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MORENGA HUNT’S KEYNOTE PRESENTATION for the

South Carolina ARTS CONFRENCE on September 15, 2009
Conference Theme:  “Arts Be Nimble…Navigating Tough Terrain”

Keynote Topic:   “Creative Connections -- Arts, Culture, Community -- Providing Relevance, Meaning and Value in Tough Times”

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS:  
· Thank Ken for introduction

· Thank you Ken.  I have the great regard and respect for Ken and the rest of the wonderful staff team at the SCAC.  From my interaction with them, I’ve learned that they are not just good arts administrators, but they believe in and are passionate and serious about the arts, and the importance of the arts within the larger context.  That’s an important element in this work since it can be quite demanding and challenging.  It is a pleasure working with them.  

· Today I would like to talk with you from the perspective of a global practitioner, since I believe most or all of you are arts practitioners in some form or another.  I would like to share with you some examples and reflections from my own direct experience of working in the arts on a local, national, and international level, in good times and tough times.  
· Weaving together a cohesive message within the framework of the conference theme and my chosen topic was a bit of a challenge, but I hope that by the end you will feel that I’ve shared something that has relevance, meaning, and value for you in a large or small way.
· Those three words—Relevance, Meaning, and Value—are a key theme since I’ve found that they help me to formulate and operate from a dynamic rather than static view and approach to the changing realities in our world, and to accept that my views may need to change or evolve with new data, information and knowledge.  

First I’d like to address some working definitions, and then share some examples of making creative connections in a way that informed new thinking and action on the part of arts initiatives and organizations and diverse cultural communities that I’ve worked with.  

COMMUNITY –

· Community = a group of people who share common elements that connect them or bind them together around those shared elements or factors.  
· The relationships between culture and community can contain some aspects that are formal and informal, and some that are implicit, and explicit, in our daily dealings and interactions.  
CULTURE --

· I came across an article in the Canadian Journal of Communication from a keynote address titled, “How Will We Live Together?” which was presented by M. Sharon Jeanotte & Dick Stanley from the Dept. of Canadian Heritage that I thought was worth sharing.  They said that [In the context of today’s global village economy and growing diversity in our communities] “the intermingling of diverse cultures will increasingly be the norm.  One of the greatest demands which will be placed upon us will be to find ways for people to live together. The link between culture and social cohesion may be among the most challenging issues we will face in the 21st Century. The intermingling of diverse cultures will be the norm, and Culture itself may hold the key to finding accommodation within this diversity.  

· UNESCO defines culture as "ways of living together".  Others have tried to find a middle ground by defining culture as "a way of being, thinking and feeling that serves as a driving force in society which may unite individuals by language, custom, habit and/or experience.  These definitions suggests that humanity has developed culture from interacting with nature and with other people, and it serves as a way to help us make sense of the world and relate to each other, and to define us to each other.  It is not static, but always changing, as we can see in America and the world today.   

· Culture often holds the key to cohesion.  Why?  Many people in urban or rural settings find attendance at a public meeting to be a chore. But culture is more fun. And it is the most fun when you participate.  There is a reason why culture is closely associated with entertainment.  Cultural consumption and participation helps to open minds. When people are engaged in these activities, even passively, they are most open to the "other" and most receptive to messages that help engender trust.  
· Take for example the shared cultural experience by people who appear different and who might not otherwise “connect” with one another.  When attending or participating in a shared arts or cultural event or experience, and having a similar response to the experience, these same people, even if just for a moment, can identify the “magical moment” when realize they’re having a similar thoughts, feelings, and responses to the experience they recognize their similarities and the common humanity they share.  This is one of the joys I get from being actively involved in arts and cultural work on different levels.   How many of you have experienced this, where you are aware of and enjoying the art, but also aware of and a bit fascinated by the connection with similar and different people having one common response to the moment?   
· Keeping this in mind and respecting this at all times in the work we do is extremely important for sustainable and mutually beneficial connections and relationships.  

ARTS – 

· I heard Dr. Claudia Cornett asserted at one of SCAAE Conferences on Arts Integration that “Art is literacy”-- literacy includes how we see the world, interpret it, and communicate about it.  The arts are a way of communicating perceptions, ideas, feelings, culture, and our imaginations. The arts are an arena for human expression, interaction, and creativity that reflects our commonality and diversity, including our shared perceptions and realities, and our conflicting ones.  

· We all live in a society where we express and receive ideas.  The arts are one of the ways that we do that, which is why the arts can be both inspiring and uplifting, and controversial.  The arts are another way of expressing our diversity of ideas, which is essential in a truly democratic society.  This is not intended to diminish the discussions about the craft or form of art and its beauty, but to highlight and focus more on the content or ideas that are perceived to be expressed in or through art.  
· In the area of arts education, especially arts integration and aesthetic education there is an explicit recognition of the content or ideas in the art.  For example, arts educators who understand arts integration assert that effective arts integration practice requires awareness of the content-to-content connections in the art, or the art-making or art-creating process and other areas of the school curriculum.  They use this content to content connection to construct information and participatory learning activities for the intended learners.  

· (Omitted this part)  -- The renowned physicist, Albert Einstein said that “Imagination is more important than knowledge” and that is relevant for us because the arts can not only express our imaginings of people similar and different from ourselves, but the arts can be a vehicle to bring together diverse people around a shared experience, and shake up our imaginings about each other through real, tangible interaction around the art we’re experiencing together.  This can help us temporarily put our “imaginings” aside and see the common human response to a shared experience.  
Some more working definitions:

· Relevance –to retrieve (or provide) something that satisfies the needs of the user

· Questions to keep in mind regarding being relevant:

· Does it "register" or connect with the targeted participants needs or interests?  

· Does it grab their interest and attention?  

· What are the "connecting points" that can or do make it relevant?  

· How do we best communicate the points of relevance or connection?

· Meaning -- the content (or form) of a message that one intends to convey, especially by language, that has or implies special significance or qualities

· Questions regarding Meaning -- Is the arts activity meaningful to or for the targeted participants?  Does your target group get what you were trying to communicate, and can they relate to the activity/event/show on an intellectual or emotional way?  Did they “get it?”  And did you “get it” when they communicated with you?  

· Value – the relative worth of something (usually in financial terms, but since one key barrier to arts participation is also time, one question we must ask “Is what we’re offering worth their time, money, and effort?” and “How do we know it has value?  

· Keeping these in mind helps us to have a set of tools or filters to constantly review our work and be focused but flexible and fluid in our approach

· Now I’d like to offer some examples of making creative connections, and providing relevance, meaning, and value from my own experience of working in the arts.  As I share these examples, you may recognize some similarities or differences with the way you work, or think.  I would like you to look for, identify, and think about or reflect on how the creativity is demonstrated in the practical examples, where being “nimble” is demonstrated, and where the examples demonstrate relevance, meaning, and value for both the arts provider and the participants in the arts activity. 
· These are tough or rough times, economically and socially.  And tough times require of us more creative and innovative thought that when things are mostly good and resources are plentiful.  I recently read in one of my daily meditation books a page on Creativity that said, “Be creative in looking for ways to be creative.”  It went on to say, one of the easiest ways of “incorporating creativity into our lives is in problem-solving.  If you’re having a tough time finding a solution to a problem, turn the situation upside down, inside out” but be willing to look at it differently.  Creativity is born out of the courage to risk seeing things in a new way!”  For me, the key words in this last line were “creativity” > “courage” > and “risk”.  All of which are necessary during tough times.  But taking risks without being reckless is the key to success and sustainability.  
· Okay, now for some examples:

· DC – getting inner-city residents to attend and participate in (as artists, volunteers, etc.) local like the Adams Morgan Festival, and other free outdoor festivals in Meridian Hill Park on 16th Street, or in the economically poor section of DC called Anacostia, and national festivals like the Smithsonian’s summer Festival of World Cultures on the Mall.  
· UK – I served as a consultant and advisor to the ACGB, and for individual groups and organizations throughout England, Scotland, and Wales, on how to help them address their problem of declining audiences and attendance at exhibitions, while also helping to address the needs and aspirations of increasing cultural diversity among the population, and the anticipated changes in arts programming and participation that these diverse communities brought and sought.  Then I was asked to run a purpose-built 1,200 capacity space in Manchester focused on developing and advancing culturally diverse programming and audiences in new ways.  I applied some of the same strategies and creative approaches there.  Basically, it was about identifying the converging interests of different and unconnected sectors (like the community or folk arts sector, the formal established arts community, and the audiences from both), then connecting the disconnected segments to create new arts experiences for everyone that they found beneficial.  EXAMPLE:  Creative response to funding cuts included going to the community with whom I had build a good mutually respectful relationship, and asked them if they wanted to do a month long “Promoters Festival”, and they said yes.  At the same time I worked out deals with record companies who were promoting emerging recording artists, and theater companies.  These promoters and their programs made up the difference from the funding cuts, but also built or strengthened various relationships.  (Omitted from speech – I also introduced Poetry Slams, which I also initiated at the Blumenthal and they are continuing with an audience that’s consistently 6-10 times the audiences they got when we started.  The Slam Charlotte team also won the US national team poetry slam competitions in both 2007 and 2008, and received support and an award from the Center which helped bring in new, young, & more trendy audiences.)  
· Charlotte, NC – At the Blumenthal Performing Arts Center, where I worked until mid August of this year, I successfully applied a similar approach to a different reality.  I started out by looking for the connections or convergence of needs and interests between the organization, the schools, and the community.  We met with a variety of key community people, some of whom agreed to serve on advisory groups, and as active ambassadors between their respective communities and the Blumenthal Center.  I had to practice some of my “leading from the middle” strategies to advance more diverse programming to attract more diverse audiences, volunteers, and participants on various levels.  The leadership then was receptive to this approach, and they were willing to measure success as not only generating revenue, but building and sustaining strong community relationships and partnerships.  As a result, we formed arts programs and strategies that proved mutually beneficial.   FOR EXAMPLE:
· Latin Community -- Latin Festival (started 8 years ago working with local Latin artists to provide activities for the children within annual festival, then introduce good culturally relevant programming at the Blumenthal focused on them, such as the late Celia Cruz, various Flamenco artists, Tango, Mariachi, and popular concert artists like Tito Nieves.  We then planned and executed some good collaborative marketing and engagement activities, such as the annual Latin Music and Dance contest which proved to be popular with adults as well as youth, and included participants from around NC & SC.  
· The key to these successes was the community engagement and participation at all stages—planning, promotion/marketing, and evaluation.  We went to the people and talked to them and listened to them, and planned our work with their input in mind.  
· What we offered was relevant because it filled a need for children’s activities and programs within the annual festival & we worked with and promoted local artists from their community; and we made it meaningful when we included two-way education as part of the work—we educated the wider community about Latin American arts, artists, and culture, and educated the Latin community about working with and in the arts community; and it was valued because we found ways to provide these programs with a combination of resources including sponsors from within the Latin community.  We later introduced the community to a broader range of programming through discount tickets and annual activities in the Center’s facilities aimed to specifically include the Latin Community. 
· OTHER EXAMPLES: 
· Celebration of Celtic Culture – after making some contacts and doing some research we discovered that the majority of the white or Caucasian population in the Charlotte area traced their cultural heritage and origins to the Scots-Irish and other Celtic settlers in the area, and that their music and culture heavily shaped the Appalachian culture and music, specifically Bluegrass music and Celtic dance, as popularized through Riverdance.  So, we partnered with businesses like Ri-Ra’s Irish pub, to the organizers of the Annual Scottish and Highland Games, and the Irish Association to plan on ways to build relevant, meaningful, and valued connections that would be mutually beneficial.  As a result we organized, in conjunction with them, small and large celebrations of Celtic Culture, and programmed a variety of Celtic artists along with various pre and post-performance events and activities.  We made a point of including traditional Irish food (like spiced potato cakes) provided by local Irish caterers at some of these events, and some Guinness and traditional non-alcoholic beverages.  This provided “added value” which was appreciated by all in attendance.  
· Festival of India is now held in and just outside of the Blumenthal Center as another offshoot of our strengthened relationship with the Indian community that came about from including local Indian artists in the Passport to Asia events and other education and audience development programs aimed to attract that community to new programming that was relevant to their cultural interests and got them excited, like the Broadway show, Bombay Dreams, Ravi Shankar, Shafatullah Khan, and Zakir Hussein and his Masters of Percussion.  The Indian community association also rented some spaces and promoted their own events, which usually sold out, and which also built a connection and familiarity between their community and the Center.  
· Get to Know the Show – ways of engaging with non-traditional audiences by including arts information, demonstration, and participation
· Now many of these participants are part of the Center’s marketing data base, and some are coming to shows beyond the ones that attracted them because of the specific cultural appeal and relevance.  
· I also want to share with you some resources and reflections from other sources that bring in some useful theory and examples.  Since I don’t have time to elaborate on the points, I will just refer you to a book that may be useful.
· Michael Kaiser, the President of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, DC, recently came and spoke in Charlotte to promote his new book, The Art of the Turnaround: Creating and Maintaining Healthy Arts Organizations.  The book’s message is gleaned from his years of experience successfully turning around troubled arts organizations, but it also has some messages that can be useful to all of us in troubled times.  While I may not agree with 100% of what he says in this book, a few of the key messages really resonated with me that I would like to share with you.   He said:
·  We must have a plan, and that plan must include clear references to our mission, clear review and grasp of the environment in which we’re operating, and an honest evaluation of our organizational strengths and weaknesses, and a financial plan that reflects shows the implications of the strategic plans and detailed action plans.  And he stresses the need to prioritize what is most important, since it is not possible to “do it all” when times are tough.
· Another critical point he makes is that we should “Focus on Today and Tomorrow, Not Yesterday” & focus on “Good Art, Well Marketed” in a way that is sustainable
· And in tough times when our first knee-jerk reaction is usually to cut costs, the final two points he makes that I’d like to highlight are:   “Revenue is the problem with most arts organizations, not cost.”  But he also states that when budget cuts are advisable or necessary “where one cuts is crucial.”  He states that “cutting those costs that lead to revenue is foolhardy” and that some organizations focus simply on reducing costs and get smaller and smaller and offer less and less, and thus take away their own capacity to offer “Good Art, Well Marketed” which undermines their long-term stability and growth.  
· Finally, I found it quite insightful when he shared in one of his chapters on how he helped turn around the Kansas City Ballet when he said “I knew nothing about running an opera company, but I did know how to ask questions and to assemble data and plans.”  And from that starting point he applied creativity, courage, and risk, and got other stakeholders on board, and they made it work.  
· That’s one of the main messages I hope you will remember from today.  
· Of course participation in the arts can be quite varied--from being in a class or workshop & learning how to create or make art, to attending an exhibition or a show, to being a donor or supporter, to introducing young people to the joys of imaginative and creative thinking through classroom learning in and through the arts.  
THIS SECTION WAS NOT ACTUALLY PRESENTED (But was in my notes)
Throughout my work in the arts I have consistently applied a few “tools for analysis” and “tools for action” that have worked for me, and some of those “tools” are what I’d like to share with you as “tools for thinking” about our work, and “tools for doing” our work.  

· We need to always start by asking “Where are we now?” & “Where do we want to go?”   
· Some of my early work and experience in another arena taught me an approach called “Positive Action.”  In essence, it means “start with an objective appraisal of the situation you are in and that you seek to change—including your own relative strengths, deficiencies or weaknesses, and capacities—and then plan for change by focusing on the positive factors and elements that are necessary, present, and available or accessible to you. While this is critical, it doesn’t mean ignoring the barriers and challenges, just putting your focus on the positive actions and resources because if you focus on the negatives it actually makes your positive action more difficult.  This also helps when working to “connect the dots.”
· It’s a bit like doing a SWOT analysis before taking action.  But once we do the analysis, we must make a plan and act on it.  This reminds me of another lesson learned that was stated in two ways:  1) Thought without action is meaningless   2) Action without thought reckless (it can be chaotic, unproductive, and even counter-productive).  A good way to recall this is to remember that we need to “act as people of thought, and think as people of action.”  
· In any field, and especially the rapidly changing field of the arts, we need to be informed, aware, and conscious of not only what we’re doing, and how to do it, but the context in which we’re doing it, and why we’re doing it, and the desirable and undesirable likely outcomes that we will produce.  
· When we’re under pressure to do so many tasks, solve so many urgent problems, and achieve so many specific objectives on a day to day basis, it may sometimes feel like we never have the time to think or reflect.  I remember often saying that I regret it when I don’t have time to think and reflect because I’m so busy “winging it” that I don’t feel that I am operating most effectively or at optimum capacity.  Sound familiar?  Then we must make time in our busy schedules for individual and collective reflection and analysis.  It will help us with our short-term problem solving and long-term prospects for success.  
· Another suggestion I’d like to make is to begin thinking in terms of RESOURCES needed to do or achieve our goals & objectives.  When I started working with festivals in DC, over 80-90% of the people who made things happen were volunteers, although most of the artists required & received payment.  
· Since most of us are in the NON-PROFIT arts sector, we have to consider the human, material, and financial needs required to do our work as a range of resources.  This way money can be viewed as a necessary resource, but not the primary focus of our work, and doesn’t become the “end-all, be-all” that makes or breaks what we do.  We can think of it like we do in grants when we put the “cash expenses and income” and the “in-kind” contributions.  I believe this is an area that we could address more productively, especially as part of our efforts to make creative connections for creative solutions during tough times.  I was told, and have experienced, that “if you have the right people resources, then you have, or have access to, everything you need.”
I have become a real fan of James Bau Graves, who outlines a number of important considerations to keep in mind as we undertake our work in the arts.  I’d like to highlight one question from his book, Cultural Democracy, where he asks us to ask ourselves 

"What does your community need to keep its culture vital and meaningful?" 

I would like to add my follow-up questions to his question:

· Is it what you already offer?

· Is it something that you could offer?  (Does it fit your mission and role?)

· If so, what do you need, and what do you need to do, to be able to offer it?

· How will you ensure that it has relevance, meaning, and value for and in your community?  

· How can you provide what your community needs while still remaining viable and able to sustain your organization and/or your work? (A business question)

Experienced arts administrator and practioner, Diane Ragsdale, who worked in America for a number of years, noted in her keynote address at the 2008 Arts Marketing Summit in Australia, a similar question to Graves’ stated in another way.  Ragsdale says “Many arts organisations appear to be bending the map, working from outdated mental maps of the cultural landscape, outdated conceptions about the value of their organisations to the community, outdated ideas about who lives in their communities, what those individuals value, and what role the arts do or do not play in their lives.”
Our communities have changed, and art and artists have changed, and that we, perhaps, as institutions that exist to broker a relationship between the two (communities and artists) have not changed in response.”  She further asserts that the challenges facing the arts are not necessarily (just or only) financial, but social and cultural.
Ragsdale also points out that arts organisations have to start thinking of a new way to measure the level of impact their experiences have on audiences and the responses they elicit. “We can’t declare mission accomplished just because we get people in the door—we need to care about how the experience has affected them.” 
Some additional Comments and Suggestions for being “nimble in tough times” (not stated)
· How many of you are feeling stretched because you have to do so many more tasks?  Do you have less staff but the same, or even more work?  

· Some organizations are noticing “Board Fatigue” which is making some of their board members less energized or effective, due to multiple factors.

· Consider various ways and locations to connect your art with people, and you may find that it generates new connections and opportunities

CLOSING REMARKS:

CHANGE:
· Even in tough times--We have the capacity to change, and affect change, on the individual, organizational, community, and larger societal levels.  First, we must have that intention!
· Even in these tough times let us continue to do all we can to make the arts that we create, present, or exhibit to our communities relevant, meaningful, and valued.  This approach also helps to remind us that what we seek to achieve is a moving target.  
· These times require us all to be nimble as we navigate our way forward in these tough times 
· I hope that we will take any useful messages or conclusions gleaned from this conference and organize our missions, plans, and organizations, programs, and actions into making our updated visions into future reality.   
· Like to end with a quote from Ben Cameron, who said in his 2007 APAP speech that “We must recognize and celebrate the role of the arts in the search for common meaning.  And we must reassert what it means to be humane rather than merely human.”  
· To paraphrase what Gandhi said, “If we really want to make positive change then let us be the change we want to see in the world.”  Just like to old adage that “Action speaks louder than words”, let us demonstrate what we articulate so that we model what we mean to others and inspire them by our example.  
· Someone once said to me “Lead by your example, and your example will lead.”  Let us keep this in mind as we forge ahead to do our good work in the days, months, and years ahead.

· Thank you
