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Two options for Aosdana:
be reformed or be replaced

lan Kilmy
Opinion

Aosdanais an outdated clite
that fails to serve as genuine
assembly of intellectuals

feeding in to society at large

hereisaninherentsnobberyin

prizing the creative artist’s work

over other, more humble métiers.

Because artists can focus the
powerfullight of theimagination, their
powerissometimes accompanied by a
beliefthat they are a group apart, a Druid
class of seers, a Brahmin caste.

In Irish culture’s conception of the
artist-seer, this narrative runs deep. It's a
powerful archetype employed by artist
and politician alike: from Yeatsin his
Thoor Ballylee to Charles J Haughey,
dreaming a new Republic into being on
the prow of the Celtic Mist.

Aosdina, theelite body of Irish artists,
istrapped in this 19th century conception
ofthe artist. It is an understanding rooted
in romanticism and preservedin high
modernism: both anachronistic lenses
through which to view reality.

A self-electing clubthat holds annual
private meetings, Aosddna was set up by
Haugheyin 1981asa sort of Académie
Francaise for Ireland. With a membership
of 245 —acrossthe disciplines of the visual
arts, literature, music, architectureand
choreography —it hasan annual budget of
€2.7 million, the bulk of which goes to
supplying an annual stipend of €17,180 to
151 of its impoverished members, whose

incomeis less than €25,770 ayear. Earn
just€26,000 ayearandyou do not qualify.

Itis funded bythetaxpayer through the
Arts Council, andisin receipt of the
second-largest grant of anyarts body in
Ireland. Unlike most corners of Irish life, it
has been spared the cuts most have
endured sincethe IMF arrived in 2010. In
fact, Aosddna’s expenditure appearsto
havegoneup from 2012 to 2013.

The problemis that Aosddna only exists
asa body one day each year: at its annual
general assembly (this year's meeting is
on April 29th). Only half ofits member-
ship bother to show up forthis one annual
commitment and very little comes out of
itssecret conclave—except, that is, the
election of newmembers. Thislack of
transparency is difficult to justify in
contemporary Irish life.

Goldencircle

And even those new members do not
enterart’s golden circle through a process
ofapplication. They must be proposed by
thosethatknowandlike them within the
ranks of Aosddna. “Non-creative” people
areexcluded.

It’s a self-perpetuating elite —an elite
that does not countsome of Ireland’s
finest artists and thinkersin its ranks:
writers John Banvilleand Emma Dono-
ghue, director Garry Hynes, and philoso-
pher Richard Kearney, for example.

Notthat these exceptional people have
been rejected for membership of Aosda-
na. They are not members for various
reasons:not wanting to be part of the club,
for instance, or simply not even being
considered to begin with, as they do not fit
thelimited criterion of membership —that
yoube a “creative” artist. Aosdina doesn’t
easily admit younger artists, nor does it
reflect the ethnic and cultural diversity of
contemporary Ireland.

AsAosdana’s Mary O'Donnell recently
wroteto this newspaper: “It is not de-
signed to assist peoplestarting out”.
Rather, membership isa badge of pres-
tige, while for most members, it is wel-
come financial support in precarious
circumstances.

AOSDANA

New members do not enter
art’s golden circle by a
process of application. They
must be proposed by those
that know and like them
within ranks of Aosdiana

The whole enterpriseis based on the
beliefthat artists are a setapart. Unlike
craftspeople, interpretative artists (like
actors), or less valued workers, creative
artists are somehow different. Theyare
dreamers. They conjurethe future. They
intercede on our behalf with the great
unfathomable mysteryoflife. They area
priestclass oran aristocracy-and an
aristocracy doesnot have to be concerned
with things like open, democratic account-
ability, or the crass mercantile measuring
stick of “productivity”.

Aosdanadoesn’t publish, exhibit or
performasa body. It’s not available for
consultation on matters of public interest,
anditrarely offers its view on issues of
publicimportance. If its main function is to
distribute funds to struggling artists, then
it's simply like another quango, another
administrativelayer whose function could
be solely performed by the Arts Council
through grants and bursaries.
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Aosdinashould be reformed; otherwise
itis better replaced. Firstoff,itshould be
reducedinsize. L' AcadémieFrancaise,on
which Aosdana is modelled, has a maxi-
mum of 40 members atanytime. Aosdina
allowsup to 250, For a small country, it’s
hardtojustify thisnumber. Ironically,
reducing its size wouldincrease the
prestige of membership.

Secondly, it should serve asa genuine
assembly of intellectuals, It should be a
true academy, admitting philosophers,
interpretative artists and scientific
thinkers, and offerits wisdom, through
publication and exhibition, on matters of
social, political and cultural concern. This
would harness its expertisein a way that is
not currently happening.

The Académie Francaise is charged with
publishinga dictionaryandactingasa
consultative body on the French language.
Aosdanaisnotrequiredtodo anything
specifically. As a result, it doeslittle.

Struggling artists

Thirdly, its function asa channel for
funding genuinelystruggling artists
should be absorbed by the Arts Council.
The council is already charged with
providing stipends and bursaries. Indeed,
it’salready the Arts Council that distrib-
utes thismoney, but under the aegis of
Aosddna.

Finally, it’simportant that a renewed
Aosdinashould feedinto the political
process. Some of its membership should
takeseatsin a reformed Seanad Eireann,
bringing to that assembly some ofthe
wisdom that a reflectivelife engenders.

The romantic cultural nationalism that
bore Aosddna isoutdated. It isn’t that we
don't need thinking elitesin a democracy,
ratherit’sthat intellectual elites should
notbeaboveandbeyondtherestof
society, and should be of some practical
help tothe society that in turn supports
them.

lanKilreyis awriter and journalistand a
LlecturerinjournalismatDIT's schoclof
media. He is former arts editer of the frish
Examiner
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