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   21-24 October 2004

Diary one for Arts Hub 

19 October 2003
Hi I’m Donna Jackson and I’m the artistic director for Meeting Place a National Arts Conference taking place in October 2004 at the Horsham show grounds.

ART is the focus of this conference.  

There seems something scary and risky about making the art the focus of a conference. Real live sweaty and smelly art instead of just talking about art and looking at documentary images of something that has happened…  I think many of us have a deep-seated fear that art can lead us into dangerous and uncomfortable areas. When we set up conferences usually we want to control the whole environment and the experience of the delegates minute by minute. Usually the only naughty thing you can do at a conference is to sneak off and do some tourist or shopping things instead of going to the plenary session. This conference could be a bit wild and may get out of control. 

It’s going to be an arts festival/conference. People who like to go to conferences and see a lot of Powerpoint presentations while sitting in a dark auditorium will have sore legs from walking around the show grounds looking at exhibitions and shows.  They may have a sore face from laughing or tut tutting at some of the events they have been lured into. I can guarantee there will be artists who decide to bring their own art to Meeting Place although we haven’t programmed them in, there will be visual, sculptural or performance art that will bring a tear to even the most cynical eye. Of course there will be some angry and passionate and rude artists. (We just can’t help our selves.)  

The good thing about art being the focus is there will be diversity and daring and the art will lead us into debate and workshops inspired by seeing and experiencing the art.

My job is to be in the middle of all this, batting for the artists then swapping teams to bat for the local Horsham community and then to bat for and support the management of the overall event.

We have invited artists from across Australia to put in ideas for commissions for the conference. We’ve had great ideas including a large Maori/Koori sculptural instillation of women’s weaving on a scale not seen before which will be developed along the river at the site. Following from the theme of the Agricultural Show, we are developing of a side show area where we will explore the seven Deadly Sins through art and performance and reworking the Ladies Pavilion into a contemporary visual and sculptural exhibition.

My work as an artist began in 1985 when I instigated a show with West Theatre that toured around Victoria and over to WA. There were 15 women performing a show and I took over the Directing of the tour after the original director left. I performed in the show and learnt the joys and sorrows of country touring and performing over an 18-month period.

I then went on to work as a freelance community theatre worker and ended up setting up the Women’s Circus at Footscray Communtiy Arts Centre, which has been the inspiration for several women’s circus companies around Australia and in New Zealand.

I began working in country Victoria in 1998 after the CEO of RAV Peter Matthews approached me for some ideas for a statewide project for Regional Arts Victoria. Together we came up with the idea of ‘such fertile ground’ and over three years worked with regional communities and artists across Victoria building big landscape instillations, which we took aerial photographs of and turned into postcards. Since then I’ve been the Artistic Advisor for Regional Arts Victoria, which means I help shape ideas and projects and I support and negotiate with artists on projects. 

I’ve been inspired to see artists condense and sometimes get to the essence of what is important through isolation and/ or by building a little community of artists in a regional area. 

City artists sometimes talk to me of REGIONAL ARTISTS as if they were all one group with one personality. They’re ignorant of the great cultural and artistic wealth and cosmopolitan lifestyle in some of the larger country centres. There is also the reverse in some remote areas where artists talk about experiencing a depth of isolation and conservatism. The artist here is constrained because the smallest act of art can be seen by the city fathers as making trouble.

Meeting Place is happening at a particular time in history for arts in Australia and for regional arts.  I am working to make it particular to this time, 2004, and this location Horsham.  To do this I am working with my associate Artistic Director Sheree Pilkington who is based in the Horsham region and directs the local Art Is Festival. She has access to the knowledge as to what will make the conference ‘right’ and useful for her area.  We also have an Artistic Advisory group who bring knowledge of different art forms and regional arts activities on a state, national and international level to the programming table. In 2004 in the build up to the conference this group will become the engine room for the arts contents and also most of the main commissions for the conference will have a member on the artistic advisory group so we can cross fertilise events and projects and build some links between the artists before the event happens.

Now one year out we have a lot of great ideas and projects and we know art is our focus for the conference and we have too may artists who could do brilliant things. This will be shaken down from now until March 2003 as we find out about funding and reconfigure and the budgets. I think squeezing the most art that you can out of a budget is a skill most artists have acquired out of necessity.  It doesn’t mean the selection and rejection of ideas is ever a painless process.

As the conference’s focus is art there will be pain, pleasure, inspiration, tears, passion and debate in the process of developing it and during the four days from 21-24 October 2004.

Art that speaks to me usually scares me because it challenges me and shows me some thing new or something I had hidden, avoided or forgotten in my experience and humanity. 

I think a town like Horsham is a good place to meet and peek at a few of those things.  I’m not sure if it’s good art that I will be safe, but I know I won’t be bored.

Donna Jackson is the Artistic Director for Meeting Place, the Regional Arts Australia (RAA) 2004 biennial conference, which will be managed by Regional Arts Victoria. Meeting Place will be a celebration of the art, artists and creativity of regional Australia, attracting upwards of 600 delegates to an event based in and around Horsham’s Showgrounds celebrating that other great regional Australian meeting place, ‘the show’.
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