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Space for Art Case Study: Camden Arts Centre

	Cost of project

The total redevelopment cost is £4.02 million of which £2.7 million comes from Arts Council England lottery funds, with the rest being raised from a range of funders.

Timing

2001-3

Dimensions

The current floor space of the whole building is 1406 m2, increasing to 
1651.7 m2 following redevelopment. The current education spaces total 243.68 m2, comprising two studios (74.8 m2 and 68 m2) and a ceramics room (100.88 m2). This will increase to 259.6 m2 and comprise two studios of the same size, the ceramics studio with kiln and glaze room (100.3 m2), and a new research library (16.5 m2). 


Project title

Camden Arts Centre, Camden, London

Participants

Client: Camden Arts Centre – Jenni Lomax (director); Mick Nunn (gallery manager); Oliver Sumner (senior education organiser); Dan Stafford (education and IT technician). Architects: Tony Fretton Architects (Tony Fretton and Jim Mckinney). Artists: muf (Katherine Clarke and Ashley McCormick).

Timescale

In 1992, the Centre carried out a feasibility study on redeveloping the site with funding from the Baring Foundation. However, it was another seven years before the Centre was in a position to apply for, and obtain, lottery funding for its redevelopment. Architects were chosen during 2001. The Centre closed for redevelopment in July 2002 and re-opens in autumn 2003. 

Location 

Camden Arts Centre is located on the corner of Finchley Road and Arkwright Road in the London borough of Camden. The building was constructed in 1898 as the Hampstead public library. It was converted into the Hampstead Arts Centre in 1965, and became the Camden Arts Centre two years later. 

Visitor numbers

The Centre attracts over 60,000 people a year. This is expected to increase by 60% when the building re-opens. The education programme involves around 11,000 people, including children and young people, artists, and local community groups.

Background

Camden Arts Centre offers a contemporary visual arts programme that puts artists, and the making of art, at the centre of all its activities. These include exhibitions, residencies and commissions, combined with an innovative education programme that includes courses, workshops, talks and discussions, and outreach work. 

This programme caters for all age groups from across the diverse range of groups and individuals within the local community and its educational and social institutions.

However, the building had long been inadequate for the programme of work that the Centre wanted to offer and the users it sought to attract. The division and location of the internal spaces created difficulties of access, inhibited activities, and prevented users and staff from realising the full creative potential of the Centre. The objective was to ‘unfold the building’ and make it accessible to all users and potential users, and all the activities that would meet the needs of those users.

The ten-year delay in beginning the project highlights the difficulties that small arts organisations can encounter in raising funds for new construction or refurbishments. Director Jenni Lomax comments: ‘Just getting the money was the most difficult process; it’s a huge burden on a small organisation.’ An additional factor is being able to meet the different eligibility criteria of the various funding agencies. That said, Camden Arts Centre has been very successful in generating income and, indeed, have been complemented by Arts Council England for its effective management of the capital project.
The development process

The brief for the new building was developed from a feasibility study compiled by staff members, the trustees, and a consultant architect. In addition, a series of public meetings and focus groups of artists and the users provided a list of needs and helped to clarify the vision. One imperative was ‘to carry people with us’, and that meant neighbours and conservation groups as well as actual users of the arts centre.

At the heart of the brief was ‘the concept of connectivity’. This, explains Jenni Lomax, ‘came from having spent a long time in the building and knowing what kind of things held back the vision of the programme. There was a hierarchy of space in the building, which historically has not been very open to the public’. This has created barriers to access and to learning for many users and potential users. One very visible example is that the main entrance is via the first floor up a stone staircase. ‘The building did not flag up its function.’ 

The brief was given to architects to respond to in a competitive tender. A long list of architectural firms was reduced to a short-list of three. ‘We wanted architects who would talk with those who use the building, and develop a rapport with staff and the building itself rather than seek to impose an architectural style on the building. It was not that kind of project,’ explains Jenni Lomax. Indeed, being a listed building, there would be limits on how much the exterior could be altered. 

The chosen firm, Tony Fretton Architects, did in fact offer to have discussions with all the staff and with representatives of the users. In addition, the collaborative art and architecture practice muf was brought into the building design team, to ensure that the voices of artists and visitors remained central to the project. muf is doing this through research and the creation of temporary and permanent art works on the site.

The client’s approach

The building design team is led by the architects, plus muf, the project manager, a quantity surveyor, services and structural engineers, contractors, the build monitor from Arts Council England, and the Centre’s director and gallery manager. The Centre’s trustees set up a building group that meets every two weeks, the day after the fortnightly design team meetings. This comprises the trustees’ chair and treasurer, and two trustees who are an artist and architect, plus the Centre’s director, deputy director and head of development.

Jenni Lomax comments: ‘We have a very tight budget, so a number of trustees are very involved. There are lots of regular, mundane but very important meetings to keep things within the strict parameters of the project.’ A key issue is making sure you have all the right meetings at the right time, she adds. This boils down to being there to sign off each stage in the reconstruction as the plans turn into reality.

The rest of the staff are involved through regular large project meetings and ‘constant conversations about all the different issues, especially to go over the drawings we get’, says education and IT technician Dan Stafford. This, adds senior education organiser Oliver Sumner, is ‘one of the advantages of being a small organisation’. At key stages, there are ‘blue skies days’ which, says Sumner, ‘ are often about connecting the detail with the grand plan and making sure everyone’s going in the same direction’. Each meeting, though, has a specific topic to ensure what gallery manager Mick Nunn calls ‘logistical thinking’.

At some point, Mick Nunn continues, the balance tips towards concentrating on fitting out and moving in, with staff working out policies for access, catering, health and safety, and the landscaping of the garden, along with the process of ensuring that the building will work in practice and be compatible with those policies. This creates a fresh momentum within the programme, adds Oliver Sumner. ‘Working with an off-site programme during closure has been a positive and influential experience. It is important to ensure consistency and continuity rather than contrivance as we move back into the building.’

The biggest problems have been financial ones, admits Jenni Lomax. Some decisions have had to be deferred and negotiations re-opened with funders. The architects, she adds, ‘have been very good at coming up with alternatives that were not too much of a compromise and which, in many instances, provided better solutions.’ But the ever-present questions throughout such a project are: Can we do without it? Can we buy it later? The answers must be informed by ‘knowing what is really fundamental and essential not to compromise on – within the terms of the budget of course’. One example, cited by Oliver Sumner, is that the archive or reading room space will now be developed ‘over time’. The disappointment at this delay is partly offset by the fact that the new space was only ‘acquired’ because English Heritage insisted that the original external staircase to the first floor had to remain, even though it was no longer going to be used.  

The architects’ approach

‘You always talk with the director who organises the gathering of views from within the organisation,’ says Tony Fretton. ‘You need that, because it is the director who must always balance interests. A successful project depends on the quality and imagination of the director.’ 

‘Camden is a different kind of arts centre,’ he adds. ‘It originated as a place for art and craft lessons and the art space function came later.’ muf artist Katherine Clarke says: ‘We did a lot of background research on this. Originally there was a struggle between whether it was an exhibition space or a place for making art. Now it is a rare example of how both those things co-exist and inform one another – but being used by quite different constituencies. There are degrees of overlap, but it still manages to sustain both the desire for traditional making, like portrait painting and figure classes, and radical cutting-edge contemporary practice.’

It was obvious that Camden has what Fretton terms, ‘a tremendous social purpose. On the one hand, it is a highly respected international gallery with seriously good shows; on the other, local people from all types of social groups are engaged in making art. What is important is the way they incorporate successfully these various activities.’

The muf research also uncovered a key ingredient of that success. Katherine Clarke explains: ‘Camden Arts Centre is able to allow these different constituencies to co-exist with each thinking that they themselves are the most important element and occupy the primary space. The new design must make each constituency much more visible to the other without shifting that sense of primary and secondary spaces. Each must go on feeling they are more important than the other.’

The next stage was to find out how the building works – and might work better. Lead architect Jim McKinney explains: ‘What you don’t necessarily know as well as the client is what some of the solutions might be, because they have lived with the building and the activities within it. They know the ergonomics of their organisation. We have to decide in what direction they are going in order to draw on their knowledge. It’s a dialogue that goes backwards and forwards; proposals get modified and refined.’

Tony Fretton adds: ‘There are certain things the client hasn’t even thought about, and they say, Wow! – how did you understand that? You look and observe and listen carefully to understand how they use the space already; and you are also intuitive. 

‘There are also moments in any job when the client makes a counter-judgement and you work hard to accommodate it. But you should never reach the stage where the client says, that’s not what I meant. You can’t afford to in any job. That means you haven’t had the right discussions earlier. Very occasionally they might say, we needed another sink. You have to minimise that kind of situation.’

Relocating the main entrance from the first floor to the ground floor provided the opportunity to design a way in that immediately made visible and accessible the various activities on offer – helping also to determine where some of those activities went on, as well as providing a view of the garden at the back of the building. It both opened up the building and connected up the activities. 

Fretton concludes: ‘Arts buildings must be done with a vivid intellectual and artistic engagement, and a particular sense of sociability. Otherwise they won’t work.’

Developing the education spaces

Being an arts centre, education is seen as a vital ingredient, to a greater or lesser extent, in all the activities and spaces. The new visibility within the building will serve to enhance that and bring a greater clarity to what is going on. But the engine for sustaining that ubiquity has to be the quality and rightness of the dedicated education spaces. These comprise two new studios – one for talks, discussions and lectures; the other for work across a range of materials and activities. A ceramics studio will include a kiln and glazing room.

Oliver Sumner explains that ‘accommodating children and families was part of the brief, but some of our requirements could not be fulfilled because of the limits of the building or funding’. So there will be some specific space for school groups to ‘congregate’, child-friendly but not exclusive lavatories, and cleaning up and having lunch will be within the studios themselves. The re-landscaped garden at the back of the arts centre will provide an additional secure area that children and families can inhabit.

Architect Tony Fretton acknowledges that ‘there are obviously constraints on the spaces’ but insists that this doesn’t lessen the need for attention to detail. For example, ‘the children doing ceramics need an apron rack and a mat that will collect clay dust so it doesn’t get all over the place’. He adds: ‘One thing that is good is that children will get a completely different experience. In schools it is to do with discipline and management of children; in arts centres, people are more distant, self-involved and self-regulating.’

The dimensions of the education spaces will not change, but they are designed to possess a greater degree of flexibility, and to have more facilities and equipment that are of better quality and suitability. (Fitting out had still to take place when this case study was compiled.)

Flexibility is a key element of the other spaces as well. ‘There has always been the notion of fluidity of spaces,’ says Jenni Lomax. We are an arts centre rather than a gallery, and we can plan to have a residency or workshop in gallery space, and an exhibition in one of the education studios. The café will not just be a smart place with posh coffee but a social discussion space for talks, films and so on.’

Lessons learned

The general staff view is that it is too early to know what are the main lessons to be learned, but one general comment is that ‘you always need more time than you think’, and includes reining back the increasing desire to get back into the building as soon as possible. This highlights an underlying factor in any such redevelopment – the impact on the staff. This ranges from the ‘emotionally difficult’ process of moving out while the construction work progresses to maintaining the staff members’ self-confidence as they work in what seems a vacuum. 

Oliver Sumner emphasises the need to ‘focus on existing strengths of what you already do and to build on those, rather than feel you have to reject the old ways because of having a new building’. The main element is the stress that interweaves with the excitement of having new and more ideal spaces to work in. ‘You have to give people time to get to grips with the impact of the key events,’ adds Jenni Lomax.

Key factors

The concept of connectivity has been the driving force of this project because all the decisions on design and fitting out refer to it. It is what has enabled the architects to ‘unfold the building’. First, the upstairs and downstairs of the building are now linked together in more accessible and visible ways. Second, the activities that go on – exhibitions, education, creating new work, the garden, even retailing and catering – will have the potential to relate more effectively together. Third, the diverse range of users will have opportunities to see, understand, and participate in what goes on beyond their immediate engagement with the Centre. 

The close and sympathetic relationship between client, architects and artists has been a related factor. This is in terms both of coming up with an original design that takes account of the needs of the Centre and its users, and in being able to respond effectively and positively to the need for change, whether for financial reasons or because something just wasn’t going to work within the context of the vision.

On a more practical level, the decision to maintain a lively education programme beyond the arts centre (plus an artworks programme on and off site) has paid off in terms of invigorating the programmes both now and for the new building, but also for sustaining the relationship with users. This is another example of connectivity, says Oliver Sumner. ‘Running the programme at the same time as the rebuilding connected the project with the work we want to show, and the artists and groups we want to work with.’ 

It was felt that ‘the art audience will come back as soon as you put on your first good exhibition. But what you really need to do is concentrate on maintaining the relationship with schools and the different groups you work with’. 
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