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The Art of With    Contextl

How should a contemporary arts organisation work 
with audiences, artists and curators in this early part 
of the 21st Century at a time 

   when the boundaries between consumer and 
producer are becoming increasingly blurred, in a 
world of infinite communication possibilities, 

   where people are increasingly collaborating to 
create and innovate, 

   where many artists are working with the grain of 
these changes, 

   where new business models are developing with 
these approaches and embedded within them?

Contemporary arts centres cannot sit outside of 
such dynamic changes but must embrace and work 
with them. Organisations need to evolve into a 
place that brings together artists and audiences to 
exchange ideas and help make sense of the world 
through ‘open’ systems, innovation and business 
models. In short ‘We-think’.

Taking an open approach to developing a 
programme for a contemporary arts centre is not a 
tried and tested model. Can high quality exhibitions, 
film seasons and cross artform events be created 
using wikis? How does this affect curatorial practice? 
What does this do to existing related business 
models? What does a Web 2.0 arts centre look like?  
Is it all just ‘emperor’s new clothes’?

These are questions that Cornerhouse is 
investigating as it changes its approach to one 
which involves significant dialogue between the 
curator, artists and audiences. We have embarked 
on a research programe, funded by Arts Council 
England North West to understand more about what 
we mean by ‘open’. In particular we are interested 
in understanding more about the challenges and 
opportunities we face in developing new practice 
rooted in this thinking.

The research started with the commission of two 
excellent and provocative essays (The Art of With by 
Charles Leadbeater and Embracing the Desire Lines 
by Tom Fleming). The questions raised by these 
essays and the feedback obtained when they were 
published online informed the content and choice 
of speakers for the first Art of With seminar, which 
took place at Cornerhouse on 24 June 2009.

This was only the first stage of an ongoing process, 
we will use the questions raised in the seminar  
to inform further essays and a second event on  
25 November 2009. We’ve started thinking about 
the content and structure of The Art of With 2 but 
please add your comments to the wiki or email us 
at comments@cornerhouse.org 

Follow the developments on  
 www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith

Dave Moutrey, Director & CEO, Cornerhouse

http://theartofwith.wik.is/
mailto:comments@cornerhouse.org
http://www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
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Introduction

This report pulls together elements of The Art of With 1: 
Setting the Scene seminar at Cornerhouse, Manchester 
on 24 June 2009. The seminar consisted of two panel 
discussions, based around the essays commissioned for 
the occasion. Each panel included presentations and 
Q&A sessions with the audience.

The seminar was chaired by Anne Bonnar, co-founder
of consultancy Bonnar Keenlyside, and an active blogger 
about the the need for change in cultural institutions in 
21st century culture.
 
This report –  largely in note format – is supplemented 
by video highlights of the seminar and downloadable 
versions of the two commissioned essays which can be 
found on www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
 

http://www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
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Panel A  
The Art of With

Speakers 
Charles Leadbeater, leading authority on 
innovation and creativity and author of the 
influential bestseller We think: Mass Innovation, 
not Mass Production 

Simon Yuill, artist and programmer, developer in 
the spring_alpha and Social Versioning System (SVS) 
projects. He has helped set up and run a number of 
hacklab and free media labs in Scotland

Laurie Peake, Programme Director for Public Art for 
the 2008 Liverpool Biennial International Festival of 
Contemporary Art

See www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith 
for video highlights.

http://www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
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Presentations 

The Art of With, Enjoy, Talk and Do  
by Charles Leadbeater
A downloadable version of the essay this  
presentation is based on is available at  
www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith

As a starting point, all ideas are 
someone else’s. Today’s digital 
culture strongly relates to folk culture 
and now there is digital folk culture. 

A direct comparison can be seen 
between the process of designing 
software and that of writing The Iliad. 
They both follow a collaborative and 
interactive process as they build on 
content. Creativity has classically 
been seen as the work of the ‘heroic 
genius’ but today technology has 
enabled us all to create, and recreate, 
as once many voices became  
The Iliad.

There is a shift in learning from 
learning “for” to learning “with”. 
Influenced by the writings of Paolo 
Frey (theories of learning), Nicholas 
Bourriaud (relational aesthetics) 
and Daniel Miller (anthropologist), 
the idea of the tension between 
aesthetics and relationships came 
about. It is important to consider the 
relationships involved in creativity.

The yardstick to measure our 
technological knowledge by is how 
the younger generation refer to it, 
as in the example of Ned, Charles 
Leadbeater’s nine year old boy. For 
his generation, technology is called 
stuff, for those above his age it is 
called technology. 

Technology offers three different 
experiences; ’Enjoy’, ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’. 

In any one day an average nine year 
old sits, listens and watches through 
various ‘Enjoy’ experiences such 
as listening to a teacher, watching 
Family Guy, going to the theatre or 
watching new content on YouTube.

His ‘Talk’ experiences can be defined 
as social and include interactions 
such as: talking to your best friend, 
socialising online, connecting online 
with Club Penguin and texting.

http://www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
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His ‘Do’ experiences range from drawing 
with pen and paper to creating music 
with garage band.

There needs to be a mix of all three 
available for people to actively engage.

Older generations have tended to ‘Enjoy’ 
e.g. attending cinema and theatre in 
venues appropriate for that activity but 
the younger generation need rooms and 
spaces designed for ’Enjoy’, ‘Talk’ and 
‘Do’. Theatre and cinema spaces were 
for ‘enjoy’ but there needs to be new 
buildings now which are a combination of 
all 3 – ’Enjoy’, ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’.

The question needs to be asked – what 
is the connection between the culture 
of relationships and aesthetics and what 
does this mean for art? Also, what is being 
produced by whom and how? The role of 
good art is to do stuff for you and to you.  
It should make you feel disrupted, 
affronted and not part of commodified 
culture. The artist has a different vantage 
point on the world and brings it to you. 
It sets out to be challenging for you and 
not to have a conversation with you. How 
do arts institutions deal with art? Do they 
set out to provide the answer to educate 
the audience or do they just allow it to be 
provocative?

 ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’ can relate to avant garde 
art where the role is to break down the 
wall between the artist and the audience. 
It refers to art being in society, inhabiting 
the world and is demonstrated best in 
performance, installation and community 
engagement art.

There are two different stories for the 
future. There is the ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’ story, 
which is the big story of this century but 
there is also another story, that of the 
funders, artists and institutions.

Organisations in the future will 
probably not look like our current arts 
organisations but some might not change 
that much and traditionally structured 
organisations will find it difficult to cope 
in the future. There are certain primary 
schools in London that share similarities 
with strict authoritarian regimes where 
you cannot show a You tube clip. This will 
need to change.

Pirates and mavericks will change the 
future as they will be the people who will 
find the new space. History has proven 
this. It will prove difficult though as 
funders might have to fund the pirates. 
History has proven to us that ideas, 
originally thought to be insane eventually 
become the mainstream.

The question that needs to be asked is 
what is their motivation?
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Participatory Production Process  
by Simon Yuill

Technology asks questions of the 
broader issues such as participation, 
cultural democracy and openness.

In the past, Renaissance art held a 
place as part of the public sphere as 
there was a change in the economic 
structure of how art was produced 
due to the rise of the private 
collector and the distributor.

Copyright entered the cultural 
sector and generated an economic 
issue. Other significant artistic 
developments include the 
‘happenings’ of the 1960s as a 
rejection of the economic state 
of the arts. Throughout history, 
famous composers have rejected 
copyright including The Scratch 
Orchestra (based under Cornelius 
Cardew in London in 1969) and 
Woody Guthrie.

There is a shift in the relationship 
between culture and economics 
as the development of alternatives  
challenges the prevailing economic 
models.

Today we have access to free 
open source software created as 
a counter shift to commodified 
software. Free software enables a 
freedom of production for culture 
and other areas.

Open source software programming 
is seen as to always work on a mass 
participation model but empirical 
studies have proven that this is 
not as widespread as believed. 
Programming projects are generally 
small scale endeavours which 
involve 2 – 3 people (similar to arts 
organisations). The project team 
which created Linux is an exception 
to this. 

Culture has always been a 
participatory production process 
and we have decades of experience 
to draw from. This is in contrast to 
the internet which is new to us and 
does not provide us with a history 
of experience.
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Technology should always be considered 
as a tool to assist people, not to lead 
them. However, if real change is to occur 
through technology then people need 
to change too. An example of this is in 
relation to the wiki. Providing content 
or participating in a wiki does not make 
you – the individual – democratic or 
participatory, you need to demonstrate 
this yourself. Technology must be 
considered as a support, not a solution. 
It is also not the only way that we can we 
change things.

A cup of tea is the most 
collaborative tool that we have. 
The success of hacklabs can be 
partly attributed to the face to face 
meetings people working in this 
sphere have. 

In order to make participation meaningful 
for the people involved it generally 
requires operating on a small scale 
localised structure which can be better 
than mass participation. It is important to 
look at how we use participation as it has 
often been used for the wrong reasons 
throughout history.

Facebook raises a huge question about 
how social interaction have the potential 
to be turned into a commodifiable 
product and raises issues surrounding 
the ethical dimensions of these type of 
platforms. Yet Facebook works effectively 
as a way of connecting people and 
information.

The future of the galleries could develop 
along the lines of a hacklabs not as 
cultural imploders. They should and need 
to be another Facebook.

Cultural institutions and organisations 
need to become infrastructures not 
artefacts. They should demonstrate open 
participatory knowledge infrastructure 
and should not look too heavily to the 
models of the business world but to our 
own creative legacy.
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Offline Collaboration  
by Laurie Peake

Laurie Peake’s presentation was 
organised around examples of public 
art (such as Penelope by Jorge Pardo 
and Web Of Light by Ai Wei Wei) and 
emphasised the need of face to face 
engagement between the art and the 
public at ground level. 

The possibilites of democratisation 
were very exciting when new media 
were new. It is not new anymore 
but it is still exciting as a tool of 
communication. We must remember 
that it is a tool of communication. 
We need to be clear about what the 
medium can do for us. It is questionable 
whether arts administrators talked 
about the invention of the phone 
in 1910 in the same way that we are 
talking about new media now.

Not everyone is involved in social 
media and this is experienced daily 
when working out of the office in 
Liverpool meeting people who do not 
have computers.

Urban art projects that speak to the 
needs of the project participants 

can demonstrate very effective 
collaboration. Ownership of public 
space items prevents vandalism. The 
work of Antony Gormley (Another 
Place) has interacted very well with its 
environment and has not suffered in 
the public space as there is a dialogue 
of collaboration.

The presentation ended with the 
showing a You Tube clip of Richard 
Wilson’s Turning the Place Over in 
Liverpool. The clip was filmed on a 
mobile phone by a teenage girl and 
her friend who happened to stumble 
upon the piece and uploaded their film 
on You Tube. This was a great example 
of how new technology enabled 
people to take their ownership of 
urban art projects further, sharing their 
spontaneous, enthusiastic reaction to 
and their critique of the work almost 
instantaneously.

http://liverpoolbiennial.adatabase.org/index.php/objectui/type,vra.vrawork/id,18029
http://www.biennial.com/content/LiverpoolBiennial2008/LiverpoolBiennial2008MADEUP/AiWeiwei/Overview.aspx
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Audience Q&A 
How do we work with the audience? 
How do we give ownership? 
If you are still thinking about the 
audience as your audience then you 
probably won’t get that far with them. 
You create the space for open public 
discussion and provide resources for 
participation. You can use software to 
enable this.

What is really open? Is open software 
really open?
Unfortunately not unless you have a 
geek who can use it to its best effect.
Blogs can be seen as introverted 
and self-referencing which is very 
disappointing.
In some of the urban art projects in 
Liverpool there is desperation on all 
sides so there is support to radically 
change things and the people that are 
best placed to introduce these changes 
are the people who live there.
The concept of mass contribution 
as evident in blogging is often not a 
true reflection of opinion as 95% of 
blogging is reinforcement. This raises 
the question of the role of critical 
discourse in the blogging dialogue and 
also questions the democracy of the 
process.

Talking and doing – is this a 
depoliticised view? What is your 
view CL?
Whatever the web does it will connect 
to pre-existing culture, the new tools 
will not suddenly open everything up. 
You can invent democracy because the 
economy is talking.
The example of commercial 
mutualisation that can be seen in 
iPhone applications is a model that 
could stretch to the social and cultural 
spheres also.
Permissive culture makes things 
available in a way that is appropriate 
for people to do more stuff with, remix 
for example.

Do we need to listen and learn as 
well as enjoy, talk and do?
The state will fund learning and 
listening but people will always talk. It’s 
likely, due to the recession, the public 
sector will go backwards in the next 
five years and become less risk averse. 
Learn is a combination of all three of 
Enjoy, Talk and Do. The question is how 
do we engage in sustainable business 
models for this learning?
As a society we need more plural 
experiments – we cannot just have 
Facebook and iPhone. We need to think 
about how we craft our structures 
to encourage different kinds of work 
whether it’s street performances or 
iPhones.
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General Comments 
•    Blogs are not an accurate

representation of social 
infrastructures. 

•    We live in an age of revolution 
that offers hope but we must 
also deal with the  constraint 
which is imposed by people.

•    A way to tackle creativity in 
disadvantaged communiites 
would be to create hacklabs 
in order to develop iPhone 
applications.

•    What can the professional 
practitioner do in this brave 
new world?

•    There is a misconception 
surrounding contemporary 
copyright as it is blamed for the 
commodification for art and 
culture. It was in fact, Hogarth, 
the English artist who first 
pushed for it to be introduced 
for engravers. 

•    Copyright was created with 
the intention of protecting 
creators but is now benefitting 
distributors. It is not a better 
alternative, it just creates more 
work for lawyers.

•    We should begin from the 
point of why we should keep 
copyright. It will all be creative 
commons in five years if we do 
not provide the reason why it 
should stay. 

•    We need to turn society inside 
out so that people do not feel 
excluded. 

•    We need to avoid false 
binaries, it’s all stuff. We need 
to encourage as many possible 
experiments in the space 
between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media. 

•    The questions that needs to be 
asked now is who is the artist 
and who is making the work?

•    Creative can be anything from 
making a baby to making a 
cake. Society needs to move to 
a place which is stimulating and 
inclusive.
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Panel B 
Embracing the 
Desire Lines

Speakers 
Tom Fleming, Director of Tom Fleming Creative 
Consultancy, consultant and academic specialising 
in research and support for the cultural and creative 
industries sector

Jon Ippolito, artist, Guggenheim curator, and 
co-founder of Still Water for network art and culture 
at the University of Maine. Jon participated in the 
seminar remotely from Maine via webcast. 

See www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith 
for video highlights.

http://www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
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Presentations 

Embracing the Desire Lines  
by Tom Fleming

Download the full essay from 
www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith

There is a greater closeness evident 
today between the personal and the 
societal.

The role of cultural infrastructure is 
changing and new tools and a new 
language are required to understand 
what their new role is. In order for 
this to happen, cultural organisations 
need to be open and interdisciplinary. 
They are already making attempts to 
try to open up and to demystify. 

In the current pre-determined funding 
landscape there are issues and 
debates surrounding:

  the role of cultural organisations 
and institutions

 instrumentalism versus intrinsic 

 alienable versus inalienable 

In the current cultural climate how 
work is produced and consumed is 
an absurd balancing act between 
meeting the metric requirements  
of both policy and institutions.  

The current challenge for curatorial 
agendas is to broaden the footprint 

of the cultural offer to reflect quality 
and openness. 

In consideration of physical 
infrastructural development, a 
number of questions need to be asked 
including: 

 Who benefits and on what terms?

 How do we take part?

  How do we create the conditions for 
engagement and collaboration? 

The digital agenda is the headline 
agenda in today’s world and digital 
technology holds great power as it 
has the ability to act as a convenor  
for different agendas. 

Society has greatly speeded up and 
there is a slow agenda in response to 
this. The programme needs to speed 
up but also to slow down to allow 
people the time to reflect.
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The overall notion of culture in society 
today is changing as we address 
questions such as:

 How do we build culture?

  How is culture presented, where and 
who with and on what terms?

  How will the users be involved, or 
what role will they have to play in the 
restructuring , transformation and 
shift of culture?

Cultural institutions need to also 
reconsider the increased importance 
of place as the notion of the local and 
global are conflated. The live experience 
is now almost interdependent on the 
digital landscape; as people are living 
their lives in a digital world, the social 
landscape is also changing.

We are currently at a watershed where 
there are multiple agendas which lead 
us to ask questions such as:

  How can we balance the agenda of 
openness?

  How can we operate a culture of 
‘with’ for both the users and also the 
funders?

  How can we ensure that the cultural 
infrastructural offer is fitter for 
purpose?

In order to move forward there needs to 
be a culture of purpose which promotes 
an agenda of openness.
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Think Like a Network 
by Jon Ippolito

There is a strong history of networks 
in the visual and performing arts.

Due to the inadequacy of the 
existing infrastructure a movement 
has happened which has seen 
people in the cultural sector no 
longer farm out to experts but 
instead create the tools that they 
need for themselves.

In order to operate a network you 
need to think like a network. The 
museum is currently the gorilla in 
the room.

Museums and networks are 
opposites as:

Museums  
 reinforce boundaries 
  provide the guides and tell you 
what to think

Networks  
  operate in a different way and 
create value in unexpected places, 
i.e. stuff you find everywhere is 
more valuable than stuff in only 
one place 

  pierce boundaries, offer 
ubiquitious experiences

Thoughtmesh is a project which 
enables the users to pierce 
boundaries: 

  Creates access to different essays 
published across the world which 
are connected and sourced online 
through tags 

  Operates like reading a magazine 
which lets you link to other 
publications thematically, different 
to a library where everything is 
separated. 

  Permits you to rate someone else’s 
article online. 

  Step out of the paradigm of 
expertise and dip your feet in areas 
where 
you might not be an expert.

Thoughtmesh offers a peer review 
option similar to academic journals. 
The Thoughtmesh option differs in 
that users are identified and have 
the right to comment when the 
essay is published, which is different 
to academic journals where there is 
no opportunity to respond.

http://thoughtmesh.net/
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Ubiquitous experiences are 
required in the cultural sector.

Data are lonely and cannot talk 
to each other. This can result in 
archivists constantly repeating 
similar data. Metaserver, a 
programme that acts as an online 
tool which points to data that 
live on different sites provides a 
solution to this. Each time new 
content is uploaded onto the 
institutions’ sites it becomes 
available to all of the metaserver 
users .

The Pool is another piece of 
software, which seeks to assist the 
cultural sector. This is the most 
used aspect of the systems Jon and 
his team developed and houses 
1000+ projects. It acts like water 
where bad stuff sinks and goes 
down and good stuff rises to the 
top and gets greener.

In the art world projects usually 
only ever have one life and are
one-off events. New media operate 
differently to this and the Pool 
offers a way to keep these projects 
alive.

The Pool also highlights the 
relationship features of the projects 
e.g. who were the ancestors and 
descendents of the project

You need to think like a network 
when your organisation is trying to 
adapt to the 21st century.

http://pool.newmedia.umaine.edu/index.php
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Audience Q&A 
How do people experience art and how do 
they experience software?
There are huge deficits of knowledge in the 
cultural sector and many problems associated 
with how we capture knowledge. Things tend 
to often ‘flow’ through institutions, which 
make it difficult to capture. There is also a 
huge gap between the networks and the 
policy makers.

Do we overlook the pleasure gained 
from rare objects in the cultural sector 
and instead focus on the shame felt from 
enjoying the rarity?
Often, it is the rarity of the experience which 
creates pleasure for the audience but it does 
not mean that only special people can access 
it. Exclusivity is what needs to be avoided not 
rarity.
Although there is great pleasure in 
experiencing rare visual art works you should 
not be geographically discriminated because 
you do not live near the major art works.
We should focus on relationship-centred 
artwork as they do in Papua New Guinea 
instead of destroying the artwork afterwards 
and allowing it no future life.

Can we create a collective intelligence peer 
review for all knowledge in society using 
meta tagging?
There are several social networking sites 
in this area including 38minutes which is 
powered by C4.4IP.

Where do you stand on a scale of  
1 – 10, are you pessimistic or optimistic 
with regard to delivery of The Art of With?
Overall the panel (Charles, Tom and Jon) said 
they were between 9.5 and 10 (optimistic) in 
relation to the principles of The Art of With 
being carried forward for best effect.

What do we do next? How optimistic are 
you around the government/policy makers 
helping us to make the changes that we 
need to make to embrace The Art of With?
We need to operate a new mode of good 
practice and deepen engagement with 
different interfaces. Situations such as 
the recent Iranian Twitter coverage of the 
elections help to build this case.

Greater risk taking is required and 
relationships need to be built between 
cultural institutions and with their users. 
Funders need to be more trusting and allow 
cultural organisations and institutions to take 
the risks that they need to take. 

The innovation agenda should be 
interdisciplinary and boundary crossing and it 
is hoped that this will have outcomes for the 
wider benefit for society.

What is the role of the artist in this 
situation? When will the cultural product 
be a more creative process?
The artist as agent is critical in this process 
and also having creative processes at the core 
of the experience is essential. 

How can organisations such as Cornerhouse embrace the ideas of We Think?  
Are institutions to be intelligent search engines with brand values or are we 
supposed to let the boundaries down and relinquish control of the programme?
The example of The Pool in a physical space is a good model. This is what Mind Sets 
attempts to create. Programming decision – making process needs to be more 
transparent. The museum needs to be turned inside out i.e. showing the behind the scenes 
operations and demonstrating one of the many ways there are to open up organisations.

http://three.org/ippolito/mindsets/
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Conclusion 
The Future
In order to progress this change we need to  
make paths where people walk and not push  
them onto designated pavements. You need to work 
with people where they are.

Public institutions are not currently being 
imaginative enough and for these changes to 
happen there needs to be lots of experimentation 
in the social and public realm. This will need to be 
funded by the public sector.

The possibility of what lies in the margins needs to 
be taken into greater consideration and unlikely 
connections need to be explored. History has shown 
that what initially appears in the margins will always 
become the mainstream.

In the future there will be a huge market for 
enjoying experiences but it won’t be as big as 
it used to be. The special experience associated 
with ‘being there’ e.g. festivals will continue to be 
popular and rise in cache as being special. Art will 
become more practice and less artefact.

Click here to watch a video of Charles Leadbetter’s 
conclusion to the seminar.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CWDYGXpAf48
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Action Research funded by Cornerhouse funders

www.cornerhouse.org/theartofwith
Save the date: The Art of With 2 will be on 25 November 2009

Links
Charles Leadbeater 
 www.charlesleadbeater.net

Jon Ippolito 
www.three.org/ippolito/

Tom Fleming creative consultancy 
www.tfconsultancy.co.uk

Anne Bonnar’s blog 
http://annebonnar.wordpress.com/

Simon Yuill 
http://pzwart.wdka.hro.nl/mdr/research/syuill/
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