PAGE  

Space for Art Case Study: English Martyrs School & VI Form College
	Cost of project

£500,000 (including £20,000 for fitting out: equipment, fittings and furniture)

Timing
September 2000: School gains arts college status (visual arts). October 2000: Work begins on new studio and gallery block. December 2001: Work completed. February 2002: New art block opened by Hartlepool-born dancer Wayne Sleep.
Dimensions

311 m2


Project title

Art studio and exhibition gallery, English Martyrs School & VI Form College – Hartlepool

Participants

Client: English Martyrs School & VI Form College (head of art: Mike Brogan; Headteacher Joseph Hughes). Architects: William C Harvey Ltd, Tyne & Wear.

Location and dimensions

The new art block measures 311 m2 in total, comprising the art studio (97 m2), exhibition gallery (99 m2), and ICT suite (45 m2).

Number of pupils

The school has 1,485 pupils (751 girls and 734 boys). Some 40% of the relevant year group take GCSE art and design and 57% GCSE design and technology (graphic products, textiles, or resistant materials). In 2003, the number of sixth-form students taking ceramics, fine art and/or photography was 85 out of a sixth-form population of 250.

Background

English Martyrs School & VI Form College is a Catholic voluntary-aided comprehensive for 11 to 19 year olds, located in a residential area of Hartlepool, near to other local schools. The School was created in the mid-1970s when two single-sex grammar schools merged with three secondary modern schools to become a mixed comprehensive. They had originally been set up in the 1960s. The merger led to a major refurbishment through the 1980s on the current English Martyrs site, with further upgrading during the 1990s. The existing building which houses the art department originates from this refurbishment period.

The status of being a specialist arts college and the growing popularity of art and design with the students meant that more space was required, and space that was better equipped and specifically designed for art activities. Accommodation for art and design then comprised two large art rooms and a ceramics studio with large kiln. In addition, there was an area for sixth-form work and a small office for the staff.  

The development process

A single architectural firm, embracing the services of design consultancy, quantity and building surveying, took on the main tasks of design, construction and fitting out. The architects had built up a close relationship with the School – and with the diocese owning the land – over the years of refurbishment and new build. They produced detailed design plans plus specifications for equipment, fittings and furnishings. They also listed what aspects of the work would be carried out by nominated sub-contractors, or purchased by the School authority itself, such as chairs, stools, filing cabinets, and teachers’ desks. 

Mike Brogan and his art department colleagues were fully involved in the design and fitting-out processes, attending regular meetings with the architects and the School’s site manager. ‘It was an excellent relationship. We were able to make modifications to proposals throughout the process. The architects fitted in what we wanted, within reason; and brought in samples for us to try out, such as flooring, worktops, and colours.’

The outcome

The new building contains a new art room with a dark room, an ICT suite for art, and a small gallery, successfully planned as a multi-purpose asset for the School and for the local community. From the outside, the new brick-built, flat-roofed building looks well designed and constructed with vivid red doors. One disappointment is the nondescript main entrance to the gallery, which is less inviting than the ‘backdoor’ access across the sculpture courtyard, but there are now plans to place an attractive sign in front of the gallery entrance.
Inside, it is a different matter – bright, airy, and intriguing, and clearly well suited to its various purposes. The new art room has excellent natural and artificial light. There are two good-sized Belfast sinks installed at the correct height. The tables have been specifically designed to accommodate two pupils working with A1 paper. Stools are light and easily stackable. There are plenty of storage racks. While there are many displays of pupils’ work, the inevitable complaint is that there is still not enough space to exhibit the results of a busy and popular art department. A dark room is attached to the art room to cater for the photography. Next door the new ICT suite has 16 personal computers, and this additional space enables all key stage 3 pupils to have experience of digital and video work in art and design lessons. The art studio also has computer points, and the School is fully networked.

However, the gallery is the highlight of this new creative space, both in terms of how it looks and of the thinking behind it. A large pyramid-shaped skylight allows light to stream into the room; there are also three long, narrow windows in one wall. The room can be blacked-out for slide or video displays. Almost every part of the walls can be used for display. Part of the gallery can be partitioned off, using ‘Hufcor’ sliding/pivoting wall panels, to serve as a teaching area, and in which life classes are held. In this area, the wood floor of the gallery changes to flooring that can cope with wet work. 

The gallery can also be used as a performance space embracing music, dance and drama. There is direct access between gallery and art room. The gallery foyer includes further display space, plus toilets. In the small open space between the old and new buildings, the art department has established a sculpture courtyard.

In its first year, the gallery has featured 11 exhibitions of professional artists, local community artists, and pupils. The modest commission from the sale of work is ploughed back into supporting the gallery. The gallery is also used for meetings, lectures, and seminars.

Despite this new development, the old art rooms remain busy and sometimes cramped, especially for the sixth-form students who continue to inhabit an area between the ceramics room and one of the two art rooms. This does not seem to affect the quality of their work or their enthusiasm for it. Future plans include a new sixth-form block, an additional art room in part of the space between the new and old art blocks, and further development of art spaces around the School grounds.

Lessons learned

In practical terms, the main lesson to be applied in future projects is the need to ensure a high level of natural light in all spaces. At the same time, this has to be balanced with providing enough wall space in order to display work effectively and in significant amounts.

Key factors

This project succeeded because of the ‘continuous consultation’ that went on between the art department and the architects. This was linked to an ‘openness with the architects’, who were keen to deliver what was required, listened to what the art staff said, and offered and demonstrated a range of options in terms of design, materials, equipment, and layout. 
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