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D e r ry ’s artists got together with some friends on
7th March to make some art tog e t h e r.We collab o-
rated to make a large sculpture from art publica-
tions and carried out a performance piece which
re f e r red with a touch of iro ny to A n t h o ny
G o r m l ey ’s “ Field for the British Isles”.

Not the best art any of us has ever made, c e r-
t a i n ly, but we we re still delighted with our effo r t s .

The wo rk was part of a day-long protest against
the closure of Derry ’s Orch a rd Gallery, o rg a n i s e d
by a group of artists living and wo rking in the city.
We had just three weeks prev i o u s ly formed our-
s e l ves into a campaign gro u p, calling ours e l ve s
D e r ry ’s Artists for Derry ’s Art (DA DA) and this
was our first public act, h aving prev i o u s ly written
a letter of protest to Derry City Council, with a
couple of copies to the Arts Council of Northern
I re l a n d .

( F u n ny how a name can determine behav-
iour—when discussing the form that the pro t e s t
should take , we found ours e l ves arguing whether
we we re being suffic i e n t ly DA DAesque in our
t h i n k i n g .This appro a ch to deciding on stunts
designed to attract the media is in itself, of cours e ,
ve ry unDA DA; T z a ra said in his Dada Manifesto,
1 9 1 8, “ The magic of a wo rd — DA DA — w h i ch fo r
journalists has opened the door to an unfo re s e e n
wo rl d , has for us not the slightest importance.” )

After more than twe n t y - four ye a rs as the cen-
t ral focus for contempora ry art in the city, t h e
O rch a rd Gallery has become the victim of short-
sighted bure a u c ratic philistinism.The gallery ’s
d o o rs close at the end of the financial year and
f rom April Derry will be a city with just one
g a l l e ry—the Contex t , sited at the Playhouse A r t s
C e n t re .The Orch a rd will be replaced by the
“ O rch a rd A g e n cy ” , aiming to find alternative
ve nues for exhibiting wo rk , along with commis-
sioning public art wo rks around the city. A fin e
i d e a , and one which we of course support. We
a lways have supported this initiative , as the
O rch a rd has included this appro a ch almost since
its inception in October 1978. D ressing up an old
and up-and-running idea as something new and
i n n ova t ive is an old political trick , and it’s more
than a little insulting to think that we might fa l l
for it.

The Council published a ‘ D raft Cultura l
S t rategy’ last ye a r, written by the Orch a rd ’s firs t
d i rector Declan McGonagle (who has also run
L o n d o n ’s ICA and Dublin’s IMMA). M c G o n a g l e
had prev i o u s ly produced another report for the

C o u n c i l , relating specific a l ly to the future of the
O rch a rd and outlining proposals for the deve l o p-
ment of contempora ry art in the city.The second
report acted as the basis for a consultation period,
with public meetings held around Derry to discuss
the proposed stra t e g y.

As is so often the case with such initiative s ,t h e
consultation process was poorly publicised, a n d
f ew of us we re even awa re that it was taking
p l a c e .The Orch a rd ’s administration are claiming
that artists simply did not bother to invo l ve them-
s e l ves with the consultation process; yet the
g a l l e ry, w h i ch holds all of our names and add re s s-
es of in its mailing list, n ever thought to canva s
our opinions dire c t ly on the proposals made in the
D raft Cultural Stra t e g y. E ven if we had taken part,
the information contained in the second re p o r t
was inadequate for any real discussion, as its visu-
al art element always re f e r re d , quite natura l ly, t o
the first re p o r t .This wo u l d , of cours e , be fin e ,i f
this document we re ava i l ab l e .

Not so. Requests for copies of the original docu-
m e n t , outlining plans for the Orch a rd and the pro-
posed expansion of visual art prov i s i o n , we re met
with the response that it was ‘not in the public
d o m a i n ’ .H aving commissioned a proposal for a
c u l t u ral strategy from someone with artistic deve l-
opment and integrity as the basis of his thinking,
the City Council has re m oved these qualities, i n
the interests of political and financial ex p e d i e n cy.

At the time of writing, this report re m a i n s
i nv i s i b l e , but we shall be re c e iving our copy soon.
We do know that it includes proposals for the
O rch a rd A g e n cy, a new Orch a rd Gallery and a
D e r ry Biennale.What we are getting is the firs t —
the cheapest and least innova t ive—and with no
i n formation on what it will contain or how it is to
be org a n i s e d .

D e r ry City Council has behaved aby s m a l ly
h e re . It has re m oved an institution which has
made an enormous contribution to the artistic
identity of Ire l a n d , it has distorted Declan
M c G o n a g l e ’s efforts at developing the arts in
D e r ry and it has alienated the city’s art commu n i-
ty from its visual art progra m m e .
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