Space for Art Case Study: The New Art Gallery, Walsall 

	Cost of project

Total building cost: £21 million, funded by £15.75 million from the National Lottery, with match funding from City Challenge Funds and the European Regional Development Fund. There are no specific figures for the design, construction and fit-out of individual creative spaces except for the discovery gallery, which cost £170,000 (design £10,000 and construction £160,000).

Timing

1997-2000

Dimensions

The discovery gallery: 9.8 x 12.9 m2; mezzanine-level activity room: 9.8 x 
5.3 m2; first-floor activity room: 7 x 5.6 m2 ; library: 6.3 x 25.4 m2 


Project title

The New Art Gallery, Walsall

Participants

Client: Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council. Architects: Adam Caruso and Peter St John (Caruso St John). Designers for Discovery Gallery: Ben Kelly Design.

The architects were responsible for the total design and fit-out of the building, apart from the design of exhibits for the discovery gallery. 

Timescale

The public consultation programme began in October 1995, and in December of the same year, Caruso St John were appointed as architects. In October 1996 the Lottery grant was announced, and construction of the Gallery commenced 

in January of the following year. The new Gallery opened in February 2000. 

Location 

Although the whole of the Gallery building was conceived of as a space for education, there are three areas with a dedicated education function:

· The discovery gallery is located on the ground floor, the entrance clearly visible on entering the building

· The mezzanine-level activity room is situated up a short flight of stairs from the foyer, next to the library. This has a large low window which enables activity to be visible to other visitors, and which acts as a frame for displays

· The first-floor activity room is situated opposite the entrance to the Garman Ryan collection. It adjoins the artists-in-residence studio, and is next to a disabled access toilet. This space is also fronted by a glass door and a large, low window providing visual access in and out of the space

The library is on the mezzanine level, between the first and second floors, visible on entering the building and up a short flight of stairs from the foyer.

Summary of brief 

The brief for the Gallery building as a whole specified that it should:

· be a model of accessibility, to increase access to and participation in the arts for the whole community

· have flexible spaces for the display of historic, modern and contemporary art and facilities for education and interpretation

Right from the start, the brief included a gallery for children, ample ‘messy’ activity spaces and a separate library. 

Background 

Walsall ranks among one of the poorest local authority districts in Britain in the index of deprivation compiled by the government. The town’s art gallery had, since 1892, occupied a small space above the Central Library. Space was confined, décor was tatty, and there was limited access, particularly for those with mobility problems.

Nonetheless, the gallery’s director Peter Jenkinson had established a team committed to innovation in curation, access and education. This was seen in ‘Start’, the UK’s first interactive exhibition for 3-5 year olds, which paved the way for the decision that a children’s gallery should be integral to any new gallery project.

During the late 20th century there had been at least two failed attempts to build a new gallery to house the Garman Ryan collection which was donated to Walsall in 1973 by Kathleen Garman, the second wife of Jacob Epstein. The collection includes many works by Epstein, as well as others by Monet, Van Goch, Renoir and Turner. Under the directorship of Peter Jenkinson, and with the emergence of funding possibilities from the ‘City Challenge’ and ‘European Regional Development funds, the New Art Gallery project began to take shape. 

The project was premised on the belief that residents of the town should have access to the best in art, architecture and education. Peter Jenkinson, supported by a few key councillors, pursued the notion that Walsall should not continue to be treated as a ‘fish and chip town that would always have fish and chip solutions’
. 

The mission for the New Art Gallery therefore states that:

The New Art Gallery Walsall exists to provide all the people of Walsall with a cultural and educational service of the very highest quality, and to act as a focus for civic pride and community identity. 

Its artistic programming, the presentation and development of its collections, and its access and interpretation strategies propose a model of how art galleries can contribute meaningfully to 21st-century life and culture. 

As an art gallery of outstanding excellence it seeks to disseminate its work as widely as possible, thus drawing national and international attention to Walsall and its achievements. 

The development process 

From 1995 onwards, an intensive consultation programme took place with residents of Walsall. The aim of the consultation was to reveal people’s views on the proposed gallery, as well as on a range of practical issues, such as the type of facilities visitors would consider important. Activity areas for children were identified as a key priority.

Six schools in Walsall were involved in the important process of consultation with children and young people. Based on a visit to the old gallery, children were asked for their views on what a new gallery should include. Responses included identifying the need for ‘a messy room to do activities, a place to show their own work and computers to learn about art’
. Two artists led a workshop, which also helped to develop pupils’ ideas. Some children created models of the gallery, while others invented activities to do in the building.

At the same time, an international competition identified the partnership Caruso St John as the chosen architects for the project.

The results of the consultation fed in to the design process, and designs for the building were only finalised once this consultation process had been completed. The top-down commitment to education and access meant that the number and location of spaces dedicated to education activity were never an issue.  

A Lottery grant of £15.75 million was announced in October 1996, and construction work began in January 1997. 

Staff formed teams to oversee and make decisions on the design and fit-out of key spaces in the building. A key team worked on the discovery gallery. Others also came together to manage the design and fit-out of the activity spaces and the library. These teams rarely dealt directly with the architects, primarily because they were based in London. Instead, recommendations were funnelled into the design process through Director, Peter Jenkinson. 
The final specifications for fittings were decided by the architects, on the grounds that this would ensure a seamless visual relationship between architecture and fit-out, and a coherent aesthetic throughout the building. 

The outcome

The New Art Gallery Walsall has received huge public acclaim. This often praises the successful marrying of a determinedly aesthetic philosophy with a real concern to welcome and engage with local residents. 

The location, number and dimensions of the discovery gallery and activity spaces work well, and all the more so because of the large low windows that enable activity, children and mess to be publicly visible as a key part of the Gallery programme.  

Claire Witcomb, an artist who works regularly at the Gallery with many different groups, gives her views on the successes of the spaces: ‘It’s certainly a great space. It feels very welcoming and even the materials used are people-friendly. Consequently the spaces are very personal. Take for example the wood-lined gallery; this has its own feeling, as many of the spaces do, including some that are really intimate and others that are very vast and open.’

Yet even so, these spaces are not without their problems, which testify to unresolved tensions between aesthetics and practicalities. A good example is the sinks. The specification agreed by the teams overseeing the activity rooms was for large sinks with ample draining surfaces. However, aesthetics determined that the sinks should be housed in cupboards, to enable the spaces to look clean and minimal for events such as talks and meetings. Consequently those that were fitted are far too small, lack adequate draining facilities, and are too narrow to store larger sizes of paper. Moreover, despite the specification that there should be dedicated cleaners’ cupboards on each floor, the capacity of the activity room cupboards to store art materials and children’s work has been squeezed by the storage of Hoovers and buffing machines. 

Lessons learned

A long period of development was fundamental to the success of the project, as it allowed two key processes to take place:

· long-term development of the ideas contained in the discovery gallery – from the first pilot small-scale exhibition ‘Start’ – which provided time for rigorous observation and evaluation

· wide-ranging consultation, which fed into decisions made about the final design of the building

The overall top-down commitment to education was effective in ensuring that due consideration was given to the size, location and visibility of activity spaces within the project.

On the other hand, the Walsall experience also aptly demonstrates that the devil is in the detail. It is often only the end-user who has the motivation to spend time on the fiddly and perhaps mundane detail of ensuring that specifications for the detailed fit-out genuinely meet the needs of users. Yet it is not always possible for this concern for detail to filter through to those who make the final decisions.

There are several lessons to be learned from the experience. In the words of Gallery staff looking back on the experience, ‘you need lots of people to really keep on top of what’s going on with sourcing and procuring fittings’.

The number of staff needed at the early stages in a project, and indeed once the project is up and running, may well be different from the number needed to carry out the detailed job of researching, specifying and taking an active role in the procurement of fittings. 

Time is needed for these end-users to be given direct contact with architects and designers. The director can, by example, establish with architects and designers that practical concerns have a status and are an important element of the project brief. Additionally, architects and designers should be prepared to show Gallery staff illustrations of proposed fittings for feedback and be prepared to make compromises.

Gallery staff should have confidence in themselves as having equal expertise to architects, and architects should concede that there are aspects of their task that they cannot expect to be experts on.

In terms of management of the space, an important consideration is that activity spaces demand technical back-up. Often, technicians see their priority as lying with the galleries and art works, rather than the demands of preparing and maintaining education materials and equipment. A true measure of the Gallery’s commitment to education can be seen in the allocation of technical time to servicing the ‘creative spaces’ in the building. 

There is a huge and often contradictory demand on architects to be both ‘creative visionaries’ and ‘practical providers’. It is important to acknowledge that it is rarely possible to blend these two seamlessly, and honest discussions should be used to ascertain where along the continuum a project brief should sit.

Key factors

At a practical level, the key factors that make the individual creative spaces at the New Art Gallery Walsall a success are:

· the location of the spaces; being central, visible and located throughout the building

· the large windows that allow activity to be seen by visitors

· a minimal approach to décor, that gives the sense of ‘something waiting to happen’ and allows each group to make the space their own

· wall and window space for the display of completed work and work in progress

· spaces that are big enough for activities yet small enough for intimacy 

The director and staff’s commitment to education and access have been crucial factors. This is visible in the location, number and visibility of the ‘creative spaces’ and also in the integration of interactive educational activities in the galleries themselves. It has also been borne out in staff appointments. These have established a team with a shared philosophy and a concern for effective approaches to visitor enjoyment, education and access. 
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