Building Futures, engage conference, Karen Eslea, 2006.

Turner Contemporary, an international venue for the visual arts, is scheduled to open in Margate, Kent, in 2010. Housed in a new building designed by David Chipperfield Architects, it will show exhibitions of work made from 1750 to the present day, with particular emphasis on contemporary art. It will also celebrate Margate’s links with British painter JMW Turner. Turner came to Margate as a child and again in the 1820s and 1830s, and more than one hundred of his works, including some of his most famous seascapes, were inspired by the East Kent coast. He told writer John Ruskin that ‘the skies over Thanet are the loveliest in Europe.’ Education is key to Turner Contemporary, and a small team has been working with artists and the community since 2001. 

A project of this kind needs to work on an international and national level, but will only succeed if local people become regular visitors. Kent has never before had a gallery of this scale or of this nature, yet its people are being asked to believe that culture can transform the place in which they live, and provide new possibilities for its future. Turner Contemporary has been working with artists to bring about change, and encourage people to see that culture can play a vital and transformative role in their lives.  

When one is living through a moment of change, it is sometimes difficult to see what is going on with any great clarity. Different expectations, understandings of the past and visions for the future can all be overwhelming. Profound change can’t be forced, and although there is much to be done, one must also be patient. I cannot help but think of the late writer Italo Calvino’s personal motto. It is necessary to hurry slowly. 

Although it may seem that a new building project starts from scratch, there is never a blank slate, rather always a complex context in which it must develop. Perhaps it is particularly hard to make changes in a place that is subject to such a strong place myth, a term coined by sociologist Rob Shields to describe the way in which people attribute certain characteristics to places. As N. Lubbren has written in her book Rural Artists – colonies in Europe 1870 – 1910: ‘By a process involving over-simplification, stereotyping, labelling and activating prejudices, these conceptions crystallise into symbolic formations, which Shields calls “place-images”. Collectively, a group of place-images makes up a place myth: a set of widely held and distributed core-images toward which individuals orientate their experiences. Place-myths are powerful motors of meaning, and they stubbornly continue to govern what people think of a place even when it no longer conforms to the images.’

Once a prosperous seaside resort, Margate has now been identified by Kent County Council as a priority area for regeneration. The town has suffered from the general demise of the tourist industry, with visits to the English seaside falling from 32 million in the 1960s to 22 million today, leaving much of the built and social infrastructure in decay. 

The town’s heyday is often considered to be from the first half of the nineteenth century, when steamboats brought visitors — including JMW Turner — from London, up until the second half of the twentieth century, when cheap package holidays lured them away again, The perceived strength of its past often overpowers any hopes for its future.

Drawing once again from Calvino, this time from Invisible Cities, in your minds please replace Margate with Maurilia:

In Maurilia, the traveller is invited to visit the city, and, at the same time, to examine some old postcards that show it as it used to be: the same identical square with a hen in place of the bus station, a bandstand in the place of the overpass, two young ladies with white parasols in the place of the munitions factory. If the traveller does not wish to disappoint the inhabitants, he must praise the postcard city and prefer it to the present one, though he must be careful to contain his regret at the changes within definite limits: admitting that the magnificence and prosperity of the metropolis Maurilia, when compared to the old, provincial Maurilia, cannot compensate for a certain lost grace, which, however, can be appreciated only now in the old postcards, whereas before, when that provincial Maurilia was before one’s eyes, one saw absolutely nothing graceful and would see it even less today, if Maurilia had remained unchanged; and in any case the metropolis has the added attraction that, through what it has become, one can look back with nostalgia at what it was.1
The challenge of looking forward is particular difficult in a town that understandably often looks backwards. Working with artists to shape a vision for the future is not new. As Jesus Pedro Lorente2 points out, when Versailles became the official dwelling of the French court, two palaces in Paris were given to artists and craftspeople. Between 1608 and 1806 studios for artists were established in the Louvre. This became more common after the French Revolution when churches, palaces and convents were passed on to artists. The Bolshevik Revolution was to do the same in Russia. The new trend for bringing the arts into disused buildings began when economic restructuring took place after World War II. 

Given the extraordinary privilege of working with artists to contribute to Margate’s future, what should one’s vision of a gallery be? What should its function be? Who is it for? Should we be encouraging everyone to use it? If we fail to attract a local audience, do we share this failure with our community, as in the words of Joseph Beuys, ‘they are not more capable of giving of themselves?’3 Should we be building a gallery that is reminiscent of other galleries, or can we allow it to be different? How will a gallery that we build in response to the context of today be used in the future? Do artists want the same thing as audiences? Perhaps not in all cases; as Marlene Dumas says:

A good gallery is an unfriendly place. Unlike the warm, dark cinema where the self can dissolve surrounded by its own species, the gallery is a cold place, structured to increase self-consciousness… 4

At times, these questions seem impossible to answer, and when there is so much to be done, it can feel hard to do anything. At this point, perhaps it may be useful to borrow an idea from the writer Jorge Luis Borges, one that enabled him to get over a mental block that until nearly forty years of age prevented him from moving beyond essays to fiction. His idea was simple: to pretend that the book that he wanted to write had already been written by someone else, an unknown hypothetical author, and that his task was to describe and review this invented book. 

Borrowing this idea, one can imagine responses to the gallery when it opens in 2010:

And so an information assistant might say:

‘After only two weeks of the gallery being open, I found myself looking at the clock today, waiting for the sound of bikes and school bags being thrown down by the entrance. It’s fantastic to see young people coming here everyday, in their own time, really wanting to learn…’ 

And yet:

‘I have more time now and so like spending it in the gallery, quietly, looking at the new things they have, but it’s often quite difficult with so many groups, young people, it’s like being in town.’

One of those young people might comment: 

‘I have got no idea what the sculpture is all about, but I can’t stop thinking about it. Really weird. I might bring my dad at the weekend.’

Someone else might say:

‘I thought I only liked old painting, which is why I went to see the Turners, but then he was presented so that he seemed modern, even contemporary, and now I can see why some of the artists today work in the way they do. I still don’t like most of what they do, but I’m beginning to understand why they do it.’ 

Or another:

‘It’s good that different people are coming here now, and I like the gallery, it’s great, but I can’t help feeling that some of them coming down are a little amused by it, about it being here, and that we’re just local colour.’

Or:

‘I’ve got no idea what the sculpture is all about, it just seemed stupid. I won’t be coming again. And I don’t know how they could put Turner with all that new stuff.’

And finally:

‘The best thing about the gallery though, was on the first floor. So simple, but I’ve never seen anything like it before… Remarkable.’

Well, we have four years to figure out what this might be.
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