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INTRODUCTION
The symposium aimed to examine the current challenges 
for artist-led spaces in urban centres, amid the increasing 
pressures applied by rapid privatisation and hyper-
accelerated real estate speculation. This perfect storm 
prompts questions about the validity and efficacy of both 
traditional and newer models for artist-run spaces and 
'pop-up' activity, in terms of organisational structures, 
complicity with gentrification, and relationships with 
existing mechanisms for cultural policy formation and 
arts funding.

Through the symposium we sought to bring together 
a range of voices from practice and theory and the 
territory across and between; and to think collectively 
through these and other urgent questions, through an 
open submission process and by staging the event 
both on and off campus. We were also keen to connect 
the discussion to allied research initiatives elsewhere 
and feed our questions and discussions forward.  
That process continues through the nascent attempts 
at signposting and mapping within this publication,  
and through a series of questions we have framed here 
as an open 'what next' prompt to the artist-led field.

Day 1 was hosted by Music and Arts Production [MAP] 
on Mabgate in central Leeds. This area is historically 
rich in self-organised or alternative spaces but is under 
immediate threat from the rapid encroachment of 
new residential buildings sparked by the arrival of the 
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socio-political environment and questions of 
accessibility. What can we learn from the past and from 
practice elsewhere? How is knowledge generated and 
shared within the field, and how can it find meaningful 
expression in shaping the future? This publication 
gathers notes and feedback from the presentations 
and subsequent discussions, collated thematically and 
alphabetically, followed by an attempt at gathering some 
thoughts on next steps.

Ecologies and Economies was convened by the Artist-
led Research Group [ARG] in partnership with Yorkshire 
& Humber Visual Arts Network [YVAN], MAP Charity, 
and the University of Leeds. ARG was initiated by post-
graduate researchers in the School of Fine Art, History 
of Art & Cultural Studies at the University of Leeds who 
also operate as visual arts practitioners. Contributors 
include artists and arts professionals, researchers and 
academics from the city and further afield. The group 
operates on a purely voluntary basis to date.

nearby Victoria retail and leisure centre. This is not 
a theoretical situation. It is a reality that is radically 
impacting on an area which has long been home to 
many arts organisations fundamental to culture in 
the city including MAP, East Street Arts, Lady Beck 
Studios, Studio 24, Koby Dance studios, and Live Art 
Bistro. But now the city centre is expanding, and the 
pace and scale of development is accelerating rapidly. 
Lady Beck Studios has closed, Studio 24 and Koby 
Dance studios are losing their space imminently and 
other organisations are being priced out by developers 
with offices registered in Mayfair. Nearby studios and 
project space Serf face a similarly precarious future in 
a space on Wharf Street that has hosted self-organised 
initiatives for decades.

So what can we do? How can we fight and manifest 
place-guarding initiatives? And what is our civic 
responsibility as a creative community to do so? 
The displacement on Mabgate and possibilities for 
resistance form a specific context and backdrop for  
the questions that the symposium sought to frame. 
During Day 2 we heard narrative first-hand accounts 
from those involved in running artist-led and artist-
focused initiatives in other places around the UK, 
including Birmingham, Huddersfield, Manchester/
Salford, Middlesbrough and Norwich, as well as 
attempts to frame these activities and forms of 
collectivism among artists in relation to the changing 
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ACCESSIBILITY
Stemming from the workshop led by Gill Crawshaw 
and Gem Carlier, a number of outcomes and practical 
changes were forwarded to help raise this question of 
accessibility both in artist-led buildings and in artist-led 
practice in general. Key recommendations were:

Placing important accessibility information on 
websites and event pages. This is a simple practical 
solution and will prior inform visitors about access 
issues. This still applies where there is no disabled 
access. It was agreed that this was a short-term 
immediate change that everyone could make to 
their public-facing information. 

In the longer term more awareness of visitors' 
needs is required when it comes to changes that 
can be made. In many instances artist-led spaces 
are temporary or subject to short-term leases; 
they are also often post-industrial sites. This often 
means there isn't the funding to make disabled 
access possible. However, there are many creative 
approaches we can employ such as: use of relatively 
inexpensive technology to bring the event out of the 
physical space to an online platform; implementing 
audio description for visually impaired visitors; 
possible wheelchair ramps and installation of chair 
lifts if elevators cannot be installed. 

Saying no to impractical spaces because of access 
issues. If we collectively refuse space because 
they are not fit for purpose, landlords will be forced 
to make changes. This isn't always possible of 
course, but when it is it needs to be a conscious 
choice and it's also important to make the reasons 
for refusing to take on a space clear.  

Thinking about measures which can be put in place to 
open up events and exhibitions to different audiences 
such as the language used to promote events and 
the groups and communities who can often feel 
excluded. Be aware of the content of exhibitions and 
think about what interpretation is appropriate.  

Debbie Sharp presented a film about The Penthouse's 
Might & Main residency. How do we create a space 
for debate on the key issue of how 'art speak' can 
appear exclusionary and elitist, and how it places 
limits on both accessibility and artistic production?

Normalise accessibility and don't make a drama out 
of it !

→

→

→

→

→

→
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This question arose as a direct follow up from Gordon 
Dalton's performative presentation WTF is a Creative 
Factory? During Gordon's presentation he raised the 
case study of an artist who had taken on employment 
in Tesco part-time to fund their practice. In the 
discussion, this situation – which was a familiar one to 
most in the symposium – was questioned by a number 
of delegates. There appeared to be a divide in the room 
between simply accepting this mode of 'getting by' 
financially, and wanting to challenge this situation as  
a symptom of the de-valued nature of artistic practice. 
This was partly (but not exclusively) a generational 
divide between delegates with years of experience 
in the artist-led field and those who were at an earlier 
stage in their careers. Beyond the model of selling your 
own artwork, we discussed 'diversifying the portfolio', 
in other words, getting multiple jobs within the sector 
that both help with your own visibility as artists and 
allow for more flexibility within working patterns. 
There were questions about artists' need to balance 
institutional/organisational/freelance jobs with practice 
and whether a separation can/should exist between 
your practice and your career/job(s)?

Other aspects of artistic labour (framed as a 'cruel 
optimism' by Charlotte Cullen during their presentation), 
surfaced. Zoë Sawyer raised questions around the 
concept of career progression in the artist-led field, 
as someone who has worked within multiple artist-

led contexts, including both self-initiated projects and 
publicly-funded organisations such as Eastside Projects 
in Birmingham, where she is Offsite Curator. Are we 
even developing terms of reference or a framework for 
what it means to sustain a career over the longer-term 
within this field of practice?
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POLITICS OF FUNDING
In a similar vein to the debate on sustainability, many 
different funding structures were put forward during the 
symposium: we talked about models in which artist-
led studio groups and organisations have collectively 
purchased buildings, and how ownership offers a level 
of autonomy that other models do not. The tensions 
between funding structures which are inherently top 
down and are not always in the best interests of artists 
emerged strongly - what agendas do they reveal? 
James Schofield's presentation on Day 2 looked at 
the correlation between artist-led practice and the 
rise of free-market capitalism and neoliberalism and 
the accompanying boom-and-bust economic model 
operating in the UK. In the absence of immediate 
economic alternatives, Schofield asks, 'should artist-
led practitioners not aim to develop strategies for 
coping with and changing current conditions whilst also 
safeguarding against future issues? With Brexit the next
potential social catastrophe on the radar, and with 
no governing body or association to raise concerns 
for the field at a national level, there has never been a 
more important time where artist-led practice and its 
constituents need to form a new alternative position 
and avoid repeating the same old mistakes.' 

Specifically, the symposium prompted questions around 
tax relief for landlords and ulterior motives which feed 
into gentrification even if the participants are not directly 
aware of the context and situation they're entering into. 

How do we negate this phenomenon? Do we step out 
of it or do we form alternative collective networks 
such as 'co-ops' and 'para-institutions'? Projects such 
as LOWER.GREEN (Norwich) and U N N A W A Y 
(Huddersfield) were created to be temporary and not 
reliant upon regular or long-term public funding.  
How do we factor this in and create a more rounded 
sector comprising shorter- and longer-term projects 
and mutually beneficial support structures that work  
across both?

There was also the question of 'responsibility': do we 
hand it solely to those operating under the rubric of 
audit handed down to them by centralised mechanisms 
for arts funding today? How do we operate ethically 
and accountably outside of this framework? Eastside 
Projects aims to at least make its finances transparent 
by routinely publishing details of funding received, 
as have other organisations historically: do we need 
more transparency, a greater sharing of data, in order to 
gather research and make the case for policy change? 
Eastside aims to make its thinking public to make 
economies visible, and from there to intervene in policy 
and generate change. In adopting benchmarking criteria 
for its own programmes, for example participation by 
people of colour and women, it seeks to amplify voices 
and contribute to wider conversations on diversity.
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SOLIDARITY & FRIENDSHIP
The discussion opened up to a very real and often toxic 
issue in artist-led initiatives centred upon a tendency 
towards protectionism or lack of a willingness to share 
knowledge and resources. This is not always the case,  
as we saw with MAP through the talk given by Raf Bogan: 
through developing a wide range of working relationships 
and connections with other organisations and partnering 
up with community members, MAP has built a sustainable 
model. It is these connections and social bonds that 
can bridge divides and isolationism which often plagues 
artist-led activity. Much of this was discussed in relation 
to socio-economic conditions which limit resources 
and time. However, through creating connections and 
maintaining social bonds with others 'in the same boat' 
we can build spaces of solidarity which in turn build 
wider networks and relationships between people.
 
The role of friendship cannot be underestimated in the 
formation of collectives and perhaps wider organisational 
artist-led activity. Friendships form partly in the proximity 
enabled by paid roles within other organisations, be 
it within educational institutions, or within museums 
and galleries. These social bonds can go beyond the 
economics of work-based relationships and develop 
into friendships that result in self-organised practices. 
What can be taken forward from this is that friendship 
is a strong, positive quality within artist-led initiatives, 
and these relationships need to be nurtured across the 
sector in order to foster wider collectivity and mitigate 

against siloed approaches. How do we support this? 
What also emerged, particularly during Jonathan Watts' 
presentation on LOWER.GREEN, was the greater sense 
of collective endeavour that exists outside of London:  
a feeling that it's far more acceptable to ask others to 
invest time or labour in unfunded enterprise (and to 
willingly offer it) outside of the capital, where time 
pressures make it untenable to ask anyone to give any 
more. Is this a positive, a potential USP for practice 
in the regions, or a sign of capitulation to the national 
funding imbalance and lack of investment in artist-led 
practice? How can we more effectively convey the 
nuances of practice away from the centre, and what  
this enables or inhibits?

What we expect of each other was also central to 
questions posed by Debbie Sharp, who presented on artist-
led dyke/queer space The Penthouse, which has migrated 
from central Manchester to Salford following displacement 
due to commercial development, and is now housed 
within Paradise Works. Debbie questioned the barriers 
created, for her, by some of the presentations which 
drew on theoretical frameworks, identifying instead with 
working-class people who, 'can't dream to be artists, they 
can't even say the word "artist".' For the symposium this 
raised questions about how to nurture debate across 
both academic and non-academic contexts, and how we 
create conditions of inclusivity that have the potential to 
unite, rather than alienate, artists from each other.
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SUSTAINABILITY VS. TEMPORALITY
Case studies presented by speakers working in diverse 
contexts around the UK highlighted the tensions between 
a drive to create sustainable artist-led working models 
and an acceptance of temporality (and the precarity that 
goes with this) in shorter-term projects. Serf 's panel 
discussion at MAP introduced the working concept of 
non-hierarchical committee models with a studio ethic 
at its heart. Its operating model based on allocating 
responsibility for the slices of a collectively imagined 
'pizza' found receptive ears. All members contribute both 
financially and to the running of the space. During the 
discussion the role of good relationships with landlords 
and understanding through dialogue was highlighted: 
even though Serf are on a temporary lease they have a 
long history with the landlord. Some projects presented 
are inherently temporary because of numerous factors 
such as funding, space and place and even in design 
such as Charlotte Cullen's four-month project U N N A 
W A Y in Huddersfield. Through a series of events and 
exhibitions U N N A W A Y appeared to reconcile the 
temporality of a situation by developing an experimental 
site of production to, 'engage in artistic collaborations 
and utilise unconventional sites to bridge the gap 
between the current grass roots initiatives and more 
established arts institutions'.1 However, what arose as an 
intriguing question was the idea of accumulation inherent 
in multiple groups occupying the same space over many 
years – as with Serf 's space above Wharf Chambers in 
Leeds, which has been home to several other artist-led 

initiatives which came before it – how do we capture, 
analyse and share the importance of knowledge and 
expertise built up in this way?

Precarity can shape and limit the scope and capacity 
of shorter-term projects: the role of impending 
gentrification was explored by Jonathan P. Watts in his 
presentation on LOWER.GREEN, which looked at how 
an artist-led initiative can become somewhat isolated 
amid the slow intentional decline and de-investment 
in an area by landowners wanting to generate the 
conditions for re-development. Sometimes projects 
are not designed to last forever ('LOWER.GREEN is 
unsustainable and that's OK.') and that's as valid as 
desires for permanence: both are important aspects  
of the diverse field of artist-led practice. The debate  
on place led back to Dr Stephen Pritchard's presentation 
on Day 1, which considered the politics and possibilities 
for arts activism and the role of artists in and against 
processes of gentrification, initiatives which he terms 
as 'place guarding': 'Increasingly, socially engaged 
artists are true to their roots, standing in support of those 
threatened with re-housing – against vested interests; 
taking direct action with people against place-makers; 
guarding complex community cultures and their existing 
ways of living'.2 Such 'direct action' is taking the form 
of facilitating development of a Neighbourhood Plan for 
the Lincoln Green and Mabgate area, which we heard 
about during Hannah Vallis' presentation, also on Day 1, 
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as a necessary strategy for place-guarding the long-
established creative community there. What is the 
civic role of artists in pushing forward these agendas? 
How does this help to identify and establish new 
strategic alliances beyond the artistic frame? What 
emerged from Hannah's presentation, and that of local 
historian Robert Dyson who has studied in depth the 
heritage of this area and Hope Foundry in particular,  
is the importance of a meaningful historical appreciation 
of the place in which artists choose to operate.  
This emerged as a critical factor in aligning artists with 
histories of making and production in specific sites 
as a way to make a more compelling case for their 
continuing presence there into the future.

Charlotte Cullen, Kashika Ashley Cooper, leanor Cully, 'About',  
UNNAWAY http://unnaway.tumblr.com/about [accessed 16/11/2018].

Stephen Pritchard, Place Guarding: Activist and Social Practice Art -  
Direct Action Against Gentrification (2016) https://colouringinculture.files.
wordpress.com/2016/03/place-guarding-full-aag2016-paper-stephen-
pritchard.pdf [accessed 16/11/2018].
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WHAT NEXT?

After two days of intense 
discussion and sharing 
of projects, ideas and 
realities we gathered to 
consider what comes 
next for the artist-led 
sector. The proceeding 
discussions opened up 
the main themes posed 
by the speakers over the 
two days and began to 
develop some ideas and 
potential outcomes:



During the discussion a number of delegates suggested 
that a central resource or archive of artist-led activity 
and/or 'good practice guides' should be created so 
that new projects don't always need to reinvent the 
wheel. There was a real consensus that such an open 
source format would help grow and contribute to a 
knowledge base that is currently difficult to locate.  
This resource could avoid the numerous pitfalls and 
gaps in knowledge that seem to occur during the life 
cycle of many projects, the 'same old mistakes' against 
which Schofield warned in his presentation.

There was no definite consensus on what this resource 
would look like. However, a series of possibilities 
included a centre for study of the artist-led or an online 
wiki resource, which could be created collaboratively 
and easily accessed or updated. This resource would 
be a constantly evolving pool of ideas and contributed to 
by anyone with relevant experience. It was felt that this 
should be impartial and apolitical in its approach, and be 
open to all. It would need to exist either in partnership 
with a Higher Education institution or in a separate/
alternative space to mitigate potential conflicts of 
interest associated with being 'owned' by one artist-led 
organisation. This resource would also serve as a place 
for questions to be raised and actions/events to be 
organised between organisations and individuals. 

It could even foster a national/international network.
What next then for artist-led urban futures?  
Are new structures and partnerships (with commercial 
developers, HE institutions and others) possible and 
desirable, or will artist-led practice continue to be 
either pushed to the margins, or needing to surrender 
to the requirements of increasingly centralised and 
progressively competitive arts funding mechanisms? 
This symposium was designed to be a moment among 
others within these critical debates for contemporary 
arts practice today.3 We wanted to use this opportunity 
to generate collective debate, as well as to signpost 
to other significant conversations and voices going on 
nationally and further afield. It seems timely to bring 
these discussions together to generate both deeper 
research and more meaningful collective responses 
to the challenges and opportunities facing artist-led 
practice – this publication should be considered as an 
open call and invitation to potential partners who would 
like to contribute to framing next steps and possibilities 
for collective action.

AN ARTIST-LED RESOURCE

We would signpost the reader here to other recent events including Eastside 
Projects' 'Artist Run Multiverse Summit' which took place in Birmingham 
from 9–10 November, and the NewBridge Project's ongoing series 'More Than 
Meanwhile Spaces' in partnership with the University of Newcastle. 
The Multiverse Summit was live-streamed via thisistomorrow and proceedings 
are documented at https://eastsideprojects.org/events/artist-led-multiverse-
summit/ [accessed 10 December 2018] and to date the More Than Meanwhile 
Spaces conversations are collected in an iterative publication available at  
https://thenewbridgeproject.com/events/meanwhile-spaces-workshop-2/  
[accessed 10 December 2018].
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in the UK for aspiring cultural practitioners — artists, 
theorists, curators, historians of art — to hone their 
creative and critical skills and broaden their intellectual 
horizons. The School is an internationally recognised 
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