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Connected Communities was an AHRC funded programme launched in 2009
that set out to better understand the changing nature of communities in their
historical and cultural contexts, and their role in sustaining and enhancing the
quality of life.
Consisting of over 300 individual projects, the programme addressed a broad range of
themes: Creative Economy; Health and Wellbeing; Environments and Sustainability;
Civility, Engagement and Mobilisation; Community Heritage; Challenges of
Disconnection; Community Design; Work, Occupation, Enterprise. Around 50 visual
artists were active in the various projects.
Edited by artist Steve Pool, this research paper looks at a year-long research project
Co-producing Legacy: What is the role of artists in Connected Communities projects?
which explored the legacy of Connected Communities from the perspective of the
artists involved.
The research was led by principle investigator Kate Pahl and researchers Dr Hugh
Escott, Dr Helen Graham, Dr Kimberly Marwood and Dr Amanda Ravetz. Artist Steve
Pool was community co-investigator on the project, supported by Castlefield Gallery,
Manchester. As publishing partner, a-n The Artists Information Company helped to
generate and disseminate the findings of the project.
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Foreword by Kate Pahl, principle investigator, Co-producing Legacy
Artists are often under recognised by academics in terms of what they bring to
projects. Often they are used as an easy route to ‘impact’ or a way of engaging
with communities. In this project, we uncovered, and sought to value, the
protean way artists work and began to scope out what they were actually
doing within academic and community teams. This has lead to an enhanced
understanding of some of the benefits of working with artists and also,
importantly an appreciation of the richness of the practice that can develop as
a result of these collaborations.
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Artists working on inter-disciplinary collaborative projects
The last five years has seen opportunities develop in the ways artists work across the
Higher Education sector. Alongside traditional teaching and research within long
established schools of art, visual artists have taken on diverse roles within public
engagement and the public understanding of science and knowledge transfer, and as
this paper explores, have become deeply embedded within community orientated
research projects. Artists are working across diverse fields, exploring arts and health
issues, architecture, the built environment, community cohesion and cultural heritage.
This period has also seen universities developing their civic role, building and financing
close partnerships with cultural institutions and galleries, often leading to exhibition and
commissioning opportunities. The national Research Councils (RCUK) continue to
question how university research impacts on wider society and how this is measured
through the Research Excellence Framework (REF) which, in part, determines the
distribution of funding for research.
Navigating the world of higher education is not straightforward; the complicated
logistics of drawing down funding, the specific roles within projects and the frequently
complex language, can prove daunting to outsiders whatever the project scale.
Universities are large organisations and this means that communication,
preconceptions, managing expectations and relationships are a critical part of any
project.
This article draws on a year-long research project that explored specific issues for visual
artists working on inter-disciplinary collaborative research projects. Its focus is the Arts
and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Connected Communities programme. The
AHRC is leading on Connected Communities, a cross-Council programme designed to
help us understand the changing nature of communities in their historical and cultural
contexts and the role of communities in sustaining and enhancing our quality of life.
Many of the issues and themes discussed here resonate with a wider debate around
artists working within higher education and research generally. These include debates
on process and product, method and methodology, practice, quality and rigour. Artists
are often seen as a valuable component in the research process. They offer a critical
lens, a way to engage, a means to show things back, unsettle, provide momentum and
in some instances shape and define the research outcomes – they are certainly ‘in the
mix’.
Inter-disciplinary projects are not new. There is a long tradition of scholars and artists
coming together to explore a place or an idea, to look at the same focus point through
the specific lens of their discipline and learn from each other’s perspectives. Recent
developments in HE funding structures and a search for new purpose and direction has
resulted in an increased number of these projects and a focus on making new
knowledge together; what is frequently described as the process of co-production.
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Why this work was necessary
Many artists draw on a history of practice that can sometimes be invisible to
collaborators in higher education. Understanding how these histories draw on different
and often conflicting traditions, such as critically engaged art practice, health
community or education contexts, is fundamental to grasping what informs artists’
encounters with academic projects. Similarly academics have their own imagined and
practical experiences of working with artists, often limited to one or two individuals or
projects, expectations and relationships are shaped by these experiences. It is
important to recognise that in many projects artists are commissioned to help engage
with publics and audiences to develop platforms that make academic ideas
accessible and to draw on methods and approaches rather than develop or rely
heavily on a personal studio-based arts practice which might privilege the individual
voice or a specific sector’s pre-conception of expertise.
The ‘social turn’ in contemporary art associated with the 1990s and early 2000s runs
alongside older traditions within community art and social sculpture. Today many artists
are involved in activism including festivals, DIY culture and direct action such as the
Occupy movement. These creative hubs of resistance draw on artistic transgressive
traditions that inform the way some artists are now working within communities and, in
turn, on research projects. Within the artistic community these come together to form
new configurations of practice beyond the gallery setting or the ‘art market’ and the
historical confines of what is traditionally identified as visual art. People describe these
changes in different ways, for example as ‘critical public art practice’ or ‘socially
engaged art practice’ yet the influence of this type of political activism impacts on the
partnerships with university projects especially those concerned with theories of change
and social justice.
Artists’ socially engaged practice in different public contexts reflects both the protean
and changeable nature of their careers but also the contemporary interest in the
interface of art with, for example, politics, community contexts and the everyday. The
research, aimed to surface and identify some of the artistic genealogies on which
socially engaged practices are built within research projects. We found that to explore
this effectively the socio-political contexts of artists’ employment, the changing funding
regimes and validation structures within the cultural sector and the often conflicted
terrain of visual artists working within research projects needed to be taken into
account.
We felt that the ways artists were working were often invisible, unreported and
intangible, their contribution was understood mainly through the material
manifestations of their work, sculptures, events, workshops and very often, the artist’s
agency within projects was under-theorised and sometimes under-valued.
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How we worked together
Our project focused on exploring the role of artists within AHRC funded Connected
Communities projects. In many research projects, including those using grounded or
inductive methods, the driving force is a research question or hypotheses. We felt that
the collaborative nature of our exploration would allow us to explore innovative
research approaches. We defined this as a ‘studio approach’, drawing on all our
respective skills and experiences and, where possible, collapsing them. Through this
process we tried to grow emergent spaces, constructing openings for new collectives
and ideas to form. We tried to model approaches that we had identified as working on
successful research projects that involved artists. The research team developed a set of
principles that would underpin their work.
1.

The studio is a conceptual space where groups form and grow things.

2.

It emerges from something we recognise as working already.

3.

It involves a group of people who operate beyond the structures of the
university.

4.

It transcends individual projects.

5.

It recognises different types of expertise – all participants can emerge as
‘experts’.

6.

It is acknowledged, however, that people in universities do know something.

7.

It is not fixed. It is adaptable and responsive to particular situations.

8.

It cannot contain everything. Its contents are assembled for a shared purpose.

9.

It draws on the methods of arts practice but is not a place to produce art.

10. It is not a physical space, a digital environment, or a structured set of meetings.
It can operate through any of these but is at root an approach and not an
institution.
We suggest that the complexity of the groups that come together to take part in
Connected Communities research requires the construction of a space that can hold
difference, permeate boundaries, and be robust enough to collapse and reform.

a-n The Artists Information Company

6

www.a-n.co.uk

What we found out
Through interviewing artists and exploring the literature the projects were generating
(such as Keri Facer and Bryony Enright’s report Creating living knowledge) we identified
specific traditions or histories that were particularly important for artists when working
with academics on Connected Communities projects. These included:


Community arts



Arts in Health



Participatory arts



Site specific arts



Art outside the gallery



Relational aesthetics



Dialogical aesthetics



Socially engaged arts practice
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Critical pedagogy of the arts

These histories impacted on ways of knowing and the production of work within the
projects in ways that the academics were sometimes unaware of. Individual artists
position themselves and validate their work through a hybrid of experiences and
previous roles. We began to describe this as an artist’s genealogy. Many artists drew on
strong traditions and political histories without an explicit awareness of the contested
nature of these histories. Projects often fractured along clear fault lines that developed
within them a deep sediment of ideas. For example, historical movements such as
Marxist cultural theory of the 1960s could emerge in debates around instrumentalism,
the value of face painting and what somebody actually meant by the term ‘social
sculpture’. Some of these fractures presented opportunities to dig deeper and go
further, others provided blocks and obstacles. We were struck by the strong correlation
between the artists’ agencies within projects in terms of opening up new areas of
exploration, asking unexpected questions of all participants and helping projects to
connect with communities regardless of specific artistic traditions or individual artistic
practices.
As a team, we have written about our findings, and here present our work. We draw on
the joint analysis and discussion of the Artists’ legacy project team1. Through our analysis
of the interviews with researcher Hugh Escott, we identified three interconnected
modes of artistic approach that influenced projects:


Points at which collaboration, methodology and arts practice considerations led
to a refocusing of the area of study. This often meant unsettling or disorientating
standard academic practices.



Conceptual: Artists being involved in the conceptualization of the project or
research – this could involve writing the bid and constructing the theoretical or
methodological lens for the project from the outset.



Instrumental: ‘Artists being used in a specific manner to deliver’ – we do not
necessarily see this as a negative quality, but rather the concept of artist as
useful, delivering a shared goal, was one we encountered frequently.2

The processes of integration and collaboration between academics and artists both
involved a widening of outcomes as well as a diversity of outputs. In the following
extract from a conversation between an artist and an academic the complexity of the
processes of working together and the diversity of outcomes are highlighted:
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Artist: For me it’s a collaboration – you make a pool in the middle where you bring your
practice you bring your thinking and you bring your skills and knowledge and hope that
they are complimentary and they create something in the middle so it’s not about me
interpreting that the science – it’s about ‘ooh what can we get out of this’ and so the
ideas should and the creativity should come from everyone involved it’s just that
maybe I can think of ways to visualise it in a different way…
While the collaboration was highlighted as a ‘pool’ it was also acknowledged by the
artist that she brought specific skills to the project. In many of the projects we studied,
the experience of working with an artist was to re-orientate and change how things
were understood. In some instances, this ended up creating a new conceptual
framework for the project.
Artist: So what we are doing is generating material that then gets used in research but
also has a creative output – we could be working with clay or working with people’s
statements or people’s ideas about where things should go….
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Conclusions
Anyone thinking of looking at the impact of artists on collaborative interdisciplinary
projects should think about the following:
Think about the creation of knowledge as process.
Accept difference as productive and keep the space open.
Abandon control and acknowledge ‘not knowing’ as part of coming up with new
ideas.
Artists can have a vision or ‘ego’ that can be useful in shaking up a project
Below, we unpack these ideas in more detail:
Think about the creation of knowledge as process.
Artists were able to highlight how ‘other’ forms of knowledge construction, outside
academia, were just as important as knowledge constructed through formal research
methods. Recognising the value of experiential knowledge was also an aid to creating
more horizontal, equitable structures when working across disciplines, in community
settings, with a wide variety of partners. Sometimes a feeling of disorientation, being lost
and finding new pathways helped in this process. Not necessarily having a plan, or
being in control was vital to surface these different kinds of knowledge creation, as a
film-maker articulated here:
Film-maker: So [name of academic] was very shocked at the prospect of not having a
plan, but it worked out really well… I work quite often without a plan – there’s only so
much you can plan something… but that was really successful because he had all of
the knowledge – the archaeological knowledge that people were actually interested
in… so the combination of our skills and our practices made for quite a successful piece
in the end…
Accept difference as productive and keep the space open.
In many of our modes of enquiry, the task involved opening a space and keeping it
open, in order to observe, experience and reflect on what happened. The nature of
space and time constructions in these contexts also had an important bearing on what
happened. Many events that academics organise tend to be in buildings that are
institutionally constructed, and the forms of their presentations determined by preexisting structures such as the academic paper and the Powerpoint 15-minute
presentation. Questioning those institutionalised practices was a consequence of the
artist’s contribution, and, instead more collaborative forms of presentation, such as

a-n The Artists Information Company

10

www.a-n.co.uk

community-curated blogs, publications, participatory films and open-ended events,
were acknowledged as important within projects. These formats enabled divergent
voices to be heard, and people who did not necessarily draw on traditional academic
forms to be included.
Abandon control and acknowledge ‘not knowing’ as part of coming up with new ideas.
This seemed important as projects often were initiated by academics, but as they
progressed, became collaborations that stretched beyond this. Artists often were more
comfortable with the idea of creating ideas and jointly not knowing and they were
sometimes able to construct a space that enabled academics to do the same, as this
artist described, in conversation with an academic.
Artist: My practice I think is about the idea of being outside of myself, I’m like the
captain of a ship with the idea so it actually helps to have the idea and the role and I
think things can bounce off it, doesn’t limit it, it expands it and helps it...
The artist here was deliberately working with the idea of ‘being outside of myself’, their
relationship to the work and the practice opening up new spaces of exploration for all
involved. Another artist described in detail how she imagines the piece of work as an
autonomous ‘Mechanism’ part of her practice yet also independent of her and able to
have agency across the project as an idea or concept.
Artists can have a vision or ‘ego’ that can be useful in shaking up a project.
The particular identity of the artist and their way of working was often recognised by
academics as something that was uniquely shaping the project, and a part of the
practice of the artist. The value of much of this work could be found in the small details
of situated human interaction and not the broader theoretical, political or ideological
forms of knowledge production.
Artists were able to locate projects within the ‘everyday’ and articulate the value of
small actions that could shape wider, more important pieces of insight. Sometimes this
could also be in the form of a provocation that altered how people saw things. Subtle
shifts in the atmosphere or layout could then alter what happened in that space. Within
lived experience, this is often a process that artists notice and value.
We are interested in the potential of this approach for collaborative, interdisciplinary
projects across universities, communities and artists and, as we have argued, suggest
there are implications for collaborative inquiry in a wider range of contexts. Our project
was able to trace the legacies of artists’ interventions in ways that recognised
experiences, values and ways of knowing that sometimes go unrecognised. We would
like to see these ways of knowing acknowledged within the wider world of policy,
practice and university knowledge structures.
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In summary, artists worked in a number of ways to pluralise research, acknowledge lived
experience and work with uncertainty and emergent practice. We explored the legacy
that artists left on Connected Communities’ projects and how they influenced practice.
Legacy implies both something material and some kind of traceable ancestry. Yet a
common theme in the interviews and research experiments we conducted was that
one of the implications of artists’ involvement in Connected Communities projects has
been to shift and complicate the relationship between research and dissemination – or
process and product – and increase repertoires of what knowing might be and how it
might happen.
Edited by Steve Pool. Research by the Co-producing legacy team Professor Kate Pahl,
Dr Hugh Escott, Dr Helen Graham, Dr Kimberly Marwood and Dr Amanda Ravetz with the
support of Castlefield Gallery.
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