', be present and create change for the better (Rees, 2014).  This story is familiar to us all even if 

Blodeuwedd, Marian Delyth 
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CREATE Nights 

OXFAM in Castle Street, Swansea regularly plays 

host to 'CREATE nights.' The key aims of the 

CREATE nights and in-shop exhibitions are: 

- To give a platform to local artists; 

- To inspire people to create; to do something 

positive; 

- To bring the ideas of creative living to 

unsuspecting shoppers and passers-by. 

CREATE nights are relevant but not limited to 

OXFAM's aims and ideals; fairtrade, slavery, re-

use, recycling etc.   

"The clearest and most positive outcome of CREATE 

has been the confidence gained by those without 

an 'art' background; the appreciation of the 

possibilities, the opportunities, the interest in taking 

their work forward, out of the comfortable quiet 

safety of their homes and into the wider world. 

The Fine Artists in turn can be inspired to take their 

work forward, out of the comfortable quiet safety 

of 'the art world' and into the wider world. (Phil 

Broadhurst, curator) 

www.facebook.com/oxfamcastlestreet  

we have not heard the tale. The Janus-faced qualities of the arts which operate in the same way as 

Cormack's magical instrument are part of their enduring power.  

  

There is always the temptation, as things get 

overwhelming, to switch off into distraction and 

denial. The arts can assist us to do both. Suzi Gablik 

(1991) reminds us that "persons who grow up in a 

society are culturally 'hypnotized' to perceive reality 

the way the culture experiences it...The challenge of 

the next few decades will be to awaken from this 

hypnosis." At times of social and political change, 

artists are often the outriders and alchemists in the 

vanguard, becoming more engaged and socially 

aware before the rest of society. Extrapolating from 

the results of this survey, artists, it is suggested, not 

only have a role in creating a sustainable Wales, they 

also have a responsibility. More artists than ever have 

found renewed energy to work in areas such as social 

justice and sustainability to generate change. 

 

People trust artists. The interviews and case studies 

appear to attest to this - "they can get different people 

in a room talking to one another when no one else 

can" (Ann Jordan, maker and co-founder of Elysium). They are therefore in a powerful position, one that 

neither the politician not the scientist can occupy. "Of all lies, art is the least untrue." Gustave Flaubert. 

 

So what can the arts do and how? An overwhelming number of respondents reported that the arts can 

communicate important ideas and information which might otherwise be alienating, too complex, or might 

cause people to switch off; and can help transform difficult, complex information into something 

understandable that we can act on. But how do the arts do that? 

 

Creating story and new narratives 

Through telling different stories and finding different ways to tell those stories, we enable people to better 

engage with our current crises. Stories are an enormously effective way to communicate complex ideas in a 

specific and human way. For example, Sian Corneliusõ Dreamscape project and Mike Erskine's 'I know a 

Storyõ project (see box). 

 

 

http://www.facebook.com/oxfamcastlestreet
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Mixing fact and fiction 

Over the last ten years or so, we have seen fact and fiction draw closer and closer, both in our seemingly 

insatiable appetite for reality TV, and in the place that fact is carving out in the arts, from verbatim 

testimony to the lecture-performance. This development suggests a role for the arts in exploring real life 

events, enabling art to directly deal with complex factual issues. For examples see Philip Ralph's play 'Deep 

Cutõ produced by Sherman Cymru and Sarah Woods' 'The Roadless Trip' and ôThe Empathy Roadshow.' 

 

 

 

Mike Erskine  

"If you want to learn about a culture, listen to the stories. If you want to change a culture, change the stories." 

Michael Margolis. 

Mike Erskine developed I Know a Story as a place to collect and share stories of passion, spirit and soul from 

around the UK. 

"The project was borne from a personal frustration that lots of good, inspiring stories relating to sustainability 

were not being told. Not enough attention was being placed on the power of a story and I wanted to create a 

place online where these stories could be collected and shared in a meaningful way. 

I felt that the stories themselves should be the interesting part - the individuals, the challenges, the success, the 

passion, the reason, the values. Different stories appeal to different people. I also wanted to collaborate with 

other individuals who were already capturing stories and share their work too." 

www.mikejerskine.com/i -know-a-story  

Submergence, Mike Erskine 


