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Space for Art Case Study: ArtSway

	Cost of project

£300,000

Timing

1995-7

Dimensions

The building (overall 19 x 15 m) comprises three small galleries (8 x 4.9 m; 6.2 x 6.1 m; and 4.8 x 4.2 m) and two studios – one for new media (4.7 x 

4.5 m), the other for education (6.89 x 4.2 m). 


Project title

ArtSway – Sway, Hampshire

Participants

Founder and first director: Linda Fredericks. Architects: Tony Fretton Architects. Current director: Mark Segal; exhibition and education officer: Ali Fowler.

Timescale

In the early 1990s, local artists using the old coach house and stables as studios initiated a project to develop the site as a gallery and education centre. In 1995, a steering group formed under founding director Linda Fredericks commissioned Tony Fretton Architects to design the redevelopment. ArtSway gallery opened in 1997; a year later in 1998 Linda Fredericks left ArtSway. In 1999, new director Mark Segal joined the project.

Location 

ArtSway is a small gallery based in the Hampshire village of Sway in the New Forest. It has been converted from an old 19th century coach house and stables at the rear of a hotel and public house in the centre of the village. The education studio occupies the old stable area and looks out towards the village. It is entered from the main foyer and is next to the main gallery.

Number of visitors

Just over 7000 a year, with 800 participants in the education programme.

Background

In the early 1990s, local artists were using the coach house and stables as studios. They wanted to develop this site to include a gallery and space for educational activities. The project was intended to build on and encourage local community support. It would also have to comprise facilities for displaying art and for making art. 

A steering group was set up, headed by artist Linda Fredericks, and including local artists and other interested individuals, to pursue the aim of establishing ArtSway as a contemporary visual arts gallery. The ArtSway Trust was formed and the steering group converted into its management group. 

The Trust gained the support of the two local authorities (New Forest district council and Hampshire county council) and Southern Arts (the then regional arts board). Successful bids were made for funding to the Foundation for Sport and the Arts and the capital scheme of the Arts Council of England’s National Lottery fund. The firm of Tony Fretton Architects was commissioned to design the new gallery.

The development process

The project had to be undertaken within the strict parameters of a limited budget; redeveloping an existing, and small, building; and accommodating spaces for three galleries, education work, and artists’ studios. However, the site also embraced a large grassed area, part of which was used to develop a separate building of four small artists’ studios. In addition, art works were commissioned from a variety of artists for inside and outside the building, including furniture. Signage was also included in this series of commissions. One aspect of this commissioning programme was to highlight the work of artists and craftspeople and the value of employing them in community life.

Such a small-scale, but ambitious and passionate, commission would require a close understanding and sympathy between the clients and the architects. Both Linda Fredericks and architect Tony Fretton had a ‘clarity of vision’ about what was needed but occasionally different approaches to achieving it. It was, Linda Fredericks recalls, ‘a rich collaboration’. ‘Tony came with a host of ideas. He was tough and uncompromising in terms of design but in ways that responded to our needs. He also came up with some surprises.’  

Tony Fretton comments: ‘Being a conversion, we were given the spatial plan and configuration. It was curiously pragmatic in that it was largely a matter of accommodating what already existed in the building. It’s not very charged ideologically.’

The issue was: ‘how do you get the building to work?’. Fretton located the education studio so that it looked towards the village, and the galleries towards the fields. He adds: ‘The way I feel about those spaces is that it is a big house; obviously there has to be some physical separation between them so you can concentrate and have the mental activity you want.  At the same time, I wanted you to be able to walk into the building and immediately see the different activities going on to the left and right. This comes as much from the way we think about galleries as what the client thinks about them. It is making the relationships between work spaces and art spaces visible but discreet.’

At the heart of this collaboration was the requirement to create as much space as possible out of the existing building – or ‘squeezing space out of unlikely situations’. This meant cutting down on circulation space; it also helped to determine what activity went where. For Linda Fredericks, one of the key principles was that ‘since we can’t do everything, we must do the things we do well’. The architects passed on simple advice such as standing together in a space to see how many people it can comfortably accommodate.

The new building is made from timber-framed construction covered with unpainted red cedar. The galleries extend out from the back of the coach house. They were designed to accommodate a range of different art forms, including new media. Architect Tony Fretton comments that ‘a central concept was the making of art by non-professionals – and not just painting and drawing but video and film as well’. A new media suite was located at the back of the main gallery. Offices were situated on the first floor above the education studio.  In front of the main entrance, now at the side of the building, is a large open courtyard designed to display sculpture and to be a meeting space in the summer. The separate building for artists’ studios beyond the courtyard included facilities to enable an artist to be in residence on the site all the time.

Both client and architect knew that with so little space to play with, what was agreed had to work as well as possible – hence the need for the understanding relationship. ‘Involving clients takes a lot of work,’ says Tony Fretton. ‘You can’t just ask someone what they want; they have to participate and know the consequences of what they want and how to formulate what they want. It is a very sophisticated process and it is not for everybody. People who run arts venues have a certain basic sense of the possibilities of the building and what should go where. Architects work with space and its social meanings.’

The outcome

Linda Fredericks sees the completed building as ‘very resolved’. It has attracted a growing audience and participatory individuals and groups both locally and beyond. Its multi-media and educational activities are proving increasingly popular.  However, as expected, the building has proved too small for these expanding activities, and some original decisions about facilities and equipment were either wrong or have been overtaken by subsequent priorities. Some of the difficulties were the result of the limited budget; others can be put down to restrictions of space.

None of the staff now at ArtSway were there when it opened in 1997. They have some different perspectives from those involved in its design and development, and their work embraces new demands and priorities.

Ali Fowler, exhibition and education officer since September 2001, has found that ‘it’s lovely to work in a good building but the more you do the more you experience the shortcomings’. There are problems with the amount of storage available and with the lack of suitable wall space for display. In addition, there are no lockable cupboards. 

While messy work can be done, the floors are not wholly suited to oils, which soak into the flooring. This problem extends into the galleries, adds director Mark Segal, where the flooring is prone to staining by, for example, the chalks used in life drawing sessions. Costs probably limited the ability to ‘clad’ the older walls with more accommodating materials (used in the new build extension). The walls are, therefore, sometimes difficult to use for installations. 
The under floor heating, while superb in giving a ‘clean’ gallery without extraneous fittings space, limits what can be done in installation terms, precluding any fixing to the floor.

Mark considers the building a highly effective visual arts space, beautifully designed and very accommodating to artists practice. However he notes ‘a conflict between the beauty of the material used in the building and the effectiveness with which you can use the galleries. This conflict is apparent in many galleries (both old and new) and will probably always be an issue as perfect solutions require perfect funding.’ 

Jackie Giron and Rachael Williams are two of the artists who work in the studios and are involved in the education work – it is part of the studio contract. They regard it ‘as a lovely space with a nice atmosphere, but just not big enough’. On the plus side, they say, the sink and other facilities are ‘good’. However, the size of the space can make messy work ‘a nightmare’ and they find it difficult to move around when there are more than ten people working in the education studio. 

Nevertheless, a great variety of activities are offered through the education programme, including artist-led workshops, art clubs and holiday sessions, which embrace a range of age groups in the community. ‘It is very much a place for making art, and it is the artists who give us the ideas and contexts for the education work,’ says Mark Segal. For Ali Fowler the real challenges relate not so much to overcoming space limitations as finding out how best to draw in hard-to-reach or excluded groups and individuals. 

Yet, many of the current problems are down to the small size of the building and the tight redevelopment budget. For example, the education studio is used for staff and board meetings. Indeed, the large table located in the studio was originally commissioned as the board table, and the dual use for practical education work has inevitably damaged it. The table is also too big and impractical for the education studio, but there is nowhere else for it to go.  

Some of the art works that were intended for practical use, such as cabinets, have not fulfilled their purpose, being superseded by more commercial display cabinets to generate income through sales of craftwork. A more serious problem has been the original choice of chairs – Conran-designed, expensive, ‘very beautiful but impractical by being heavy and hard to move and stack’. Linda Fredericks says the decision was based on needing furniture that ‘looked very smart, was strong and flexible, and could be used by audiences and for education work – we couldn’t have a lot of horrible plastic chairs’. It is a lesson both in the limits of flexibility, and in the complexities of blending flexibility and quality. 

The key factor in ArtSway’s original success, and in its current challenges, is the way client and architect created a design that was sufficiently compatible with needs, budget and site. While lessons have been learnt, what is of more relevance now is how to answer a series of questions for ArtSway’s future development. For example, how far do you hold to the original design parameters and principles of the architectural design? At what point does quality compromise flexibility? How far can the ability for change be built into a fixed structure?

Some compromises have already been made because of lack of funding to sustain the original quality, principally in fitting out the new media studio. Mark Segal acknowledges a conflict between design and function. He feels a need to be more pragmatic in deciding on how to adapt the building. ‘Architecture can be tricky in that it is a piece of art work that you have to use.’

So what next? Mark Segal wants to build in much more new media activity, because of its growing popularity. But his long-term aim is to increase residency opportunities for artists to engage in production, research, and working with the education programme. Thus the priority for ArtSway now is to expand studio and education space, with much more storage. Education space should be larger, more flexible and modular, able to accommodate more than one activity at a time, says Ali Fowler. Other requirements include more lightweight chairs and tables, and more wet areas. There are debates about glazing over the courtyard to make it more usable in poor weather, and about converting a circular building elsewhere on site housing a disused cess pit into an interactive work space for young people.

The key issue is whether to extend the existing building or go for a separate structure. In retrospect Tony Fretton would have gone with a separate building from the start if the funding had allowed. Linda Fredericks would also now want an expansion to be through a separate education and multi-media building in order to retain the current building’s successful design. The overall site, including the artists’ studios, courtyard and green space with its art works, are compact enough to enable any future architectural design to continue the interaction between work and art spaces.
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