
The Comments Section 

Why is this art? This is great art! Why this particular art? And, why not my art? The comments in response to any exhibition can be loosely placed in these categories. A month into the Turner Prize and we’ve already got a box full ofoverflowing with comments from visitors in Hull and further afield. Encompassing drawings, commentary on the exhibition and expressions of love for the city of Hull, the comments form a valuable archive of public responses to the exhibition. While there is occasional negativity, Tthe vast majority of them are hugely positive and celebratory, countering the notion that contemporary art is a niche interest with no connection to real lived experience.

The comments in response to this year’s Turner Prize are fairly evenly split with their diverse opinions and concerns, mirroring the range of people coming to the exhibition. My favourite comment cards are ones where debates have ensued. “Why is this art?” states one card to which another visitor has stated, “why is it not?” Someone has scrawled at the bottom, “It is art if it means something to someone.” This written exchange condenses the primary value of the Turner Prize in its ability to galvanise a debate around contemporary art. Of course, value is always a negotiation and one person’s meaningful is another’s meaningless. Another card simply states; “LOOK AND THINK”, written in uppercase to amplify the message. There is a curious trope of people drawing eyes, and I’m tempted to think that the drawings unconsciously reiterate this message. We’re not just after your eyeballs here. Looking is different to seeing. While seeing is passive, looking is an active process. To look is a form of thinking. 

A number of comments reference notions of skill.  One card states that they like art that has “taken time,” equating the value to the labour that has been invested by the artist.within the art work. Can an object that took no time to make be worthy of your time to look at? Labour is a curious concept. Between 1992-1997, American artist Tom Friedman created an art work called 1, 000 hours of Staring. The piece encompasses a plain piece of A4 plain paper that the artist claimed to have looked at for a prolonged period of time. Do we believe him? I wonder how many other works the artist thought of when looking at this plain piece of paper. Can daydreaming be a form of work? Is the labour of looking and thinking different to the concept of making? The 19th century painter James Whistler once said that a painting would take him 30 minutes to paint but it took him a life time of knowledge to get to that point.

Another comment notes “contemporary art always looks towards the dark side of human nature.” I’m not sure I completely agree, but I do know that we’re living in politically uneasy times. Do artists have a responsibility to ask difficult questions? The sentiment is seconded by another member of the public who claims “we should get over the bad things in history and move on.”  On the same piece of paper someone has written, “It’s okay if these bad things haven’t been about your own persecution.” To quote the German artist and writer Hito Steyerl, “art’s role is to investigate the way that things are comprehended — the lenses through which people see.” The vast majority of imagery that we’re surrounded by on a daily basis is standardised and stereotypical.  Art’s role then is to talk about things that are overlooked and under analysed . It can create another imaginary time or place, where alternate narratives and possibilities start to proliferate — where bad things can be revisited in the hope that that they’re not repeated. 

Another member of the public asks, “can everyday objects be art?” A week or so ago I received a long essay from a Mr Geoff Brown, from Hull in response to the Turner Prize. His conclusion states, “art is not just about painting, music and dance etc. It is everything we encompass from waking up in the morning to retiring at night.” Brown hits the artistic nail firmly on the head. In other words, it is not a question of whether something is art or not but rather, how do we put more art into the everyday? How can we live more artfully? Geoff finishes his essay with the question, “without art, what are we?” The statement mirrors another comment card where a child has drawn a picture of an intrepid explorer and their cat walking in an arid landscape under the headline, “this is a world with no art”. I’m not quite sure what the cat is up to, but I know that this is a landscape that i’m not in a hurry to visit. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The comments section of the Turner Prize 2017 articulates the importance of artistic debate. A space where the public contest what is valuable to them. Art can be anything that artists want it to be, but all art asks of us is to make a judgement for ourselves about what is important in our own lives. Great art? That’s for you to tell me.
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