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UNDERPIN

‘To be a teacher is my greatest work of art.’
Joseph Beuys


‘Mentoring is the process of forming, cultivating and maintaining relationships that support and advance mentees in their pursuits’. So says a recent report on ‘the mindset of an effective mentor[footnoteRef:1]’. The author, Chandralekha Singh, goes on to add qualities she finds desirable, including ‘genuine concern for the mentee, boosting their sense-of-belonging and self-efficacy […] while helping them embrace their struggles as stepping stones to learning’. It is not necessarily obvious that Singh’s advice is to those working in STEM subjects – specifically, in her case, the fields of physics and astronomy – indeed, her advice on mentor-mentee relationships seem to traverse silos of discipline and vocation. [1:  Singh, C. (2021). Inclusive Mentoring: The Mindset of an Effective Mentor. Cornell University.] 

However, there are crucial differences when considering mentoring in the visual and plastic arts, not least the ‘uncertainty and precariousness that characterise careers in the cultural sector’ in which ‘effort and length of involvement provide little guarantee of (eventual) recognition or financial success[footnoteRef:2]’. As a result, perhaps, much existing research tends to focus on mentoring programmes in corporate or government contexts where outcomes are in some cases more tangible, or in others plainly monetary. Yet mentoring in the arts has a long established and well-documented history where artists have learned their craft through discipleship. And while positive results may not be simple to quantify or evaluate, especially in contemporary art practices, this does not make them any less valuable. Indeed, those studies that have focused on mentoring in the arts refer to ‘pride in work produced’, ‘increased motivation and inspiration’, ‘increased confidence and sense of purpose’, ‘working more independently’ and ‘becoming more aware of [one’s] potential as a professional artist[footnoteRef:3]’. It is these statements that resonate when I speak to those, mentor and mentee alike, who participated in QSS Studios & Gallery’s recent mentoring programme for early-stage and mid-career artists – the scheme that informs the current exhibition ‘Underpin’. [2:  Taylor, S., & Luckman, S. (2024). ‘Mentoring as affective [sic] practice’. International Journal of Cultural Policy.]  [3:  Ibid] 

The programme was funded by Belfast City Council and it ran in early 2024 – the same year that QSS celebrated their 40th anniversary (as the oldest studio group in the North) with a busy programme of events. The scheme emerged from a desire to create opportunities for QSS members outside of the 40th birthday planning. However, there were other motivations too. Due to the lack of any permanent or even long-term provision for artist workspaces in Northern Ireland, custom studio buildings do not exist. Artists are left with short to mid-term contract buildings with a lack of communal or outdoor space for them to congregate and share ideas. These things – which might sound frivolous on paper but in reality are crucial in terms of fostering community, resilience, and inter-disciplinary collaboration – therefore often need to be facilitated. As QSS ‘Membership & Development Officer’ Cathy Scullion explains, ‘one of the purposes of the programme was to get those connections happening in a more structured way that will hopefully lead to more organic connections and collaborations down the line’.
After the ‘Artist Board’, along with ‘Board Secretary’ Irene Fitzgerald and Cathy, had assessed the needs of each participant, they were grouped as follows: Sharon Kelly mentored Meadhbh McIlgorm and Mollie Browne; Jennifer Trouton worked with Alana Barton; Susan Connolly was paired with Amy Higgins, and Gail Ritchie with Darcy Patterson. Meadhbh (the only participant to act as both mentor and mentee) mentored Kate O’Neill, while Mark McGreevey worked with Jonathan Conlon, and Majella Clancy with Hannah Clegg. Mentees were asked what areas they wanted mentoring in and three key strands were identified: tackling funding applications; approaching curators; and responding to open calls. These were subsequently addressed in three group sessions led by experts Ciara Hickey and Jane Morrow. According to mentees, these were ‘invaluable’ and ‘offered new perspectives [which] were very helpful as this information and advice is not provided in higher education or to artists generally’. Everything outside of these well-received group sessions was self-directed.
The feedback from those self-directed meetings, all carried out in person in the artists’ studios, gives some indication of how successfully the programme progressed. Some artists began with certain specific needs in mind. Jonathan, for example, wanted to learn about ‘existing opportunities with galleries about potential shows or residencies’ as well as to ‘further [his] knowledge in painting’. Were those expectations met? ‘Yes’, he says. ‘I got a solo show in Ards Art Centre’. Kate sought ‘advice and skills in outdoor exhibition planning and preparation’. Her pairing with Meadhbh as mentor, who had ‘organised many public exhibitions before [and] was able to provide great knowledge on where to begin’ seemed particularly suited. ‘Her expertise was instrumental in bringing the exhibition idea to life,’ Kate concludes. Hannah also had concrete guidance in mind ‘in navigating application forms, and in how to articulate [her] practice’. Together with her mentor Majella, she ‘work[ed] closely on the necessary written aspect of the art world’ while considering everything from ‘application forms [to] artist bios’. Similarly, Darcey worked with her mentor on applications, in her case her first ACNI funding application. She was successfully awarded the funding, leaving her mentor Gail feeling ‘a huge amount of pleasure – almost as if I had won it myself!’.
Other artists’ expectations and needs were more broad: ‘a safe space to talk about [my] practice and unload on some of the ongoing struggles’, says Meadhbh on her experience, ‘like therapy – but for work!’ she adds. Similarly, Mollie hoped ‘to gain knowledge and expertise from [her] mentor’, while Alana says she was ‘pretty open to whatever direction the mentorship took’. These expectations were met with Meadhbh singling out ‘endurance i.e., finding ways to keep going and process ideas when your time in the studio is limited’ as particularly helpful. Mollie also highlighted the advice she received on finding a work/practice balance and that ‘I shouldn’t forget who I was going into a 9-5 office job. That I could let that inspire me and to still create even if I was at work.’ Alana’s experience helped her to ‘dive so much deeper into [her] work and guide [her] paintings in a new fresh direction’, as well as directing her to ‘appropriate books and media [to help] think about [her] practice in a new way’.
It was equally inspiring to hear about the experiences of the mentors. Majella remarked on the ‘beautiful conversations’ she had with her mentee which she believes ‘went on to impact both our practices’. Their meetings would take place in Hannah’s studio, but they ‘often then ended up in my studio for further discussions on painting [where] we swapped recipes for mediums etc.’ Meadhbh, in her mentor role, ‘enjoyed being a supportive sounding board / critical friend’. Similarly, Jennifer hoped that she was able to help her mentee to navigate ‘insecurities and doubt […]’. ‘I realised we all share so many of the same worries and insecurities’, she adds. ‘Age, and where we are in our careers, does not mitigate the emotional realities of being an artist’. It is striking to hear about the care and consideration mentors brought to the programme, reminiscent of Singh’s qualities outlined above, e.g. ‘We were both open to each other’; ‘I wanted the mentee to feel they had agency and that they could tell me what they wanted to achieve or what issues/themes they wanted to explore’; ‘I really wanted to be able to […] impart a real sense of what engagement in their practice can mean longer term’.
Would QSS do it again? ‘We’ll definitely do it again’, says Cathy. ‘One of the things that came out of it was that we have lots of mid-career artists here and while mentoring early-stage artists was great, it highlighted a need, or a potential, to do this again with a focus on some of our mid-career artists […] again that would be funding dependent but it’s something we’d love to do.’
All mentors said they would recommend the process to people thinking about taking on a mentor role. Gail pointed out that ‘often we don't know what we know, or assume that the knowledge we have accrued over the years is not relevant or transferable’. Mark also emphasised the importance of sharing information and of directing artists to look beyond their own surroundings while Sharon said that ‘sharing creative practice is healthy!’. She added that the ‘process […] has two-way benefits: your experience of different art forms and practices and what brings people to art can be expanded; and sharing your own experience, thinking and ways of keeping your practice going, can nurture and support others.’ Jennifer said she ‘learned from Alana too’. Majella concluded that the process is ‘a great way to help build professional confidence, artistic friendships and community.’
It is telling that ‘Underpin’ the exhibition was originally envisaged for mentees only but because of the positive relationships formed during the mentoring programme, the exhibition now includes work by both groups.  
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