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Who’s Broadcasting The Arts?
A good friend of mine passed away last year. There were no obituaries in the newspapers, which surprised and depressed me. After all, this friend had been supporting countless Australian artists for many years, and had admirers all over the country. 

The fact that this friend of mine was a national daily radio program doesn’t lessen the importance of the relationship. The Deep End, broadcast each week day afternoon on ABC Radio National, provided me with companionship, entertainment, information, surprise and delight (as well as occasional employment). And it was the only one of its kind left in the Australian media landscape – a daily, hour-long program dedicated to wide-ranging, serious (and at times wonderfully silly) discussion of ideas about culture and the arts. 
Why should we care that the Deep End was axed by ABC radio management? After all, the media time and space dedicated to coverage of cultural matters has always been limited in this country. Although many of us would love the arts to be reported with the same fervour with which competitive sport is reported, or the same seriousness that economic matters are reported, or the same frequency with which crime is reported, or the same excitement with which the lives of the rich and famous are reported, it rarely happens.  

Most arts stories don’t meet the criteria that will allow them to become front-page fodder for the mainstream media. Those news values preference stories involving competition or confrontation, scandal or celebrity, drama or debate. As a news journalist once told a colleague of mine, ‘Art’s not interesting because nobody wins or loses’. And he was right. The problem for the mainstream media is that art practice and performance is often delicate or subtle. It is frequently intellectually, emotionally or ideologically challenging. It questions identity and investigates sexuality and reflects on history and transgresses boundaries. The mainstream media by and large assumes that we all agree on matters of identity, deals with sexuality in highly predictable, prurient ways, and is interested in what happened yesterday and today, not in history. 

Art is often about positive things. It makes people feel excited, or moved, or reflective. The mainstream media is mostly interested in negative things, like car accidents or bushfires, political gaffes or moral outrages. Sure, art has its fair share of attention-seeking extroverts, but it isn’t always about colourful personalities or great public moments. Often it’s about quiet achievers slogging away for years at their art form, on a computer, in a studio, on a stage or in a garage band.  For example, a guitarist could spend weeks trying to compose the music for a film soundtrack, and finally she writes a five-second riff which turns out to be the most memorable ingredient of that movie, a snippet of melody that will send shivers down the spines of cinephiles for decades to come. 
There was no applause when it emerged from her guitar strings, because it just happened, organically. But unless journalists have a grand moment which they can hook a story onto, they’re usually not interested. 
Every now and then, an artist hits the jackpot and becomes front page news. Last year, for example, opera star Dame Kiri Te Kanawa made the grade because she’d been worrying about John Farnham’s underwear-throwing fans, as did musician-turned-producer Glen Wheatley, who was jailed for tax fraud.  A decade ago, an American artist called Andres Serrano hit the headlines when one of his pictures, a photographic work called called ‘Piss Christ’ which was hanging at the National Gallery of Victoria, was maliciously damaged by a hammer-wielding amateur critic.  Soon afterwards the exhibition was cancelled by the NGV management. 
We had a colourful international artist, a controversial artwork, a violent crime, opposing protagonists (some people, including the hammer-wielder, objected to the work on religious grounds) and possible artistic censorship. There was ideological conflict, moral debate, and suddenly it was newsworthy. Regrettably, though, there was very little analysis in the media of the work’s artistic merit. This was left to the arts reporters and commentators on specialist programs such as Radio National’s daily Arts Today, a predecessor of The Deep End. 
Other exceptions to the rule can be found where commercial sponsorship arrangements exist between media outlets and creative artists or events. When a newspaper sponsors a film festival or a radio station sponsors a writers’ festival, the usual impediments to the coverage of cultural matters magically disappear. The mutual cross-promotional benefits to the partners over-ride the necessity to meet traditional news-values criteria. 
But few artists would welcome the kind of attention that catapulted Kiri Te Kanawa, Glen Wheatley and Andres Serrano into the headlines, and even fewer have the opportunity to do sponsorship deals with media outlets. Most simply want to be given the opportunity to explain what they are doing, and why their work deserves to be taken seriously by people who care about culture. And those people want a chance to hear their explanations. 

That’s why it is so important to hang onto the small windows of opportunity that still exist for specialist, in-depth arts reporting, such as The Deep End. Programs like this at least offer some commercial-free space for reflection, critical engagement and exchange of ideas about creative human endeavour.

The Deep End was replaced with repeats of other Radio National programs, and a one-hour arts program on the weekend called Artworks. But we lost at least four hours of creative airtime, and it’s a crying shame. 
