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Space for Art Case Study: Whitechapel

	Cost of project

Current estimate of £8million. Funding bids being developed for Heritage Lottery Fund, Arts Council England, European Union, private trusts and foundations, plus endowments.

Timing
2006-7

Dimensions
The next-door library building will add a further 1510 m2 to the Gallery’s space.


Project title

The Whitechapel Project – Whitechapel, London’s East End

Participants

Client: Whitechapel Art Gallery – Iwona Blazwick (director); Alison Digance (head of operations & administration, and project manager for the Whitechapel Project); Loveday Shewell (project consultant). Architects: to be chosen by competition.

Timescale

In 1996 the idea was developed to take over the building next door to the existing Gallery, housing a public library due for closure. A contract to buy the building from Tower Hamlets borough council was signed in 2001, and a deposit handed over; the project is currently in the feasibility stage. The library is due for closure in 2005, when Whitechapel will start the redevelopment; completion and re-opening are scheduled for 2006.

Location 

Whitechapel Art Gallery is situated in the Whitechapel High Street next to Aldgate East tube station in London. The whole building is 2245 m2, including two galleries (340 m2 and 310 m2), a lecture theatre (85 m2) and an education room (65 m2) on the second floor. The next-door library building will add a further 1510 m2 to the Gallery’s space. Being a listed building, there can be no radical change to the external structure. The internal division of the building has yet to be decided, although education space will be a major element in the extended Gallery.

Number of visitors

In 2002-3, six exhibitions attracted 163,000 visitors; 1600 pupils attended workshops; adult workshops and other activities attracted a further 4700. 

Project objectives

· Situate the Whitechapel as a cultural hub

· Present a broad and innovative range of programmes enabling increased access to modern and contemporary art

· Be sustainable for the next hundred years

· Offer artists the opportunity to create new work in a unique setting in the context of masterpieces from the past

· Celebrate the cultural and architectural heritage of the Gallery and former Whitechapel Library

· Contribute to the economic, social and cultural regeneration of east London

Background

For over a hundred years, the Whitechapel Art Gallery has been a major influential presence in the visual arts world. Its national and international reputation is underpinned and enhanced by the close relationship with its local communities in the East End. This link has helped both to drive and enrich a wide-ranging and innovative education programme.

In recent years, however, the Gallery’s ambitions for its exhibition and education programmes have been increasingly inhibited by lack of space. Despite the excellence of its work, education staff have never had the advantage of dedicated education space. The current education studio used to be a workshop, and has inadequate facilities, too little usable space, and high windows that affect the natural light coming into the studio, preventing a view out to the cityscape and community life within which the Gallery is located.

The one room that comprises the current education space can accommodate only half a class at a time, some 15 children. This means workshops must be held twice when a school visits, which is unsatisfactory for both schools and Gallery.

The development process

The Whitechapel knew some seven years ago that Tower Hamlets council was rethinking the strategy for its local libraries. An innovative series of Ideas Stores would replace the traditional public library – which meant the next-door building would become vacant. This opened the way for the Whitechapel to involve the library in its intended expansion plans.   Over this period, several options were discussed and an initial feasibility study carried out by a firm of architects.

During 2001, a new director, Iwona Blazwick, was appointed, and the contract with Tower Hamlets council was signed to purchase the library building. These events led to a review of the work and thinking done so far.

Establishing the framework for debate and decision

The Whitechapel knew that such a project requires a clear and robust framework for discussion and decision-making that embraces trustees, senior management, the rest of the staff, relevant external expertise, and users of the Gallery. The latter is being achieved through individual representation among the trustees, consultants, and public meetings and focus groups.

The trustees, who include artists and architects, established a project steering committee comprising two trustees (including the chairman), plus experts from a range of fields, such as visual arts, architecture, public funding and development, access, education, and retail & catering. This committee meets every three months and reports to the full Trust which makes all final decisions.

In turn, there is a project team with an administrator and consultant (both external), plus an internal team of director, head of operations and administration, and head of development and communication.

This project team meets every two weeks, and reports to, and attends, the trustees’ project steering committee. The project team is driven by the consultant Loveday Shewell, who maps out the tasks, makes sure the team deals with all essential issues, keeps the team to the necessary deadlines, and ensures that it remains a priority for the Gallery rather than being swamped by the everyday work of the organisation. She does all this alongside head of operations & project manager Alison Digance, who explains: ‘There has to be someone of sufficient seniority within the organisation who knows how each department works and how it can be integrated into the process at the right time.’  

The fortnightly meetings are ‘very focused with a set agenda’. With so much to be discussed, there is a series of organisational templates to streamline activities, and an option for staff to come and go through the often day-long sessions. This ensures that the right people are there for their particular concerns; are sufficiently focused without worrying about the ordinary daily business of the Gallery going on outside the door; and that no-one gets bored. Loveday Shewell and Alison Digance are present throughout. A crucial part of the process is to ensure that things actually happen as a result of the meetings. So one template sets out: issue, action, outcome, and identifies who has to do what.

These meetings, says Digance, are ‘a combination of routine and philosophical discussions’. For her, it has been a ‘valuable learning curve’ building up a lot of experience over the first six months. There are sometimes ‘intense discussions’, but about procedures rather than the vision – ‘more about the best way to achieve the end result than what that end result should be’. The team also commissions specialist studies which offer options and draw conclusions, which it is important for them to discuss and question. ‘We need the opportunity and confidence to challenge the views of these specialist advisers.’  

The emphasis remains on ‘going slowly’ but with specific deadlines, so that there is time to talk things through properly but with the pressure to reach decisions at an agreed point. Project consultant Loveday Shewell explains: ‘You must spend a lot of time working out what you want to have in place and what you want to do. At this stage the needs are more important than the location.’

The key document is therefore the activity plan, setting out ‘what new space is required to carry on with existing activities, and deciding what new activities can be accommodated in the additional space’ – in essence, the user-requirement in terms of what the programme is and its outputs. This is being developed into a space plan (with help from architects among the trustees) which will feed into an outline costing rather than an architectural plan. ‘This is because you need to know if what you want is financially feasible, not just in terms of raising the initial capital, but also of running the new, enlarged Gallery,’ says Shewell. 

A third element is feeding into this process: consultation with users and the wider public. The Gallery is planning reports on audience development and access, plus a series of focus groups of users and potential users, and particularly of young people. These will be used as sounding boards to test ideas about the design of the new space and about programme development. ‘We want young people to inform us about the physical environment,’ says Alison Digance. ‘They know what they need and the spaces they enjoy and feel stimulated by.’ Loveday Shewell adds: ‘The only point of focus groups is if they tell you something you didn’t already know.’

The next stage involves testing out the capital fundraising opportunities, negotiating partnerships, and pursuing advocacy for the project with potential supporters. This will be followed by the trustees’ decision in summer 2003 on whether to proceed with the project and what the options are in doing so. If the answer is yes, the architectural or, as the Gallery terms it, the design team will be chosen. 

Selecting the architects

The intention is to appoint a design team and a capital campaign team. A building project manager will take charge of the design team. A shortlist of six to ten architects will be asked to work on the outline user-requirement document. There will be no design competition because the project is essentially a refurbishment. This means the brief has to be developed jointly by architect and client.

Loveday Shewell explains the thinking: ‘In an outline design scheme, the architects tend to become very committed to what they come up with, and it becomes less of a partnership. We are not trying to make an architectural statement in the high street. But obviously we want a good architect who can define what you are looking for and be more creative in terms of spatial vision than we can.’ One dilemma of this approach is that there won’t be the architects’ model of a new building which funders like to see. ‘But taking people round the building itself and having the vision explained to them is just as valuable,’ says Shewell.

The client team has to be very clear about its priorities before bringing in the architects. They must then get these priorities across to the architects. Having an activity plan helps the client to assess more effectively what the architects offer in response to the brief, and if necessary to reject any proposals that fail to meet the needs set out in the activity plan.

In selecting the architects, a crucial criterion is how you are going to get on together, and how far you can develop a close relationship which will survive the inevitable arguments as the project proceeds. The challenge for clients is that they have to ‘design’ the building in order to work out a costing. But then they have to work hard to forget about their own design, and hand the job over to the architects. In turn, the architects must come up with what the clients haven’t thought of. That’s when the dialogue starts. ‘It is important that the practical and the aesthetic are properly balanced.’

A key problem is resolving issues of access and circulation in what are two historic, listed buildings. The project team already has some view on how ‘really inclusive access’ might be achieved architecturally. But, as Alison Digance points out, ‘just as we are trying to stop architects having preconceptions, we too must be careful to avoid our own preconceptions about what the architectural solution might be’.

Developing the education space

The education space has been one of the key drivers of the project, partly because of the impact that education has throughout the Gallery’s work but also because of the inadequacy of the current space. 

The education programme embraces three broad areas: public workshops and events, access and community outreach, and schools and family programming. Demand currently exceeds the Gallery’s ability to offer a sufficient number of activities. The new building will allow a doubling in the size of education facilities, with a second studio, and a study centre for research and professional development opportunities for adult learners, teachers and students.
The first task of the education team was to develop ideas for the Gallery’s closure period. There followed a series of ‘brainstorming’ sessions plus an education ‘retreat’ in June 2002 to focus on what the team would like in the new building. These initial discussions have been about the amount and types of space rather than its detailed allocation and fitting out. Key issues include access, circulation, and ‘adjacencies’, such as proximity to collection, commissioning, and exhibition spaces. All of which helps to cement the relationship between education and exhibition programmes.

Alicia Miller explains: ‘I would like to have a double studio space, one for wet work and the other a dry space which would incorporate new media.’ In addition, she lists tentatively a seminar room, a study room/library for teachers and students to use, lunchroom and cloakroom, plus an area for 'hot desking' for the education team and for students such as the art & design graduates at the nearby London Metropolitan University.

Miller highlights the dilemma about installing new media. ‘There is a concern that technology becomes outmoded so quickly. But the flipside is that having worked in photography at the Camerawork Gallery in San Francisco, it is clearly essential for that medium in particular. Not having the facility here has shut off a whole area of exploration for us.’ 

Another important activity is working with head of operations Alison Digance on costings for the education programme (staffing and activities) both in the current space and in the future space in the new building. Much of what can happen in new education spaces depends on attracting new funding partners and sources.

A crucial element of all these sessions both within the team and between them and staff in other areas, such as exhibitions and senior management, is to identify and discuss areas of disagreement as well as compatibility. These can range across programming, space needs and locations, costs and staffing, and how each aspect of the Gallery’s work coheres with the overall vision of the organisation. Such a consultation exercise also has to ensure that everyone feels part of the discussion and has sufficient access to those who influence the conditions and development of each activity in the Gallery.

The project team is well aware of this. Alison Digance talks of ‘the need to bring issues out to be discussed so people feel they have been listened to’. This underlines the importance of the open, accessible and effective internal consultation framework, and Loveday Shewell adds: ‘In any organisation there is a hierarchy, and it can be hard not to be intimidated. So you need someone who is able to challenge, to bring an outside perspective without being politically involved, and to talk individually and independently to different people in the organisation.’
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