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Talking About Art 

BoardConnect 2011 Regional Residency: Monday 11 April, Cairns 
Presenters: Suellen Maunder – Artistic Director, JUTE; Shelley Evans Wild – Board member, JUTE; 
David Fishel - Director, BoardConnect (Facilitator) 

Suellen Maunder – Artistic Director, JUTE 

– Role of the board developed as the company expanded from three people deciding they 
wanted to create professional work for themselves.  Started with a partnership with the three 
of them, but when they started to need to apply for Government grants, they needed a more 
formal non-profit structure. 

– Their first board comprised accountants, lawyers, etc. and was basically a rubber stamp for 
the artistic team.  There was no discussion of product. 

– Over years JUTE has developed a more professional board.  Board became more engaged, 
which was also a requirement of government. However, in terms of board discussion of 
product, Suellen would present the rationale for the program and the board would accept it. 

– When Shelley joined the board, she brought clarity to board discussion about the role of the 
organisation.  Suellen didn’t understand that the board didn’t comprehend the complexity of 
the organisation. Their understanding was that they were focused on the box office rather 
than the full range of what JUTE does.  

– Historically, some companies had a board that ran the artistic program.  This resulted in 
shows becoming bland and the company losing direction.  Creative work is intuitive – you 
don’t always know how it’s going to turn out.  It can be risky, but taking risks is important. 

– The secret for a vibrant theatre company is to employ a good Artistic Director. 

Shelley Evans Wild – Board member, JUTE 

– Shelley is on the Chamber of Commerce and on the board of the Salvation Army as well as on 
JUTE board.  She was new to theatre and the arts and had to learn and understand the 
charter.  She thought she was the only one and that everyone else did understand.  She spent 
time sorting out the aims and objectives.  The board of JUTE is the membership.  They now 
have a really good understanding of what the board is for.   

– There were some preconceived ideas of what the organisation was about – e.g. “that it’s just 
about putting on shows”.  Board members had to understand the implications of government 
funding (what JUTE is being funded to do), and that is to develop work and professional skills 
in North Queensland.   

– It is important for the board to have clarity about what board’s role is, and what it is not.  That 
is: Big picture strategy, but getting their nose out of operations.  Currently there is a big divide 
between arts and business.  Boards need to advocate how culture plays into region’s 
economic outcomes. 

Discussion 

David Fishel:  Suellen is the founding director of JUTE and as such has a particular relation with 
the board. With Founding Artistic Directors the board often plays a back seat role supporting the 
vision of the Artistic Director.   

Board members can bring outside skills, such as accounting, etc., but they need to feel motivated 
and part of the team.  This requires an investment by the Artistic Director and other staff, who 
need to regard them as individuals.  (Some staff may feel there is danger in firing up their board.) 

Suellen: JUTE is very lucky in its board members. The organisation is well-known within the 
smaller region. 
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Succession planning: What happens if founding director leaves?  

Suellen: This is a huge question that JUTE is dealing with at present.  Suellen has checked with 
others who might hold the place if she were incapacitated.  One option is for the board to build 
the job to make it attractive to someone outside region. 

David Fishel: it is important to have a full discussion and reach a common understanding within 
the board of what the organisation is doing, before engaging in succession planning. 

Suellen: The strength of JUTE is that the original three people strategically planned right from 
start.  If that is in place and adopted by the organisation, new board members need to sign to the 
strategic direction of the company. In 1993 the JUTE plan stated that by 2001 they would have 
their own venue.  In 2001 they had money for venue.  They held a dream in the background and 
then realised it. 

Shelley: As a neuroscientist, she knows that it’s hard for people to follow someone else’s vision.  
The whole board needs to gain ownership of it.  However, the right charismatic leader who has 
her/his Crusade often attracts people to be on boards. 

Knowing when it’s time to wind up 

David Fishel: Raised the issue that some organisations get into succession planning when they 
shouldn’t.  They have a mind-set of “This company should exist forever.”  But they need to 
recognise when a company should be allowed to go. Sometimes funding pressures cause the 
demise, but sometimes it should be a choice made by the board, recognising when its time has 
passed.  

JUTE has strategic alliances with other theatre organisations, so would be reluctant to lose some 
very important social and community capital by closing down.  Good art often depends on a 
particular time and on particular people – those circumstances don’t last forever.   

There’s no right or wrong – need to assess the circumstances. 

It’s a good question, well worth asking, and should usually lead to reaffirmation. 

One participant commented that companies shouldn’t be scared to stop, but take account of the 
task they set out to accomplish and stop when it’s done. 

Artistic Vibrancy 

David Fishel: Artistic vibrancy is something that the Australia Council is talking about. It’s a 
combination of factors including issues of quality, as well as public appeal that they believe add 
up to artistic vibrancy.  The Australia Council suggestion is to get more people involved in the 
discussion about quality and appeal, something that would be expected in a commercial company. 

The focus has arisen out of the fact that the Major Performing Arts Companies are not artistically 
assessed, and that they must be assessed on more than just their finances.  They wanted to start 
a mature discussion around improvement with a number of stakeholders, including other artistic 
staff.  

JUTE hadn’t considered talking to staff about programming decisions, although they have a strong 
evaluation process.  They are also about to go through a research process and de-briefs with their 
creative team. Now is a good time to have those discussions, and with the board, particularly as 
this region lacks the capacity for quality peer review.  This can be difficult in a small community.  
JUTE has a creative advisory committee to test ideas, but this is not peer review. 

Suggestion - if honest peer review is done as a matter of course, then people won’t take umbrage. 

The value of any review depends on how much respect one has for the reviewer.  Any review is 
subjective and can never please everyone. 

Where does failure fit?  

The occasional failure is a good thing, in that it provides experience on which to build.  Failure = 
opportunity. 
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May need another word than ‘failure’ – it’s not black and white. A failure from one perspective 
may not be a failure at all from another perspective.  People in the arts need to be resilient. 

Suellen: Nothing is ever 100% good or bad.  If you can measure yourself against the integrity of 
how you’ve approached the work, then you can hold the argument against failure.   The problem 
is one bad story will last forever, while lots and lots of good stories will only last until the next bad 
story. 

Government funding can cause “mission drift”.  Currently there is an adversarial relationship 
which can create division between funder and funded.  Funded organisations tend not to tell 
funders the bad news, only the good news.  If the funding relationship is a partnership, then it can 
and should be built on honesty and on room for new directions/projects. 

Loss of triennial funding is a horrible thing to go through, but it can be an enormous opportunity 
to address their problems & issues and find a way to get back. Example: Circa. 

A valuable exercise is for the board to do some scenario planning: to have the discussion without 
having to being under pressure to realise it immediately.  It can be rewarding for the board – 
intellectually stimulating and creative, whereas lots of other board work is routine. 

 


