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COMMUNITY ART - STRATEGY OR STOP-GAP?

The theme of this conference 1s the rewriting of the Art and
Architectural Historv of Southern Africa. Since not mnuch
attention has hitherto been paid tc, elither the received opinions
about, nor the hlistory and aims of the community art movement it
seems appropriate to make a start at this conference. 1 need
hardly add that I regard this paper as an inadequate beginning
point. I have not been able to gather as much information as I
would have liked about attempts to democratize art and culture in
Natal and the Transvaal. Specifically, I regret the omission of
attention to the Open Schoel in Johannesburg and the South
African Students Organisation”s (SASO) attempt during the early
1970s to build a mass-based majority culture along Black Con-
sclousness lines. By concentrating on the Western Cape I do not
intend to privilege organisations in that area - the emphasis

lows from my greater familiarity with that area. I am persuaded
to make public a partial study in the hope that the paper will
offer new perspectives on past cultural strategies against which
the problems and proffered solutions of the present can be

measured and evaluated more clearly.
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May 1 begin by trying to define “community art”. This term means
nothing in itself. All art is community orientated and all art is
accountable to its respective community., Nonetheless, the term
has connotations of having a popular as opposed to an €litist
appeal. Art as a form of human expressivity is common to all
peoples at all times and it therefore appears unnecessary to
start talkiang about an art which is universal in its appeal and
egalitarian in its mode of production. Why then this sudden need

to reorientate art with its fundamental premises?

It is my intention in this paper to argue that this percieved
necessity has arisen from two quarters. Firstly, this neccessity
has arisen from within the ranks of those who are anxious to
democratize culture, not by persuading more people to buy art,
put by allowing more people to make art. Secondly, it has arisen
from the ranks of that section of the avant-garde which has tried
to protect their work from co-option bv the art-market by making
it unsuitable for immediate consumption.] In the latter section
cf this paper I put forward the proposition that in the South
African context, the notion of community art has been stretched
to Incliude the notion of people’s art and people”s culture. This
notioﬁ has less to do with art”s supposed fundamental premise
than it does with a gtrategy to build a genuinely representative

South African culture.

Ey analveing the origins of the communitvy art movement in South
Africa I chow that its earlv base among Intellectuals and

academice hae led te a sirtruation where cenfusion exigsts as to the
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goals of this movement. It appears that from many quarters the
perception exists that community art centres are informal art
centres existing on the periphery‘of the more formalised art
structures. By emphasising positionality this model creates the
impression of a threshhold between community art and whatever
else we want to call ordinary art. The rules governing that
threshhold, and particularly who may pass cver 1t, are all
defined by the more formalised art structures. Even if the
threshhold is defined in terms of aesthetic “quality” alone, 1%
is apparent that decision making powers are fully invested in the
more formalised art structures. Recertly, the mass democratic
movement has flexed its muscles ip regard to the academic and
cultural boycott sending outraged shock waves through academia
and the art world. Although this shift in power relations is
still consistant with a positional model, I believe that the
existence of another, more confrontational model has been
revealed and that it is now time to assess the community art
movement as a strategy for building a progressive democratic

South African culture.

Before continuing with this discussion I think it necessary to
examine some of the points made above. In talking about arts
fundamental premises I identifv two fundamental positions, that
of populist art and that of the avant-garde. I would like tu
examine both these peints of view and propose to begin with the
latter. During the 1970s South African ar?écbools experienced a
wave of so-called conceptual art making, not all of which was

formalist in orientation. At the Michaelis School of Art, school
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project titles such as “Environmental Self-Portrait” resulted in
pseudo social-science surveys2 and gave other students the
opportunity to look critically at their social environment. Some
of the work produced gave cause for real concern. I remember one
young student at the mid-year assessment asking her examiners to
close their eyes and to cup their hands in fronmt of them. Taking
a blade she made a small incision in her wrist and dripped a few
drops of blood into the first set of hanas. Naturally this
extremely aliented act was stopped immediately the young artist’s
intentions became clear. However the antecedants of this so-
called art act are firmly discernible from even a casual reading
of various art journals. This is how Suzi Gablik writes about
Vitto Acconci”s piece entitled Trademarks. The reader will
remember that in this work Acconci bit as much of his own body

as he could reach and then printed these bite marks on various

surfaces. Gablik writes:

As present-day modern culture becomes increasingly
depersonalized and administered by bureaucracies, some
artists have reacted by producing works whose extremities,
peculiarities, and individualizations are so exaggerated

% 3
that they cannot be reduced to monetary equivalents.-

1 believe that these remarks have had the effect of legitimating
alienation. Furthermore, by foregrounding art against a bureau-
cratic and depersonalized society, Gaklik’s remarks have had the
effiect of giving (young) artists the illusion that they can

escape the primacy of the economic sphere simply by making work






