Mike Phillips.

Notes on a history mmdxskrutzg of ethnic minority arts in Britain,and mxskxzimgy

various speculations on a strategy for the future.

1. There are several ways of lookiug at the history of ethnic minority arts in
Britaine.The first urgent question is what are they?The answer divides into several

categoriese

(a)The arts practised by members of ethnic minority sgroups.

Havihg said this,there is a need to define the concept further.keavirngxazidexithe
nhaxamtgnisxzzzEuxapeanxznzﬁmgniaaaxﬂﬂnmsxaﬂzamtzxa&zpapakaxzxaitxnxéthxzszﬁsxﬁihtknx
peintxinzidescribing anzindianxpkaying Brekhovanxaszethnkexninmrityzarksarxaxinsi
Irdianzygronpzpiaying To begin withyan essential ingredient of ethnic minority art
must be a form of cultural transformation.That is to say that the actﬁal form which

is being used,is in some way transformed and altered,so‘thax a new perspective emerges,

both in the form itself,and in the view of the world being transmittedo

It is therefore,for example,fairly pointless to claim that an Indian playing
Beethoven is an ethnic minority artist.It may be true that the artist belongs to an
ethnic minority,but it is also true that the nature of the form in which he works is
such,that if he were to transform it in a way that took it outside of its own tracition,

it would be fair to say that he was playing Beethoven badly.

It is not enough,therefore,for the artist to belong to an ethnic minority.It

is also essential to any concievable definition,that he or she is working in a form
which allows them to enrich it by bringing in a different traditiomjor altering the
perspective from which the form is seen and experienced.The, albernative is simply to
reproduce another culture(in which case there would be little point in talking about

i¥ as ethnic minority art) or to distort its original intention(bad art),
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Looked at in this way,it is clear that certain forms fall easily into the
definition.E.geIndian classical music or West Indian folk and popular musices
Buropean mmsx® classical music does not.There are oﬁviously cases which straddle an
uneasy borderline,suc as that of the ethnic minority painter or sculptore,but it is
probably safe to argue that wherever the form itself can be redefinedyERIzxyeEdx®X
erzizked by experiences from outside its tradition,we are actually looking at

ethnic mincrity art.
From this perspective the achievements of ethnic minority art in Britain are
clear,but by no means large or obvious.On the other hand,it is these same achievements

which offer us the most useful clue as to how and where we can proceed in future.

Digression on the hjstorical use of ethnic minority arts concepto

It is important to understana the sense in which the history of ethnic minority
arts has been influenced and distorted by political and social factors,whizhxwxrazme
wgreEzieEnxas whose natural dynamic was the exploitation of the notionyrather than an

attempt to build a tradition.

Briefly,it is true to say that at the point where it was obvious that some form
of artistic endeavour was inevitable as part of the lives of ethnic minorities in
Britain,it was also obvious that it was possible to command mcney and resources on
that basis.None of this was primarily dene or set in motion by artists,;but by
aeministrators and by ideologues.This meant either that ethnic minority arts were
recruited on the basis of the easiest and most favourable oonditiog;/for attracting
fundingyso that,for instance,the rationale for funding any kind of ethnic minority

o -
art was seen not in terms of its own excellence as forms of art,but in terms of its
function to aspects of the society.K.g.8xaxgrax Some groups have bhuilt an entire

career xkx on featuring in "multi racial" festivals.Others have speht all their time

as teachers' aides,more or lessc.Albernatively,the ethnic minority “‘Q&EW@ 6&é¥a&“ed
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into the service of radical political sbancess @ Q;
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Only those forms which were obliged to survive in the real market place,(E,G,Reggae music
. . . &io%of relevant a%dienﬁe) . . N :
or had built in requirehents/for moving towards’excellence,e.go.some forms of theatre and
dance,have actually produced a dynamic which includes the muikivakionxafzzrxandieneEzwbizk

altering of the mxidwx form and the auvdience's world view.And it may be true to say that

the only useful and excellent forms hLave been those which cultivated their own audiencesyg

Phe dynamic being one in which the audience feeds off the product and reproduces

energy which in its turn informs the artisto

A recent example of the most crass and (fairly stupid) way of exploiting sthnic mineri
-y arts has been the production cf an all black Shakespeare at the NWational Theatre.
Simply to use black actors and put them into a production which encapsulates a white
director's view of blacks and of Shakespeare is rere exoticismeIt falls a number of
criteriac.t. It d oes not reinterpret the form,merely distorts the original intentione
(Blacks acting Englishmen do not become different.Tuey are merely blacks acting Englishmen

in the way that Englishmen weould never doo.This would only have meaning if the intention wa
to corment on the culture wnd werld view c¢f the TnglisheThis canunot be done if the

srouwtetion requires actors o periorm as if the parts were actually writien for blacks,

which they were not.)

2:Tt does not Lring the experience of blacks to the formymerely exploits it for
the sake of "entertainment".Both blacks and Shakespeare suffer.If it were possible to

have a director who could reinterpret Shakespeare,from a black point of view,it might work

Otherwise the idea demonstrated the political and social distortion which instead

of ftaking blacks experience seriously offers it up as titillationo.In a sense this is

characteristic of the way that the society has used the concept of ethg}p’minority art,
pd
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What is necded is & redefinition and a process which seeks to redefihe,by following the

ﬁ most dynamic currents in the arts blacks and Asiuns practise.The intention would be to
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alter the gramunar of the language of art,so that the perspective from which people view

these matters can come to include,as an integral slement,the traditions %QQLMﬂé&ﬁb%%ﬂ
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view of ethnic minorities.All tendencies can and should flourish w1tqg§ kY 14 7
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