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Liz Forgan speech

                                                       

Ikon Annual Dinner   October 27 2009


Good evening ladies and gentlemen.  It’s a great pleasure to be with you here in Birmingham this evening on the occasion of the Ikon Annual Dinner   

I have a very soft spot for this city (possibly excluding that very distinctive sculpture that used to dominate Century Square till someone set it on fire.  I couldn’t possibly approved of the destruction of anyone’s creative work but I do think the square looks great now.)

I first came here when I ran network radio for the BBC   We hatched a plan to celebrate of all the live music we broadcast on radios 1,2 and 3 by boiling them all up in one wonderful cauldron of a weekend across a single city and calling it Music Live.  

Birrmingham jumped at the opportunity to be the pioneer and we had the most brilliant weekend with symphony orchestras, gospel choirs, fusion bands, brass ensembles, school recorder groups, opera singers and wandering minstrels of all descriptions popping out from behind every door and bush.  Such a great and welcoming city,  Up for a terrific party however horrendous the administrative problems.

My next encounter with Birmingham was as chair of the Heritage Lottery Fund which of course brought me in touch with the fantastic marvels of the Jewellery Quarter and the Museum and Art Gallery, not to mention a perilous morning spent clambering about on the roof of the Town Hall.  Did you know it is made of the most expensive and unworkable marble in the world specially imported.  Don’t ask me why.  Or certainly not how much.   But doesn’t it look great now?

I have only one complaint about Birmingham.  The last time I looked it had more lap dancing clubs per head of population than any other city I know.  When I complained about this to the then Chief Executive he thought very quickly and explained that the  heritage-led regeneration we had brought about had been so successful  that the girls could now afford elegant city centre flats and the lap dancing clubs had been opened to save them a long commute to work.

Lap dancers or no, this is a city fizzing with ambition and passion.  How wonderful if all cities had the same commitment to a vision for the future and creating a really great place to live, work and play.


Why does one city embrace regeneration and put culture at the heart of their agenda, as you have done, while others appear to have changed little in several decades?  What is it that creates that difference in aspirations among leaders of the places in which we live? 

Why do some local authorities place a much higher value on the arts and creating vibrant communities than others?  

I do think that the heritage of people and cities affects the way they develop and Birmingham has visionary change in its DNA.  And what’s more I think that cities which honour their heritage without sinking into nostalgia or prissiness tend to be the ones who get the point of contemporary culture as a key to thriving communities too.

Throughout the whole of Victorialn England Birmingham was a powerhouse of the industrial revolution and a cornerstone of the British Empire, when it was known as the ‘workshop of the world’ and the ‘city of a thousand trades’. 

Once an innovator always an innovator I say.  Look at this

 (old) factory for car parts now transformed in to a new kind of space in which artists – those professional creators and innovators -  can realise their most ambitious projects.

 Birmingham’s reputation for innovation is still world-renowned. Thousands of products that we now take for granted were born in this city, everything from the car to custard powder. And in design too, Birmingham has led the way for three centuries. From John Baskerville’s advances in printing and typography that still influence graphics today, through to the futuristic Art Deco design of Oscar Deutsch’s cinema that went on to shape the country’s experience of going to the pictures, to the creation of  the Mini – Birmingham has been a crucible of British artistic creativity.

More recently, Birmingham’s international reputation has been driven to even greater heights by the critical and cultural successes of the Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, Birmingham Opera and The Birmingham Repertory Theatre and last, but by no means least, by the international reputation of the Ikon Gallery.  I will come back to that later.

It is clear that all of us in the cultural world and in the wider economy, face similar challenges and opportunities.    We are all facing serious issues – of economic uncertainty, climate change, population growth and social cohesion., In tomorrow’s world we are going to need to behave differently –  and indeed I believe that we are all starting to behave differently.  

We need new thinking about human creativity and ingenuity.  New thinking about how real value is created and sustained.  New ways of harnessing the talents of all our citizens and of valuing their contributions in more sophisticated ways than in the past.

In today’s economic climate, we must look ahead, beyond the present, and plan for coming years.  

So it is ever more important that the qualities that Birmingham has demonstrated over generations – your relentless urge to innovate and your dissatisfaction with the tried and tested – be the rules by which you continue to drive innovation and change in the city.  It’s crucial to vitality, prosperity and continued long-term opportunity. 

What successful car makers and creative artists have in common is this constant ability to innovate and reform.    Qualities that are embedded in Ikon, our delightful hosts this evening. 

Under the inspirational leadership of Jonathan Watkins, the Ikon has been at the forefront of the contemporary visual arts for many years. Not only does it bring the most innovative and inventive contemporary artists from across the UK and  abroad to the city, it is also experimental in its own activities and collaborations, and contributes globally to critical debate through its publications and events – not to mention Jonathan’s tireless travels.   

It is a gallery which knows how to reach out to all kinds of audiences.  Art lovers of course but also the young and curious, family visitors and those involved in formal learning programmes.  And its role as a significant cultural powerhouse extends right across the West Midlands and beyond.

Ikon is a big player on the national and international scene.  And in this respect it is a key and valued partner of the Arts Council.  

We are working together on   the Arts Council’s Inspire programme to diversify the curatorial workforce, administered through the Royal College of Art.

Ikon  is participating in the Art Fund International programme to acquire international contemporary work for regional collections across the UK – not each gallery working in isolation, as previously, but working in new configurations such as the Ikon’s partnership with the City Museum and Art Gallery and New Art Gallery, Walsall. Working together, these organisations are knitting together the historic and the contemporary, and increasing public value by sharing works and expertise, and by enabling new commissions to find a new permanent home that is accessible to all.

Ikon is also a key player in our new Turning Point Network – a series of regional groups across the country committed to delivering change in improved conditions for artists, new opportunities for commissions and exhibitions, greater sustainability and increased audience engagement.  

It is also a natural partner in developing the region's visual arts market and it is playing a central role in the delivery of Arts Council West Midlands' Art of Ideas programme, which is helping to create the conditions needed in the region to sustain its artists and to build new audiences for contemporary art here in the West Midlands.

More locally, Ikon's new Eastside Gallery has positioned itself well as the catalyst of cultural regeneration in an area of the city undergoing significant re-development.  All of this work illustrates the crucial role that Ikon is playing in the civic and cultural life of the city and the West Midlands. Without it, Birmingham would find it more difficult to nurture and retain its creative talent. Without it, Birmingham would be a poorer place.   Lap dancing clubs could even proliferate still further.

But, the big, really big, idea is  Ikon’s  spearheading of the idea of a new museum for international contemporary art in Birmingham - supported by Birmingham City Council, Advantage West Midlands and Arts Council West Midlands.  It is truly ambitious. I know that it is early days, and the feasibility study is only just being developed.  But Birmingham needs the visual arts to flourish in the city; it needs to realise its aspirations for the visual arts that it has already achieved in other art forms.  People may say that it’s not an auspicious time to raise funds for such an ambitious project.  But I say ambition is good! 

 We at the Arts Council support ambition and excellence and we will do our utmost to support you in this endeavour.  Of course I can’t make any commitments, and I am sure you wouldn’t expect me to – not here, not tonight anyway!  But I do want to say that we have supported you, we are supporting you and now we are keen to try to apply some of the innovation we have talked about tonight to find new ways of supporting you.  

For example, we are developing new approaches to sharing public collections of art – maybe we can help you to create an international art collection that could be shared across the nation? 

Or maybe we need to explore with you the idea of creating a new shared store for all of the National Museums, so that savings against stores in London can offset the cost of construction.  Or maybe we can share our knowledge of ways to harness the opportunities brought by digital technologies to find new audiences, to increase participation, engagement and personalisation, and to increase the reach and impact of the Ikon and the city around the world. Or perhaps we need to find ways of creating more sustainable buildings.  Who knows what we can dream up together?  Whatever we do, we certainly need to focus on how we can use our resources more effectively and how we can create greater sustainability in all aspects of our work. 

Ikon’s energy and leadership here in the West Midlands is a very good example of role we at the Arts Council will increasingly come to expect of the key arts organisation we support.  Especially as we cut back spending on our own offices so that we can put every possible penny into the work of artists and arts organisations, so those artists will have to share with us some of the Arts Council’s traditional  mentoring and encouraging role in relation to newer or less established enterprises.   We think those are the right priorities.  Ikon’s work here shows me that you and organisations like you are more than ready to take up this challenge.   (Incidentally, I know that some of you here have concerns about losing long-established contacts at the West Midlands office but I would like to reassure you that we have thought long and hard about the way we work and organise ourselves and we will continue to do our utmost to ensure that you get the ready, expert assistance and advice that you need.)
You will remember what I call the great Hoo Ha of the Christmas 2007 spending decisions.  That was a traumatic experience for the Arts Council  and for many of its clients.  It  made everyone ask fundamental questions about the way we did things.
The result has been radical change.  Still going on.  Today we are an organisation determined to forge a new ethos which is accountable, consultative, open and transparent with a real mandate to champion the arts and a strategic view of priorities.  You are already seeing changes and there will be more to come in the next few months.  I hope you will like them. I hope you will contribute to the shaping of them. They are not pulling things up by the roots but designed to tackle issues our friends and clients have raised with us over many years.  

A good example of change is the way in which the Arts Council is working to strengthen the visual arts – not just in what it is doing but how it is doing it.  

The Turning Point Network that I mentioned a short while ago is a good example of a new way of working with, and as part of, the visual arts sector, a way of working that is highly strategic - and democratic - and which empowers artists and arts organisations to effect real change for themselves, rather than the Arts Council ‘delivering’ change for or to them. Here in the West Midlands, Ikon plays a central role in a Turning Point group led by  Birmingham City University.  This group is focused upon supporting regional collections, collectors and artists to profile their work nationally and internationally.  

Both Ikon and The New Art Gallery Walsall are working closely with local and regional artists, increasing their profile, commissioning new works, helping to keep them in the West Midlands, and attracting new talent to join them. 

And a final example of working differently, again in the visual arts, is the new strategic partnerships which have been brokered with organisations as varied as the National Trust and British Waterways – to ensure that there are more high quality commissions for artists in more locations and more people have the chance to see them.  They both offer some interesting opportunities for Birmingham – (I specially remember that remarkable performance project commissioned by Jonathan in 2000, which featured  Shimabuku taking a narrowboat down the Grand Union Canal  pickling cucumbers along the way.  A perfect marriage of Birmingham’s industrial past  with creative innovation!) 
Never before has addressing the way we work been more vital than in the current economic climate.  The arts in England operate in a sophisticated funding regime with public funding from local government and the Arts Council through to private funding, commercial sponsorship, foundations, individual giving and the box office. 

That is a stimulating and healthy system in my view but it is currently under pressure in most of its constituent parts and times are not going to be easy. 

  Artists, arts professionals and organisations have always understood and made the most of challenging environments – but we’re looking at how the Arts Council can be an intelligent funder for the future working with you, and for you. 

An intelligent funder of the future is one that nurtures excellence, relishes risk, celebrates courage.  One that empowers citizens to navigate the rich culture around them , that nurtures a cultural life celebrating the diversity of people. It is one that manages an equitable distribution of cultural resources allowing artists to earn a living without having to migrate to the capital city. And it is one which supports artists, curators and cities to achieve their ambitions. 

We look forward to working with you to realise your exciting ambitions to create a great place to live and work, where culture – and contemporary art – is a central part of people’s lives. A place where, through creativity and innovation, Birmingham’s past can become the springboard for an even greater future for this great city.  

Thank you.
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