
ARTISTS TALKING ABOUT 

PROPERTY MATTERS

ONE
SHARED
OWNER

This is one of six posters. Each poster captures a number of 
questions that arose from a series of artist conversations 

that focused on the running of artist-led projects.

The posters are part of a larger research, survey and mapping 
project designed to create a stronger understanding and 
greater visibility of the range and uniqueness of collective 

artist-led practice across Scotland.

Alongside the Scottish Artists Union Learning Programme 
this conversation about property matters was led by 
Matt Baker and Katherine Wheeler (The Stove Network, 
Dumfries) and Genevieve Kay Gourley (North Edinburgh 
Arts), to explore ideas around what it is to run a building and 
how artists can reclaim space within their own area.

Matt and Katherine discussed how they had developed 
the Stove building in Dumfries and embedded its activities 
within the community. Genevieve shared her thoughts on 
managing a community arts organisation in Edinburgh, 
alongside her previous experience as an artist-run 
committee member at the Pipe Factory in Glasgow.

We hope that these focused thoughts will act as a point 
of self reflection for individual artists, or as a catalyst 
for future artist groups to openly share and build their 
own ideas.

 Who is the space for and how can we access it?

〈…〉 We encountered right from the start an immediate 
understanding that in order to work in that place, we needed 
to engage with the public and explain what we were doing – to 
try and build a shared mission with people ... we experienced 
this vacuum of power, responsibility and democracy and the 
sense that if you tried to do anything, you were told that you 
were wasting your time, that somebody else was in charge ... 
it became really clear to us that our mission, in terms of using 
those opportunities and bringing artists practice, was going to 
also involve a great deal of negotiation ... we needed to empower 
our work in collaboration with the community to create a basic 
permission to work ... so we started on the street, because at 
the time we had a form of permission to use the building, but we 
were, to a large degree, e� ectively squatting ... we weren't really 
allowed to bring people inside – so our activities turned into 
a bit of a hit and run game with the council ... this was about 
getting enough of their attention in order to get full permission 
to use the building 〈…〉

〈…〉 when we started to use the building we discovered, that 
actually, what we were creating was a space which others 
were then able to use to develop their own ideas ... we weren't 
pushing an agenda of what we wanted to happen there – a sort 
of open house idea of come and do your own thing 〈…〉

If artists have control of a physical space, how can this help 
or hinder creative practice within a community setting?

〈…〉 As an artist group we have so many questions ... Trying 
to get into a building, is it really the building that we need and 
how far do we push to make that happen? Having established 
a small space and got it up and running, how do you grow it in 
a manageable way? What is the connection between artist’s 
process and management activity, and how do we navigate 
that territory as artists? ... we don't want to become part of the 
establishment necessarily and it starts to inhibit what we're 
doing ... as artists we throw things against the wall and see 
what sticks and then follow that line, whereas commercial folk 
will start with a business plan and be working towards an end ... 
we’ve followed that trail ourselves and suddenly fi nd ourselves 
in a position that is quite di�  cult to pull back from, working 
down a line that we never knew we were going down 〈…〉

What is the role of space in growing relationships and   
engagement for local people in grassroots placemaking?

〈…〉 The idea of a general meeting space – a place to come 
together – a welcoming work space – an indoor environment at 
any time? ... outdoor space can also play a role and sometimes 
more e� ectively ... coming through the door can often be an initial 
barrier to a community ... bringing activity to people in the ‘street’ 
creates an opportunity for direct engagement ... the building can 
be the catalyst for a project and the opportunity to test trial and 
build relationships 〈…〉

〈…〉 You need to be transparent about the purpose and the role You need to be transparent about the purpose and the role Y
of the arts work and maybe retain that when you're thinking 
about the management structures ... even though the Stove 
and North Edinburgh Arts have changed in their management 
structures, there's still a real belief and advocacy for the role 
of arts practice ... artists working at the heart of what we do, 
even though we often don't use that language, because we're so 
community focused ... it's about supporting artists and practice 
as well as that community led decision making ... sometimes 
it's a bridging translation roll that we do ... there are many 
ways that artists might work together for a long term need ... 
it’s not about a one size fi ts all approach, it's actually about 
communication and an interrogation of process 〈…〉

How do we stay true to ourselves as creative people, and 
put ourselves into those positions where we can create 
something that can have a specifi c impact?

〈…〉 You need to be true to your purpose and your values ... 
you need to consider the kind of stories you have to tell. Is that 
the stories that you tell yourself or then the stories you tell 
other people? ... it's not about pleasing everybody ... maybe it's 
actually about the dialogue between those tensions and just 
being transparent ... there should be ways that artists can really 
professionally go and interrogate and use their own skills ... 
working with communities in a collaborative practice is another 
way of learning and working together ... it's maybe not about 
trying to do everything 〈…〉

〈…〉 We talked about that line between activism and owning and 
managing properties and then becoming part of established parts 
of the community rather than being outsiders ... and we talked 
about the narrative of building relationships with councils, or 
landlords, or with funders, around being useful to them ... being 
able to communicate what artists practice in a space was going 
to be providing in terms of wider community or economic benefi t 
... and building those stories into part of the artistic practice 〈…〉

〈…〉 We talked about establishment itself and the di� erence 
between artist collectives working with property and the more 
established arts organisations ... how, in that civic responsibility 
role, artists collectives felt more like people within the community 
and therefore could inspire people through their activity, rather than 
the work of big organisations ... and how this cutting edge practice 
works in terms of inspiring the rest of the community to stick their 
heads above the parapet and to do stu� 〈…〉

Do we need, or continue to need, to manage a space?

〈…〉 A lot of the problems about artist-led organisations is they 
do just happen ... and you're on this road and before you know 
it, you can't turn back, you just go forward and things become 
more and more complicated, because it's not done with a 
business plan 〈…〉

〈…〉 It's about artists having that power to start something up, but 
also having that power to stop it and not allow it to be something 
that it was never meant to be ... we need to draw down power 
and decision making hierarchies in creative practice ... I think that 
tendency for a project to go o�  in a di� erent trajectory is because 
the people involved in it do not have as much decision making 
power as they maybe think they do ... we need time to honestly 
refl ect - to not constantly grow our commitment - to interrogate 
our structures ... there needs to be that point where you go, this 
works, this scale works, and this is purposeful, and it's intentional. 
And that actually, it is still valid 〈…〉

How do you focus your activity? 
How does the group stay in control?

〈…〉 What are your priorities, the challenges of visibility and 
location ... the importance of setting up a cafe or meeting space 
to engage with various communities in a regular inclusive way ... 
we talked about how the role of that initial collective can change 
over the period of owning, or managing a space ... ther
e can be di� erent purposes for the work - Is the purpose 
about engaging the community or the community led decision 
making? Does the programme direct the space or the space 
direct the programme? 〈…〉

〈…〉 I fi nd it really interesting, that idea about language and 
how one uses certain defi nitions ... or what ways one promotes 
oneself ... about how an artist creator sees themselves within 
a community, and at what point do you use other defi nitions – 
Does that weaken or strengthen an artist collective? ... it can be 
a contentious issue 〈…〉

〈…〉 I’m interested in this idea of being open to evolution and 
change as a collective and what that means ... and if a change 
is happening, how is that infl uencing and feeding into how you 
might manage an organisation or space 〈…〉

〈…〉 our experiences have been one of constantly trying to 
retain the space for artists experimentation and freedom ... 
it's all about public perception, a genuinely engaged artistic 
practice and how useful we are to the community. 〈…〉

〈…〉 I think there is a role for individualism, but if you really do 
believe in the power of change, it's about encouraging people to 
form collective structures 〈…〉
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What are your priorities, the challenges of visibility and 

own ideas.works, this scale works, and this is purposeful, and it's intentional. 
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