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INTERVIEW

EVOLVING
ARTIST
Nancy Loucks speaks with Wullie Sinclair, the founder
of Evolved Arts, a new peer-led arts project to support
people involved in the criminal justice system in Glasgow

WS: I run an art class, called ‘Evolved Arts’. It is
mainly for ex-offenders, people that have been in
bother and people that are still getting into trouble,
to let them know that there is a place for them to go,
pick up some skills. I was a bit of a rogue throughout
the years, but found out I could paint and draw; it
totally changed my life.
NL: How did you find out?
WS: In prison, most of my sentence I went to art
classes, and I quickly found out I had some kind
of talent… I lost myself in the arts class, I found
it a release and something I really liked doing. If
you want to learn anything, you need to take up
challenges.

Not every prison would have
that opportunity.
Most prisons have education facilities but certainly
not the degree where you would choose to sit
in an art class every day, all day. The education
department in Shotts were relaxed about it, let you
choose.
I just wanted to learn how to paint and taught
myself how to mix colours and how to blend things.
[The teachers that came in] were brilliant with us.
They were there if you needed help, but if you
just wanted to be left to your own devices, they
would let you do that, as long as you were doing
something practical and they’d seen that you were
working away.

How do people find out about the classes?
I’m in touch with [New College Lanarkshire] [and] with the arts department
at Shotts. They produce a magazine called ‘STIR’, and I’ve regularly had
articles in that with updates on how the class is doing. I’ve also done a few
talks at social work services in Glasgow, so they are aware that we are here
for them to refer anyone that might be interested… I’ve got some flyers
and am going around libraries and homeless units to leave flyers anywhere
I think that people that come under that umbrella would be. I’m also in
touch with a charity called ‘Blameless’, which is for people with substance
misuse. They want me to go through once a month, so that’s another
link. Theatre Nemo, I’ve linked up with them and with Scottish Prison Arts
Network.
It’s very early days. I got out two years ago, it’s took me about 18 months
from the idea coming in to my head to actually getting through a door,
getting funding and materials.

Going from [prison] to having something up
and running and being advertised… you’ve
had to teach yourself about the arts and how
to teach it but also how raise awareness and
publicise and fundraise.
There’s been parts of it I never imagined I would need to cross; everything
was a learning curve. I’m learning something new every day nearly, but
I’ll get there. I’m quite driven. If I’ve got an idea and I want to run with it…
There have been times when people have been saying “is this going to
work?”, but I just kept going.
When I was in Shotts, I certainly wanted to continue in art. Initially I made
enquires about going to college, I’d missed the start dates of the course,
so I had months to wait. In those months I looked about for other places
to attend, but I couldn’t find anywhere. So the idea came, why not try and
start something up?

Did that teach you how to teach
art?
What have the challenges been?
I consider myself to be self-taught, I didn’t really ask
for much help, I just found my own ways of how to
do things, so if I pass that on, it would be how I have
taught myself; people can use that, but they can
pick up their own methods as well.
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Every part of it has been a challenge. Initially I didn’t know who to
approach, where I would start. Eventually I wrote to the head of education
in Shotts, and he put me in touch with his boss. It kind of snowballed from
there….
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At the present time, [classes are running] Wednesday and Friday morning
and a Thursday afternoon. It’s a start. I’d love to have a permanent or a
long-term space we could make into and arts and craft studio, where
people that are into creative writing as well come along. I’d like it to be
permanent so that you can come in the morning, leave at the end and
come back in and your work will still be there. That’s what I would love to
have.

What is it you want to achieve?
Art completely changed me. It turned my life upside down, in the right
way…. I’d like to offer somebody else that chance as well… because for
decades, I was just breaking the law, and it was time to put it to bed. It
was through the art, I fell in love with it. I can’t believe how much it has
changed me.
For people that are interested, there’s college spaces open to everyone
in the city [Glasgow], but through that you might find that you want to
continue further education, you might find that you really love this…. The
next step would be maybe to apply for a college space. It’s a stepping
stone to find something you are good at [and] like doing, rather than
going out and getting up to no good.

Where did the name ‘Evolved Arts’ come
from?
‘Evolved Arts’ name came from me evolving. I was struggling to think of a
good name, but I thought, well, I have evolved. I think I’ve changed.
Everybody that will be in the class, we’ve all got the same kind of
background, so there won’t be any fear of sitting with other artists. When
I was considering going to college, the people were talking in art world
language that doesn’t mean anything to me. That would put me off and
make feel very uncomfortable; I wouldn’t know what to say. You would
be intimidated if you went in a proper art environment, coming from the
background we are targeting, you probably wouldn’t go back. You would
feel the odd man out.

NL: You said you’ve had your work in
exhibitions?
I’ve had three paintings exhibited in London, one in Glasgow. I’ve only
ever put four paintings in for exhibition, and four got picked. I’ve won
awards for them as well. The Koestler Trust take eight ex-prisoners to
Venice during the summer. We went to Biennale, the big world art event;

it was fantastic. I took two cameras with me, and all
I done was take photographs. They were looking
for people that have continued with art upon
release in a long-term way, so they got in touch
with Motherwell College, who nominated me. I’d
never been abroad either, that was my first time
abroad. It was brilliant. In my mind up to that point
I considered art just as painting, but I started to get
drawn to some of the sculptures as well and other
different things, so that has broadened my views on
what arts is.

We spoke before about going
in to prison and talking to some
of the guys, and you said you
were uncomfortable with that.
Why?
I immediately said no, I don’t want to do that. A few
months down the line I said I’ll think about it, and
then I said I would do it. I went to go, but… I got
cold feet, I don’t know what it was. I don’t think it
was being back in prison, I just don’t think I would
feel comfortable talking to the guys from this side
when I’m used to talking to them from the other
side. It was just something inside me that didn’t feel
right at the time. I’ve not got a problem talking to
anybody… it was just having to go back into the
jail. For some reason I couldn’t do it… I just found it
hard.

What does your family think
about all this?
They are all over the moon… just for the change
alone, but also to be doing something positive.

Has it changed how you feel
about yourself?
I have changed…. I don’t run about with people
I used to. I’ve got a family now, and I’ve settled
down, and I’m more than happy to walk about in art
galleries and look at buildings. I would never had
done anything like that [before] . . .

So we need to watch this
space!
I’m hoping that the youngsters are going to start
coming in. That way it’s a start, and they can tell
other people… The long term idea is to get a few
things exhibited, sell some stuff and put the money
back into buying materials and feed off of that.
Listen to the full interview from: http://scottishjusticematters.
com/the-journal/march-2014-arts-issue/
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Visit us on-line at
www.stirmagazine.org
we look forward to
hearing your views!
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