Rurality: a place for artistic
innovation and cultural
experimentation in Europe?

BY MARIE PLEINTEL

t might seem strange to associate contemporary art with rurality in an era when contemporary creativity, like

modernity and the avant-garde before it, is firmly rooted in an urban context and the institutions that matter — schools,
galleries and exhibition spaces — are mainly concentrated in capital cities and large metropolises. Does contemporary
art necessarily belong to the urban environment or does it not have a place nowadays under the apple trees along with
jazz, literature and the performing arts?

Our stereotype of the countryside and its inhabi- tants has lost touch with the radical and complex developments of
the past few decades. Demo- graphic tendencies have been reversed: there is a new attraction for the countryside, its
productive function giving way to leisure and residential homes. Ways of life have harmonised and today’s country
dwellers are no longer yesterday’s peas- ants. The arrival of rurbans, living in the country but working in the town,
and of neo-rurals, who have left the city to adopt new lifestyles, has deeply modified the profile of the typical country
dweller.’

The borders between urban and rural have become porous to such an extent that geographers and sociologists have
abandoned these dichoto- mous concepts as unusable. The French country- side is now multifaceted and its relationship
with urban areas is complex; it is composed of urban countrysides with strong interdependent rela- tionships with
nearby urban areas; of new coun- tr ysides with dynamic demographies and economies due to sizeable tourism and
residen- tial functions; of fragile countrysides where agri- cultural and industrial activity is in decline; and of transition
countrysides.?

The countryside, however, can no longer be consid- ered as a cultural desert. The digital revolution has homogenised
individual approaches. From the supply side, territorial development has allowed certain sectors to benefit from efficient
distribution networks; such is the case for the performing arts and especially for books where departmental libraries
have nurtured the devel- opment of municipal libraries even in some of the smaller communities. Where does this leave
the visual arts and, in particular, contemporary art? The process of territorial development seems to have ground to
a halt at the gates of the country- side. Furthermore, local authorities and council- lors seem to be largely unaware of
contemporary art and are loathe to make it central to their cultural policies. Such a commitment would be considered
as “dangerous” and “difficult” given their “lack of expertise”.3

It is, however, deceptive to speak about the rural population as a distinct unit, for it harbours the same desires
and expectations as the popula- tions of large towns, with the exception, of course, of Paris.“Rural folk are no less
connoisseurs than city folk; it is quite simply that, due to a statisti- cal illusion caused by the low population density and
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the geographic dispersal of the inhabitants, the small core of professionals and aficionados who are highly visible in the
large centralised urban structures are less easy to find in the rural envi- ronment. All the more necessary, therefore, to
put awareness campaigns for contemporary art at the core of the policies of rural arts organisations.

With respect to contemporary art, there- fore, rural areas differ from urban areas not because of their audiences, but
because of the paucity of art on offer.

Initiatives do, nevertheless, exist. This was shown by research carried out for a thesis about estab- lished structures
in communities of less than 3,000 inhabitants.sMore than 100 organisations were found at the national level; these
exhibition spaces, residencies, contemporary art events and programmes constitute the structural basis of a network,
augmented by more irregular happen- ings and appearances such as artists’ workshops or projects, and Nouveaux
commanditaires (New Patrons) projects.These initiatives vary in size and legal status: internationally renowned art
centres such as the Centre International d’Art et du Paysage, at Vassiviére in the Limousin, sit alongside volunteer
associations with no perma- nent exhibition space that use public spaces to exhibit, such as cent lieux d’art2 at Solre-le-
Chateau in the north of France which has taken over an old shop window made available by a local inhabitant.

In addition to these associative structures, there are also organisations managed at municipal or departmental levels such
as the Musée-Atelier du Verre, at Sars-Poteries, run by the Conseil Général of the Nord department, or the Etablissements
Publics de Coopération Culturelle (EPCC, Public establishments for cultural cooperation) such as the Domaine de
Chaumont-sur-Loire, a centre for art and nature in the Centre region. Residencies, such as the Ateliers d’Arques in the
Midi-Pyrénées, are found throughout France; roughly a quarter of the 196 residency programmes inventoried by the
CNAP”were in rural areas. Circuits featuring artworks, be they in natural surroundings, such as the Sentier des Lauzes
(the stone roof-tile circuit) in Rhdone-Alpes, or in heritage sites, such as L’Art dans les Chapelles (chapel art) in Brittany,
have seen their numbers increase considerably over the past few years.

The regions with the most active rural spaces are Brittany, Midi-Pyrénées, the Limousin, Burgundy, Aquitaine, Poitou-
Charentes, Rhone- Alpes and Provence-Alpes-Cote d’Azur. The major- ity of these regions manage to combine the
favourable dynamics of their rural areas with a strong contemporary art presence. The rural areas of the Nord-Pas-de-
Calais region, classified as frag- ile countrysides, working class and traditional rural spaces, where the industrial fabric is
in decline®, have few structures dedicated to contem- porary art. It is obvious that not only the issues, but also the socio-
economic situation and the needs of the inhabitants, are radically different from those of more demographically and
economically attractive and dynamic regions such as Brittany. The Limousin, although also categorised as frag- ile, has a
history of experimentation. Its position reflects the strong and continuous political commit- ment over several decades
to transform its 'peas- ant’ image, and the enthusiastic, dedicated undertaking by those involved with contemporary
art. This meeting of political and artistic players is vital for the emergence of viable and meaning- ful projects.

The impact of governmental policies appears limited, if one only takes into consideration those pro-active policies that
have resulted in the creation of key establishments, methods of diffu- sion and strategic protocols. Within the context of
rural development, seven contemporary art centres (CAC) have been set up in rural areas, most of them sited along the
“diagonale des faibles densités”°from the Abbaye Saint-André CAC in Meymac (Limousin, 1979) to the Synagogue of
Delme (Lorraine, 1993). Nevertheless, they some- times find it difficult to adjust to the rural context into which they have
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Available at: http://www.pleintel.fr/ memoire-art-contemporain- en-milieu-rural/

6 The 'New Patrons’ projects, initiated by the Fondation de France, allow citizens faced with issues relating to society or the development of a rural area
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been inserted, more often as a result of the combined political volition of the ministry and the local authorities, than of
reinforcing pre-existing local circumstances. The support given by some CACs to creation, diffu- sion and promotion is
sometimes considered to be totally disconnected from their local context.

It was envisaged that the Fonds Régionaux d’Art Contemporain (FRAC, Regional Contempo- rary Art Funds) would
constitute the second element of this policy of network creation and decentralisation. These support and diffusion
structures hinge on regional collections of contemporary art that they are supposed to augment and disseminate to a
wide audience through educational activities, temporary exhi- bitions off-site, loans and a strong presence in schools. In
reality, however, the FRACs tend to have become settled and therefore lack the impetus to get out into the countryside.
The reality of these off-site activities, such as a lack of appropriate exhibition spaces, restrictive lending conditions,
and limited human and financial means, contributes to the scarcity of projects. The official circular of 28 February
2002 further emphasised that priority should be given to part- nerships with other regional cultural institutions, thus
reinforcing the geographical imbalance. The most engaged FRACs in rural areas do work towards fitting out exhibition
spaces in schools and agricultural colleges (FRAC Picardy) or devel- oping partnerships with heritage sites (partner- ship
between the Abattoirs FRAC Midi-Pyrénées and the Chateau de Taurines). The FRAC Poitou- Charentes, with its site at
Linazay in the depart- ment of Vienne, is the only one with a solid base in a rural area.

Furthermore, the urban CACs that do decide to position themselves as key structures with respect to the surrounding
areas or that initiate activities out of town are the exception rather than the rule. They are not encouraged: their
public service charter mentions a “respon- sabilité territoriale” (territorial responsibility), which is a lot less precise and
restrictive than the “mission de diffusion de proximité” (mission of diffusion throughout the community) imposed on
performing arts organisations. Putting this territorial responsibility into practice depends therefore on the inclinations of
the individual organisations. The educational establishments under the wing of the Ministry of Agriculture™ represent a
major asset with respect to cultural decentralisation and democratisation in rural areas since they place artistic activities
and education at the heart of their programmes. Since 1965, following various agreements and official circulars, socio-
cultural education has been inte- grated as an indissociable and indispensible element of agricultural training. Some
agricul- tural colleges have become important local hubs such as Rurart in Poitou-Charentes which is not only a regional
network for cultural activities in agricultural education, but also a multimedia and art centre.

Since the memorandum of understanding of 24 July 1984, both the Ministry of Culture and Communication, and the
Ministry of Agriculture have been engaged in deliberating the cultural development of the rural landscape. This led to
the signature on 23 September 2011 of the frame- work convention ’Alimentation, Agri-Culture’ (food, agri-culture).
Even though books and the cinema remained priorities in terms of inter- ministerial intervention, the performing and
visual arts were both specifically mentioned. The convention acknowledged the progress made in both these domains
over the past few years. It also stated the necessity to pursue these efforts towards a more balanced coverage of France
and an improved networking of those involved in order to enable new synergy and configurations (particularly with
regard to mobile and digital devices) to emerge. The ministries were hoping to encourage two main driving forces: on
the one hand, the presence and strong commitment of artists within local populations and, on the other hand, the
support for, and development of, non- professional cultural activities.

The countryside provides an unusual forum for contemporary art initiatives. These projects find themselves enmeshed
in a web of complex issues combining the pursuit of support for creativity and diffusion, the need to heighten public
aware- ness of contemporary art, and political issues linked to the development of rural areas. They are also at the
intersection of the “rural dimen- sion of cultural development” and the “cultural dimension of rural development”."
Project direc- tors have to resist being instrumentalised by the politics of economic and territorial development, and
by pressures aimed at reducing their role to entertainement. With politicians, they experi- ence relationships of mutual
dependence that can either generate tensions that may bring their projects to a grinding halt, or lead to opportuni- ties
for joint actions and the exchange of expertise. These relationships have become more delicate as the political landscape

has become more complex with the creation of national and regional parks and other areas of special interest, and the

10 Until June 2012, its full title was the Ministére de I’Agriculture, de I’Alimentation, de la Péche, de la Ruralité et de I’Aménagement du Territoire
(Ministry of Agriculture, Food, Fisheries, Rurality and Territorial Development).

11 Pierre Moulinier, ’Action culturelle en milieu rural’ (cultural action in rural areas), L'Observatoire des Politiques Culturelles, Special Report, n°6,
spring 1993.
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‘communautés de communes’ (federa- tions of usually small and usually rural munici- palities); these have brought
with them several extra layers of participants whose cultural skills and responsibilities often overlap. This expan- sion
of the numbers of interested parties is, however, financially necessary since communi- ties under 3,000 inhabitants,
on their own, do not have a lot of financial clout. They have to be supported by various institutions including the
Conseils Généraux (departmental level), the Conseils Régionaux (regional level) and the Directions Régionales des
Affaires Culturelles (national/regional level), in each case, through dedicated budgets.

The distinctiveness of these rural zones leads some project promoters to break with the pre- defined urban models and
come up with new frameworks and relationships with the public. In the same way as the Nouveaux Territoires de I’Art?,
some projects use artistic experimentation to pose questions about social, economic and polit- ical issues. They too have
developed an approach similar to that of the social and solidarity economy by transposing the principles of gifting and
reci- procity to the art world through exchange and non-monetary participation (voluntary work, contribution, sharing
of knowledge and skills...) in return for the social value of their activities (creating social links, human development,
enhancing the value of local heritage and know- how, the energy boost provided by the artist’s vision...). This vision is
accompanied by values such as proximity and conviviality.

The initiators of these projects are not trying to justify the presence of contemporary art in a priori isolated contexts
as much as to reveal its pertinence. They believe in the capacity of art to act as a lever (for development, for becoming
socially-aware ...). Their activities go beyond merely shifting artworks and artists into a rural setting and attracting an
audience of professionals and amateurs away from their urban towers. These initiatives measure the limits of actions
that consist of simply presenting without posing condi- tions or making allowances for a non-initiated audience.
They sometimes, therefore, take short cuts, making contemporary art accessible through simply doing it, through
interdisciplinary program- ming or through the involvement of the inhabi- tants in the creative process. This means
rethinking the modalities of the public’s relationship with the work and transforming observers, simple benefi- ciaries of
finished cultural products, into active participants, usually with the artist and the actual performance as go-betweens.
It is significant to note that these projects talk more about ’inhabi- tants’ than ‘the public’. This lexical slide shows the
willingness to go beyond the passive institution- visitor relationship and to transfer the utopian attempt to speak to a
wider public to the totality of the inhabitants.

At the regional level, the Chambre d’eau in Le Favril in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais region works on this permeability between
creativity and inhab- itants, to the extent of having invited the latter to celebrate the centre’s tenth anniversary by invit-
ing an artist of their choice (one whom they had previously come across at the centre) into their homes to ’perform’ a
short concert, a presentation of his/her work or a workshop. The Chambre d’eau also works towards the recognition
of rural spaces as spaces for experimentation, supporting the creation of a network of all those involved across the
territory.”

The Vent des Foréts, an open-air contem- porary art space in the Meuse department, has created a genuine alchemy
between the artists and the local volunteers, partner firms and craftsmen who are involved in welcoming the artists
and producing their work, and housing them during their residencies. Not only is art perceived here as a lever for the
development of the countryside, but the countryside itself is perceived as a space for innovation where it is possible to
experiment with new configurations, far removed from the white cube model of most galleries, and where the artist is
confronted with different realities and produc- tion methods.

The purpose of the projects that adopt this approach is not so much to increase the attendance as to encourage support
for, and identification with, the projects. Ironically, this is sometimes helped by the paucity of artistic presence in rural

areas which creates a scarcity value which, in turn, makes it all the more special for the inhabitants.

As in all cultural wastelands, these artistic initiatives in rural areas give rise to new encoun- ters and pose new questions

12 Fabrice Lextrait, Friches, laboratoires, fabriques, squats, projets pluridisciplinaires... une nouvelle époque de I'action culturelle (wastelands, labo-
ratories, factories, squats, multidisciplinary projects: a new era of cultural action; a report for Michel Duffour, State Secretary for Heritage and Cultural
Devolution), La Documentation francaise, Paris, 2001.

13 Notably by organising get-togethers for professionals, the latest of which was entitled ’La ruralité, un espace d’innovation artistique et d’expéri-

mentation culturelle en Europe’ (rurality, a space for artistic innovation and cultural experimentation in Europe) in partnership with OPALE, 28 and 29
February 2012 at Le Favril.
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about the presence of contemporary art in the countryside, about its relationship with the population and about
its inclusion in a more global debate about the econ- omy, tourism and rurality. It is a rich and unique terrain for
experimentation in terms of artistic creation, of the evolution of the public and of clos- ing the gap between artists and
society.




