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A rch i t e c t u ral dialog u e s
Jes Fernie reveals the process of enquiry that ch a l l e n ges collaborations between artists and arch i t e c t s .

I N H A B I T E D 4 S P A C E S

A RT IS NOW ANYTHING YO U want it to be – a
limited company, a shack between council houses,
an oil painting, a pair of acoustic ears or a hoax
planning application. It has leapt way beyond the
gallery walls into the mess that forms our public
s p a c e . After thirty ye a rs of flailing around in the
dark (when art in the public domain was hijacke d
and used by politicians, a d m i n i s t ra t o rs and bad
a rtists as a pawn in the re ge n e ration game) it seems
that a growing number of artists are now sliding
very adeptly between the two worlds of the ga l l e r y
and public domain. To these art i s t s , the term ‘ p u b l i c
a rt ’ as opposed to ‘ gallery art ’ is a non-start e r ;t h e i r
work is situated wh e re it needs to be, and for those
a rtists there is no physical or psych o l ogical barri e r
b e t ween the two spaces.
An area of this activity that has burgeoned in the
last fi ve ye a rs is collaboration between artists and
a rch i t e c t s . Wh e re once the wo rd ‘ c o l l a b o ra t i o n ’
meant big-boy architects allowing the work of
a rtists to be placed in their hallowed arch i t e c t u ra l
spaces (Mies van de Rohe and A l exander Calder or
R i ch a rd Meier and Frank Stella), n ow we see art i s t s
and architects forming dialogues wh i ch result in
b u i l d i n g s , s p a c e s , objects and conve rsations wh i ch
a re a product of an intense interest in each other’s
wo r k . A successful collaboration often invo l ve s
a rtists and architects asking unnerving questions
of each other, ch a l l e n ging the foundations of their
k n ow l e d ge . Th ey come to the design process with a
v u l n e rability and ge n e rosity of spirit wh i ch stems

f rom a sense of tru s t , and enga ge in situations
wh e re problems are not necessari ly there to be
s o l ve d , but to be ra d i c a l ly re i n t e rp re t e d , l a u g h e d
a t ,k i cked out or embra c e d .
It is, of course, absurd to suggest that more than a
handful of artists and architects are tru ly interested in
working in this way. M a ny architects consider them-
s e l ves to be artists as well as architects (and they
a re the absolute pits when it comes to collabora t i n g)
while many artists consider their work to be superi o r
to architects who they see as more concerned with
function than form or concept.Artists who are not
wedded to the object and who can let go of the need
to claim an element of a project for their own, are
ideal working partners (although I admit to having
witnessed even the staunchest of conceptualists eking
out a notional place to sign).
In stark contrast to the many clunky, one dimen-
sional sculptures or public works that litter the
s t reets of the UK, the outcome of collabora t i o n s
b e t ween artists and architects can take many dif-
fe rent forms ra n ging from a direct materi a l
a p p ro a ch (applying paint to a wall surface fo r
example) to a conceptual appro a ch in wh i ch a
p rocess of enquiry becomes the wo r k .
These two polarities are evident at the Royal Co u rt
Th e a t re in London and Stills Gallery in Ed i n b u rg h . I n
both cases, an artist was invited onto the design team
and wo r ked closely with the project architect over a
number of ye a rs . At the Royal Co u rt Th e a t re ,A n t o n i
M a l i n owski wo r ked with architect Steve Tompkins of

H owa rth Tompkins A rchitects on the refurbishment of
the theatre . M a l i n ow s k i ’s brief was to find a way of
b ri n ging the activity of the theatre out onto the public
s q u a re in wh i ch it sits.A fa i r ly stra i g h t fo r wa rd Grade II
listed façade wh i ch had to remain intact preve n t e d
a rtist and architect from making a direct contempora r y
s t a t e m e n t . M a l i n owski negotiated this re s t riction by
making a spectacle out of the auditorium drum wa l l
wh i ch runs throughout the building and can be viewe d
f rom the stre e t . He painted the wall an intense ve r-
milion and with painstaking detail traced the move-
ment of light as it fell across the space. The hu m m i n g
red wa l l , in effe c t , cut out the façade of the building,
p resenting members of the public in the square below
with a night-time spectacle. So while the paint is phy s-
i c a l ly retained behind the closed doors of the theatre ,
its effect is felt most stro n g ly in the public square .
In 1996 at Stills Gallery, Nathan Co l ey wo r ked with
a rchitect Neil Gillespie of Re i a ch & Hall A rch i t e c t s .
Co l ey was invo l ved in discussion concerning the
l ayout of the ga l l e r y, the café and the photog ra p h i c
studios in the basement. No physical manife s t a-
tion of his work exists on site, but his thoughts,
s u ggestions and discussions with the architect are
embedded within the fa b ric of the building. Th e
c o l l a b o ration led him to devise a parallel pro j e c t
called Urban Sanctuary – an ex p l o ration into the
idea of building a city sanctuary and what this
would mean to the people of Ed i n b u rg h . Co l ey we n t
so far as to display fa ke planning applications on
ra i l i n g s , walls and public sites wh i ch , of cours e ,
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Theatre view from Sloane Square,2000. Photo:Phil

Sayer. Bottom: Nathan Coley, Urban Sanctuary,
1997. Nathan Coley, Urban Sanctuary – inter view

with Neil Gillespie, 1997. Photo:the artist



IN HAB ITED  S PAC E S 2 5Ja nuary 20032 4 IN HAB I TED  S PAC E S [a-n] M AG A Z I N E F O R A RT I S T S

resulted in a furo re . Local people who wished to log
a complaint we re gi ven a freephone number con-
nected to Stills Gallery. S t a ff at the gallery wo u l d
send the gru m b l e rs a publication, p roduced by
Co l ey, consisting of a series of interviews betwe e n
the artist and members of va rious groups including
a policeman, a theologi a n , an art i s t , a Feng Shu i
specialist and a sociologi s t . E a ch interviewee wa s
a s ked what they considered an urban sanctuary to
b e , who might use it, h ow it would exist in re l a t i o n ,
for ex a m p l e , to the law. In contrast to A n t o n i
M a l i n ow s k i ’s materi a l ly evident project at the Roya l
Co u rt Th e a t re , Urban Sanctuary existed in the public
domain as a series of questions and pro p o s a l s ,
e n c o u ra ging members of the public to consider

what a sanctuary might mean to them.
Two projects wh i ch might be considered to lie
s o m ewh e re between these diffe rent appro a ches are
Mobile Po rch and Acoustic Mirro rs.
Mobile Po rch is a curious peripatetic object made by
t wo curious peripatetic artists and one arch i t e c t .
The porch , a roaming space that can be used for a
multitude of purp o s e s , is neither a building nor a
s c u l p t u re .A rtists Ka t h rin Böhm and Steffan Saffe r
d evised the idea with the architect A n d reas Lang
after being commissioned by the North Ke n s i n g t o n
Amenity Trust to make a work that would act as a
c a t a lyst for activity underneath the busy We s t way
flyover in London. Made from a circle of wood with
a steel frame measuring seven feet in diameter,

Mobile Po rch can be rolled from site to site and
dismantled to make a back d rop for any number of
a c t i v i t i e s . In its two-month stint underneath the
We s t way (it has toured Germany and England
s i n c e ) , it was used as a catwalk for a fashion show, a
s wap shop, a gra ffiti work shop, C h ristmas part i e s , a
gallery and a stage . This project exists in the public
domain as art , but art that evo l ves along with the
n a t u re of the users and the space around it.
It is difficult for artists to initiate collaborations with
a rchitects (rather than vice ve rsa) because of the
n a t u re of pro c u rement prog rammes – an architect is
h i red by a client and then, if the architect is intere s t e d
in collabora t i n g, an artist is selected to work with him
or her on the design of the building. O n ly on ra re
occasions is the situation reve rs e d . The artist Lise
Au t ogena managed to subve rt the norm and selected
her own ‘ c o l l a b o ra t o r ’ ,Tom Barker of b consultants, t o
work with her on a project that aims to get the Fre n ch
and the English talking to each other. Using a series of
existing ‘acoustic mirro rs ’ located along the coast in
D u n ge n e s s , as a basis for their pro j e c t ,a rtist and engi-
neer propose to make a tool for communication acro s s
the English Channel. Built between the Fi rst and
Second World Wa rs the existing mirro rs are hu ge con-
c rete and steel stru c t u res designed to pick up the
sound of enemy war craft appro a ching British shore s .
Th ey never saw active service due to the invention of
radar in 1935 and have remained untouched and
u nused for seve n t y - fi ve ye a rs . Au t ogena and Barke r
plan to place a contemporary mirror on either side of
the Channel, one on the coast of Dungeness and the
other in Sangatte in France wh e re the Red Cross has
re c e n t ly closed its doors to asylum seeke rs trying to
m a ke their way to England – obviously a poignant
setting for such a pro j e c t . By standing at a very pre c i s e
location within the dish, people will be able to talk to
e a ch other across the sea.
The idea that a project that exists within the public
domain must kow t ow to the lowest common denom-
inator is slow ly disappeari n g.A rtists are finding incre a s-
i n g ly dive rse ways of inhabiting public space without
c o m p romising their goals or getting swa l l owed up in
the paro chialism that pervades our stre e t s .
JES FERNIE IS DIRECTOR OF RSA ART FOR
ARCHITECTURE.
She is also a freelance art consultant and wri t e r.

RSA A rt for A rch i t e c t u re is a catalyst for collab o ra-
t ive ve nt u res between artists and arch i t e c t s . All the
p rojects discussed in the article invo l ve artists wh o
h ave re c e ived RSA A rt for A rch i t e c t u re gra nt s .

Fu rther info r m a t i o n :
RSA A rt for A rch i t e c t u re w w w. rs a - a fa . o rg. u k
Nathan Co l ey, Urban Sanctuary ; A public 
a rt wo rk by Nathan Co l ey, Stills Gallery 1996.
w w w. s t i l l s . o rg
Lise Au t oge n a w w w. a u t oge n a . o rg
Mobile Po rch w w w. m o b i l e p o rch . n e t
A n d reas Lang w w w. a n d re a s l a n g. n e t

‘ I n h abited spaces’ is devised and commissioned by
D e b o rah Smith in collab o ration with [a-n] MAG A-
Z I N E . The series compliments and enhances ex i s t-
ing editorial taking us on a journ ey thro u g h
i n n ova t ive practices ex p l o ring definitions and re i n-
ve ntions of our ideas of ex p re s s i o n ,l ooking at the
shift in language and discourses of art . In the
Ja nu a ry issue, Penelope Curtis writes about 
‘Old spaces for new art ’ .D e b o rah Smith is 
an independent curator and co-director of 
smith + fow l e .

Right (opposite page):Channel Communication Amplifier Folkestone,
Kent. Photo: Jes Fernie. Left (top): Kathrin Böhm, Stefan Saffer and

Andreas Lang Studio, Mobile Porch ‘Super swaps’ at Portobello
Market,December 2000.Left (below): Kathrin Böhm, Stefan Saffer
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