Space for Art Case Study: Millfield School

	Cost of project
Approximately £2.6 million

Timing
1989-1992

Dimensions
2000 m2


Project title

The C.R.M.A. Fine Arts Centre, Millfield School – Street, Somerset (the Centre is named after the initials of the former Principal of Millfield, Colin Atkinson)

Participants

Client: Millfield School (Principal, Colin Atkinson and Head of Art & Design, Len Green). Architects: Jeremy and Caroline Gould. Funder: Millfield School.

Timescale 

Len Green took the job as Millfield’s Head of Art & Design in 1984. In 1988, the Principal agreed the outline project brief. The Arts programme was launched in 1989 and the Centre opened in 1992.

Location and dimensions 

The C.R.M.A. Fine Arts Centre is a stand-alone building, located within the 100-acre campus of Millfield School – an independent, co-educational secondary school. The Centre measures a total of 2000 m2 and houses the following: a suite of three purpose-built studios equipped for drawing and painting (measuring 9 m x 8 m); one purpose-built printmaking room (measuring 9 m x 8 m); two 3D and sculpture studios, one for clay and one for plaster, each with a kiln (measuring 9 m x 8 m); a photographic darkroom (accommodating 12 pupils); an ICT suite (accommodating 12 pupils); a reference library and the Atkinson Gallery (measuring 25 m x 20 m).

Number of pupils: 1200 in total

Summary of the project brief
An extensive new building, north-facing with maximum natural light, on the site of the existing ‘art huts’ – incorporating six studios, each with a minimum of two sinks; a foyer display area; storage space for art resources in or off each studio, as well as in the foyer; storage space for pupils’ belongings in the entrance to each studio; a darkroom; an ICT suite; administration offices; a state-of-the-art gallery for use by Millfield students and for national exhibitions.

Background

When Len Green arrived at Millfield in 1984, all art activities took place in wooden huts. Facilities were very limited and there was no space for the display of finished work. Len’s background was as a practising artist and lecturer in Fine Art.

Over the next few years, Len worked to encourage creativity amongst the pupils and to raise the profile of the subject within the School. At this point he approached the then Principal, Colin Atkinson, to ask for a new, designated art building. The Principal agreed and requested a detailed brief. Len and his staff prepared a wish-list which, to their surprise, the Principal agreed in full! 

Funding was available as required, and Len was even free to choose the architect. Len knew that he did not want a school architect; the art space he wanted was not like anything currently available in schools. He wanted architects with flair who would embrace his vision of a creative art-making and display space. The architects who had designed Millfield’s new library were eventually selected for the work, on the grounds that the library building was a successful open-plan space and the architects were already familiar with the School and its ethos.

The development process

The Art department staff and architects worked closely together on the detail of each studio space, specifying sink-size and technical equipment based on usage, e.g. kilns for 3D studios. The photographic darkroom was designed by the staff and purpose-built to their specification.

The Centre was envisaged as the focal point of an Arts programme, launched in 1989, to benefit the School and wider community. This programme includes an annual artist-in-residence project in which an artist works in the School grounds and is commissioned to produce a piece of public art for incorporation into the Millfield Sculpture Park.

The Millfield Art & Design department also includes craft, design and technology. The current facilities in these subjects are antiquated and cramped, but the situation is about to improve with the conversion of Millfield’s old dining hall into a new block. As with the Fine Arts Centre, each member of the CDT staff has been asked to specify their requirements; these in turn have become the brief for the project. The new CDT block should be in use from September 2004.

The outcome

The Fine Arts Centre is a spacious, light building painted white throughout and full of art and the evidence of art-making and exploration. It looks and feels more like an ‘Art School’ than a school-based art space; the Atkinson Gallery has the look and feel of a professional space. 

The design of the building ensures that art work (in process and in finished form) is highly visible through the glass walls of the studios. All the studios are located on the north-facing side of the building and share a glass wall that looks out onto a public road. The Gallery is located on the south side of the block and feels central to the work of the Centre as a whole – being both visible and accessible from the main entrance; the ICT suite and offices are internal spaces, looking into the Gallery.

The only significant difficulties of the space are the lack of storage and lack of air-conditioning. The storage issue will be resolved with the development of the new CDT block and is due, mostly, to the growth in popularity of the subject rather than to initial poor provision. This raises the important question: how much can any design for a creative space allow for future developments in that subject, both in terms of increased participation and of technological change? 
Air-conditioning was requested by Len Green, but the architects told him that it would not be necessary. The lack of air-conditioning is a perennial problem, particularly in the studios where one whole wall is glass. 

After ten years, the space still looks new. This is evidence of the quality of the initial design and fittings, and of good maintenance. The studios are busy places, well stocked with equipment and art resources; the spaces are used intensively during the school day, and can also be used after school hours for individual work. 

The Centre has proved a great success both as a working space and as an exhibition space. The work of Millfield students is displayed in the Atkinson Gallery during three months of the year; for the other nine, the Gallery houses a range of shows – from the annual Ida Branson Memorial Bequest exhibition of work by MA postgraduates from the Royal College of Art, Slade, Winchester and Glasgow, to national exhibitions such as that of the work of sculptor Sir Anthony Caro.

The Arts programme is thriving, and includes regular visits to galleries in the UK and beyond (Yorkshire and New York in Spring term 2003!). Provision includes:

· all Year 9 pupils (aged 13) offered an ‘Art Taster’ course

· means-tested Art Scholarships available at 13+ and 16+ (Art Scholars meet twice a week after-hours for extra tuition)

· at GCSE, students choose from Fine Art (drawing and painting) or ‘The Unendorsed Course’ (3D, printmaking and photography)

· at ‘A’ Level, the options are Fine Art, Photography or a two-year Advanced Vocational Art & Design course equivalent to two ‘A’ Levels and offering direct entry to degree-level courses at University

Lessons learned

Key practical lessons learned are that you can never have enough storage, and that buildings with glass walls/ceilings will always need air-conditioning – whatever the architect says!

Key factors

Money is obviously key to the success of the creative spaces at Millfield. How few art educationalists, in any field, can make a wish-list and find that everything they ask for can be provided? Clarity of vision and determination are also important factors. Len Green approached the brief for the new Centre from the perspective of a practising artist and with the aim of raising the status of art-making and exploration within the School.

The visual arts are now popular subjects with Millfield students – in fact, the problem of storage is partly due to the fact that more and more pupils are taking Art & Design courses, requiring more resources and creating more art works. 
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