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Ruskin’ inspiration for the

fantastic future we need

Festival exploring ideas to build hope takes place amid backdrop of a new generation fighting for urgent change to combat climate emergency

SPECIAL REPORT

ByMALAIKA CUNNINGHAM
Artistic director, The Bare Project
www.thebareproject.co.uk

B nthe past few months

[ it feels there hasbeen
arenewed sense of

® hope and belief that

P4 we can live differently.

Schoolchildren have taken
tothe streets and Extinction

Rebellion shut down four ma-

Jjor thoroughfares of London
forover aweek in April. An
urgent sense of the need for
change hasrippled through
the political spectrum, and
whilst the battleis certainly
nowhere near won, perhapsit
has, atleast, begun.

‘While young people, art-
ists, the elderly and pas-
sers-by turned activists
transformed Waterloo Bridge
intoagarden, I went to have
aconversation with Clive
Wilmer, the current Master
of the Guild of St George.

The Guild of St George
began as a utopian project de-
voted to thearts, craftsman-

ship and honouring nature,
founded by the Victorian
theorist and art critic John
Ruskin in1871.Thave been
working with the guild for
anumber of years as part of
Ruskin in Sheffield.

My conversation with

Clive began, predictably, leith

sary s bei 1in Sheffield

John Ruskin, who beli
that wealth could not be
measured in financial terms:
“that countryisrichest which
supports the greatest number
of noble and happy human
beings” (from Unto This Last,
1862).
Ruskin alsosupported and
inspired numer&us utoFc;an
jects across the world.
I%I;?least in Sheffield itself,
where Ruskin founded the St
George’s Museum in Walkley
in1875 to provide a space for
reflection and learning for
@ the workers and craftsmen of
Sheffield.
P Ruskin hoped that with
accessto the eclectic collec-
® tion of mineralsandartwork
from across Europe which he
donated (and isstill housed
at Millennium Gallery), visi-
torsto the museum would be
inspired to see the world
around them differently -

with renewed appreciation of
artand nature.

However, mostly my con-
versation with Clive was not
about these utopian projects
of the past, it was about the
future. Each thread of our
conversation ended up in the
here and now: howwelive
well today and into the future.

Webriefly questioned the
contemporary relevance ofa
Victorian man but the answer
was obvious: the motivations
of those on Waterloo Bridge,
and the chants of the school
strikers, they are the same as
John Ruskin’s.

Ruskin’s most famous
quote, ‘There is nowealth
_ butlife’, wasrecently sten-
cilled across a huge billboard
in Walkley, just next door
towhere the museum once

stood. This was nota com-
mission by the guild, but
graffitied there by Extinction
Rebellion Sheffield.

Perhaps the fundamental
difference between Ruskin’s
time and nowis this: urgency.
But in our urgency, we must
remember and acknowledge
that wearenot thefirstto
argue for these things-we
stand on solid shoulders here
in Sheffield.

Thisis theinspiration for
A Future Fantastic festival
which will take place at Thea-
tre Delicatessen in July, 200
years after Ruskin’s birth, as
part of the Ruskin in Sheffield
bicentenary celebrations.

For the festival, we have
curated a series of events,
each designed to start conver-
sations based on the ideas of

Ruskin and focussed on the
future. And, taking our queue
from Ruskin himself, we have
mixed together talks, per-
formance, installationsand
practical workshops-often
within the same event- as we
acknowledge that reflection,
conversation and exchange
have many different starting
points.

Attheend of our con-
versation, having inevita-
bly diverged toward Brexit,
inequality and tree felling,
Clivereturned us to Ruskin,
picking out aquote which
summarised the motivation
behind the Guild of St George,
and perhaps, couldjust as
easily explain our current
need for A Future Fantasticin
Sheffield.

“I'have listened tomany in-

genious persons, who say we
are better offnow than ever
Wwe were before. I do not know
how well offwe were before,
but Iknow positively that
many very deserving persons
have greatdifficulty in living
inthese improved circum-
stancesand that we cannot
be galled‘ asanation, well off
whilst somany ofusare living
in beggary Formy own part,
Iwill put up with this state of
things, passively, not an hour
longer” (from Lettersto the
‘Workmen and Labourers of
Gnesat Britain,1871).

Snippets from my conver-
sation with Clive ar:g mar;;e ;
otherfascinating insights
from other thinkers, activists
andartists can be founq as
partof The People’s Palace of
Possibility, The Bare Project’s
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Usingaclaytable to explore ideas
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the former base of his museum

CartognphyisusudinadisphyforAFumnFanmsﬁc

central installation piece for
AFuture Fantastic.

For information about the
festival and tickets visit www.
theatredeli.co.uk/blogs/fu-
ture-fantastic.

The John Ruskin: Art &
Wonder exhibition can also
be seen at Millennium Gallery
until September 15.

W Malaika Cunninghamisthe
artistic director of The Bare
Project, whoare co-curating
A Future Fantastic Festival.
She regularly works with
other theatre companiesin-
cluding Invisible Flockand
Cardboard Citizens. Shewas
afounder of the Sheffield
Creative Guild and is study-
ingfora PhD at the Centre
for Understanding Sustain-

able Prosperity (Universityof ~ ° -
Leeds). StGeorge'smuseum
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