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LETTERS

World Crafts Council
Conference

I wish to write about the World
Crafts Council Conference held in
May in Sydney, particularly from
the perspective of one who had
attended previous WCC Confer-
encesinCanada 1974, Mexico 1976,
Japan 1978, and Austria 1980.

I feel it is essential that such a
Conference be held on the campus
of a university or similar institu-
tion. So much of the value of a craft
conference is in the casual and
impromptu meetings and conver-
sations one has when everyone is
housed on the same campus. This
was brought home to me when I
went on to attend the International
Tapestry Symposium held in Mel-
bourne at Ormond College, a resi-
dential College of Melbourne Uni-
versity. This symposium was a
highly successful one with an ex-
citement and cohesion lacking in
Sydney.

The Sydney Conference only
came alive for me when Jennifer
Isaacs spoke to us about her work
amongst the Aboriginals, and or-
ganised our chance to meet them
when they were setting up their
installation for the Sydney Bicen-
tennial in the Pier Complex on the
Waterfront, One felt immediately
that here were a people with a
philosophy deeply rooted in their
land. Not the wretched primitive
we are sometimes led to believe
they are, but a people with a spiri-
tuality in some ways more sophis-
ticated than our own and certainly
in tune with survival on this planet
of ours.

When I think of how the Mexi-
can President entertained all the
delegates at his Palace in the centre
of Mexico City in 1976 it makes me
realise how inadequately we in
the Western world value ourcrafts.
In Mexico we were treated as first
class tourists. It took 22 buses to
take all the delegates the two hour
journey to the Palace from the
Conference site. What a feast of
rich and valuable experiences we
were treated to! First a viewing of
the President’s own priceless craft
collection in the cellar museum in
the Palace, then a first class exhibi-
tion of exquisite dancing by dance
troupes representative of various
areas of Mexico. Finally after being
given some tasty Mexican fare we
were farewelled and each handed
an original painting or artifact. All
1200 of us!

I realise it is unfair to compare
Sydney in 1988 with Mexico in
1976 and nothing personal is in-
tended, as those organising did
the best they could with the facili-
ties and money available. But I
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think the comparison serves to
highlight the disparity between the
value the Mexican put on craft and
that which the Australian did.

Vivienne Mountfort
Life member, Craft Council of N.Z.
Fibre artist

The magazine

Congratulations on the new, im-
proved magazine. [wish youevery
success.

Pamela Elliott

Director, Compendium Gallery
Auckland

I'd like to thank you for the first
issue of NZ Crafts under your edi-
torship. One most heartening sign
was that my copy was received
here a whole week before the copy
deadline for the next issue. [ can’t
remember last time that happened.
I do think itis important for people
to have a chance to respond.

Paul Annear
Auckland

It's a year since I gave away my
involvement with the CCNZ ex-
ecutive and I have now more or
less dealt with the withdrawal
symptoms. I don’t think though
thatIshall ever be free of the recur-
ring thought that I should be in-
volving myself in issues that I feel
strongly about. It was this that first
prompted me to stand for the ex-
ecutive and it returns every time a
copy of NZ Crafts lands in our let-
ter box. My family has long be-
come used to my alternate cheers
and curses as I work my way
through the latest issue.
Sometimes a letter is published
which deserves a response from
somebody at the Council but be-
causeoflack of knowledge through
changes of staff (or perhaps the
perennial lack of time) there is
none. | therefore take upon myself
the task of thanking Ewanna Becky
Greene for her positive and sen-
sible suggestions about marketing
the CCNZ and crafts in general. In
fact NZ Crafts was available on all
Air New Zealand international
flights from about 1984 to 1987, at
which point our desperate budget
situation forced us to withdraw it
because we could no longer afford
to supply it for the something like
half-cost price that was all Air NZ
were prepared to pay for it. More
than one marketing plan has been
prepared and then shelved again
becausé of cost constraints. Inearly
1986 I proposed a NZ Crafts An-
nual similar to the successful Craft
Australia Yearbook as a valuable

promotional tool but again lack of
financial and human resources has
so far prevented its implementa-
tion. The executive and staff have
never lacked ideas; it's the means
toachieve them that is always the
problem. The value of letters by
Ewanna Becky Greene and others
urging such strategies is that they
provide further incentive to fight
for the funding, so I hope they
keep writing.

Also in issue 25 1 enjoyed
enormously Jane Hackett's talk
with Lani Morris (Welcome back
Lani!). I felt elated for Jane because
it's great to read about deserved
success and in this case to feel just
a little bit part of it. Jane’s final
comment cut me like a knife
though. I suppose if the Crafts
Council takes a lot of credit for the
establishment of the Craft Design
courses then it must also field the
criticism for their shortcomings.
But to blame the Council for the
lack of a diploma course at Wa-
nganui is just too much even if it is
said through ignorance.

There is a big story to be told
about the Crafts Council's cam-
paign to establish these courses
and I hope that the long proposed
history of CCNZ is soon under-
taken so that this weighty chapter
can be written while the memories
and the passions are still not faded.
For the information of Jane Hack-
ett and others, CCNZ policy re-
garding diploma courses was em-
phatically that they should be able
to be run by any of the polytechs
which were already running Craft
Design courses and which could
prove themselves able to offer the
facilities and teaching resourcesap-
propriate for such an advanced
course. Our concern had always
been that the students should get
the best opportunity possible and
in this case, wherever possible. This
was contrary to the wishes of Dr
Ray Thorburn and others at the
Education Department who con-
sistently favoured asinglediploma
course, probably to be sited in
Auckland. We argued further that
the number of student places in
diploma courses should notbe tied
to the amount of Government
funding available, thus freeing
committed polytechs to seek inde-
pendent funding if that were the
only limiting factor. Institutes such
as Nelson Polytech had already
indicated that they would run their
own diploma courses even if they
weredenied Government funding.
The Department later put an abso-
lute veto on any such initiative.

The ultimate decision to estab-
lish four regionally sited diploma
courses must therefore be seen as
at least partial success for the

CCNZ and its lobbying. It's no se-
cret that the approval for the
courses was recommended to the
Department by a committee of
three appointed by the Depart-
ment’s Craft Education Advisory
Committee. This committee which
inspected each of the applying
polytechs was comprised of a rep-
resentative from the Crafts Coun-
cil, Kate Coolahan; one from the
QE II Arts Council, Edith Ryan;
and one from the Education De-
partment, Ray Thorburn. It's not
exaggerating to say that the Crafts
Council executive was astonished
to learn that Wanganui Commu-
nity College was not among those
approved. However the commit-
tee’s findings were not disclosed
to CCNZ and I myself remain as
ignorant as Jane Hackett regard-
ing its reasoning. When I think of
the incredibly wearying work that
was done by Carin Wilson,
Campbell Hegan, Carole
Shepheard et al on behalf of craft
studentsand in the face of repeated,
sometimes disgraceful politicking
by Departmental officials, you
must forgive me if I sound hurt,
for indeed [ am.

Colin Slade
Chairmaker
Banks Peninsula

The AGM

Having just come home from the
AGM I wish to express my appre-
ciation of the weekend's activities.
It has left me with a feeling of op-
timism for the future of the Crafts
Council in New Zealand. In fact |
have comeaway feeling elated and
inspired.

Under John Scott’s masterly
leadership many issues were dis-
cussed and clarified. [t wasa stroke
of genius to have the representa-
tives from the allied organisations
present. They gave the proceed-
ings a base of reality as one could
almost feel the craftspeople they
represented breathing down their
necks and insisting on a truthful
representation. This was not a dis-
advantage but an incentive for
worthwhile decisions to be made.

Richard Ballantyne, in his key-
note speech, urged us to be pre-
pared tochangein this highly com-
petitive world of the eighties and
the years leading up to the 21st
century. He reminded us that no
one owes us a living making the
craft object of our choice. We have
to get out there and create our
market; be competitive, and ever
watchful of the quality of our prod-
uct and willing to change as the
market changes.

It was fascinating hearing of the
various activities of the different
craft disciplines. From the 6000-
strong weavers and spinners to
the one-man iron smith it was a
story of commitment and enthusi-
asm. The message came across
clear and bold, united we stand
divided we fall. The Crafts Coun-
cil is now the voice of the
craftspeople of N.Z. and it is to the
Crafts Council that the money is
allocated and from whom consul-
tation is sought.

I felt confident that our interests
are in good hands and that the
Executive and the staff are mind-
ful of our concerns. They haven't
an easy task dealing with so many
disparate groups who each think
they deserve prime consideration.

Cassandra Fusco initiated an
interesting exercise on Sunday
morning when she got each group
recording the history of their par-
ticular craft. After the spokesper-
son for each group had presented
their findings we realised that
craftspeople are articulate and are
quite capable of recording their
own history and should set about
doing it before too many more
years have passed. We are grateful
to Cassandra, who is the Art and
Craft History tutor at the Christ-
church Polytechnic, for reminding
us of the necessity for this work to
be done and giving us such an
enthusiastic introduction to the
task.

1 think we should all be grateful
to the Christchurch Committee and
thestaff of the Craft Design Course

at the Polytechnic for enabling the
weekend to run so smoothly.
Obviously they had put much
planning and thought into the

-event to enable it to be so enjoy-

able. There you are, I am mention-
ing joy, and that says a lot, when
you can use the word joy when
describing an AGM!

Vivienne Mountfort

Atftitudes in craft

Congratulations on a revitalized
magazine. I would like, however,
to respond to some recent articles
with a concern for the underlying
attitudes they point to.

I have read statements lately, in
this magazine and other publica-
tions, by reviewers and
craftspeople whose skills I respect
but whose sageness I find doubt-
ful. A distrust of craftworkers who
do not overtly employ the funda-
mental traditions and early tech-
nologies of their craft, and a dis-
like of works produced out of a
need for self-expression and
uniqueness are attitudes too often
encountered. They are not helpful
and they are not new. [ heard them
very clearly in my early days of
working with clay when I found
the idea of digging the stuff, con-
structing my own Leach-type kick
wheel, and building my own belch-
ing brick kiln just too colonial to
even consider. I do not want or
need to know kiln dynamics, in
much the same way that my enjoy-

ment of travel does not make me
feel compelled to know about the
internal combustion engine. Those
who need to know these things
and do know them are lucky and
richer in many ways than others.
However those of us who don’t
need to know these things are no
less worthy.

Barry Brickell writes (ASP news-
letter, October 1988): ‘Claywork or
any other kind of work which is
wilful self-expression with an ef-
fect is a recipe for violence’. I find
it truly distressing to read a state-
ment as absurd as this from a man
as thoughtful as that. Violence is
more often the result of alienation
and that comes from one person or
group asserting their philosophy
or politics over another. There is
room within the craft spectrum for
every imaginable approach and I
think that those who seem to be so
terribly threatened by modern
approachesto craft should resteasy
in the knowledge that in the end
tastefulness will prevail — it just
does.

There is a place for those who
create the artistic follies and awk-
ward oddities of theirage. In retro-
spect these ornaments often serve
to humanise and identify their
times, and this is as valid as creat-
ing works resonant with tradition,
which give continuity to all ep-
ochs and eras. So, in a hundred
years thelittle spiky, colourful pots
weall know won'tlastare going to
have a significance that is specific
to the 1980s. The pots echoing the
timeless, divine beauty of nature

will be there too. They are able to
co-exist and in fact in some ways
need each other to define each
other.

Other statements I have found
very worrying were made by Jens
Hansen by way of Peter Gibbs (NZ
Crafts, Spring 1988). There were in
fact several provocative remarks
in the final paragraph of the pro-
file on the jeweller — all worrying
and characterised by phrases such
as ‘distasteful’, ‘newness’, ‘Holly-
wood’, ‘new tricks’, ‘suspect’.
People who continually create new
work arenot suspect, they are quite
simply people who are continu-
ally creating new work. There
really is no need for judgement.
Judge the work certainly if you
need to but the exploratory nature
of some people’s approach to craft
does not need judgement — it is
just another path and one that can
enrich the pool of possibilities just
as much as tradition and classi-
cism. I think in fact there are many
good reasons for continually cre-
ating new work but that's another
argument,

What worries me most about
attitudes such as those expressed
by individuals whose authority in
their fields is without question,
and whose spheres of influence
are possibly immense, is that they
arenotmessages of enlightenment,
they are just words of discourage-
ment. Young enthusiasm is not fed
by such expressions, it never was.

Christine Thacker
Auckland
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The 1989 Art in Wool Award

* Originality of design
« Creative use of colour
» Suitability of materials

Each year the New Zealand Wool Board presents an award for Handcrafls in Wool, established to promote and
The Award is administered jointly by the Crafts Council of New
It is presentd in alternate years for “Design

For the Winner: The winner of the 1989 Award will receive a prize of $3000. In addition she or he will enjoy
nationwide publicity and recognition, as one of New Zealand's foremost textile artists.
exhibited at the Dunedin Art Gallery for two weeks at the time of the 1989 National Woolcrafts Festival, and at the
Crafts Council of New Zealand in Wellington, following the Festival.

In addition to nominating the Award winner, judges will select other outstanding pieces suitable for exhibition.
The winner will be announced during the 1989 Woolcrafts Festival, in Dunedin.

The judges - and what they’ll be looking for. The Art in Wool Award winners will be selected by judges:-
Interior Designer Clare Athfield, Textile Artist Kate Wells, and Textile Artist/Educator, Kelly Thompson.

They will be using the following criteria for judging submissions for the Award:

» Technique
» Construction
» Professional finish.

Above all, judges will seek to identify those entries which demonstrate the highest degree of excellence in the use of
wool in textile art. Entrants are free to select the form that art takes.

For further information and application form apply to your Area Delegate or wrile to.-
The New Zealand Wool Board Art in Wool Award 1989,
Crafts Council of New Zealand, P.O. Box 498. Wellington.

The winning piece will be




IN brief

Apologies first, promised and otherwise. To Rena Jarose-
witsch for the misspelling of her name in issue 24 page 15.
In July this year, Rena attended a master class by the great
Johannes Schreiter at the Pilchuck Glass School in the
United States. Rena’s 1988 commissions have included a
memorial stained glass window, St Mary’s Church, Irwell,
Canterbury; stained glass windows at the new Housing
Corporation building in Taranaki Street, Wellington. Fur-
ther apologies are owing to Michael Chittenden, who took
all the photographs of Suzy Pennington’s tapestries; to
Patti Meads who was insupportably omitted from the
Notes on contributors for her helpful piece on FaAENZA; and to
Helen Mitchell who photographed Jane Hackett's award-
winning garment shown on page 12. If there is to be any
blame attached to the fact that I have not tendered my
resignation from this here editorial post for the above list of
crimes I beg readers to lay it at the feet of the Honourable
Minister for Finance — I need the money!¥ The Wellington
Shakespeare Society still needs more assistance for its GLOBE
THEATRE PROJECT. The project is providing the stage hangings
at the rear of the reconstructed Globe Theatre in London.
Raymond Boyce’s designs for these curtains have been
accepted by the Globe Academic Committee and the cur-
tains themselves willbe made by New Zealand craftspeople
selected and organised by the Embroiderers Guild. Two
main things are needed right now. The first is donations of
funds; the second is the use of a space in Wellington for
between 12 and 18 months where the main work will be
done. Enquiries about both matters should be directed to
Project Manager Dawn Sanders phone (04) 768-369, or
write to 12 Cargill Street, Karori, Wellington 5.
Y Craftspeople are reminded that the old (in relative terms
of course) Crafts Loans Scheme has been replaced by the
CRAFT VENTURE CAPITAL SCHEME. The objective of the scheme is
to ‘assist craftspeople who are not able, because of the
nature of their work and the market for crafts to borrow ..
-at current interest rates. . /, for the purpose of creating an
appropriate working and /or training environment. Write
to: QE Il Arts Council, Box 3806, Wellington for further
information.¥In this columnin the lastissue I reported that
Colin Underwood of Whangarei received a merit award in
the 1988 Norsewear Art Awards. Well, he didn’t. But corLin
UNDERDOWN did, and apologies are here extended to Colin
for the error.9 Last month saw the Crafts Council Gallery’s
SHOWCASE v opened by Lesleigh Salinger, Director of the
New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts. This annual show
features works in all craft media, and, with all works being
for sale, prices being very reasonable, and the overall
standard being very high, the Gallery runs the grave risk of
being economically viable.§For those who want New
Zealand-made acid-free board to protect their works, or
acid-free made up boxes to enclose them, it is not well
enough known that such things can be had from Dykeshire
NZ Ltd, P O Box 79, Paraparaumu (058) 87-038.9 In Christ-
church a new craft gallery has opened: CAVE ROCK GALLERY,
sited next to the Ginko Print Workshop and Gallery at the
Arts Centre. Showings to date and until the end of the year
are: Royce McGlashan, Kobi Bosshard and Fluxus, Lioyd
Park (photographer), David Brokenshire, the Canterbury
Guild of Lacemakers, and Campbell Hegan. Looks
g00d . THE NEW ZEALAND CENTRE FOR PHOTOGRAPHY is quickly
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establishing its programme — black & white prints and
colourtransparency assemblages by 7 contemporary French
photographers — 1950s photos from China of the Chinese by
the late Brian Brake, the Centre’s first chairperson — pho-
tos and seminar by West German Jenner Zimmermann —
a PhotoForum seminar which brought together leading
Australasian photographers, educators, curators and their
critics — and next up until February 10 is Creation by the
late Ernst Haas, a portfolio that was 11 years in the making.
Haas had a few things to say about the nature of nature and
theartof artand my favourite is: ‘Nothing is complete, and
if it was it wouldn’t interest me’. Anyway, get on the
Centre’s mailing list: The New Zealand Centre for Photog-
raphy, 27 Hanson Street, Newtown, Wellington, P O Box
3919, (04) 895-101.9THE L'ETACQ COLLEGE OF FINE WOODWORK
TECHNIQUES AND DESIGN will again be offering a range of
courses in furniture making and carving in 1989. This year,
apart from college principal Remi Couriard, class tutors
have included Colin Slade for chair making, Darrin Bird on
industrial design, Jock Fryer on the history of furniture and
Jackie Margaret on furniture design and techniques. The
College runs courses for 4 diplomas, all registered with the
Department of Education, in fine furniture, advanced fine
furniture, commercial furniture and carving. Remi Couri-
ard served his apprenticeship in Jersey, Channel Islands
and later graduated from City and Guilds of London. He
came to New Zealand in 1971, and set up the L'Etacq
College and Studio aftera QEII Arts Council assisted study
tour of England, France and the United States in 1985.
Enquiries for next year's courses should be sent to L'Etacq
College, 20 Buchan Street, Sydenham, Christchurch, P O
Box 7192, (03) 667-946.9The Wellington City Council’s
innovative ARTS BONUS SCHEME was initiated in 1983, imple-
mented in 1985 and is the only scheme of its kind in New
Zealand. The scheme allows property developers an in-
crease of 5% in floor space for every 1% of total building
expenditure used for the commissioning of public art-
works. Major commissions to date include the impressive
neon work Whipping the Wind 1988 by Paul Hartigan on
the Landcorpbuilding in Lambton Quay; Phillip Trusttum’s
Northern Lights in glass that adorns the Unisys Building
on The Terrace, and Dennis O’Connor’s Mote Park, carved
out of Oamaru stone, which is due to be installed in the
entrance to the Sun Alliance building on The Terrace. In its
advisory role for the scheme the Wellington City Art Gal-
lery houses a file for Artists for Public Art Commissions.
This file is not only used as a reference for the scheme but
is available to any party wishing to commission public art
work. Should you wish to be included in the file please
send a resume with images to: The Curator, Wellington
City Art Gallery, P O Box 1992, Wellington.§The Crafts
Council ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING and a weekend of work-
shops/discussion groups was held in Christchurch on 29
and 30 October. Major topics to emerge from the meetings
were: (1) the future of the Crafts Council in relation to allied
organisations — here the question of affiliation of individ-
ual craft guilds and societies was raised, and the allied
organisations have asked the Crafts Council to report on
the various ways in which affiliation might work; (2) the
new Index selection process in which allied organisation
involvement, consumer choice, craftspeople’s accepted

standards, and the inclusion of all crafts were generally
well received; and (3) a workshop on craft histories run by
Cassandra Fusco demonstrated the urgency of saving our
history. It was strongly recommended to the Crafts Coun-
cil that they lobby the relevant authorities for a national
crafts museum.¥ And finally, news of a special exhibition,
People of the Cedar, now running at the NATIONAL MUSEUM
until December 4. The exhibition is presented by the De-
partment of External Affairs of Canada, and will be toured
by NZAGDCtoSouthland, Canterbury, Rotorua, Hastings,
Auckland and Waikato. The featured work is made by
Indians of the northwest coast of America, the People of the
Cedar. The cedar is a versatile wood it seems. It is durable,
soft enough to carve, easily split into long even planks and
its fibrous bark can be woven. Large houses and canoes,
boxes, cooking vessels, bowls, paintings, masks, totems,
clothing, mats, baskets and rugs have all been made from
the cedar.
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(Van Nostrand Rheinold, Toronto 1980) is the standard work in
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LANIMORRIS has a Diploma in Journalism from the University
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JUSTINE OLSEN is the curator for applied arts at the Auckland
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Crafts.
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THE
FLETCHER
CHALLENGE
AWARD
1989

FOR EXCELLENCE IN CERAMICS

In association
with
Auckland Studio Potters

Closing Date

All New Zealand entries to be in the hands of
the Competition organisers by 18/19th May
1989.

This award is being made annually by Fletcher
Challenge in association with the Auckland
Studio Potters (Inc.).

The Work

This year each potter is invited to submit one
entry for the 1989 Pottery Award. There will
be no category or theme. Each entry will be
judged on excellence.

The Award

The Judge will seek one outstanding winning
entry for which an award of $NZ 10,000 cash
will be made.

A limited number of Certificates of Merit will
be awarded at the Judge’s discretion.

Communications relating to the award and
requests for entry forms to:

FLETCHER CHALLENGE AWARD
P.O. Box 881, Auckland 1.
New Zealand. Ph (09) 798-665.

ORTO:

AUCKLAND STUDIO POTTERS,

95 Captain Springs Road Extension
Te Papapa, Auckland 6,

Ph (09) 643-622.




EDITORIAL

Craft in New Zealand is clearly of age. International judges and selectors for
our awards, competitions and exhibitions have been for some time telling us
that our work can be assessed on equal terms with the craft of their own
countries. There has been a steady stream of overseas craftspeople coming to
this country for many years now — whether they have been invited, are here
on scholarships, are simply travelling, ot have emigrated. Similarly, New
Zealanders have visited, emigrated, studied, travelled and exhibited over-
seas. Some of our current locals were not born here. Some overseas practitio-
ners were born here. Most craft literature available, in bookshops and
libraries, is written by, about, and published by overseas people, companies
and institutions; but more and more of those publications include work by
New Zealanders. And the flow of national exhibitions of New Zealand art
and craft going to other countries is definitely on the increase. In other words,
New Zealand craft is part of the normal network of the international ex-
change of ideas and products. To confuse this with the mere importation of
an ‘international style” at the expense of indigenous activity, is a mistake.

It is entirely possible to view overseas and local work with equal respect
and interest. The question of what work we may have a special affection for
is a separate issue. In a pluralistic world, it is not only the number of things
and ideas that multiply, but also the number of possible comparisons and
connections between them. In our critical writings, whether on art, craft or
literature, a growing number of such contrasts have made themselves felt:
overseas/indigenous; male/female; Maori/Pakeha; European/Pacific; Brit-
ish/ American; art/craft; amateur/professional; functional /non-functional;
complex/simple; national /regional; gallery /marketplace; politicised /non-
politicised; utilitarian /non-utilitarian, and the list goes on. It is hard to find
writing that doesn’t come down heavily in favour of one side of these axes at
the deliberate expense of the other, or in favour of one set of axes at the
expense of others. For instance, a writer may decide that the only issue in a
particular work is whether the art/craft matter has been properly handled,
when another reading may show that both Maori/Pakeha and national/
regional matters might also be involved. This is not a problem for writers only
— readers and craftworkers also have responded in this way to particular
works, or to writing about those works.

The task and challenge for craft writing now is to shake free of this
tendency to erect monopolies of value, and instead to articulate the ways in
which these sorts of equations interact within whatever work comes to its
notice — whatéver its origins, and with due respect to those origins. As the
not-quite-brand-new editor of NZ Crafts, I have to say that the magazine has
more roles to perform than the work of criticism alone. There are educational,
legal, financial, marketing, collecting, conservation, curating, exhibiting,
funding, sponsoring and other matters to attend to, all of which have their
basis in Crafts Council policy and membership concern. These are crucial
matters, affecting all craftspeople, whatever their special activity or interests
may be. Along with that, what is also crucial is how we write about what
craftspeople do. It is indeed how we do that, rather than if we do it, that will
decide whether we have been of any use. Watch these pages.

-

Alan Loney, editor

THE
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JUSTINE OLSEN

ew Zealand Contemporary Furniture

exhibition organised by Auckland Museum
and supported by QEll Arts Council and

NZ Home-and Building magazine.
Auckland Museum, 3-18 September 1988.
Selector: George R. Ingham,

senior lecturer and Head of the

Wood Workshop at the Canberra

School of Art, Australia.

The selection process was designed to
create an exhibition which illustrated
for the first time the range and high
quality of New Zealand contemporary
furniture. Asa newly established exhi-
bition, it was intended to attract as
many diverse entries as possible. This
was achieved. There were 75 exhibi-
tion entries from designers and mak-
ers whose worksranged from the hand-
made piece to the industrial prototype.

George Ingham provided the Mu-
seum withaselection based onasound
knowledge of design and its functional
application to furniture. The works, he
said, could be seen in an international
exhibition. Twenty four works were
selected, approximately a third of the
entries. The selection resulted in the
rejection of some works by leaders in
the field. George Ingham applied his
criteria to all works with no knowl-
edge of the artists involved.

The reaction to the selection, that of
an independent exhibition, was not
surprising. During the selection George
had mentioned the need for the public
to view both the selected and unse-
lected works. However, the manner in
which the Salon des Refusés was put
together was questionable. New works
were added, and some rejected pieces
showed evidence of alteration. The
visiting public were not informed of
these facts: a misdemeanour if the or-
ganisers wereserious about their origi-
nal intention. The reason given for the

-exhibition was stated quite firmly by

the leading exhibitors — the need for
exposure of the unselected work.

A strong factor in Auckland Mu-
seum’s involvement was that we saw
the exhibition as a learning exercise for
the exhibitors, given that the furniture
design field is still relatively young in
New Zealand. For thisreason we made
George Ingham available to the en-
trants to discuss and offer constructive
criticism of worksbothselected and re-

jected. Thiswas metattimes with strong
defensivearguments, otherwiseappre-
ciation. It is worth noting that some of
those leaders in the field whose works
were rejected did not come forward. A
symposium at Carrington Polytechnic
the day after the official opening of the
exhibition was held for entrants tomeet
informally and hear George Ingham
talk about his own work and that car-
ried out by students of the Canberra
School of Art. A tool tuning demon-
stration by George ended a very en-
lightening day for the exhibitors.

Editor’s note

The Salon des Refusés was set up on
instruction from Emperor Napoleon
III for works rejected for the Paris Sa-
lon exhibitions, and the first opened to
the public on May 15, 1863. According
to Degas' biographer Roy McMullen,
the Salon des Refusés ‘quickly became
an attraction for crowds of merry phil-
istines, a target for wittily abusive crit-
ics, a theme for a comic opera at the
Theatre des Varietes, and, in spite of
the mockery, an excellent thing for
the anti-academic cause’. (Degas: His
Life, Times, and Work, by Roy McMul-
len, pub. Houghton Mifflin 1984, p108.)

COLIN SLADE

Iif it’s craft it’s art

Lecture presented to The Auckland Institute &
Museum in association with the New Zealand
Contemporary Furniture Exhibition Monday
September 5th 1988

Why is furniture no longer considered a precious family
possession? It’s an important question because the an-
swers to it tell us a lot about our society and how it has
developed over the centuries.

There are two fundamental threads to the answer and
I'll introduce the first with a small personal memory. Ona
grey December afternoon back in 1965, Istood in the office-
cum-studio of Frank Hudson, master carver and furniture
factory boss of High Wycombe, England. The desk in its
centre was unusable, covered to some depth as it was by
books on furniture, architectural design etc., rolled up
drawings squashed as flat as the books, and the whole
shambles covered with a generous shower of wood chips.

At one side of the room stood a large bench which too
was covered with similar strata of material, and in its
centre was the source of the wood chips. [t was an architec-
tural carving that Frank had been working on before my
father and I had entered. I don’t remember the detail, but
Ido rememberan abundance of flora carved in the mixture
of robustness and voluptuousness that was Frank’s own
style, and that the wood was lime. I was there to become in-
dentured as an apprentice at Frank’s firm and the man
himself was giving me the first of countless homilies I was
to hear from him over the next five years. ‘Furniture,’
Frank was saying, with the tremendous conviction that he
customarily employed in such speeches, ‘is one of the Fine
Arts and don’t you forget it!” Well, with Frank’s work and
his studio being immersed in the refined world of 18th
Century furniture design, it was hard to disagree.

In the so called Golden Age of English furniture, when
the work of people such as Adam, Chippendale, Hepple-
white and Sheraton was sought after by the aristocracy
and therichand powerful merchants, you could have been
forgiven for believing that furniture and the other decora-
tiveartsdid indeed rank alongside painting and sculpture.
This was however not the case and hadn’t been since the
Renaissance, the new age of art and the beginning of
modern science, which saw instead the elevation of paint-
ing and sculpture away from the other artistic disciplines.
Thus began what we now call the Fine Arts. It has to be
understood that this movement was born out of the rise of
a new merchant class which was to become a powerful
patron of the arts, ending the monopoly control over art
previously held by the church. It was to provide a new
freedom and a much better income for favoured painters
and sculptors. Of great significance is the fact that this
distinction between the Fine Arts and the rest is purely a
Western idea which has no basis in other civilisations.

This hierarchical view of art has endured for 400 odd

years and it prevails throughout the Western world in-
cluding here in New Zealand. It's surprising that this is the
case given our supposed egalitarian society, but perhapsit
tells us more about ourselves and our art than we realise.
Although in old languages the words ‘craft’ and ‘art’ were
interchangeable (they both meant skill in the making), we
have now come to apply the term craft to distinguish those
art objects which owe their existence to the demands of
function as much as they provide a vehicle for artistic
expression. In primitive societies this meant almost any
object that was made to satisfy human need. All over the
world even the most mundane crafts allowed scope for
individual, tribal or regional expression which, when fused
with the varying and ever-present demands of function,
resulted in an endlessly rich variety of solutions to univer-
sal practical problems. Butitis precisely the crafts’ concern
with function which is what makes the fine arts fraternity
look down on them. This snobbery wouldn’t matter so
much if that’s all it were and if it were confined within the
fine arts. Unfortunately it is not.

Because this hierarchy, like most, has a lot to do with
power and money, it's important for the maintenance of
thestatus quo thateveryoneinvolved, artist, patron, dealer
and critic alike, is kept assured of the superiority (and
therefore greater investment value) of painting and sculp-
ture over the other arts disciplines. Consciously or uncon-
sciously (hopefully the latter), all are engaged in this proc-
ess.

The results are a relative lack of craft exhibitions in art
galleries, a lack of interest on the part of art critics when
they do occur, and regular sniping intentionally or not by
critics and other commentators when they do get a men-
tion. For example: a couple of weeks ago, Roger Price
introduced a Kaleidoscope TV programme about an exhi-
bition of screens. He began by describing a screen in The
Auckland Institute and Museum’s collection in words to
this effect: “The wonderful decoration on this piece lifts it
from being mere furniture into the realm of art’. In other
words, he seemed to be saying that if it were not decorated
it would not be worthy of consideration as art. This is not
intended as a criticism of Roger Price, who is very suppor-
tive of the crafts in fact. His comment was entirely inno-
cent, butI mention itas an example of how ingrained in all
of us this perception of everything being inferior to paint-
ing has become.

In thesame week’sissue of the Listener Garth Cartwright
made a more considered attack on the craft of furniture. In
an otherwise plausible interview with a visiting Italian
designer, Marco Vanini, Cartwright makes passing refer-
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Diana Firth, designer. Made by
Brian Heighton. Chaise Longue.
Pressed pine and cane.

bg

All photographs in this arficle are
reproduced by courtesy of the
Auckland Institute and Museum.

Kevin Carrvcan. Chair, Steel and leather,

Roland SeibertzfAkzenta Design,
Lecture hall furniture for University
of Auckland. Aluminium castings,
NZ Matai, and nylatron.
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Dave Putland. Mirror ‘Canoe’. Tawa and

F

Kawaka.

Roman Novak. Lounge ‘Stereo Lounge’. Steel, nylon, cotton.

Peter Sullivan. Console table and mirror. Steel and glass.

Jiirgen Thiele. Display Cabinet,
‘Homage to NZ'. Corrugated iron,
NZ pine, glass.

ence to the Artiture Exhibition held recently in Auckland.
‘Some of the work,” he says almost patronisingly, ‘was of
beautiful and imaginative design. But I'm unsure about
the elevation of craft to an art platform.” He goes on to
deliver the classicand well used put-down for craft artists:
‘Those involved should remember the old Bauhaus maxim
thatitis harder to design a first rate teapot than it is to paint
a second rate picture’. What was originally intended as
constructive advice in the Bauhaus is here used to pass on
amuch more negative message. He seems to be saying that
furniture, no matter how well designed and executed, has
no place in an art gallery.

The demands of designing and making a first rate teapot
or armchair are little different from those involved in
designing and making a first rate picture. Success or other-
wise in the language of forms can be measured in similar
terms, so why are critics unable to cope with the idea?

Of course this artificial barrier which is maintained
between painting and sculpture on the one hand and the
rest of the crafts on the other has been in place for a very
long time and it is not easily going to be destroyed. Its de-
struction is the overriding mission of Crafts Councils in
the Western World —including the Crafts Council of New
Zealand of which, until recently, I had the privilege of
being President. The rate of success in this mission is
difficult to determine.

It is true that in recent years a few craft artists in New
Zealand have more or less attained fine arts respectability.
But equally it must be said that their work has shifted a
long way from the concerns of function which formed its
basis, and the conclusions are inescapable.

The situation can be summed up by quoting Helen

Giambruni, editor of Crafts International, who in her review
of the opening exhibition at the new American Crafts
Museum two years ago had this to say: ‘For some thirty
years now the crafts world has been working away at
lowering this wall between the crafts and the fine arts, brick
by resistant brick. The point of all this effort was not to
permit a lucky few to leap over to the other side leaving the
wall still intact behind them, but to level an arbitrary and
logically indefensible barrier and open the field to all work
that has something to say and says it in the language of
forms, from personal conviction and a profound involve-
ment with the materials of making.” She went on to state
that ‘the issue of function is irrelevant to the question of
whether a work is or is not art.’

But still the view prevails. So how does it affect furni-
ture? Well, probably worse than most crafts. Because fur-
niture more than most is forced to remain largely true to its
practical function. For while few houses have trouble ac-
commodating a small collection of sculptural ceramics,
equally few would have space for a collection of furniture
whose purpose was not utilitarian. I'm not against the idea
of furniture as pure sculpture, but I would not want to see
the majority of crafted furniture forced to go that way in
order to survive as an art form.

The discrimination against craft and particularly furni-
ture has obviously had a greater effect in New Zealand
because of its isolation, among other reasons. Internation-
ally this pressure has tended to force those people who
have been interested in furniture to experiment with more
outrageous forms which make exciting statements but
which concede little to function. Rietveld’s zig-zag chair
and his red-blue chair are typical examples. It's my belief
that the challenge of combining personal statement with
practical function is only now being got to grips with. But
the existence of overseas arts schools that teach furniture,
is a tendency not yet reflected in New Zealand.

The newly established Craft Design courses at New
Zealand polytechnics which the Crafts Council worked
long and hard for, have still some way to go in this respect,
preoccupied as they are with introducing students to a
variety of media rather than to specific craft disciplines. I
believe that a course dealing with furniture as a discipline
(much as George Ingham runs at Canberra School of Art)
would be more productive.

If one couples the decline in the growth of craft furniture
internationally over the last couple of centuries with the
fact that New Zealand had no tradition of furniture design
or construction before the arrival of the Europeans, it's not
hard to see why until ten or fifteen years ago there was
almost no art furniture movement in this country. There
was however a thriving furniture industry from quite early
on in that settlement, so how did the craft fare in that
quarter? Again the relevant history begins in Europe.

Theindustrialisation of furniture-making has been going
on for longer than we might think. It's not generally real-
ised that businesses such as Chippendales’ employed
hundreds of cabinetmakers, even in those times. The in-
dustrial revolution and the vast increase in affluence that
came as the colonisation by European powers continued,
contributed both to the growth of the furniture industry in
Europe, and to an accompanying decline in standards of
workmanship, not to mention design. The vision of Wil-
liam Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement was a
protest against this trend; but while both this movement
and the later Bauhaus movement had a marked effect on
the visual language of furniture design, they nevertheless
failed to come to grips with the problem that furniture was
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becoming what we now term a consumer product.

A consumer product is something which is used up and
replaced rather than something that endures and is trea-
sured. Consumerism has been developed particularly in

recent times under the guise of providing low cost and.

ostensibly well-designed products for all; especially for
low-income families, its champions would claim. The fact
is that consumerism is the tool of capitalism more than it is
a boon to the consumer.

I don’t intend to start a debate on the pros and cons of
capitalism (and there are plenty of both). I am not about to
condemn the free entrepreneurs (I am one myself!), nor do
[ eriticise the profit-making motive. Indeed as the govern-
ment persists in telling us at present, you must make a
profit in order to provide the service. However when the
service or product becomes subservient to the object of
profit, then the product’s quality must suffer.

When the industrialists realised, as they did long ago,
that reducing the quality and therefore durability of the
product actually resulted in more sales than less, then the
growth of consumerism was assured. And you don’t need
a degree in business studies to know that this is where the
real money is made. Just as I won’t debate capitalism I'm
not going to enter into the rights and wrongs of consumer-
ism. There are many industries where the philosophy is
entirely appropriate. Indeed it's always amused me that
New Zealand's greatest individual fortune has been made
out of the manufacture of toilet tissue, and you can'’t get
more consumerist than that! However, when the philoso-
phy involved in the manufacture and marketing of toilet
paper is applied to what was once the noble craft of
furniture making then I tend to come out fighting,.

Consumerism affects the New Zealand furniture indus-
try in two ways, both of which have to do with the notion
of ‘planned obsolescence’: fashion and durability. I don’t
want to hear another manufacturer say, ‘But there’s no
point in making furniture to last more than a limited time
because the market doesn’t want it. After ten or fifteen
years the consumer is ready for a change. We are only
responding to market forces.” There’s a word that I would
like to use for this attitude but I'll call it hypocrisy for now!

The science of marketing, which works by creating
(identifying) a need and then satisfying it, has much to
answer for in this hypocrisy. To be fair to it, it is not an exact
science. Marketing research is concerned with averages not
individuals, with mass markets or readily identifiable
specialised ones. Its results invariably claim an error factor
of 3% or so which sounds insignificant. But when you stand
for three days on an exhibition display stand as I have, and
watch something like 3% of the population of Christchurch
going through our annual Alternative Furniture Show,
those 8000 people don’t look at all insignificant. It would I
suggest be useful for the market researchers to consult the
thousands of visitors to this exhibition on their opinions
about furniture.

In tandem with the inexact science of marketing goes the
new ‘art’ of Industrial Design. Industrial designers are
sensitive people trained in the language of art and design
who are employed in the service of industry, as the name
implies. But too often they use their design language to
clothe an inferior product with a veneer which implies
substance and which shouts desirability. A criticism often
levelled at the New Zealand furniture industry is that very
few qualified designers are employed init. But evenif there
were more designers employed, I frankly doubt that the
product would change that much. For as long as the eco-

12

nomics of profit-led consumer marketing prevail, then
quality will always be implied rather than actually present,
and appearance will be novel or slick rather than of endur-
ing aesthetic value. Itis left only to the advertising agencies
to complete the deception by the use of clever graphics
(they also employ artists) and the misuse of words and
phrases such as ‘craftsmanship’, ‘design’, ‘timeless’, ‘an-
tiques of the future’, ‘heirlooms’, ‘the warmth of natural
wood’ —thelist goes onand onand the abuse will no doubt
continue until the language is wrung dry. I like words to
mean what they say. I also believe that furniture should be
what it seems.

Materials are important. The significance of wood as a
material is very relevant to the question of why furniture is
no longer a treasured possession. It's not just that it is the
traditional material, that it is easily obtained and easily
worked. It's not only that it ages gracefully. But when
people are talking about the warmth of wood they are not
talking only about its colour and texture. When the clients
in Blenheim to whom I recently delivered a table and chairs
were saying nice things about it, I could tell by experience
that they weren’t just being polite or expressing ordinary
pleasure overanew purchase. [ believe they were respond-
ing to a spiritual and aesthetic impulse which had to do
with the fact that the material came from a tree growing on
this land, which was planted by a previous generation and
that it grew alongside later generations, and that it tells its
own life story. I believe that there are some absolute truths
about our spiritual dependence on and relationship to this
planet and the things growing on it, and that the combina-
tion in a sensitive work of craft, of natural material skilfully
worked by human hand, provides the medium for these
truths to make their intangible existence felt. Why else are
we irresistibly drawn to touch and to stroke such objects?

Whatever the material however, honesty and sensitivity
in its use are important and particularly, the effects of age
and wear on it have to be considered. This aspect of
durability (graceful ageing if you like) is of little concern to
the consumer driven industrialists. They are only con-
cerned with the product’s appearance while it is young.
And this is one of the central reasons why furniture is no
longer treasured even if it were well enough made.

To sum up then, on the one hand is the art world which
refuses to admit the craft of furniture as a discipline worthy
of respect, and on the other hand is the industry with too
few examples of fine art furniture to be inspired by, and a
strong consumer profit motive to deter it from being so
inspired. It's a wonder that there is any furniture of indi-
vidual merit being produced in this country, and the fact
that there is is a credit to the perseverance and dedication
of the small band of people in that movement.

So what is to be done to help that movement to grow in
performanceand ininfluence? Firstand foremost the people
that held sway during the Renaissance are the same people
who hold the cards now — the successful merchants, the
toilet paper magnates, the property developers and so on.
The question has to be asked: ‘Why, if there are so many
people who can afford finely made furniture in New
Zealand, do so few of them actually buy it?” The answer to
that has a lot to do with marketing but is also very relevant
to the Fine Artsclique. It’sall very well to mount exhibitions
of international standard such as this, but the collectors still
have to be convinced as to the artistic merit and the invest-
ment potential of this sort of work. That requires know-
ledgeable critics, dealers and buyers. Clearly, there's a lot
of work to be done yet.

CARIN WILSON

But is it craft?

Safe. Do you know safe? Beware. It's not usually recognised
as part of the regular craft lingo, but I'm starting a cam-
paign to have it included. It’s a seemingly innocuous force
thathangsin theairaround places whereartist/ craftspeople
work, meet and play. It waits patiently for the chance to
swoop and discredit errant tendencies towards liberal
expressionism in the hallowed halls of the craft ethic.
Vigilantitistoo—ready to goon theattack againstany hint
of a drift toward stray leftish inclinations in the genre.

If you think this is fanciful, you're right. But I'm right
too. Takea moment at the next conference or workshop you
visit to watch the conversations and observe how en-
trenched people become in their positions on what is and
isn’t current in the ratings.

Safe is dangerous, because it has plenty of ammunition
to work with: economic reality, tradition and general ac-
ceptance — all perfectly credible influences. It is insidious
too because it pretends not to exist, coming from the most
unexpected sources and cleverly disguising itself with a
screen of elegant postures and intellectual footwork that’s
not always easy to interpret. Until you've given it up, that
is. Then — whew, as with all new discoveries, whole new
visions open up.

Safe is the enemy of creativity and every artist knows it,
butit’s damn persistent. The evidence s, it clings strongest
to those disciplines where a well-entrenched tradition and
highly developed skills-base is challenged by artists who
are only loosely hooked to working within the craft idiom.

Safe has some interesting mutations in the craft dialect.
There's getting safe, which just might be part of the reason
that the craft index has appeal. Real secure ground, that.
Once you're in there it’s superannuation city unless the
selection committee members are prepared to challenge
the findings of their peers, and there’s not much chance of
that.

Playing safe is what's happening when you see some
artists growing stale and stretching out the same old suc-
cess formula to the nth degree while blindfolded and hand-
cuffed. Who's going to be brave enough to put an end to
that play when the work just keeps on selling and you're
eating square meals every day?

Doing safeis the real danger. That’s where some globally
influential stylistic steamroller like ‘international style’
comes along and totals budding pockets of local expres-
sion. In this global village it's almost as if one day it's given
form and a name, and within a week it’s the next big thing
showing up on drawing blocks all over the world. Soon its
clones are being realised in an energy explosion that
Fibonacci would take delight in. It's straight out cultural
mimicry, and the terror of this beast is that the broadcast
media of this age whip it along with great gusto.

But in the crafts safe is packaged in a rather more subtle
manner. It comes dressed up as part of the furniture (to coin
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a phrase), manifesting itself as earnest philosophical per-
suasion, couched in the sincerest of expressions about good
craftsmanship and the noble traditions of handwork. It's a
two edged sword. On the one hand it gives direction and
inspiration, encouraging high standards and well founded
ideals. On the other, it can lead to a certain uniformity of
response and a near-religious observance of well-rehearsed
gestures that reduce original expression to a dreary proces-
sion of set moves. The results are no more than interpretive
copies that do no credit to their creators and are hardly
complimentary of their origins.

This is method asserting dominance over creativity, and
if you need evidence of the way it creeps steadily into the
cultural fabric it can be seen in abundance in the practices
of the crafts in Asia. There the method IS craft; and genera-
tions of instruction with emphasis on how-to-do-it have
led to a steady dilution of the input of thought in the
process. The odd free spirit who has been able to hold on to
the creative inspiration and marry it to the traditional
metier is the star of the Asian craft hierarchy.

Though the circumstances are different, in New Zealand
it’s in this territory that a whole cupboard full of ghosts is
waiting to break loose. We work at keeping them subdued
with praiseworthy reassurances about craft uniting the
head, hand and heart. We busy ourselves with being con-
structive and setting up structures to cope rather than
confronting the issues. We have allowed ourselves to be
sidetracked. Now it's time to acknowledge that marrying
skills toa confident and articulate creativity is more impor-
tant than simply having the skills.

Within our tenuous framework we have only a fragile
grasp of what it is that realises good work and we're
inclined to rely on our emotional response a great deal
more than we should. The attempts at resolving the art/
craft debate stem more from a need for reassurance than
from a well founded confidence in the work. There’s too
much looking for answers still going on, and this near
compulsive need we have for external approbation has to
be laid to rest.

I'd argue that the condition calls for a full-on, no-limits,
go-get-em overdose of indulgent creativity. Forget the
method and tie it together with string if that works for you.
Let’s get somebalance back into a process that is clearly out
of sync at present. Make it, show it. Loosen up, improvise.

B-B-B-B-but what about our standards?

How about: Individual integrity is the perfect monitor of
quality. Or: Selection is for artists who don’t know enough
about what they’re doing?

What I'm talking about here is the difference between
SouthIsland garage musicand Frankie Goes to Hollywood
taking fourteen months to make a single. If this means
nothing to you don’t worry but go look it up sometime.
Which one gets your vote for creativity?

Safe is the closest I can get in one word to summing up
the ‘New Zealand Contemporary Furniture Exhibition” at
Auckland Museum recently. A milestone for furniture-
makers, it was set up to give ‘designers and furnituremak-
ers in all disciplines, working in all media’ a chance to
exhibit together in a national show, at an institution whose
very involvement would lend much-valued credibility.
Determination, enthusiasm and a certain amount of un-
bridled optimism are essential to get a show like this
together. The promise was that it would ‘be the premier
showcase for new furniture designed and made in New
Zealand'. It may not have delivered on that promise and
the debate about that will dribble on for yonks.

Safe showed itself in the exhibition in several different

guises. It was consistent, skilful, and even self congratula-
tory, and firmly reinforced the territorial right staked by
woodworkers in the domain of furniture. There was some
very fine work presented in a subtle, and monochromatic
display where agility of craftsmanship dominated. An ill-
informed visitor to the exhibition could be forgiven for
assuming that this is what the furniture of today is about.

Is it? TIs the compulsion to skill so insistent that it has
displaced creativity? Four chairs in the exhibition have the
names of different makers on them, yet they might easily
have come off the same drawing board. Comfortable and
well-made, they are indeed functional pieces of furniture.
But they are unlikely to have challenged the perceptions of
visitors or sent them away to reconsider the way furniture
serves them in their lives. Several other exhibits reflected
the same predilection for highlighting dexterity with the
material, focussing on construction and finish before intel-
lectual content.

The simple explanation is that the exhibition quite pro-
perly reflected the viewpoint of its invited selector. Two
thirds of the entries failed to reach the standard set for
inclusion. No problem with that, we all know and honour
the process. It has been de rigeur in craft circles for some
time, and has helped lift the general standard of work
shown at exhibitions throughout the country. But two-
thirds is a high attrition rate. The way the entries had been
sorted looked like a firm endorsement of one approach to
creativity over another. The rejectees (myself included) got
together. Mutter mutter. All that work and no show. Mutter
mutter. 24 hours later another exhibition was set up, The
Salon des Refusés. Two shows for the effort to organise one.
Everybody wins.

It's interesting to briefly note the contrast. The alterna-
tive show was I believe more colourful and stretched the
regular perceptions about furniture to a greater extent.
There was more humour about it, and a greater inclination
to play with ideas at the risk of functionality. Method and
resolution gave way to inspiration and innovation. The
deft touch of the craftsman-maker was missing from some
of the pieces, particularly those that were collaborations
between designer and maker. Much more liberal and ex-
perimental uses of materials was evident. There was less
attention to practicality. It wasn’t all great work, nor was it
all superbly executed. So how was it to be understood?

The starting points for the work in each group are often
very different from those in the other. One could only guess
at whether the stimulus for one would be understood by
the other. So which is craft? Which is art? Are they both
both? Who really cares? What are exhibitions for? Do we
approach them as tests of skill or artistry? Does the spectre
of rejection encourage us to play safe and enter work that
is sure to be accepted? A little simple homework will
always reveal something about the selector and give you a
better than even chance if you're really desperate to be
included. Is the process still serving us, or are we now
serving the process?

The audience, I believe, was immeasurably better off for
the opportunity to see both shows, and to compare them.
The debate that was generated stimulated enormous inter-
est and a much better understanding of what the artists are
trying to achieve with their work. Respect for all of the
work, whether accepted or rejected, was uniformly high in
the public eye.

Exhibitions are about the will to Art. They provide
artists with the opportunity to extend themselves and give
the world a chance torespond. They are not about applaud-
ing the discerning eye of the selector or balancing the

content of a show. If they fail to stimulate energetic and
lively debate they fail the artist and fail the vital contribu-
tion of art in the society. The audience needs to be drawn
into the purpose of it all and go away moved in some way,
however small. These things are seldom, if ever, achieved
by playing safe.
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