
PAGE 20 PAGE 21

Art is the battle-cry of the outsider and the underdog. 
It moves across borders, between generations and over 
time. To create is one of our oldest impulses, and it’s 
survived war, famine and disease. It’s a remarkably resilient 
phenomenon, but a modern challenge has emerged.

Culture consumption is on the decline, and it’s a national 
problem. Big-hitters such as the National Gallery have 
reported a 20% fall in attendance since 2009, and the 
DCMS (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport) reported that museum attendance in 2016 was 
down by 6.2%. Is enthusiasm for the arts waning? Is 
the problem a lack of aspiration, or factors much closer 
to home? Are the barriers to accessing the arts, real or a 
matter of perception?

Geography is one of the most obvious barriers to accessing 
culture, but the argument that arts are only available in 
larger cities doesn’t hold true as it once did. Since its 
opening in 1982, Theatre Royal Plymouth has built its 
reputation on eclectic offerings from classical ballet to 
cutting-edge theatre. It has become a Plymouth institution, 
with its pantomimes giving generations of local children 
their first experience of live theatre.

Art-house cinema and exhibitions of contemporary 
art are also on our doorstep thanks to Plymouth Arts 
Centre. The Arts Centre also initiates contact with groups 
that might not ordinarily walk through its doors, with 
relaxed screenings for dementia sufferers and family art 
workshops. It demonstrates how local arts provision can 
be both inclusive and ambitious.

Ambition is coursing through Plymouth’s cultural life, 
with a multi-million-pound investment turning the city’s 
Museum and Art Gallery into Plymouth History Centre, 
which will open in Spring 2020. Bringing together 
collections from naval, historical and film archives, the 
History Centre will also feature curated exhibitions.

Despite these reasons for optimism, attracting new 
audiences remains a challenge. The reality is that whilst 
institutions are going out of their way to welcome people, 
there is still resistance. And the reasons for that resistance 
aren’t clear-cut either.

A piece of experimental theatre, for example, will always 
struggle to capture audiences compared to a big-budget, 
big-name jukebox musical. Although the musical is a pricier 
ticket, this type of production seldom has problems filling 
seats. Avant-garde theatre, while many times cheaper, can 
be a hard sell.

The populist musical sells, because it is seen as easy 
entertainment. Sit back, and enjoy. Experimental, edgy 
theatre, however, demands a little more from its audience. 
But the willingness to side-step a budget-friendly night 
out points to an audience bias that runs deeper than the 
ticket price. 

An audience’s decision to support large-scale productions 
is a curious one, especially considering that we are still living 
in austerity times. Turning away from an art form that is 
seen to be ‘highbrow’, I would argue, is a deliberate choice. 
Is that choice being made out of fear of the unknown, or 
are we, the people, just snobs?

In 2008, the Royal Opera House sold opening night tickets 
to Sun readers, at a fraction of their normal cost. Not only 
was the production of Don Giovanni a hit, the Sun readers 
were so taken with their first experience of opera, they 
immediately rebooked. The perception that ‘opera is for 
toffs’ was dismantled in the space of an evening, and while 
some of the credit has to go to Mozart, the ROH didn’t 
make assumptions about what Sun readers would want. 
There was no soft-pedal, no dumbing down, and the ROH 
added a few extra members to its loyal audience as a result. 
The ROH deal offered its audience a chance not only to 
experience a night of opera, but to challenge their own 
pre-conceptions about what art is, and what it could be. 
The Sun readers only expressed one regret of the evening – 
that they hadn’t gone before. 

With budgets being squeezed, there is less opportunity 
now to offer these deals. Cost is a complication with 
no easy answers, especially so in Plymouth. The average 
salary here is £24,000 – compared to a national average 
of nearly £28,000, and of course, we are only talking 
averages. Approximately 20% of Plymouth households 
live below the poverty threshold, and that includes a 
quarter of the city’s 0-16 year-olds. It is a statistic that will 
not surprise anyone who lives or works in the city. The 
squeeze on disposable income here is considerable, even 
for those doing well. The decision on where to spend any 
extra cash becomes a matter of careful consideration. Any 
entertainment considered a safe bet rises to the top of the 
list. 

While we can counter the argument of exclusivity, the idea 
of arts being exclusionary is much harder to shift. It is the 
sulky, resentful voice in our head when confronted with 
something unfamiliar. But where does that voice come 
from?

A lack of engagement points to a lack of education. 
Without a grounding in critical thinking, approaching 
the arts can be a daunting experience. The fear of getting it 
wrong, or not getting it at all, remains a concern. But what 
comes from experience is the realisation that a response 
should be as individual as a thumbprint -  but to voice that 
response takes courage.

It’s a sticking point, and one that will likely be exacerbated 
over the coming generation. In 2012, the then-Education 
Minister Michael Gove stated that he considered learning 
by rote to be central to a good education. Since then, 
the Conservative Government have implemented Gove’s 
philosophy. To prepare for the current GCSE English 
Literature exam, students are asked to memorise 15 poems. 
For the exam itself, the questions will only ask them to 
reference 2 of those poems – but the students will not 
know which 2 until they have turned over their question 
paper.
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To borrow a literary education from Charles Dickens’ most 
notorious villains, Thomas Gradgrind of Hard Times, is 
an irony perhaps lost on Gove. This reductionist approach 
comes from a belief that arts in education don’t offer good 
value. This willfully overlooks the fact that innovation in 
science, engineering and technology starts with creative 
thought. Employing a narrow education to achieve a well-
rounded individual is optimistic at best.

But there is a bright spot on the horizon. The Arts 
Council have announced that during 2018-22 they will 
allocate funds across the UK, with Plymouth getting 
£16m. Accessibility, while far from perfect, will be further 
improved with this funding, creating opportunities for 
development across the city.

And engaging with art is an opportunity. The sense of 
connection that art can make you feel is such a joyous 
part of being alive, that access to it should not depend 
on your education or the deepness of your pockets. It’s 
a connection to be experienced by everybody because it 
belongs to everybody.  Art – creating, participating -  is a 
right, regardless of where you grew up, or how much you 
earn. The idea that a generation might grow up hating 
poetry is an enormous step backwards. If you want to 
encourage the idea that arts are ‘boring’, rote learning is 
a pretty good place to start. It also has the potential of 
creating a ripple effect – one bad experience can translate 
into an unwillingness to engage in the arts, full-stop. 
If your formative experience of the art world is one of 
stultifying boredom, that museum visit becomes even less 
likely. Numbers drop, and the decline continues.

But the status quo should never be the final word. It’s time 
for the narrative to change. The idea that art is for ‘other 
people’ is archaic. Living in the 21st century should be a 
haven of progression and meaningful representation, but 
our reality is littered with fake news and double-speak. As 
our lives edge further into the digital age, how we think 
will be just as important as what we think.

We must stop viewing art as the enemy, as it is becoming 
our greatest ally. Ours is a rapidly evolving world, and an 
elastic mind is what’s needed to make sense of it. While 
there is profit to be made in creating division, art is made 
by the people for the people. By rejecting it, we ultimately 
reject ourselves. Finding the voice that speaks to you, and 
in it, hearing your own – there’s the power.

By the People, 
For the People
BY HELEN TOPE

This article was commissioned by the Art Writers Group. The Arts Writers Group was set 
up by Peter Stiles and Jo Lanyon and ran a programme of events and residencies in Bristol, 
West Cornwall and Plymouth in 2017 in order to encourage the development of writing about 
contemporary art across the South West (www.artwritersgroup.co.uk). Local arts writers 
gained new skills and training from Lizzie Lloyd and Tom Jeffreys (our two arts writers in 
residence).
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