PERFORMANCE AND THE HIGH STREET

So the conversation from this session started from my own perspective as a theatre-maker with a background in site-specific work and community engagement, and was practically interested in how I might be able to use empty spaces on the High Street where I live - and how artists and businesses could potentially work together in these spaces.

The conversation evolved into a broader conversation around what artists can do, the way artists might be instrumental in generating access to creativity and spaces where people can be together, the need for ‘brave spaces’, and the role of artists in very divided times.

So I started asking people in this session their knowledge around working with and accessing dis-used spaces, and what restrictions there are.
There is definitely variance across Hampshire in how much councils are able or will support activity in empty shops and dis-used spaces
E.g. the role of cultural events curator doesn’t exist everywhere, and it’s definitely more possible in some areas to put on events / activities / performances in non-performance spaces
HOW COULD THIS BE MADE MORE ACCESSIBLE / POSSIBLE ACROSS HAMPSHIRE?

Problems and restrictions may be because disused buildings are owned by private landlords, and it's difficult to plan long term because commercial lets will always trump a community or an art project because of the financial pressures.

IS THERE A BUSINESS CASE FOR ARTISTS RE-ENLIVENING EMPTY SPACES?

COULD COUNCILS BE MATCHMAKERS BETWEEN EMPTY BUILDINGS AND ARTISTS?

We can recognise that towns and high streets have become emptier and more derelict and it's very hard to run a small business now.  As artists we can recognise that the High Street means something else now to what it did historically, we started asking ‘what is the purpose of the High Street now?’

We can see that the High Street now is less about being a purely transactional space and more about being a community space, and so potentially there are really strong collaborations between artists and the High Street which both gives opportunities for people and also enlivens the High Street. So there is potentially a good business case.
There are examples of play cafes for children which are very successful and we recognise the need of play cafes for everyone! 

-Example of Flourish based in the Marlands. 
-An exhibiting space in Northam 
-Aycan runs gallery grounds in Southampton, which has a lot of potential to do some of the things we're talking about.

We thought about the way artists understand something about the way community works, that could be helpful to high streets and retailers, and potentially councils.
How could artists be present in shops and cafes? 
There is a question of the way a community sees creativity and entertainment - people may think they don't need entertainment : it's on their phone, it's online, it might be on a TV screen.
There is a bit of a culture now where we have forgotten how to be in a live space together – we had the example of in Turkey where even in an economic crisis the restaurants are full, but in the UK we're questioning how and whether people use high streets. 

I'm also interested in how we form the identity of places and the identity of place in Southampton and Eastleigh and across Hampshire. 
In these places it can feel like there is a lack or a loss of identity.
Is there a way artists can connect people to the identity of a place, and strengthen or define the identity of a place? Could this be through work involving high streets?

Post-COVID: so much finished abruptly in 2020, we've sort of forgotten how to do some things.
We've learned really well how to be with technology and how we can live with that and what it can do for us, but I think we have forgotten a little bit how to be together. 

Creativity and performance can create meaningful experiences for people who might not have thought creativity was for them.
We're working with a post pandemic mindset and art can help people relearn to socialise again.

There's also a question of sustainability for communities and for artists : do pop-up shops work?

Examples of the Encounter Shop in Andover and the Bureau of Exchange which was part of Chapel Arts Studios - it was a time for artists to experiment with the public.

A further issue we recognised is teenagers and young people who are too much online; there aren't enough real life spaces for them in small towns so the ideas here could be part of a strategy or a project that needs to involve young people.

How have public spaces become not safe?
Some people feel not safe in the High Street and leaving their homes. There is maybe something in the way creativity can help people cross the threshold and learn to love their High Street again.

We talked about safe spaces and how maybe this isn't a very helpful idea anymore.
We cited the value of brave spaces 
https://www.anselm.edu/sites/default/files/Documents/Center%20for%20Teaching%20Excellence/From%20Safe%20Spaces%20to%20Brave%20Spaces.pdf

Helps us with the understanding that democracy is about enabling different points of view to be in the same space.
As artists we're quite good at holding what a space can be, and so maybe this is another useful way that artists can work with stakeholders in towns to think about what arts can be and what the High Street can be.

Example of a talking shop
https://www.omidaze.co.uk/the-talking-shop/ 
How do we bring people into the process of being and creating together?
We recognise there may be a misconception or a limit, with councils and stakeholders, to what art looks like. It isn't necessarily a spectacle anymore, it can also be (and has always been) about well-being, fostering connections and relationships. Maybe this is the commercial case!

We thought about what we recognise as creativity and that there is maybe a fear or a snobbery around culture and art which makes easy for people to dismiss by saying ‘well I don't know anything about art’, so again I think there is a case for stakeholders in a town working with artists to create spaces where the community feel empowered and has a sense of ownership and identity over their town.

So this discussion departed quite a lot from where I thought it was going to go and where I started it, but it actually gave me some really useful actions, and I think it's made a really compelling case for the value of artists working alongside councils, and town planners, and retailers, and to think about identity and place and community and well-being in collaboration. So I hope there's potential for useful collaborations here - I'd be really interested in any other examples of this kind of work locally and regionally across Hampshire. And I'd be really interested in continuing all aspects of this conversation with the people who are in the session and anyone else for whom this resonates!


