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‘While we fancy ourselves going straight forward, 
and attaining, at every step, an entirely new position 
of affairs, we do actually return to something long 
ago tried and abandoned, but which we now find 
etherealized, refined and perfected to its ideal.’ 1

‘The Art of With’ seminar was set up as part of  
a research programme that Cornerhouse in 
Manchester has undertaken, with funding from  
the Arts Council and North West, to explore the 
meaning of ‘openness’ within the context of the 
arts.2 The project’s main concern is to determine 
how contemporary arts organisations should work 
with audiences, artists and curators in the light of 
the expectations engendered by the ubiquity of new 
technologies in individuals’ lives. This initial seminar 
– a second is scheduled for November 2009 – 
aimed to discuss the ideas that underpin ‘open, 
collaborative and democratically produced’ 
artworks, and how these ideas might inform and 
structure arts policy and practice.

The discussions of the afternoon were built around 
two essays, currently available on the Cornerhouse 
website (www.cornerhouse.org): ‘The Art of With’ 
by Charles Leadbeater, author of We Think: Mass 

Innovation, not Mass Production, and ‘Embracing 
the Desire Lines’ by the consultant and academic 
Tom Fleming. The authors of these two essays were 
joined by artists and arts practitioners to provide a 
picture of ‘where we are now’ in terms of 
contemporary practice and, in the words of session 
chair Anne Bonnar, ‘to begin to map out a 
language’ with which to express shared values.

Charles Leadbeater started off the first session with 
a necessarily abbreviated account of his essay, in 
which he brings to bear the work of academics from 
a range of fields, such as anthropology, folklore and 
philosophy, to reappraise our understanding of 
creativity as a collaborative and relational act. His 
argument opened with a twofold characterisation of 
the avant garde, the first determined by the ideals of 
separation and specialism, the second by the 
principles of combination and connection. It is this 
second model that he identifies as ‘the avant garde 
of this century’. Set within a social framework and 
rooted in democratic processes, this model has the 
capacity critically to evaluate infrastructures, and at 
its best can test the limits of collaboration rather 
than simply celebrate it.
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Leadbeater constructed a 
tripartite model to describe 
what people want when 
they engage with media 
and culture, a model he 
labels ‘Enjoy, Talk and Do’.

Leadbeater constructed a tripartite model to 
describe what people want when they engage with 
media and culture, a model he labels ‘Enjoy, Talk 
and Do’. Based on observations of his nine-year-old 
son at play, the model consists of: ‘Enjoy’, that is, 
the desire to be entertained or served (in which he 
would include the interactivity of reading, listening or 
watching); ‘Talk’, or the desire for socialising through 
discussion and, optimally, through the medium of 
rigorous debate; and finally ‘Do’, the desire to be 
involved in experiences that allow audiences to be 
creative. Leadbeater argues that, due in part to 
‘new’ technologies, the public now expect all these 
possibilities to be open to them at once, so that they 
are free to graze at will among the three modes.

Leadbeater went on to discuss the implications  
of open structures in relation to the arts and 
industry, making the distinction between ‘Open In’ 
and ‘Open Out’ institutions. The former are 
institutions happy to allow in user-generated ideas 
or styles of work, but less keen on being open in 
terms of sharing knowledge, intellectual property, 
assets or income. The latter, by contrast, have a 
genuine desire to give ‘stuff out so people can do 
something with it’.

It is this last point that perhaps best chimed with the 
artist and programmer Simon Yuill, who spoke next, 
and who explored the implications of democratic 
process, participation and openness. He gave a 
brief, and quietly-spoken, account of his own work, 
which involved setting up a number of hacklabs and 
free media labs in Scotland. Yuill emphasised the 
need to reflect on what makes participation 
meaningful to people, rather than merely promoting 
participation as an end in itself or focussing on an 
outcome that could ultimately be easily understood 
as an ‘art product’. His own commitment lies in 
creating resources for people to use to further an 
aim, and to pass on the means to run and organise 
these resources to the people who use them.  
He argued that practice should not be technology-
led, and speculated that the true worth of the ‘new’ 
technologies in fact lay in their ability to establish 
face-to-face interactions – meet ups and 
workshops that act as spaces for exchanging and 
sharing expertise and ideas. He thereby promoted 
‘technology as a tool’ only in so far as ‘tea is a tool’.

Laurie Peake, the Programme Director for public art 
for the 2008 Liverpool Biennial International Festival 
of Contemporary Art, was the third and final 
contributor to the first session. She allied  
her work with the ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’ elements of 
Leadbeater’s tripartite model. The questions that 
most exercise her in her collaborative work with 
small community groups, urban planners, 
politicians, and engineers are ‘with whom?’  
and ‘for whom?’ The heart of her talk was the 
presentation of a series of collaborations carried out 
over the last two years in the outskirts of Liverpool. 
‘People live where we work as artists. They are the 
experts ... we come into these spaces without any 
preconceived ideas ... and aim to stimulate creativity 
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in their own terms’. The analogy to folklore that 
Leadbeater suggested in his allusion to the work  
of Dorothy Noyes (of Ohio State University) was 
particularly appealing to Peake, perhaps because  
of the validation it gave to work created within a 
small-scale community by multiple voices over an 
extended period of time. She spoke of her 
experiences with communities, and also of the 
limitations of various research models’ attempts to 
quantify or characterise participants in the arts, 
citing in particular the minutiae of the Arts Council’s 
report Arts in England 2003, Attendance, 
Participation and Attitudes. Peake argued strongly 
that collaborative work must help develop access to 
arts institutions: ‘People will never feel comfortable 
in art institutions unless they have had other 
experiences of art or creativity to act as bridges’.

Fleming argued that 
cultural institutions, at their 
most successful, are able 
to situate themselves 
where these two networks 
of paths converge

The second session of the seminar primarily 
concerned itself, on as practical a level as possible, 
with elucidating the relationships between the 
issues discussed in the first session on one hand, 
and arts institutions and policy makers on the other.

Tom Fleming presented an outline of the arguments 
which he expands upon in his essay ‘Embracing the 

Desire Lines’, in which he positions himself,  
as a consultant, in the spaces between arts 
practitioners, institutions and funding bodies.

The phrase ‘desire lines’ is borrowed from the 
language of urban planners, who use it to describe 
the wayward tracks created by multiple footfalls, 
tracks running contrary to and alongside 
established pathways, somewhat akin to the trails 
that non-human animals share across generations. 
This analogy helps Fleming map out a network of 
pathways that create a contemporary landscape 
characterised by ‘pace, din and divergence’. These 
pathways, in turn, are superimposed upon the 
‘desires’ of funding bodies, who continue to require 
the cultural infrastructure to act as an agency for the 
delivery of multiple strategic agendas which include 
‘innovation, knowledge exchange and the 
[promotion of the] wider creative economy’.

Fleming argued that cultural institutions, at their 
most successful, are able to situate themselves 
where these two networks of paths converge, in his 
words ‘when the noise is most intense and when 
the noise comes from multiple directions’. He called 
for institutions to escape their inertia and exhorted 
them to become ‘more interdisciplinary ... flexible, 
proactive and responsive, user-generated, open 
and porous’. He argued that we need a language 
that can help identify and articulate what people 
value, in order to inform a shared understanding 
between practitioners and funders. 

Jon Ippolito, artist and co-founder of Still Water for 
Network and Culture at the University of Maine, 
spoke next, streamed in via Wi-Fi from the US and 
projected up onto a cinema screen. Lucid and 
engaging, his talk demonstrated the use of  
non-hierarchical models to structure the online 
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platforms with which he has been involved.  
These include ‘The Pool’ – ‘a collaborative online 
environment for creating art, code and texts’, and 
‘Thought Mesh’ – ‘a model for publishing and 
discussing scholarly papers on line’. Both platforms 
are tag-based systems that use keywords and user 
feedback to connect and organise their content. I 
would recommend navigating both sites for yourself 
online (http://three.org/ippolito/), as the feel of them 
in action is more compelling than a written 
description. It is hard to resist mentioning here that 
on a number of occasions during his presentation, 
Ippolito’s face on the screen slid into leprous 
distortions, and the audio feed broke down. It was 
an irony not lost on Ippolito that these distortions 
were due to the number of people in the audience 
accessing the internet or Twitter during his talk, the 
very participatory practices that he was extolling at 
the time using up the available bandwidth upon 
which his video feed depended.

Three concerns in particular stood out from the 
summary discussion at the end of the day:

The difficulty in moving from engagement to 
appropriation. ‘Engagement’ with audiences  
implies a certain distance in the relationship,  
where institutions give the public permission to  
be involved. ‘Appropriation’, by contrast, is  
where participants genuinely gain ownership  
of a collaborative project as equal partners.

The difficulty in sustaining open, critical discussion. 
Online debates have a proven propensity to become 
polarised between caricatured and self-reinforcing 
alternatives, despite their promises to enable open, 
critical discussion. This point drew some interesting 
comments from Yuill about the possible reasons 
behind these tendencies. He suggested, in part,  

that there were technological issues involved, that the 
software systems driving these online discussions 
flattered to deceive when they presented themselves 
as ‘social networks’, when in fact the modes of 
communication they facilitated were much more 
limited. Compared to the dynamics of face-to-face 
communication or the complexities of wider social 
communities, the output of such systems tended to 
be simplistic and reductive.

Online debates have a 
proven propensity to 
become polarised  
between caricatured  
and self-reinforcing 
alternatives, despite their 
promises to enable open, 
critical discussion.

The problematic analogy between arts practices 
and technological structures. Open source software 
development is embedded in a community of 
experts and deals with a finite (though often 
immense) program. Collaboration in this context 
may in fact be quite different from an open-ended 
art project involving a public presumed to have no 
comparable level of expertise.

It was clear that all involved shared an optimism 
about the goal of collaborative creativity, with its 
promise of circumventing past hierarchies and 
divisions. There was, however, a marked sense of 
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diffidence or even frustration in reference both to  
the progress currently being made towards this 
goal, and to the nature of the dialogue being held 
between practitioners, industry, and policymakers.

One of the stated aims of this seminar was to 
develop a language with which to express shared 
values. If this is to be a language that will shape and 
articulate change, then we need to pay attention to 
its implications. The dominant analogies used in the 
seminar – Fleming’s ‘desire lines’ and Leadbeater’s 
‘Enjoy, Talk, Do’ model – are both immediately 
attractive, with their allusions to animal and child 
behaviours. They may not, however, entirely serve 
their own purpose if they mask the complexities of 
the nature of desire and more particularly the work 
of market forces within it.

It might be argued that the rhetorical and practical 
elements of the ‘new’ technologies that show most 
potential for initiating change hinge upon the notion 
of equality. As Yuill asserted, we should ‘not look too 
heavily to the models of the business world but to 
our own creative legacy.’ In real terms, however, 
how useful or important a priority is the notion of 
equality to the interests of current forms of business 
or government?

The quotation at the start of this overview comes 
from a character in a novel by the 19th-century 
American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne. The 
character, Clifford, sits for the first time in a steam 
locomotive. Overwhelmed by a sense of its speed, 
noise and modernity, he contemplates whether the 
logical outcome of the invention of the steam train is 
that, with travel become so easy, humankind will 
return to an ‘etherealized, refined’ version of its 
nomadic ancestry, a mode of living long ago ‘tried 
and abandoned’.

Listening to talk of ‘the collaborative avant garde’, 
with all the drama of Fleming’s characterisation of 
our age as one of ‘pace, din and divergence’, one 
couldn’t help but wonder whether, as it moves 
forward, this debate is returning to what at heart is 
an old socialist ideal, ‘etherealized’ and ‘refined’ 
perhaps but still a model that this country has 
abandoned very thoroughly over the last few 
decades. Economic downturn or no, the market 
returns to its old ways, and language that describes 
such a revolutionary ideal will never sit comfortably 
in the mouths of those whose abiding measure is 
ultimately profit.

Notes
1 Hawthorne, Nathaniel (1986), The House of the 
Seven Gables. Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 259.
2 ‘The Art of With’ seminar, Cornerhouse, 
Manchester, 24 June, 2009.
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