ART AS SPACE VERSUS SPACES FOR ART

INTRODUCTION

(What do I mean by the title, and why and how can art projects be described as spaces or spatial constructs?)

When Antje, Wapke and myself started the artist initiative myvillages.org, one idea was, to run an arts project in the village where we came from. To start with we visited each other’s village. We walked around, had a chat with some of the villagers we met in the street and went to the local pub. Wapke always describes this as our first visit to a new art space. Even though the villages were extremely familiar to us. Our new art outlook transformed them form the place where we have childhood memories and where we still visit our family, to a new place for our art practice. 
The title for the symposium today is Rural Art Space, a rather dry title, but in my opinion a very pointed one. Within the current context of regional development and rural regeneration we need a discussion and debate about what rural culture is, and how contemporary art practice can engage with rural issues and places. The question of space becomes relevant, because art practice will take place and require space somewhere.  Art projects might use and appropriate existing spaces and they will generate new ones. When it comes to cities, we have a clearer idea of the art spaces in existence and use. For the rural environment the first quick assumption is that there are less art spaces, they are smaller, more widespread, and less significant.

I want to ask a simple question.

What and where is the rural art space? Which images come to mind?

Is it galleries in converted barns that show contemporary painting and sculpture? Craft fairs? Wooden objects along well advertised sculpture trails? Minimal white qube galleries in the smaller towns? Is it the Welsh Pavilion at the Venice Art Biennale? Do we think of Landart? Artist communes? The Schwitters Barn? Is it a private studio at the back of a house overlooking a meadow? Or an evening life drawing class in the local school? Is it an artists meeting in the village pub? A theatre production for the community hall or an arts festival in one of the market towns? This list could go on.

Many of the more interesting art projects from recent years that really engaged with rural issues and rural communities took place outside of the institutional exhibition space. I am thinking of projects such as the Festival of the Regions in Austria, Huit Facettes in Senegal and Grizedale Arts in the Lake District, just to mention some.

I would also like to refer to the Bibliobox which is an important part of the Why We Left The Village And Came Back project here in Shrewsbury, and which contains many art projects that developed and exist outside of the conventional exhibition space. They are often participatory and process based projects that take place across various sites and across social and cultural networks. I’m thinking of projects such as I like being a farmer and want to stay one by Antje Schiffers, the film A Village Does Nothing by  Elisabeth Schimana and Markus Seidl or Multi Stop Shop by Amy Plant.
It is worth having a closer look at the spaces related to those projects.

They all are multifaceted projects which produce their very own space, one that remains largely invisible as a structure. It is a fragmented space which often has many temporary aspects to it. It spreads across places and time and comes into being as a complex spatial construct that evolves across various social and professional contacts. Some parts of it can be highly informal, others formal. It doesn’t keep it’s shape or form, but it does manifest itself. In the form of public events, spatial interventions or appropriation of existing spaces. It is also a public and semi public space. I want to draw attention to the fact that those projects are spaces, referring to the Levebrian concept of the Production of Space where programme and activities are at the heard of generating or “producing” space. 

Can we develop a concept of a rural art space that is more appropriate to the existing social and spatial conditions of the countryside, rather than importing more urban models of cultural display and consumption, such as museums. This is not a fundamental critique of the built art space, but it is an attempt to articulate other spatial models which are of value. My argument is about undermining the authority of the built so called permanent space over temporary space. It is about establishing a number of spatial models to co exist, and to about avoiding the neglection and the erasion of the temporary art spaces in favour of solid architecture.

The whole discussion should be about the exploration of a space rather than a definition.

I will be looking at how those fragmented spaces manifest themselves and what their existence means in regards to regeneration programmes which still is focus on built infrastructure. I m also going to look at some of the potential and threats of applying art and its practices to culture led regeneration and finally I will draft a few conditions which might be particular to the rural art space.

(ask the audience if questions/clarifications)

Spatial Manifestations and involvement in REGENERATION

Since today is also about developing ideas for further Rurality commissions for Shropshire, it seems the right moment to develop a clearer idea and understanding of the kind of spaces art will use, need and generate within rural settings. 

Which meaning do the fragmented and more ephemeral art spaces, as described above, have within the rural environment? Regeneration, whether urban or rural often targets physical infrastructe as the main outcome, such as landmark buildings, cultural centres, extensive road networks, etc. It will be important to clarify whether we want more white cubes, more sculpture trails, more local and translocal networking without physical manifestations, or a mix of all? 

In this context it is interesting to think architecture and form for a dispersed rural art space and practice as described above. This new architecture or architectural manifestation is unlikely to be a singular landmark gallery. It might be a dispersed structure which is recognizable and accessible as a space, however non physical and temporary it is. The question is whether we can develop a new typology of art space for the rural that can coexist with other art space typologies such as museum, gallery, public square, etc.

Ian Hunter from Littoral Arts, is for example proposing a new National Centre for Rural Culture, as part of his argument for the inclusion of the arts in rural regeneration. Again, do we see this as a large new building that aims to represent rural culture, or might it be a dispersed and multiple space where collaboration with and participation in rural culture is possible rather than the consumption of it? Can we think a rural art space as a productive and participative one rather than the gallery based model of the visitor consuming the displays?

In his book Relational Aesthetics, Nicholas Bouriaud defines form as the result of lasting encounters.

This idea is an aspect of the relational art and relational architecture debate which fundamentally questions the conventional  production process of making objects and buildings, which have a singular author and focus on a definite and definable outcome. Bourriauds definition suggests form or space as an organic construct that shapes itself over time and spaces, and most importantly through human encounter. 

If we apply this definition to art, the new art space will be constituted and manifest itself through a number of intentions and ambitions, such as the curatorial idea and strategy. It will also shape itself through the formal and informal social networks associated with the project, through the various existing local cultural resources, and the newly imported ideas and media by the commissioned artists who comes in.

Part of the influences can also be arbitrary or accidental, such as someone is meeting someone at an opening and it turns out they know someone in common etc etc. Or through a new funding scheme that suddenly can pay for some production. Or the farmer next door starts to let out their empty barns for public events. Etc.

What do those elements and observations mean when we start to think architecturally? Does this space need new infrastructure and buildings? Or will it just need extended networks and access to existing spaces. Will it mainly exist in personal experience and memory or will it create more public and communal spaces? And how can this space be seen and acknowledged as architecture?

Muf, the London based feminist art and architecture collective have been dealing with issues of the invisibility of their work and the lack of permanent structures for years. Their comment is following.

“ Buildings are considered to be the target (…).(Whereas) The common intent of all the (our) work is to make space for more than one thing at the time.” “ Every project (…) attempts to expand the opportunities available in the public realm.”

“ Definitions of temporary and permanent become specious. Some of the art projects may last as projections for only three nights, but they have a six month history of research and preparation, the audience is the accretion of each meeting. By pulling in individuals and experiences which were not supposed to be in a particular site, a space is magnified (…). The period of process and research might mean that the project makes relationships with hundreds of people, however fleetingly. This accretion of an audience over time can be imagined as the life cycle of a building and its inhabitants. Strange diagram can be imagined comparing the footprint of a permanent structure with the same budget, a temporary proposal, spreading across a site like liquid. With the realization that this “making space for” was the value of the work, the dismissal of its not-building status became irrelevant (…)”. 

Doina Petrescu, a writer and architect, who is promoting and practicing architecture as a participatory and ultimately self managed process has following comment:

“Making community and making space for community can not be separated. Planners and architects might start to consider the inherent social and relational dimensions of the spaces they create, and to integrate their specific temporalities and mobilities into the design process.”

“The architectural production of public space could start by identifying the claims for it. Sometimes these claims are modest and informal, but what is important is how to transform them into a brief, a challenge, and sometimes a proposal that will give room to the multiplicity and needs of diverse sets of users.”

When we start to talk about forms and architecture it might be worth reminding ourselves that architecture can be small scale, temporary and fluid. It normally is solid, permanent and highly visible, but it doesn t have to be.

(The question occurs whether we can apply and formal and aesthetical value to less formalized and materialized structures? How to judge the aesthetics of something that isn’t primarily about formal aesthetics? Jane Rendell in her just recently published book Art and Architecture asks very precicely: where should we look for the aesthetics in such complex practice, which doesn t manifest itself in a single formal object or building? She suggests that the aesthetical value, and therefore a judgement on form, can be in regards to the various relations within the project, or can be found within the quality of engagement between participants. The aesthetical judgement doesn t refer to the physical manifestation only but to the project as a complex and relational process.)
(any questions?)

ARTS INVOLVEMENT IN THIS “New space “ and the RELATIONSHIP TO REGENERATION

What role does art play in this discussion and context?

As I was trying to explain earlier, we can read and understand art projects as spatial constructs which should play a role when it comes to regeneration and planning, especially cultural regeneration and the planning of new cultural spaces for the rural environment.

We had urban cultural regeneration for a while, and artists and art practices are used in a variety of ways to support and enable regeneration policies. We have a critical debate about art’s involvement in urban regeneration, and practices like GPA or BandB in the UK, city-mined in Bruxelles and Park Fiction in Hamburg have articulated methods of practice that allow a critical, and at times subversive, but also creative and engaging relationship with regeneration as a political issue and reality. There have been increasing concerns about the instrumentatisation of art in order to achieve the “soft” regeneration goals such as community cohesion, inter-generational communication, representation of minorities etc.

Art is often used as a means to an end and rarely seen as an end in itself. And that s exactly the crucial point. How can art and curatorial practice remain and become more of  a critical spatial practice in its own right, rather than being a set of activities that  helps to implement policies which have a different interest and focus?

There is a danger that art is slowly transformed into a service to become part of a creative industry, which is requested to deliver commissioned outcomes and targets. There is a recent tendency to package all cultural work as creative industry. This is partly related to global trade agreements in regards to the free trade of services and the Labour Government would like to include arts in the service industry, a proposal which is e.g. strongly opposed by France. There is no clear definition of what creative industries are, everything from art and architecture related to new media and everything to do with leisure, like football. 

We know that the best and most interesting art projects evolve from open brief situations which allow art to remain experimental, critical and unpredictable in their outcome. Art shouldn t have to “deliver” but it should be allowed to remain curious and experimental about the world, and to share new or unusual ideas with others, which might lead to transformation and change.

Another critical aspect of involving arts in regeneration is a growing bureaucratisation and institutionalisation of culture. Regeneration schemes normally introduce a whole new layer of agencies, policies and administration to the rural space. European programmes such as Leader+ which supports local cultural initiatives as part of a rural development strategy, still require a high level of bureaucratic and administrative infrastruture, which can t necessarily be provided by the rural communities in question. We know this from urban regeneration programmes, that the administration of their implementation is huge in costs, employs hundreds of office staff who administer and deliver schemes from behind a computer screen. Local communities feel often excluded, patronised and without any direct power, even though the schemes are meant to be community driven and need led.

This is a shortcoming that doesn t have to be reinacted in the rural context.

I want to point two qualities that are maybe particular to art and which point towards a possible but critical engagement of the arts within regeneration. I especially mean art practices that engages with a site and its residents and users, also called socially engaged or site or context specific art practice.

THE NON PLAN SITUATION OF THE OPEN BRIEF

I want to make another reference to architecture in regards to existing and increasing regulations and the need for experimentation.

In 1969 a group of architects, amongst them Cedric Price, were demanding a  “Non-Plan: an experiment for freedom”. It was an anti-planning polemic, which suggested carrying out a Non-Plan test in four districts in the English countryside, where architecture and forms of living could be developed without the controlling forces of planning rules. 

It was a call for experiment and a demand for more freedom to develop buildings on site with the users involved, rather than just design and deliver them. The architectural activist and theorist Colin Wards also reminds of in his writings of a time before increased planning regulations, where it was possible for communities to build structures that developed bottom up, within a Non-Plan setting and which would be highly efficient, functionally, socially and economically. also remind us that there were successful buildings and urbanism or ruralism before bureaucracy and developers gained sole power.

I mention those two examples because I think one of the few Non Plan situation that we can have at the moment, is within commissioning art. The open brief becomes a non plan situation for the artits invited, which allows for experimentation and an unpredictable outcome and form.

That means that art project which engage with a local context and which derive through participation, are collective exercises in shaping and making social and cultural space. The open brief refers to a demand set by the Artist Placement Group, a UK based group of activists and artists who started in the 70ies to organise placements for artitsts in both businesses  and governmental departments. They established the term “incidental person” for the artist to describe their experimental and unpredictable role within those settings.

MAKING NEW PUBLIC SPACE (community, communal space)

Where and what is the public space in the rural environment?

Is it  like urban public spaces?

Is it a space of changing or fixed relations? Is it a roaming or a static space?  Etc.

I want to claim that contextual and socially engaged art projects can generate a new public space for the rural. The rural community isn t a homogenous one anymore, its mixed, socially, economically, professionally and racially. 

Art, often due to its liberation from a brief, can span across issues and groups and create surprising new links that follow an interest rather than a social inclusion scheme. Links are made based on common interest, however small it might be. Therefore art projects often become a public platform and transmitter for individual voices and ideas in the rural which otherwise would go unheard or unseen. Besides creating a space for voicing things those projects also allow for a different representation of what the rural community and environment is.

Art projects with a contextual and participatory aspect do generate public, common, communal space with and for a distinctive public.

Doina: “(Artists, Philosophers and political activists) have often introduced a notion of community that exists only through time and space determinates, in the very articulation of person-to-person, of being-to-being, in all that constitutes the living world, forming the idea that a community is related to a specific time-space-location, suggesting that the politics of community can t be separated from the politics of space.”

As Jorge Ribalta puts it , “ the public is constructed in open, unpredictable ways in the very process of the production of discourse and through its different means and modes of circulation. Therefore, the public is not simply there, waiting passively for the arrival of cultural commodities; it constituted within the process itself of being called. The public is a provisional construction in permanent mobility”. (1)

The Sociologist Saskia Sassen who has done extensive thinking into the meaning of art interventions in the public sphere argues that there is a need for the production of subversive narratives in any public realm to counterbalance architecture and its sometimes imposing nature. She claims that art is an important catalyst and facilitator for hidden and non official narratives. Which are particularily important  in order create a sense of the local, and have the ability to generate new forms of ‘modest public spaces’. Art projects often carefully pick on very everyday and informal structures, which are so familiar to us, that we oversee them, but they are crucial in making our daily life and space. 

CONDITIONS of the New Rural Art Space

The more I think about the rural environment and what role art could play, it strikes me that contextual and participatory practices offer a number of criteria which seem to fit the rural very well.

I want to highlight some of those issues and criteria, which might help to develop a new brief and a typology for an art space that is particular  to the rural.
In the last part of my presentation I want to draft a few aspects which might be important when it comes to thinking and developing a particular rural art space.

Introduction of  Everyday Ruralism into Rural Planning

Something that has gained importance in the urbanism discussion is so called Everyday Urbanism. To quote Margaret  Crawford, a specialist in the genre:

“What is Everyday Urbanism? It is exactly what it sounds like. It’ s an approach to urbanism that finds its meaning in everyday life that always turns out to be far more than just the ordinary and banal experiences that we experience.”

“Urban” everyday urbanism celebrates and builds on the richness and vitality of daily life.

Urban design and planning has traditionally be involved with the creation of permanent, static urban conditions – as in the implementation of infrastructure, or the designation of open spaces and actual built form. In reality it is the kinetic fabric that defines the ground reality.

Or as people like Henri Lefebvre see everyday life as a repository of all kinds of meaning, which range from the ordinary to the extraordinary that is hidden within ordinariness.

Everyday Urbanism or Ruralism an accretional approach where small changes accumulate to transform situations.

Slow Growth

Within a rural setting  the notion of a growing and slowly developing art space seems could seem quite appropriate.

I think that (if there is anything like it) Rural Identity could be described as relational and productive one and slow rather than fast.

Rural communities think very much about themselves in relation: in relation to the next village, in relation to the city. They don t have the idea of themselves as a centre, but as an interacting periphery. Maybe this observation could be the starting point for an architectural brief. And maybe that s why contextual and relational art practice might lead to more interesting projects and outcomes. This is also going back to Nicholas Bourriaud s  idea of form as the result from lasting encounters:

The notion of something slowly developing and lasting light be closer to a rural identity than to an urban.

The landscape has been shaped slowly over centuries following the relationship between farming and land. If the rural changes quickly and fast, it s mainly due to urban or suburban programmes that get imposed, such as large scale private developments and large scale transport systems.

The other aspect is that rural identifies itself strongly with production, even if that s not the case anymore and farmers are slowly being turned into land managers. But Making is very much part of a rural identity, and therefore process based and participators art might have a different response and meaning in the rural than an urban society, where e.g. like in London 94% of employment is within the service industries.

Regeneration can be fluid and flexible, it deals with changing relationships, politics and opportunities. The spaces involved in, and addressed by regeneration don’t change overnight, but evolve slowly, as does the image that goes with those spaces. If regeneration is bottom-up, the making of the new starts from within the existing, and is a slow transformative process, rather than an abrupt replacement of the present by the new. And that might be an interesting change for art to contribute towards.

Informal links – informal economy

Again, many of current regeneration policies are economically drive, It is ultimately about the economical regeneration, and “urban” or global economical principals are being applied. They are exlusively based on a monetary system and money value with business plans attached that can take into account numbers, but they don t register other values and currencies that might be part of a specific rural economy, such as the obligation to help each other out, a very strong work ethos (long hours, family, cheap labour), the use of non purchased local produce and its recycling, etc.

They ignore in principle any other existing rural value and trade system (such as collectively owned tools, helping out, gift economy, efficient recycling of resources) that might be different or alternative to their monetary and profit based financial models.

The lower financial turnover of the countryside is generally seen as a indicator for the need of regeneration, it doesn’t once acknowledge other means of value creation and trade that don t work financially, but use other currencies, but are an inherent and crucial part of a an existing rural economy, and could be used to regenerate from within cultural values.

Again art projects, due to their either more subversive or alternative instinct and intention, often address those other values and start to articulate, represent and instrumentalise them within the project, e.g. Amy Plant s Multi Stop Shop or A Village does nothing film.

Shaping the brief for a rural cultural/art space through direct cultural involvement and development over time

“The architectural production of public space could start by identifying the claims for it. Sometimes these claims are modest and informal, but what is important is how to transform them into a brief, a challenge, and sometimes a proposal that will give room to the multiplicity and needs of diverse sets of users.”

This quote recognises the political and social need for self participatory design and building projects, which seem particularily important to a rural context with a tradition of the self build, which is still  strong in many European countries and worldwide.

Re-sourcing locally rather than importing or - The local vs the generic 
Franco Bianchini’s criticism of most regeneration programmes is that they are too generic. Regeneration is often generic and monotone, and applies the same concepts to very different places. They don t make use of the particular local resources, which include social resources, skills, narratives, material, etc.They use the same rethorics and methods anywhere, and don t apply them with the particularities of the local in mind. Again, the danger of regeneration is that it delivers generalised policies in a generalised manner. 

Art has a lot to offer.

A lot of the projects presented today and in the bibliobox explicitly deal with the existing local resources, whether they re social, cultural, economical or material. Culture doesn t need to be imported, it exists, however rudimentary, dispersed or inarticulate. It is interesting to instigate cultural exchange, but it is un-interesting to import culture into a place, based on the arrogant assumption that there isn’t.

(any questions?)

to Grizedale

This is a good moment to slowly hand over to Adam Sutherland from Grizedale Arts.

It’s important to point out that Grizedale has a very strong curatorial programme, which creates a certain professional and also social and physical space for art practice. An aspect I haven t stressed much in my presentation, but maybe Adam will talk about the curatorial thinking a bit more.

Grizedale Arts is a network of cultural activities that makes use of existing spaces and networks not just within the local remit of Cumbria where Grizedale is based, but also nationally, e.g. The Roadsho project which travelled Wales, Birmingham etc. and internationally, eg. The Grizedale residency in Japan in 2006. And represents many of the ideas I tried to articulate so far. The Grizedale Arts programme can be easily recognised as a network space with very many local and regional links but also national and international ones.

We also have guests and speakers from other arts organisation, Wysing Arts, Artsway, Oriel Mosty, Qube Gallery etc who work in and across different spaces of cultural production and representation. What I find interesting with grizedale is that as a space it s not organised around a central space or headoffice, but spreads across sites.

I want to show a few simple maps that trace the space of Grizedale.

THE HOME OF GRIZEDALE ARTS

When Adam took over the job as the curator he kept running the art gallery at Grizedale visitors centre, but closed it after a year, because it didn t work as an interesting art space. It attracted an audience that was interested in art but not in the art practice curated and publisied by the new Grizedale programme. Adam described them as local artists who were looking for exhibition opportunities, but not necessarily in a critical debate about current practice. So as an art space it was uninteresting and the Grizedale programme has since used a spread networks of spaces locally that allow for public display and debate, such as community halls, public fetes, etc.

By not using an art gallery space it also automatically allows a different public to participate, and generates a very different public space, which is spreac across venues and places and time, but which is more appropriate and representative of the curatorial and art programme and intention.

And often the context of the participating community provides the space for public display and debate.

However, in a real estate focused regeneration schemes it s hard to argue for social and cultural space that doesn t rely nor generate new building or real estate. In a culture where value is associated with real estate it s difficult to promote different values.

LOCAL SPACES, e.g. Coniston Water Festival

REGIONAL SPACES, e.g. Creative Egremont and A Foundation

INTERNATIONAL SPACES, e.g. Seven Samurai in Japan
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Unused so far

The necessity To come back to the issue of what this Rural Art Space is, I would like to reference a quote from Werner Sombart, who wrote, "It is not adequate to describe a forest as a statically determinate and objective environment. Instead, there are foresters', hunters', botanists', hikers', naturelovers', loggers', and berry gatherers' woods, in addition to the fairy tale wood, in which Hansel and Gretel lost their way."(12) 

Susanne Hauser is using the Concept of “Environmental Models” to describe those complex spatial constructs which consist of a number of criteria and conditions. She describes them as being established in practices and activities, which involve images, descriptions, metaphors, symbols, and allegories. Human surroundings are the result of individual or collective experience. 

