Space for Art Case Study: Manchester Art Gallery

	Cost of project
£35 million for the redevelopment of the Gallery; £90,675 for building and services for the new Education Suite plus approximately £20,000 for fitting out.

Timing
1998-2002

Dimensions

The Education Suite comprises two studios and a lecture theatre with projection room, offices, reception area and lobby. Each studio is 103 m2; the lecture theatre is 86 m2. The total area of education facilities is 403 m2.


Project title

The Education Suite, Manchester Art Gallery – Manchester 

Participants

Client: Manchester City Council. Architects: Michael Hopkins & Partners (project architect: Jonathan Knight). Manchester Art Gallery: director Virginia Tandy; assistant director Moira Stevenson; head of education Sara Holdsworth; senior curator of formal education Jas Sohel.

Timescale

In 1994 the RIBA architectural competition was held, and won by Michael Hopkins & Partners. A year later, in 1995, the design for a new building and atrium forms the basis of bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund, which in 1997 awards £15 million for the project. In June 1998 the Gallery closes, and in November, redevelopment begins. In May 2002 the Gallery re-opens.

Location 

The Education Suite is situated on the ground floor off a central glazed atrium containing stairs and lifts to the upstairs galleries and the Clore Interactive Gallery.

Number of visitors

There was a target annual figure of 200,000 visitors; in the first year since opening, over 384,000 have visited. In the first 10 months, there were 22,000 educational visits of which 15,000 were school pupils.

Background

Manchester Art Gallery had comprised two buildings on a single site in the city centre beside Chinatown. The redevelopment added a third with a central atrium linking together the three buildings. The two original buildings (Royal Manchester Institution and Athenaeum Club) were designed in 1824 and 1837 by the architect Charles Barry. In 1882, the Institution became the Art Gallery, which extended into the adjacent Athenaeum Club in 1938. 

The new building was to be constructed on next-door land which had been acquired as long ago as 1898.

A RIBA architectural competition in 1994 attracted 120 firms and was won by Michael Hopkins & Partners. Funding was awarded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and Manchester City Council, plus additional sponsorship and grants, including the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). 

The mission of the Manchester City art galleries as a whole is to ‘become central to the creative and cultural life of Manchester by engaging with people through art’. Education was therefore central to the development of the new gallery.

The project brief

The education programme required two types of space: classrooms and support areas, including staff rooms and reception facilities; and a film and slide lecture theatre. The classrooms should be designed to offer a studio environment rather than reflect the normal school classroom, and include projection equipment, interactive multimedia, moveable tables and chairs, and the capacity to encourage creativity. Underpinning this approach is the belief that gallery education is informal and aimed mainly at changing attitudes, arousing interest and encouraging artistic activity rather than transmitting cognitive data.

The spaces should be flexible and able to offer a range of diverse activities. Walls should have ample hanging space for displaying work. The classrooms (to be called studios) should accommodate messy workshops, dry art work, handling objects and costumes. They should have hot and cold water for art classes; sinks and easy-to-clean surfaces, excellent natural light and effective electric lighting; safe and lockable storage for materials, and works of art; a carpeted area for floor sitting (especially young children); black-out capability; desk microphone and induction loop system.

The capacity of each studio should be up to 35 Primary schoolchildren plus five adults; around 20 Secondary pupils working (90 seated); and drop-in family events for about 50 people.

The lecture theatre should be adjacent to the education studios and be a multi-purpose room, designed and equipped to be a rentable space for corporate hospitality and other commercial events. Requirements include seating for up to 120 people, a flat floor with moveable chairs, a portable stage and risers with chair store nearby; projection and sound facilities with speech reinforcement system; black-out capability; and equipment for presentations involving music, dance and drama.

Support spaces should comprise a separate entrance; educators’ workroom and meetings room, with provision for slide and book library; offices with reception point; and cloak and lunch areas for school parties. 

Toilets should be adjacent but not exclusively for school party use. It was also hoped to have a dedicated, separate entrance for drop-off and pick-up of school parties.

Early thinking was that education would have three studios, specifically designed for art and design students, for Primary-aged children, and for early-years children. However, this was amended when it was decided to locate the lecture theatre in the third studio space.

The education team also provided a detailed brief for fitting out the two studios. The general brief was that the fit-out should reflect use by a variety of age groups, from early years to older people; for diverse sessions, such as daily school and after-school activities, public and family events, and teacher training; and for such activities as drawing, painting, 3D work, dance, drama, discussion, storytelling, and playing. While both would be flexible enough to cater for all the activities, each would have a main purpose: one for messier work, the other for audio-visual work.

The development process

The key elements in the development process are that it was a major redevelopment of a national and international gallery; that the city council rather than the Gallery was the client; and that the client used world-renowned, or ‘signature’, architects. On the one hand, was the design team comprising architects, conservation architects, engineers, cost consultants, and construction managers for building works; on the other, the project management team from the city council and the Gallery’s senior management. A further complicating factor was that a lot of the work, especially internally, was carried out by smaller-scale companies through 56 tendered packages. This made it difficult for Gallery staff to keep track of the process and, where necessary, intervene. 

Jas Sohel, senior curator of formal education, has been with the Gallery since 1994. She explains that at first it was ‘very much dreamtime, recalling the best of what I had experienced in other venues’. There were few preconceived ideas and everything was a blank canvas. Education staff were consulted about the location and design of the education spaces, but their contact was much more with the Gallery’s senior management than with the architects or the city council. They did have a much closer involvement with the fit-out of the spaces – a process led by the Gallery’s project manager, since 1998 assistant director Moira Stevenson, who discussed the development of the education suite with the education staff, and negotiated – and sometimes argued – with the architects and engineers.

The outcome

Despite receiving the second largest grant awarded by the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Gallery’s aspirations for the site had to be pared down, including those for the Education Suite. The plans were reviewed both from an operational and financial point of view. 

Ironically, education benefited from this by being relocated from its original proposed position on the top floor to the more attractive site on the ground floor. This more than made up for the reduced space thereby allocated to education, which was determined by the ‘footprint’ of a more inflexible location.

The brief for education space had to be fitted within the architects’ wish to divide the space into equal cubes. ‘They like it to be symmetrical, and to have an architectural logic across the whole building,’ explains head of education Sara Holdsworth. This inevitably compromised the numbers which studios and lecture theatre can accommodate. ‘We wanted the studios to be big enough for a class of up to 35 plus five or six adults, able to work on a big scale – which we got. But we wanted the lecture theatre to seat a hundred, with 160 as the optimum size for some activities and corporate events. It only caters for 80 to 90, and that does restrict.’ The choices had come down to a larger theatre but just one studio, or one studio, a lunchroom and office. 

The Education Suite consequently occupies a prime position off the dramatic glazed atrium which acts as the main circulation area linking the galleries and other facilities across the three buildings. The best things, according to assistant director Moira Stevenson, are ‘space, light, airy’. She adds: ‘Given what we had before, it is heaps better; it’s luxury, and all that new furniture and equipment!’ 

‘There are not many things wrong with it,’ adds head of education Sara Holdsworth. But some of what is wrong has often led to practical problems. Gallery staff feel that some of these problems occurred because the architects or contractors did not appreciate the practical issues on which the education brief was based, or did not take proper account of greater expertise in this specialist area of designing and fitting out spaces.

First, and perhaps inevitably, the sinks caused considerable difficulties. They had to be installed with specially sealed plumbing to reduce the risk of accidental flooding as they are located above a picture store. The architects designed the units in advance of detailed specifications from the education team, and insisted that the sinks were flush with the adjoining storage cupboards. This reduced their size and depth. Despite continued argument, the education studios have ended up with fewer sinks than they need, and ones that are almost smaller than domestic sinks. ‘We said from the beginning that they were too small.’ In addition, the taps were wrong. The Gallery wanted swan-neck taps to get buckets under, but were given domestic taps. They did manage to have a kick recess added. The conclusion was that ‘the architects thought purely aesthetically rather than functionally about the sinks’.

Apart from the sinks, the other taxing issue both within the Gallery and between Gallery and architects concerned a dedicated space where school parties could have lunch. Although several options were explored, the dilemma could not be resolved without compromising another fundamental aspect of the Education Suite. 

Sara Holdsworth explains: ‘In the end, the only space identified was the corridor space between the two studios. I realised that wouldn’t work either. So we decided to wait and see what the demand would be from schools when we re-opened.’ Although views differ within the Gallery about the detrimental impact of this decision, the jury is still out. While some schools do complain about the lack of lunch space, their biggest complaint is that they cannot take photographs of the art in the Gallery.

The acoustics in the education studios are not good because of the concrete vaulted ceiling. No detailed acoustic brief was given for the education space. (It was for the galleries.) ‘Had the acoustic engineers considered it in advance, we could have used acoustic absorbing wall covering, such as pin board.’

Education staff cite one of the best features as the excellent natural light from the large windows, which ‘connect’ the studios to the Chinatown streets outside. The only downside is that security dictates that the windows cannot be opened. The result is that doors tend to be propped open for fresh air and ventilation, despite the air conditioning. The ‘second best’ is the amount of space. ‘The studios are lovely and big and it means you can work on the floor and on the walls. There is enough room to clear the tables and stack them and go to work on a bigger scale. Those are the things we haven’t had before and are now seen as absolutely crucial.’

One aspiration is for a dedicated IT suite. The infrastructure is there for future changes, but the dilemma is when to install equipment so it does not date quickly and the Gallery stays ahead of what schools possess. This is an area where specialist advice is essential. 

An initial difficulty has been balancing corporate entertainment with educational activities in the Education Suite. This seems like a consequence of success. Sara Holdsworth says: ‘We are very dependent on income generation from selling the space. The arrangement is that the lecture room belongs to marketing: that is good, in that we would otherwise under-use that space. But what we didn’t realise before we opened was that to meet demands for corporate entertainment, you need space for tea, coffee and lunch nearby. When we first opened it made it very difficult to keep education and corporate activities apart. We are now better at organising who does what but we have yet to work out how to sell space to get money back without reducing the amount of education activity. We are exceeding our target for income-generation by four or five times- but that money pays for essential services.’

The Gallery is located in a confined, city centre site with both listed building and planning restrictions – in such circumstance, hard decisions and compromises are inevitable. ‘Some issues were not soluble and we knew about that in advance,’ says Sara Holdsworth. For example, storage remains a problem, but for the whole Gallery rather than just education. Only a fraction of storage is located in the Gallery, which has four storage sites elsewhere in the city. 

‘You never have enough space; but we don’t like the untidiness of lots of stuff not in cupboards. A lot of big things don’t fit into the available storage. The things we had when the space was being designed do fit, but those acquired since do not, particularly big things. We realise now how much the available storage space limits what we can do. That applies to big handling things and to IT and AV equipment, because you can’t have lots of monitors around the place. So there is a tension there; we hadn’t realised there was so little storage space in the Gallery as a whole. But it was something we couldn’t have done anything about, and so we would probably have made the same decisions. But it is more of a factor than we had anticipated.’ The office space is ‘not bad but not ideal’. There is still not enough room to have all staff in the same location, partly since more staff have been appointed than were originally in the architect’s brief. 

Another issue between architects and education staff was laying a square carpeted area in one of the studios so young children could sit and work on the floor. The architects also suggested a self-standing projection screen with coat hooks on the other side across part of the front of each studio. The Gallery was concerned that this would cut into the large space of the studio and also give children something to hide behind. So Sara and Moira devised their own scheme. The architects didn’t want what they thought was an untidy solution, and so the Gallery held off the change until the architects had taken their photographs of the ‘completed’ building.

Moira Stevenson points out: ‘We had much greater control in the fit-out where we were able to specify and acquire directly furniture and equipment, such as tables and chairs, and plan chests; and to make our own changes, such as relocating shelving and cupboards.’ Originally, the architect’s drawings indicated circular tables that were not stackable. The Gallery got that changed. ‘They didn’t understand that we wanted the space to be as flexible as possible.’ Other things that had to be sorted out were lack of central gangways and unrealistic chair-spacing, plus no bag storage for children. 

Other issues were the lack of pin board on the walls (a cost-cut driven by budget), poor ventilation and temperature controls, no window or spy hole in the studios’ doors to see what is happening without opening the doors, and the difficult access into the projector room in the lecture theatre – ‘the least comfortable architectural solution in the whole building’. It was not possible to have exclusive toilets, but those that were installed are not child-friendly, being the wrong height and with awkward flushing mechanisms, which have now been changed.

Jas Sohel concludes: ‘We wanted to get away from the classroom atmosphere and give the feel of an artists’ studio or working in a purpose-designed art space. We wanted children to feel that they were somewhere special and that being creative was important. We feel that has been achieved.’

Lessons learned

Trust your own instincts. Moira Stevenson explains: ‘If you think it is not going to work, the chances are it probably won’t. Go with your gut instinct and your own practical experience of having done something before. Get a lot of the thinking done in advance. Be clear what you want to do in a space. For example, on the sink issue, we lost because I didn’t put my foot down hard enough. The architects kept saying it would be big enough. I had more confidence in their judgment at that stage in the project than I did by the end, particularly after things don’t turn up on site in the form that you had agreed in the meeting.’

Find ways for gallery staff to work effectively with plans and elevations. ‘A lot of our staff are visually literate but still find it hard to appreciate all the nuances of a plan and its implications for life-size or in 3D form. We had models made to help staff, although it didn’t solve all the problems of course. Sorting out measurements can take up a lot of time.’

Changing personnel during the time of the project can mean a changing brief as new people tend to have different ideas and demands. Establish, and hold to, a consistent view.

Make sure you know everyone’s timescales. 

Source your own furniture. ‘It isn’t difficult; just trawl suppliers and manufacturers.’

Fire regulations affect where things go, with for example the location of fire doors.

There will always be teething problems, most of which can be sorted out.

There will always be ‘trade-offs’– decide on the ones that you know you can live with.

Key factors

One crucial factor, explains Moira Stevenson, was that ‘we weren’t the client for the building; the city council special projects team was’. So there was no direct control of the budget. Things were already a long way down the road when she and current director Virginia Tandy joined the Gallery during 1998. ‘We were able to make some changes but, at that stage, there was always pressure not to do so. The progress of the construction and way the construction trade itself works also influence what you can do because of the high cost of making changes. We also needed to meet the requirements of the HLF grant.’

The project architect Jonathan Knight saw one of his roles to be ‘keeping everyone on track with what the client had signed up for’. This, of course, is what an architect has to deliver and within the available budget. It is one of the most likely sources of misunderstanding between client and architect, exacerbated by the different areas and levels of expertise that each possesses. ‘It is easy to become unpopular.’

He finds that education spaces in galleries are ‘relatively simple to design’ because the demands are straightforward. But as cited above, there were certainly problems, disagreements and misunderstandings that were not all resolved. For him, he recalls, these turned out to be identifying suitable spaces for a lunch area for school parties, for offices for education staff, and for toilets for the exclusive use of the Education Suite; plus more mundane but equally important issues about agreeing the location, types and materials for screens, lockers, coat hooks, magnetic boards, furniture, and blackout facilities. Another issue arose over whether the Gallery, and the Education Suite in particular, could have direct access from the surrounding Chinatown district, or at least give it some positive acknowledgment. The result was no direct access but a clear presence through the large windows in the suite.

The key factor, in terms both of benefits and disadvantages, was the relationship between Gallery staff and architects, and the ability of the staff to know what they wanted and to stick to their guns wherever possible. Linked to that was having the confidence of their own expertise and also knowing when to pursue an issue and when to defer. In other words, know your priorities. 
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