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Space for Art Case Study: Tate Liverpool

	Cost of project

Whole Gallery development: £6.96 million provided by Heritage Lottery Fund, Merseyside Development Corporation, and European Regional Development Fund.

Timing
Phase 2 in 1998

Dimensions
The dimensions of the Education Studio are 145 m2 and it has sufficient capacity for 35 people.


Project title

The Education Studio – Tate Liverpool, Merseyside

Participants

Client: Tate Liverpool – Directors, Lewis Biggs (-1998) and Christoph Grunenberg (2001 to present); Head of Education, Toby Jackson (-1998); Head of Education & Visitor Programmes, Lindsey Fryer (1999 - present).

Architects: dockside warehouse originally designed by Jesse Hartley in 1846; redeveloped for the new Gallery by James Stirling, Michael Wilford & Associates in 1988.

Timescale

Tate Liverpool opened in 1988; ten years later, in 1998, the Education Studio was completed and opened to the public.

Number of visitors

600,000 visitors a year; 37,000 participants in the education programme.

Location 

The Gallery has been developed within the renovated warehouses at the Albert Dock on Liverpool’s river Mersey waterfront. This docks complex was designated as a group of grade 1 listed buildings in 1952, and as a conservation area in 1976. Regeneration of the docks site began after 1981, and includes the Merseyside Maritime Museum as well as Tate Liverpool, which opened in 1988. The Education Studio was part of phase two of the redevelopment in 1998. 

Project brief

To create a ‘raw or warehouse space … as close to the quality of a Gallery as possible’ able to offer multi-purpose and interactive opportunities. The ‘well-wrought’ brief included the requirement to construct a white space ‘eminently flexible for whatever happens in the future, and also [to] try to anticipate some specific future developments’.

Background

Tate Liverpool opened in 1988, but it was not until 1998, in phase two of the Gallery’s development, that the current dedicated educational spaces were opened. 

These spaces comprise an Education Studio and an Educators’ Resource Room on the first floor, adjoining the Gallery’s core display of Modern British Art; plus a group reception room and lunch space on the ground floor (the Wolfson Room), off one of the temporary exhibition spaces. In addition, the education programmes make use of an auditorium, seminar room and adjacent ‘break-out’ concourse space on the fourth floor of the Gallery. The group reception room has sufficient capacity for 35 people, the Education Studio for around 50, and the auditorium for up to 100. However, the education team emphasise that the Gallery as a whole is regarded as a location for educational activities and events. Crucially, the Education Studio, together with a public information room and video view room, are all next to one of the main galleries. This makes the activities of the education programmes more publicly visible.

The Gallery currently caters successfully for a range of individuals and groupings around five programme areas of family, schools and colleges, young people, community, and specialist adult programmes. Each has its own curator. The Gallery puts it this way: ‘Central to the philosophy of Tate Liverpool is a learner-centred, task-based approach that underpins teaching and learning in the Gallery. This approach grows out of a recognition that if modern and contemporary art is to be meaningful to people, it should grow out of real and effective Gallery experiences … therefore knowledge and skills are developed through participation and active rather than passive learning.’

Such an approach requires a range of resources, spaces and facilities, as well as a Gallery staff attuned to the educational needs of their visitors and experienced in providing a worthwhile and enjoyable experience for them. Activities include: professional development courses for teachers, social, health and care workers, prison and probation services, agencies and businesses; drop-in family activities; community group workshops; study days for young people; curriculum-based activities for schoolchildren; student programmes on critical and contextual issues; and an academic programme of talks, lectures and conferences, as well as a range of public talks and courses.

Each type of group is offered a differing menu of activities – in terms of tasks and emphasis between those tasks – depending on what best meets their needs and interests. The common link is the focus on the Gallery as a whole, with the education spaces acting in a supporting or extending, but essential, role.

Today the Tate Liverpool education spaces reflect some of the key challenges facing galleries as educational and interpretative trends change, and new technologies create fresh demands on space, infrastructure and expertise.

The development process

Education was always a core element in the plans to develop and enhance Tate Liverpool. Indeed, it was accepted by the Gallery management that education had a role to ‘research and develop rather than to provide safe programming’. 

The then head of education Toby Jackson explains: ‘Education has a role to push the boundaries and think outside the traditions of education in galleries, in its relationship with community groups and with families and schools. The only issue was the internal one of how many new initiatives can you handle? And that gets back to the flexibility of spaces; because over time you research and develop new ways of learning and you need a space that can accommodate them.’

The original aim was to create a space ‘as close to the quality of a Gallery as possible’. This meant incorporating such elements as ‘a beautiful floor, good strong walls and flexible lighting within the context of an uncluttered, white space’. In addition, the education team were looking for ‘a raw or warehouse space’ that was able to offer multi-purpose and interactive opportunities. They wanted to avoid permanence by ensuring that the structure, facilities, equipment and furnishings all allowed for flexibility in the activities and in learning and artistic approaches that would, or might, be adopted. 

When Tate Liverpool opened, the first space for education had to fulfil several functions. These included an auditorium for conferences and seminars, a studio for workshops and a ‘pick-up and return’ point for activities in the galleries. In phase two of the Gallery’s development, some of these functions were given their own purpose-built spaces. The key principle for designing and equipping what became the Education Studio was, says Toby Jackson, that ‘we didn’t know what its future use would be because programmes would always be developing and the demands on any single space would change over time’. So the ‘well-wrought’ brief to the architects was that the space had to be capable of being turned into a number of different spaces at different times: ‘You need to require the construction of a white space that is eminently flexible for whatever happens in the future, and also try to anticipate some specific future developments.’

The concept of the empty, or white, space raises questions about how best to install storage, equipment and facilities. The solution at Tate Liverpool was ‘fat walls’ – in effect building a secondary wall across the space with ‘hidden’ access doors that do not break up the smooth wall. All the facilities are located behind this wall. The trick is ‘designing multiple access points so that when closed they look like the wall rather than a series of doors’.

Such ambitions demand a successful relationship with the architects and project managers. Discussions should focus not just on the details of the desired space, but also on the educational vision and principles underpinning the physical space. Toby Jackson explains: ‘We talked about the way we work and how we want people to feel when they come into the space; abstract things like the feelings, moods and pleasure of being in a Gallery that need to be transferred to the education space as well. It is as fruitful to talk about these things with the architects as the more practical things, because that can fire up the architects to give you what you want.’ 

Briefing for facilities and equipment was a combination of stating precisely what was wanted in terms of product names and of describing what was needed, then asking the architects to find the right items. It was vital, however, to remain vigilant and to be persistent throughout the whole process to ensure that the space’s multi-purpose potential was not compromised by cost-cutting or oversights.

‘Cost did come into it,’ says Toby Jackson. ‘What happened is typical. You give what you think is a well-wrought brief to the architects. The architects come up with the drawings, which you talk through and modify. But when it comes to building and they are looking for cost-cutting, you have to be very wary that you are not losing out. The second problem comes when it is near completion and something hasn’t been done: they say they will put it on the snagging list, and you have to hound them to ensure it does become part of the snagging process, and is completed. It is important that you feel you have the role to constantly pursue the proper completion of the brief and to discuss issues with the architects and project manager.  I learnt that as we went along. It is just a question of being dogged about it.’

A building budget and a fixtures and fittings budget were allocated in relation to the size and functions of the Education Studio. Early discussions focused on the kind of space required, and this led on to conversations about such practical matters as surfaces, flooring, wall treatments and finishes, doors, furnishings, and lighting. ‘We wanted to go for a more raw space than the galleries. So we were after a hard washable floor rather than a polished, wooden or carpeted floor.’ 

The outcome

As intended, the Education Studio is flexible enough to cater for a wide range of activities and resources, such as a location for displays and exhibitions, meetings, professional development and other workshops, and practical activities that cannot be done in the Gallery itself. One education team member commented on this multiplicity of use thus: ‘It is great as a break-out space; as a space to which to retreat to reflect on the stimuli of the Gallery – what you see and encounter there; as a space for using materials not suited for use in the Gallery; and as a space for people with short attention spans and children with behavioural problems where they can be noisy and fractious.’ 

The expected advantages of the Studio’s location – directly off a main Gallery space and next to two public information and video spaces – have been realised. In addition, the Studio is accessible and usable out of Gallery hours with a separate entrance and its own toilets.

However, there are already limits to the flexibility – some structural, and others more to do with ‘housekeeping’. For example, the single space cannot be divided up for different activities or to enable several break-out groups to go on at the same time. A series of pillars holding up the ceiling further limits what can be done in the Studio. The space also has acoustic problems and mats are often used to reduce echo.

The wet area, with a sink and cleaning equipment, is confined to the sluice room at the back of the Studio, behind the fat wall, but there is still pressure to keep the space tidy because of the requirements of other, ‘clean’ activities. Head of Education & Visitor Programmes, Lindsey Fryer explains: ‘The wet area is totally inadequate as it is really a cleaners’ cupboard. We do need a purpose-built wet area with sinks, drainers, shelving, drying racks and storage. We don’t do a great deal of practical art work at the moment but that may change, and the facilities do need to be adequate anyway.’ For example, on one level the chairs are not foldable or stackable; on another a kitchen area cannot be screened off, thereby compromising the Studio’s display potential.

There is also an issue relating to the number of participants who can be accommodated in the Education Studio. The current limit is 50, which can inhibit the type and scope of activities that can be managed in the space.  

While the Education Studio was originally conceived as a multi-purpose space, and acts as such, the current constraints raise the questions: how much can you fit into a single space? And how far can you identify, and therefore cater for, future developments? One education team member commented: ‘Ideally, we would like two spaces: an art-school type area to do all the messy work that you needn’t worry about, and a more formal area. But we are stuck with the one room that we have to do everything in.’  

And while the education team report that they are able to use the spaces ‘in more diverse ways’, they also identify the two current, and consequential, challenges: how to expand the education spaces further within the Gallery’s structural limitations; and how to adapt those spaces to accommodate new technological developments in education and interpretation – for example, Powerpoint and whiteboards. Lindsey Fryer lists some of the present requirements: ‘We need to be properly set up for presentations, training sessions and discussion groups, with such things as pull-down screens and Internet connection points. We also need to be able to present art work and other displays in an environment which is of a high standard and includes audio-visual potential.’ 
There is also the unrealised potential to provide public access to Tate Liverpool’s internal archive and research facility by establishing a study/media centre. 
The Gallery is currently addressing some of these issues through a Tate-wide audit of education programmes, facilities and resources, as well as drawing on an e-learning group and a digital programmes department. 

Key factors and lessons learned

Both the success of, and the current problems facing, Tate Liverpool relate directly to the original structure of and facilities for the Gallery. This emphasises how important it is for Gallery staff, architects, planners and funders to research and assess two key issues in the decision-making process for designing and equipping new education spaces for:

1. what new technological developments are likely to become increasingly used in education and interpretation; and 

2. how far the design of a new space can allow for future adaptations, to embrace new technological developments and also changing trends in educational and interpretative thinking.

A related issue, and one that can affect the design of, ambitions for and perceptions of education spaces, is allowing for different imperatives within each programme area, and changing interests and philosophies when new curators join the Gallery. For example, introducing new technologies such as Powerpoint, whiteboards, digital video and photo-shop may be more relevant to lecturers, teachers and students than to other groups. A similar dilemma arises with the enthusiasm or otherwise for ‘messy’ activities. The display advantages of having a white-box design often have to be set against the need to incorporate effectively other essential facilities and furniture.

Is it possible to achieve both without ending up with a mutually unsatisfactory compromise? The Tate Liverpool experience suggests that this can be achieved much, but not all, of the time. The pace of change is too great, and thinking ahead can only go so far. Toby Jackson gives an example from his current work with Tate Modern in London: ‘In 2000 we created a small media lab for digital production. Now it is much too small because digital production really took off. So we now have to build a lab three or four times the size, and we can do it because one of our studio spaces is flexible enough for us to divide it up in a different kind of way. That was only two and a half years ago and we didn’t really anticipate it.’

So success relies on a combination of thinking ahead and building-in a level of flexibility to cater for, at least some of, what cannot be foreseen. This means installing into creative spaces the infrastructure for future change, such as ‘trunking’ for electricity, water, phone, broadband, computers – and whatever is the latest in digital technology – so they can be accessed from a variety of different locations. ‘Wire up the whole building so you can put in facilities almost anywhere. Try to avoid anything permanent, but build-in the potential for temporary solutions.’ 
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