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1st Morecambe Peoples Biennial 2024 : Towards A Post-work World

MORECAMBE PEOPLE'S BIENNIAL

The first Biennial was in Venice in 1895 and they now occur in Kassel, Sao Paulo, Paris, Tokyo, Baghdad, Liverpool, Sydney and Havana – to name a few. The People's Biennial of Creativity that will happen at locations across Morecambe on 6th -7th July. It is a Local Biennial that is a critique of Global Biennials. And as Biennials have a theme and a Director’s essay this short book provides this.

Involving different groups, the People’s Biennial is a ground up arts initiative that provides a model for activity in a post-work society.  The theme of the Biennial is to look at creative activities we can do when out of work.

Artificial Intelligence will remove many jobs and we need to start thinking about what we will do in a world of Universal Basic Income. This project is to encourage Morecambe to position itself as a model for what a post-work creative & leisure economy can look like.

Organised by artist and dance teacher Anthony Padgett, who is receiving funding on behalf of the Morecambe Artists’ Colony (MAC)* from Morecambe Town Council campaign of £2,995 and £1232 from the Lancashire Culture and Sport Fund. On Saturday 6th July Anthony plans to divide the funds raised between up to 100 creative people. People will need to be over 18 and to bring or show an example of their creativity, proof of their identity (drivers licence, passport etc) and proof of their residency in Morecambe/Heysham (north of the Lune and east of Hest Bank).

*Please note: this project has been done under the banner of Morecambe Artists Colony (MAC). This is because individuals are not eligible for funding so it had to be done under a group name. And whilst I am on the committee for MAC I have repeatedly tried to have the name changed to something I considered to be more appropriate. This was agreed at a previous meeting, but as the organisation is in decline (most of the founders having left) there has been no subsequent meeting to finalise this change. My preferred name (to keep the initials) was Morecambe Artists & Creatives.

Allocation of funding is on a first come first served basis, with an orderly queue. People will then display their art, dance or music upstairs in the King’s Arms (across from the statue of Eric Morecambe) and at 7pm will be awarded their funding.

After hire and materials this means about £40 each can be given directly to local 100 creative people; whether artists, writers, singers, dancers, film makers or musicians.

Different groups will be administered by checkers who will give vouchers to: visual artists (Robert Lever), writers (Anne Holloway), dancers (Chelsey Needham) and film and theatre makers (Matt Panesh or representative of).

So many brilliant creative people in the area receive no funding. But this isn't just about the money which is really just 1 artist’s funding that is being shared between 100 artists, it is about being recognised and appreciated for all the great work they do to help make Morecambe a better place to live in. For instance, being creative has mental and physical health benefits to the community. So we want to reward people for being part of communities that share their feelings and emotions through their creativity. It is these functions of art that have been undervalued by funders but will be increasingly important.

So often external artists are funded to be "parachuted" into Morecambe to provide art and workshops. And meanwhile the local artists in the community are stigmatised as not being good enough. It is important to give our own creative people the encouragement they deserve. We want to celebrate what makes our local art community special and not the same global art that is shown everywhere. And whilst my local is the seaside town of Morecambe in Lancashire, North West England, UK, this could refer to any town, country, or indigenous and marginalised cultures (including traveller communities) subject to colonisation by global art Hegemonies. The difference is between art that is “done to” people (by artists not from those communities) and art that is “done with” people. Whilst the actual project may be done with people, this is superficial and the deeper social dynamic is that it is done to people.

There are 3 directions to the People’s Biennial. 1. is a rejection of the competitive Elitist biennial structure that focusses on international “quality” and prejudices against local “community”. And 2. is how even the jobs of the artworld Elite are at threat from A.I. and that, rather than just fighting for their own corners, they should unite with artists and unemployed creative to fight for a Universal Basic Compensation as there may be a removal of opportunities for everyone in the creative industry. And we need to do this before it is too late. And 3. with the recognition of the strong possibility of the removal of opportunities for artists (that Artificial Intelligence will bring) we should plan for the future and a post-work world.

Morecambe People’s Biennial of Creativity involves different groups, in a ground up arts initiative that provides a model for activity in a post-work society. Activities include music, film, poetry, dance, drama, craft, photography, literature, food etc. Our aim is to reclaim the term "local artist" as one of pride (as opposed to "global artist") and to remove the prejudice of yokel from the local. 

LOCAL GLOBAL ART AND FUNDING

From my own viewpoint (of being a local artist with global concerns as part of my work) the function of an international art Biennial is corrosive. There are consequences to the idea of the world’s best work being shown in a location, and that international artists’ work is displayed and promoted, whilst local artists get very little opportunities other than by being part of a Fringe of artists. This Fringe being seldom seen by the people who put on or visit the main Biennial. This also reflects on art in general, whereby national artists are brought into local areas for the purpose of showing quality work that local artists are deemed not able to create. The purpose may even be to educate the local artists so that they can then have the skills to be able to deliver similar work in their home, or other locations, if they are deemed good enough after the process of education. 

Bringing in global artists encourages a consumer model of art. Using local artists encourages a community model of art.

If we look in terms of a critique (where we have the notion of a text, the author and the reader) we have different perspectives on whether the meaning and value of the text (or artwork) is what the author intended, open to the reader or resides in the text itself. The Elite Biennial supporter might say that the artwork should be open-ended and whatever the viewer gets from it. Yet that Elite Biennial professional viewer (including those who make funding decisions) is a consumer who then requires of the local artist something that local artist can never achieve: a fully international understanding of art. As such the local artist is never good enough. And yet it is that subjective connoisseurship that allows the biennial professional to not interrogate their own hidden biases and prejudices. These can be racial, class based, sexist, ageist etc or even against the value of community in art. The attitude is colonialism. It ignores the wishes of the colonised. It is a multi-culturalism that keeps different cultures segregated in a divide and rule scenario. It is an unconscious rejection of inter-cultural dialogue that will allow other cultures to change and self-determine their value, without becoming the same as that of the colonist. 

When looking at the statistics of groups that claim to receive funding to help or show the work of Morecambe artists many will actually show the work of artists not from the area, or who stay in the area for a couple of years, or who have just moved to the area. Anyone over 5 years resident tends not to be shown (unless the owner/organiser of the group). A notable exception to this is the Good Things Collective who are grass roots and community engaged, and Lancaster Arts who have recently commissioned the author (myself) on a number of projects working with Cultural Consortiums involving local creative people. Other groups are engaged in community funding include More Music and the author apologises for missing mention of all such groups due to his limited knowledge.   

The above isn’t against migration. It is against the way that the welcome mat put out for economic migrants is misused by colonialist global art world migrants. Those who are environmentally damaging jet setters are different to those who are migrants fleeing persecution or seeking better living conditions due to effects of global warming. And the use of these economic migrants to justify the fluidity of movement of a global art scene is to appropriate yet another culture for exploitative ends. A continually travelling wealthy community has its own culture, but this is not the culture of the majority. And this shouldn’t be seen as the dominant cultural view in a local setting.

How do we view this unbalanced phenomena. Perhaps a key factor is whether the artists are paid for by public (tax payer) or private funding.

There are public and private sources of local, national and international funding. This can be governments or local councils, or public museums and galleries, charities and private collectors/benefactors. The weight we feel should be given to these different bodies have depends on whether we have a socialist or conservative point of view. The Neo-liberal would have the private capitalist buying quality art, whereas the socialist would require private capitalist to pay tax that could then be given to a broader range of artists (though the artists’ fees would possibly end up being swallowed by middle management in art bureaucracy). Socialists would also have the presence of unions in this equation, now often left out by labour in its left wing version of neo-liberalism

And we have local, national and international artists. Whose status is defined by their activities with the funders on local, national and national scales. Activities which range from devalued local cottage industries to overvalued international gallery, biennial funding and prominence in art magazines. 

Local art is also associated with being private, and subjective, even if it aspires to an objectivity. Again, this local could be
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