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More than Meanwhile Spaces is a collaborative project co-run by researchers 
at Newcastle University and The NewBridge Project. 

It consists of three strategic conversations, hosted between October 2018 
and January 2019, which each bring together creative practitioners, local 

businesses, council members, academics and interested parties in order to 
foster a shared understanding of the challenges facing artist-run initiatives 

in the city. Our hope is that through open and sustained conversation we 
can together develop viable, innovative business models for artist-run 

initiatives in the long-term. 

This publication is a record of those conversations. It documents the 
key questions, themes and proposals discussed by the group. As the 

conversation continues, more information will be added. Statements 
might be amended or deleted. Although our discussions will be specific to 
Newcastle and Gateshead, we hope that some of the information provided 

here will be of use to others facing similar issues. 

THE PROJECT



A variety of terms are in use in any attempt to put 
a label on what it means when artists take both the 
means of production and distribution of artistic 
practice into their own hands. What I do know is 
that these forms of self-organisation, largely but not 
exclusively operating on a not-for-profit basis, cover 
a broad terrain of practices, sites and approaches 
that encompass such things as art criticism and 
publishing, art fairs and festivals, art activism; roving 
curatorial projects and online platforms, and the 
formation of alternative structures for art education, 
as well as the provision of various physical spaces that 
include studios, workshops and specialist production 
facilities, live-work spaces, and galleries and project 
spaces (Harker, 2018)

We recognise that this is 
complex. There are a lot 
of different terms in play 
(e.g. artist-run, artist-led, 
D.I.Y., D.I.O., self-organised, 
grassroots, alternatives, pop 
ups, etc.) as well as a whole 
range of functions, motivations 
and ideologies. What artists in 
one space consider to be artist-
run might not ‘count’ as such 
in another space up the road. 
Some are set up by graduates, as 
a temporary stepping stone away 
from the university. For others 
it’s an enduring commitment 
to make work in a particular 
way. The scale and power of 
artist-run initiatives can also 
vary significantly. Artist-run 
initiatives can be large-scale, 
long-term, culturally powerful 

organisations. They can also be 
small-scale and temporary, and 
they may or may not involve 
artists in shops. 

This variation in practice is a 
strength of the field, and it can’t 
be reduced to an easy, catch-all 
definition. At the same time, 
this diversity may give rise to 
a sense of confusion for those 
from outside the sector, leading 
to a lack of clear understanding 
of these initiatives’ challenges, 
needs, and values. 

For the purposes of this project 
then, the term ‘artist-run 
initiatives’ (ARIs) is elective 
– if you want to join the 
conversation, you’re included. 

what is an artist-led initiative? OCTOBER 2018WORKSHOP 1/3

How do we manage and account for this complexity, 
without reducing practice to a one-size-fits-all solution?



Does how we think about 
artists – as a group – influence 
decision-making and practice? 
For example, narratives of the 
artist as Romantic hero, or as 
entrepreneur? What do these 

narratives suggest, or 
compel, artists to perform 
in order to be recognised? 
For example, what about 
payment, holidays, sick 

leave? Might even positive, 
inspiring examples lead to the 
uptake of particular models 
over others, regardless of their 
suitability? 

Why do we insist on thinking 
that all artists and artistic scenes 
are welcoming of other artists? 

Some are and some aren’t. Some 
are only welcoming to those 
that look and act in ways that 
we find familiar -- to people 
who ‘fit’. Should we broaden 
the conversation and talk about 
competition? For example, with 
each other, with other spaces, 
and between cities. What else?

What about the emotional 
impact of this kind of work? How 
do we deal with a kind of ‘siege 
mentality’, where artists feel that 
every action and idea will be shut 
down, complained about? How 
do we protect artists and creative 
practitioners from burn out and 
exhaustion?
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What do artists need form the cities 
they live in? How can the city ensure 
that it continues to cultivate a 
diverse art scene?



the fact that the artist system is based on people 
working for free perpetuates the idea that only 
certain kind of people can be artists...

[on funding applications] it says, “what are you 
going to give in kind?” and I feel like saying “I give 
my soul, always, in kind!



There are lots of different terms 
for the spaces that artists use 
– and not just in terms of their 

function (i.e. studio 
space, dance space, 
gallery, museum etc). 
But what do terms 
like ‘incubator’ and 
‘platform’ do in terms 
of the way that we 
think about artist-
run practice, and 
our expectations of 
those spaces? How 
do we understand 
‘permanence’ in a 

sector that is subject to constant 
change and evolution?

How do artists use the city, 
and how does it use them? 
What about branding and 
so-called ‘creative cities’? Or 
should we talk instead about 

neighbourhoods? What about 
gentrification? In working to 
house artists in the long-term do 
we displace other, local groups, 
or are our artists also locals? 

Do artists need to cluster 
together? Do they need to be in 
the city centre? How can artists 
better share knowledge about 
approaches to negotiating space 
ownership?

Is our focus on buildings 
and physical spaces here a 
misnomer? What other kinds of 
spaces are necessary to ensure 
the success of an artist run 
initiative? Can ownership over 
buildings sometimes be ‘traps’ 
for artist run initiatives? Are 
we misguided in thinking that 
ownership is the ultimate end 
goal for the majority of ARIs?

thinking about spaces OCTOBER 2018WORKSHOP 1/3

What does the ideal ‘space’ look like 
for artists and ARI’s?



There’s a question 
here of what is 
“temporary”?

What’s the motivation of an artist 
run space to want to concretise into 
a permanent structure?

I’m not interested in the 
building in the sense of an 
artist going in to make a 
painting […] it’s space in a 
much more virtual sense. 
It’s space for these sorts of 
conversations...

What are the strengths 
of not having a 
physical space?

I think we’re really poor 
at recognising when 
something has run out 
of steam. And I think 
there’s something 
about that philosophy 
and what binds artists 
together in a collective, 
that sometimes it comes 
to an end when its 
principle movers leave...



How do we recognise artist-run practice in the city?
How should we? 

Should we differentiate between occupation of a space and its use? 
Between value and exchange value? What do we do when land value 
rises, and how do we make the case for the arts when council funds 
are rapidly declining? Through the sum total / contribution of the 
creative industries? More local figures 
and solutions? 

How do we communicate the value of artist-run initiatives? How 
much do alternative spaces bring to the life of the city centre?

Understanding the value of artist-run 
initiatives in the city
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I think it’s about us serving the city, 
rather than what we get from the city. 
I think that can build us towards a 
collective purpose

What, for you, is the real value
of artist run initiatives?

it’s about opening 
people up to seeing 
what that value is 
without it always 100% 
being financial value

There has to be a 
reappraisal of, why do 
we support a cultural 
sector in the city, if it 
only relates to a very 
small portion of the 
population?



Artists don’t (or don’t usually) start artist-run initiatives with any 
training, particularly in running large-scale capital projects. What 
support is currently available? What might we offer or improve?

What processes can we speed up, or collaborate on? How can we 
better share resources and information? Where might an artist new 
to the region, or recent graduate, start?

How might we record and document artist-run initiatives in the city, 
in a manner that is open to everyone and the responsibility of no one 
individual? An archive? Webpage? What examples might we look at?

What/who needs to be part of the conversation?

What might the financial and emotional costs of this be for artists, 
given the ‘chronic lack of capacity’ within ARIs to carry out this sort 
of work? 
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there must be a lot of resources that 
councils can offer that isn’t just about 
spaces […] are there other kinds of 
support that might be offered alongside?

environmentally, 
politically, 
socially, it’s not 
good for us to 
grow for the 
sake of growing 
[…] we could 
exponentially get 
bigger and bigger 
and bigger but to 
what end?

What do you think the creative/arts 
sector in Newcastle should look like 
in the future?



the question is, how 
do you change, and 
stay the same?

Whose door do you knock on?

people have to act in 
the context of their 
own city

We need to talk about 
the vision in the 
medium term, that in 
between bit..



MOVING FORWARD

The questions and prompts contained in this booklet so far have been kept deliberately 
open-ended, reflecting the diverse and open-ended nature of the discussions held at the 

first of our More than Meanwhile Spaces events. 

Going forward we will, as a collective, start finding ways of answering these questions ands 
solving some of the issues laid out here.

To join us on this endeavour, please do drop us an email (katie.markham@newcastle.ac.uk) 
and come along to the next two workshops, details of which are below: 

Workshop 2:
Creative Change in Changing Cities
Monday 26th November     1-5pm

The Newbridge Project, Carliol House, Newcastle

Workshop 3:
Looking to the Future

Tuesday 15th January     1-6pm
The Boiler House, Newcastle University


