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Reflections On 
Artistic Autonomy

The condition of being slow can be the prelude 

for thoughtful reflection. Slowness itself should 

not imply a reluctance to move; rather it should 

suggest the conscious valuing of considered and 

timely deliberations culminating in opportunities 

for measured exchange. Slowness can of course 

be the result of something being impeded or 

blocked, but it can also be associated with 

avoiding the impulse to rush into things without 

weighing up what might be at stake. A measured 

and considered position as a result of thoughtful 

evaluation of the situation should not of course 

preclude decisive action when it is judged that 

the time is right. You could argue that in the 

absence of reflection, all action tends to be, if 

not precipitate, then somewhat impulsive.

 Having the capacity for automous self 

determined action is something, which 

artists should rightly guard and cherish. 

Much artistic activity is predicated on the 

application of independent reflective processes 

and realisation. This is perhaps why there 

is often a tension surrounding public arts 

policy that essentially inscribes preordained 

social outcomes to the work of artists. The 

relationship between the often highly personal 

and unpredictable explorations of the artist and 

the eventual responses of public audiences is far 

from instrumentally simple. What links artists to 

their eventual audiences might for example be a 

shared conceptual journey, but the settings and 

destinations of this engagement are necessarily 

uncertain and attempts to curatorially cajole 

convenient social meanings, unfortunately often 

obscure and demean artistic significance rather 

than illuminating it.

 In the present circumstances artists need to 

firmly champion their potential artistic autonomy 

as a distinct asset from those who would label 

and prescribe known social outcomes to their 

work. There is a growing tendency for artists to 

be required to justify their practice in social as 

opposed to artistic terms, and this trend needs 

to be consciously resisted. Artists need to assert 

confidence that their work embraces essential 

artistic value rather than conceding some sort of 

short-term social objectives to their practice.

 In the light of these issues we may wish 

to frame some key questions to assist our 

deliberations:

Why exactly have we seen the increasing 

trend for arts policy to imply an instrumental 

role for the arts?

Is artistic freedom an absolute or an 

unrealistic expectation?

What does it mean for art to be socially 

engaged now?

What is the role for artistic curation in the 

context of both cultural uncertainty and calls 

for artistic “relevance”?

In the present climate what sort of arts 

institutions should we now be working 

towards? 

I suggest that we need a (Slow) considered 

response to these current pressing dilemmas, 

if indeed we are able to re-assert artistic 

autonomy both an aspiration and a principle 

unpinning both educational and curatorial work. 

The debate centers on our reflections about the 

value of art in society and critically our capacity 

to defend artistic freedom – slowly but firmly.

Colin Searls

Lecturer at the Faculty of Arts, University 

of Plymouth

Anna Best

Anna Best produces a variety of activities, methodologies 

and media, driven by an interest in the local and collaborative 

practice. Previous projects include Vauxhall Pleasure, 2004; 

Occasional Sights, The Photographers Gallery, 2003; Mecca, 

Camden Arts Centre, 1999; The Wedding Project, Tate Modern, 

1998. www.annabest.info

Lau Thiam Kok

Lau Thiam Kok is a Malaysian artist based in Plymouth. 

Recently graduated from the m-dat programme and completed 

a commission for the South West BBC Breeze. Over three 

months Lau has been using Plymouth Arts Centre’s studio as an 

opportunity to develop new ideas and networks with artists and 

curators in the region and nationally. www.lauthiamkok.net

LOW PROFILE

LOW PROFILE are Rachel Dobbs and Hannah Jones and have 

been working together since 2003 and recently moved 

their practice to Plymouth. Current projects include a new 

commission for Newlyn Art Gallery and developing a live art 

festival in Plymouth for summer 2007. 

www.we-are-low-profile.co.uk

with
with are an organisation that create time saving solutions for 

personal growth and individual development by offering their 

clients Community Biographical Plugs that render solutions 

to the dissatisfaction, frustrated ambition and spiritual void of 

contemporary life. www.withyou.co.uk 

16 Beaver

A series of postcards and questions will be generated by 

16 Beaver about our experiences of time in relation to the 

re-vitalisation of Britain’s nuclear program. In Plymouth and 

other strategic locations in the UK and elsewhere people are 

invited to respond to these questions and send their postcard 

from wherever they might be to the gallery for display. The 

project builds on 16 Beaver Group’s ongoing enquiry into the 

geographic spread of neo-liberalism and militarisation and the 

privatisation of the military in the UK and US that took hold in 

the 1980s and has gained increasing speed since 2001. For this 

project, 16 Beaver will be joined by the Committee for Radical 

Diplomacy and the Micro-Politics Working Group at Goldsmiths 

College. 16 Beaver is a space initiated and run by artists in 

New York, to create and maintain an ongoing platform for the 

presentation, production, and discussion of a variety of artistic/

cultural/economic/political projects. www.16beavergroup.org

Jemima Burrill

In her video Cleaner, Jemima Burrill farcically examines the 

power structures of domestic employment. Picturing a maid in 

her daily duties, Burrill’s figure cleans the house in a rebellious 

and provocative manner, scandalously flirting between 

stereotyped characters: insolent servant, sex worker, scam-

artist, dominatrix and slave. Jemima Burrill has recently finished 

an MA at the Royal College of Art and solo exhibition at Julian 

Scott Memorial Gallery, Vermont, USA. www.jemimaburrill.org

Centre of Attention

The Centre of Attention are curator Pierre Coinde and artist 

Gary O’Dwyer based in London. Their experimental approach 

stems from an ongoing enquiry into the phenomenon of art 

production, presentation, consumption and heritage-isation, 

as evidenced in the three works presented in Slow: Swansong, 

PROSUMER and Cycle. Other recent exhibitions include fast 

and loose my dead gallery, London, Venice-Istanbul, Istanbul 

Modern; protections, Kunsthaus Graz; Schwanengesang/

Swansong, 51st Venice Biennale. www.thecentreofattention.org

Richard Crow

Richard Crow is a multi-disciplinary artist who uses sound 

and noise in a performative way, for its spatial and subjective 

qualities and above all for its psychological implications for the 

listener. Recent works include performances Ancolie, South 

London Gallery, Imaginary Hospital Radio, for Radio Revolten, 

Arzthaus, Halle, Speaker, stain, silence, for AGM 05, Prefix 

Gallery, Toronto. Over the past decade his solo and collaborative 

site-specific installations and performances have consisted 

of highly conceptualised interventions into base materiality, 

investigations of alternative systems of organization and 

research into a certain material decadence, most notably with 

the project The Institution of Rot.

Barbara Holub 

Barbara Holub is an artist and member of transparadiso, a 

collaborative between art, architecture and urbanism based 

in Vienna. The System: prêt-à-porter presented by Barbara 

Holub for Slow addresses the shifts in economic structures 

and social form of appearance using the humanitarian and 

global circumstances of relief organisation such as Oxfam, UK 

and Humana, Vienna. Holub has recently been nominated as 

President of Secession Gallery, Vienna.  

Tim Knowles

Tim Knowles creates drawings independent of his own hand 

using elaborate apparatus or time consuming practices. 

Interested in the process of drawing Knowles invents 

experimental and playful procedures to introduce chance and 

unpredictability into his work. Processes used allow the artist 

to surrender final control of the work, questioning the authority 

of the artist whilst allowing the fundamental and primordial 

characteristics associated with drawing to be communicated. 

Recent solo exhibition at Rokeby Gallery, London, Knowles 

curated a programme of permanent installations in Bristol 

and he is working with Plymouth City Council to develop a 

strategy for public art as part of the waterside regeneration 

developments. 

Ernst Logar 

Ernst Logar is based in Vienna. The Hong Kong photo series 

was taken in 1996 and 1997 using a large format pinhole 

camera. Using this historic type of camera enabled a different 

physical perception, as well as a different aesthetic depiction 

of Hong Kong, blocking out the urban pace that is the most 

overwhelming characteristic of the city. Ernst Logar’s recent 

solo exhibitions include at Keio Research Center for the Liberal 

Arts, Yokohama 2006, Austrian Museum of Applied Arts / 

Contemporary Art – Vienna 2006, Delfina Studio Trust, London 

2005. www.logar.co.at 

m-DAT

Hack-able Curator is a robotic curator that is an experimental 

tool that enables a collaborative way of curating. The concept 

is to question the singular subjective role of the curator and 

question whether it is possible, by hacking a preconceived 

curatorial process, to democratize curatorial process. 

This project has been developed by students on the master 

programme at i-DAT (The Institute of Digital Art and Technology, 

University of Plymouth). m-DAT is a hybrid postgraduate 

programme that integrates theory and practice of digital 

cultural production in online and off-line spaces. 

www.i-dat.org 

Mahony 

Mahony are a young artist collaboration based in Vienna, 

London, and Singapore founded in 2002. The members are 

Jenny Wolka, Clemens Leuschner, Stephan Kobatsch and 

Andreas Duscha. Der Gelbe Stuhl is a prototype stool that if 127 

billion people jump instantaneously from will create the earth 

to move out of orbit.  The idea of this collective activity is based 

on an urban myth that states if the combined mass of the 

population of China (ca. 1.27 billion) jumped at the same time 

this sudden impulse of energy would be enough to force the 

earth out of its regular orbit. www.themahony.org

Graziano Milano

Graziano Milano is an artist, designer and creative producer 

with an extensive experience in participatory and collaborative 

projects. He is a member of Furtherfield.org, an independent 

non-profit organisation for the creation, promotion, and 

criticism of networked and media art. Is Slow The New Fast? is 

Milano's poster intervention for Slow inspired by internet blogs 

and Carl Honore's book 'In Praise Of Slow', and underpinned by 

the believe that art at its best can and must stimulate debates 

however uncomfortable they may be. Ongoing projects are: 

coMix, a youth art project based on a real-time collaborative 

audiovisual internet platform developed by Furtherfield.org; 

Streaming Tales, a series of social-cultural international live 

events through the use of streaming technologies. Other 

past and present projects are: Art Point, The Bridge Builders, 

Uncharted Waters, Art Market, Re-location. 

William Powhida

William Powhida is based in New York. His work involves 

drawing projects based on memory and socially transformative 

narrative, such as his large scale drawing of everyone the 

artists ever met and “letters” to collectors, artists, and dealers 

making outlandish offers. Forthcoming solo exhibitions at 

Schroeder Romero in New York. www.williampohida.com

Kate Rich 

Feral Trade is a public artistic experiment by artist Kate Rich 

that is involved in trading goods through social networks. The 

use of the word ‘feral’ describes a process that is deliberately 

wild, as in pigeon, as opposed to nature wild (wolf). Feral Trade 

freight operates largely outside commercial channels, using 

the surplus potential of social, cultural and data networks for 

the distribution of goods. Kate Rich is a Bristol-based artist & 

trader. For the past 12 years she has been radio/video engineer 

with Bureau of Inverse Technology (BIT) and since 2001, the bar 

manager at the Cube Microplex (Bristol UK), an experimental 

cinema & artspace. 

www.feraltrade.org – www.cubecinema.com 

Residency Artists
Exhibition Artists

Plymouth Arts Centre’s new visual arts 

programme aims to encourage critical debate 

and to question the role that art plays in wider 

culture. It maintains a special interest in artwork 

that engages with human interaction and social 

context, and places emphasis on research, 

interdisciplinarity, collaboration, internationalism, 

criticality and social exchange through a 

process-based approach. 

“In 1839, a rage for tortoises overcame Paris. 

One can well imagine the elegant set mimicking 

the pace of this creature... “

Walter Benjamin, On Some Motifs in Baudelaire

For 2007, Plymouth Arts Centre’s programme 

explores the idea of ‘slowness’ as a critical 

method and a metaphor for contemporary 

art and curatorial practice. As a metaphor, 

slowness is evocative: from the reference to the 

‘slow movement’ (‘slow food’ in opposition to 

fast food) to the tortoise as a parody of social 

progress (or snail mail in opposition to e-mail). 

By slowing things down, critical reflection 

is made more possible in contrast to the 

uncritical speed of change represented by urban 

regeneration and wanton consumer capitalism. 

 The idea of ‘slowness’ is addressed in a series 

of projects that emphasise process, interaction 

and participation in contemporary art (through 

slow and sustainable working processes) and by 

rethinking cultural regeneration and sustainable 

development (such as ‘slow cities’).

 In relation to these issues, and taking the 

changing context of the city of Plymouth as a 

starting point, Plymouth Arts Centre presents 

a new programme of exhibitions, artists’ 

and curatorial residencies, off site projects, 

education and outreach activities, workshops, 

and talks.

 Colin Searls, Lecturer at Plymouth University 

has been invited to respond to the theme Slow 

as part of a new series of commissioned essays.  

Colin Searls considers current observations on 

artistic autonomy.

Paula Orrell

Curator, Plymouth Arts Centre

New Visual Arts 
Programme

Activities and 
Residency Programme

Artists and Curators Residency Programme

Plymouth Arts Centre has developed a new  

programme of artists’ and curatorial residencies  

that provides research and commissioning 

opportunities for creative practitioners in the 

region, nationally and internationally. 

The programme aims to facilitate creative 

dialogues and collaborations between artists 

and curators, create new opportunities for 

emerging practices and become a platform for 

young artists in the region. The programme 

emphasises the exploration of new ideas and 

commissions through research, professional 

development and a mentoring programme. 

Each residency includes a public talk with 

artists/curators in residence and invited guest 

speakers to explore issues relating to the 

specific residency. 

 Current residencies include: Anna Best 

developing a new series of work reflecting the 

changing environment of Plymouth; Lau Thiam 

Kok developing a new body of work using 

poetry and language as a visual form in order 

to produce a temporary off site project; LOW 

PROFILE development of an ongoing projects 

titled DOUBLE ACTS that explores the idea of 

collaboration in live art performance; with 

developing ideas and new methods of working 

for their first solo exhibition in March 2007. All 

artists have produced work in progress for the 

Slow Space.

Agendas: Cultural Regeneration 

Following the success of the first Art School 

event organised in collaboration with Sophie 

Hope (of B+B) in October 2006, a new series 

of critical debates will explore the relation 

between art and society with those working 

in the arenas of art, business, architecture and 

local government. The forthcoming debates will 

focus on the theme of ‘cultural regeneration and 

future cities’ and will present an opportunity to 

question the role that art and arts institutions 

play in urban regeneration. Plymouth Arts Centre 

is interested in examining this theme and its 

own relationship to new initiatives around the 

regeneration of the city.

Art Programme Efford

The Efford project is a neighbourhood 

regeneration scheme by Plymouth City 

Council and The Heart of Efford Partnerships. 

Plymouth Art Centre is involved in a series of 

commissions that form part of the consultation 

and masterplan by architects and urbanists 

Shilliam and Smith, developing pilot art projects 

by artists Cleo Broda, Anna Hart, Sue Smith 

and Jayne Murray. Given the context and 

locality of Efford, the artists explored themes 

and ideas of local heritage, urban environment 

in relation to place and community participation. 

The local community are currently developing a 

new scheme to include artist practice as part of 

the core vision for the area in collaboration with 

Plymouth Art Centre.

Education Programme

Plymouth Arts Centre has recently appointed 

an Education and Outreach Curator, Caroline 

Mawdsley. This programme will develop 

opportunities for learning and participation, 

which offer relevant points of access for all 

levels of education, communities, families, 

individuals and artists. 

 Creative exploration and critical 

enquiry are the focus for a programme, 

which aims to contribute to visual literacy and 

cultural democracy by establishing dialogues 

within Plymouth. This inclusive programme 

values the diverse interpretations, which emerge 

through an open exchange of experience and 

offers opportunities to learn and collaborate 

with practicing artists. 

 Talks, events, workshops, projects and 

supported visits encourage active and reflective 

engagement with our visual art and film 

programme, the city of Plymouth and the ideas 

and processes within contemporary culture.

SLOW Education Outreach Projects

A collaborative project with a student from the 

University of Plymouth, will act as a catalyst to 

initiate sustainable relationships with people 

who live in the immediate vicinity of Plymouth 

Arts Centre. 

 Young families in Plymouth will work and play 

slowly with artist Kathy Norris, as part of her 

Gang project.

 A’ Level students are invited to explore 

Slow through workshops led by artists in 

residence at Plymouth Arts Centre. Lau 

Thaimkok will work with text during the Big Arts 

Festival in February and in March, LOW PROFILE 

will be considering process.

 Slow discussions are available for teachers 

and students from primary and secondary 

schools and HE & FE courses in Plymouth.

Caroline Mawdsley

Education and Outreach Curator, Plymouth Arts 

Centre

SLOW
Events

SLOWMEAL

Chaired by Colin Searls, University 

of Plymouth

Saturday 20 January 2007, 6:30pm – £13

A meal will be prepared by Plymouth Arts 

Centre’s restaurateur Annie Mason to provide 

an opportunity for contributors to the Slow 

exhibition and the general public to discuss 

issues arising from the show. 

SLOWSPACE 

Running in Plymouth Arts Centre’s lower 

gallery, Slow Space has been initiated to 

support a continual process of exploration and 

development of creative practice. Based on 

a model of an ‘artists run space’, Slow Space 

focuses on collaborative production, and 

explores the format of an ‘open studio’ 

and workshop. 

SLOWFILMS

Accompany films in collaboration with the film 

programme present:

The Way We Live

Directed by Jill Craigie (1946) 

The Way Things Go (Der Lauf Der Dinge) 

A film by artists Peter Fischli & David 

Weiss (1987)

Wednesday 24 January 2007, 8:30pm

The Way We Live made in 1946 shows the 

conception of Watson-Abercrombie’s plan for 

the rebuilding of Plymouth after the blitz, seen 

through the eyes of one family. 

 The Way Things Go (Der Lauf Der Dinge) is 

a record of Fischli and Weiss most ambitious 

construction. 70-100 feet long structure has 

been constructed using various items. When 

this is set in motion, a chain reaction ensues. 

Fires, water, law of gravity as well as chemistry 

determine the life cycle of objects – of things. 

It brings about a story concerning cause and 

effect, mechanism and art, improbability and 

precision. Swiss artists Peter Fischli and David 

Weiss have collaborated on kinetic installations 

since 1979. 

SLOWTALKS

Plymouth Arts Centre is launching a series of 

informal discussions reflecting the themes of the 

current projects and exhibitions. 

Democratic Curating Artist Run Space

Barbara Holub, Artist and President of Secession, 

Vienna (Austria).

Tuesday 23 January 2007, 6:30pm – Free  

Barbara Holub will be discussing her new role 

as President of the Secession Gallery in Vienna 

as part of a new initiative by Plymouth Arts 

Centre and ArtsMatrix on developing artist 

run spaces in Plymouth. A one-day workshop 

event in March 2007 designed to support the 

development of affordable artist led workspaces 

in Plymouth. Secession was founded in 1897, 

the oldest contemporary art space, curated on a 

democratic basis by a panel of artists in Vienna.  

 
Salon 
DIY arts organisation one.c 

Monday 5 February, 6:30pm – £3

Salon provides a unique opportunity for both 

creative practitioners and general public to 

contribute and comment on specific aspects of 

exhibited works. one.c is an independent arts 

platform based in a residential dwelling in South 

Brent, Devon.

Curating SLOW 

Paula Orrell, Curator at Plymouth Arts Centre

Tuesday 20 February 2007, 6:30pm – Free

Collaborative processes and curating Slow.

LOW PROFILE and Lau Thiam Kok

Tuesday 27 February, 6:30pm – Free

Artists LOW PROFILE and Lau Thiam Kok discuss 

their work and process as part of their residency 

at Plymouth Arts Centre.

Tour of the SLOW exhibition

Caroline Mawdsley, Education and Outreach 

Curator at Plymouth Arts Centre

Wednesday 7 March, 6pm – Free

Tour of Slow exhibition.

Tom Marshman 

13 March, 6pm – Free

LOW PROFILE invite artist Tom Marshman to 

discuss his work in response to their current 

residency and perform a work in progress.

To book for all Plymouth Arts Centre events 

please call 01752 206114

Plymouth Arts Centre

38 Looe Street

Plymouth PL4 0EB

T: 01752 206114

E: arts@plymouthac.org.uk

W: www.plymouthac.org.uk

SLOW
Exhibition

20 January – 18 March 2007

Monday – Saturday 10am – 8:30pm

Sunday 5:30pm – 8:30pm

This group exhibition has been curated in 

reflection of current preoccupations of mass 

production in contemporary art and the 

subversion of culture into mass entertainment.  

Current debate poses that the visual art has lost 

its focus – so how can a curator respond to this?  

 Paying homage to conceptual art of the 1960s 

and 1970s when performance art, the process 

of production and interaction with the viewer 

was taken to be more significant than the art 

object, Slow explores new movements and 

strategies within contemporary art. It offers 

collaborative and participatory models for 

creating artistic interventions and includes a 

series of installations, performances and events, 

featuring artists and curators: 

16 Beaver

Jemima Burrill

Centre of Attention

Richard Crow

Barbara Holub

Tim Knowles

Ernst Logar

m-DAT
Mahony
Graziano Milano

William Powhida 

Kate Rich

Plymouth Arts Centre 

and New Traditions

We are proud to be embarking on an exciting 

arts programme in this our 60th year, marking 

a time of great change for the city of Plymouth 

and its Arts Centre. This significant period of 

cultural regeneration and transformation forms 

part of the long and successful journey of 

Plymouth Arts Centre and equally we are proud 

to be key to the future cultural infrastructure 

of Plymouth.

 The visual arts programme for the forthcoming 

year is shameless in creating an arena in 

which visual artists, curators, commentators, 

filmmakers and you, our patrons can form part 

of the discussions on the cultural future for 

the city.
 Part of Plymouth Arts Centre’s ethos is to 

constantly rethink itself and the forthcoming 

season of work is not afraid to do so. We are 

committed to providing a platform for what can 

be described as a new tradition for a historic 

visual arts institution by offering an engaging 

environment for artists; generating new ideas 

by exploring creative and critical thinking 

through artists residencies, commissions and 

research opportunities. We are committed 

to the continual growth of our work and our 

responsibility to develop a sustainable future for 

education opportunities, cross-disciplinary work 

and sharing our audiences across art forms 

and cinema.

 The opening exhibition and related series of 

actions and forums in response to the ideas of 

Slowness is the ideal arena on which to critique 

our place and role in this changing city. Don’t 

miss the Slow Meal and Salon, the first in a 

series of informal discussions around the work 

showing this month.

 This work is underpinned by an integral 

education and outreach programme that is new 

and innovative to the Centre; providing spaces 

for exchange between artists and the public that 

will inform, inspire, and challenge us all.

Ian Hutchinson

Director, Plymouth Arts Centre
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