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engage Scotland – Go & See funding report

Introduction

Tower Hamlets forms the core of London’s East End and has historically been home to a large 
population of poor and immigrant communities. Like our place of Leith in Edinburgh, a similar 
post-industrial dockland area, social issues revolve around poverty, exclusion and cultural and 
ethnic divisions. Citizen Curator proposed visiting Tower Hamlets to investigate the celebrated 
‘A Sense of Place’ project undertaken by the Chisenhale Gallery during 2008-11. This series of 
off-site residences and commissions investigated localness and cultural diversity. By engaging 
young people in learning about their communities and in developing methods for sharing this 
research with other young people, the project celebrated the community and wider identity of 
the area.

During this visit, a total of five discussions were undertaken with representatives from various 
galleries. All are integrated in local, culturally diverse, communities but operate within different 
frameworks and methodologies. Three interviews with galleries connected through the 
Common Practice network - each representing different forms of participative practice –  
are represented below.

Aims & Objectives

Citizen Curator is interested in examples of how diverse communities can be brought together 
to investigate shared issues relating to place, history and environment, indirectly dealing with 
the underlying issues of race, language, religious or cultural difference.

In undertaking this research, our initial aims were to have an increased awareness of the 
issues affecting race and religion within local communities, specifically regarding the barriers 
to participation within minority ethnic communities. In addition, we wished to better 
understand methodologies employed to engage a wide range of community partners, 
including those from diverse cultural backgrounds. Our objective was to inform artistic,  
policy and organisational development, including the furthering of our ‘Dig where you Stand’ 
programme. This aims to celebrate our local community, diversity and identity through joint 
working with various groups, including local minority ethnic groups.

Interviews

Chisenhale Gallery - Interview with Laura Wilson - Offsite and Education Organiser.

‘A Sense of Place’ formed the initial development of the Offsite strand within the artistic 
programme at Chisenhale. While not specifically engaging with race or religion, it refocused 
the gallery on partnerships within the local multi-ethnic community. Supporting artists who 
work within community settings, Offsite has become a major element of the audience 
development work the gallery undertakes. Formative relationships with local teachers’ 
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networks have developed into a wider framework of community advocates. Within ‘A Sense of 
Place’, artists have developed projects addressing local issues as well as wider issues of 
history, social identity and ownership. A formal development framework underpins Laura’s 
work. Learning from this programme has developed in to a wider Young People’s Programme 
‘Propeller’ and various other gallery-based activities.

Through conversations with Laura and an assessment of the project by educator Cathy 
Haynes, an informal analysis matrix of ‘A Sense of Place’ was developed. While an initial 
request to speak directly with participants was made, this proved difficult for the galley to 
facilitate. Alternative sessions were undertaken with a local resident and a wider scoping 
exercise with representatives of the Common Practice network was instigated.

The Showroom 
Interview with Louise Shelley – Collaborative Projects Curator

The Showroom operates in the crossover between art, research and participatory models. It 
has a number of ongoing strands developed by individual artists, as well as thematic areas of 
investigation. The gallery functions as a collaborative resource embedded in its local community, 
and, as such, it hosts a wide range of community forums outwith traditional practice.

The gallery works with artists who have not previously exhibited, or had a higher level of 
exposure, in London, and who work within discursive and socially engaged models of 
practice. Any formal relationships to educational models are ‘serendipitous’, responding to 
discourse and to individual artists’ needs as opposed to an instrumental approach to 
audience engagement or education. No formal education outreach or audience development 
frameworks underpin this, instead a ‘healthy scepticism’ is demonstrated, where Louise 
observed that artistic practice and knowledge can be institutionalised.

The gallery is not focused on engaging with schools or formal outreach programmes, as 
detailed, but functions as a space to engaging with local/international social and political 
issues within the context of ‘art as activism’. By programming artists who work within playful 
or critical frameworks relating to wider social problems, the organisation implicitly and 
explicitly addresses many issues relating to participation and ethnicity.

Artistic Commissioning – various strands and partnerships between local, national and 
international partners.

Communal Knowledge – a range of commissions and collaborative projects that include; 
monthly film screenings, food events and coffee mornings, community advice forums and 
local groups including early-years and migrant workers’ groups.

Gasworks 
Interview with Katie Orr – Participation Programme Coordinator

Gasworks is a studio complex, gallery and residency centre in central London. As part of the 
Triangle Network, it has a high level of international working in partnership with artists and 
organisations from developing countries throughout the world. Although the galley and 
residency programme investigates the context of artistic practice within wider cultural, social 
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and political frameworks, the Participation strand operates flexibly, frequently independently of 
the main artistic programme. The organisation is underpinned by a formal access framework, 
although several of the artists within the Participation programme position the activities as 
socially engaged artistic practice. Within this, ‘Even Better Together’ is a range of activities 
that have been devised in partnership with local and visiting artists, local organisations and 
local residents.

Whilst there is a division between Gasworks’ international residency and galley activities and 
its Participation programme, the activities and commissions that are undertaken within this 
strand demonstrate fully participant-lead and collaborative models. Whilst there is a mix of 
ethnicities within the local community and involved in projects, the gallery does not target 
these communities. Instead long-term relationships and social connections are primary 
drivers. The need for space of these interactions was a main theme within this discussion.

Intergenerational Peer-group – exploring approaches to working within the local neighborhood

Multiple Voices – forum providing a meeting point to explore approaches to collaborative art 
making

Talk is Cheap – a research strand of the encompassing projects, commissions, residencies 
and specially convened critical reflection and practice-based conversations

Outcomes

Despite the issues of poverty being on the increase in Tower Hamlets, it is still an example  
of a community that sees its cultural diversity and its diverse communities as an asset. 
Programmes like ‘A Sense of Place’ highlight this by bringing communities together in a  
formal presentation. There may be issues within the community around transparency or the 
motivation of that celebration, however, these endeavors can be held up as legitimate forms  
of artistic ‘making’ and ‘community building’, creating forums that can, if participants desire it, 
address issues of culture and race.

Key observations include:

• analysis of impacts, outcomes and themes within projects

• young persons’ forum representing a space outwith normal social/cultural divisions

• recognising difference between art, research and participatory models

• implicit/explicit approaches to addressing race and cultural issues 

• difficulties of wider engagement within institutionalised practice

• benefits and drawbacks of ‘light touch’ frameworks

• benefits of cultural engagement as artistic programme

• benefits of wider cultural networks/ambassadors

• importance of creating (neutral) social space to facilitate cultural engagement
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Addendum

 ‘A Sense of Place’, analysis matrix

Impacts Outcomes Themes

   

Cognitive skills Raised ambitions / teambuilding Relationships

Ingenuity Extended learning experience Politics

Autonomy Increased knowledge of contemporary art Family

Resilience Better understanding of personal & social issues Identity

 Appreciation of local history / geography  

   

Developed - Sense of Place

Diary of visits and meetings

Mon, 24 February 
Arrive London 21:10

Tue, 25 February 
Interview - Laura Wilson, Chisenhale Gallery 12:30 – 14:30 
Interview - Louise Shelley, Show Room 16:00 – 18:00 
Exhibition - Ayreen Anastas & Rene Gabri, Show Room 18:00 – 20:30

Wed, 26 February 
Interview - Katie Orr, Gasworks 17:00 – 18:30 
Event - The Thinking Eye Screening & Presentation, Gasworks 18:30 – 21:00

Thu, 27 February 
Visit - Matts Gallery 12:00 – 13:00  
Visit - Hannah Höch, Whitechapel Gallery 15:30 – 16:00 
Exhibition opening – Camille Henrot, The Pale Fox, Chisenhale Gallery 19:00 – 20:00

Fri, 28 February 
Event - Dawn Ades/ Daniel Herrmann: talk and discussion event, Whitechapel Gallery 16:00 
– 17:30 
Visit - Tate Modern 18.30 – 21.00

Sat, 1 March 
Visit - Tate Brittan, Richard Deacon Exhibition


