Beam Archive Project by Kerry Harker
1. Introduction

Arts charity Beam, have been actively engaging with the arts in place since
their founding as Public Arts, in Wakefield in 1986. Beam work with artists and
communities to enhance places through the development of creative arts
projects. Over the years, this has been done in partnership with multiple
agencies including arts organisations, local and national government and
regional development agencies, public funding bodies, and the built
environment and cultural sectors.
Earlier this year, Beam invited Kerry Harker to undertake a creative
exploration of the archive, which charts the development and work history of
the organization and its projects over a period of just over 30 years. Over
such an extended period, this now amounts to thousands of documents,
images and objects, stored in both physical and digital formats. As well as
documenting the numerous individual projects undertaken over the years, the
archive also illuminates the changing histories and status of public art as a
practice, the developing discourses surrounding it, and the evolution of the
roles of stakeholders in the endeavor that has increasingly become known as
‘place making’.

1

2. The archive project

The archive acts, in effect, as a microcosm of the major developments within
this area of practice, touching on notions of artistic, curatorial and
commissioning processes; the challenges of defining public space and its
governance; finance and funding; the creation of identities in relation to place;
the accelerated growth and role of new technologies in these practices; and
shifting approaches to place making, from top-down narratives of master
planning driven by government and private development, towards concepts of
community engagement and modes of participatory governance, among
others. With a particular richness in relation to these histories in the Yorkshire
region, the archive also connects with nationally significant moments in the
history of public art initiatives in the UK.
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3. A curatorial approach

“As a Curator, I’m fascinated by many aspects of the archive – certainly its
materiality and the way it moves us through time from the analogue to the
digital, from medium format transparencies, 35mm slides and artistic
techniques such as collage, to the sleek and seductive imagineering enabled
by computer-aided design; how the use of the visual components of graphic
design convey a changing approach to positioning debates on public art; and
of course the central role played by artists in constructing, and sometimes
challenging, the conventions and definitions of public art itself” Kerry Harker.
Kerry looks at how Beam’s archive offers entry points into the complex
discourses on the role and value of artists working in the public realm, before
turning to a more detailed case study that exemplifies an approach that the
organization has developed and honed over the last 30 years.
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4. A unique approach to working with
artists

Richard Woods, A Maze for Yorkshire at
the Orangery, Wakefield (2013).

Morag Myerscough and Luke Morgan,
Swing It! at the Orangery, Wakefield (2014).

Beam’s history demonstrates the organisation’s fundamental commitment to
advancing the central role of artists in the narratives and practices of place
making. Projects documented in the archive allow us to revisit the work of
major contemporary artists, designers and architects working internationally,
among them Jan-Erik Andersson, Tess Jaray, Morag Myerscough & Luke
Morgan, Richard Woods, David Mach and Michael Pinsky as well as an
extended conversation with architect Will Alsop from 2003 onwards regarding
the future of the Orangery, Beam’s home in Wakefield from 1997 to 2016.
Kerry is also struck by Beam’s long-standing commitment to supporting
emerging practitioners based locally and their tendency to offer commissions
on an ‘open call’ basis rather than directly approaching individuals. In these
ways, and through a characteristically cross-disciplinary approach, Beam has
throughout its history to date employed a working methodology which
simultaneously embraces the hyper-local while seeking to connect its work to
broader narratives and contemporary developments within discourses on
place making and the arts nationally.
Two examples, which differently articulate this approach, are outlined below.
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5. Welcome to the North

Hans Peter Kuhn, Light Neville Street, Leeds (2009).

Firstly, The Northern Way regeneration programme, which was a major
project of the Blairite government, initiated in 2004 by then-Deputy Prime
Minister, John Prescott. It included examination of the potential for an
ambitious pan-northern programme of public art commissioning, known as
Welcome to the North.
This, conceived in consultation with regional consortia partners including
Beam, and delivered from 2007-10, provides an interesting case study on the
intersection between the realm of ‘public art’ and the mainstream gallery and
art market system, allowing us to connect Beam’s work with these external
forces. Through this programme, artists of international stature, including
Antony Gormley, Richard Wilson, Andy Goldsworthy, Hans Peter Kuhn, Pal
Svensson, Anish Kapoor, Jaume Plensa and John Kennedy of Landlab
(astonishingly not one woman artist among them) were shortlisted to produce
a series of monumental public sculptures at key gateway locations across the
north.
At the time, this £4.5m project was the largest public art programme in Britain.
In all, 10 projects received funding, with others receiving development funding
which allowed them to be realized later through additional partnerships. For
example, funds made available to Channel 4’s Big Art Project ultimately
contributed to the realization of projects such as Jaume Plensa’s monumental
sculpture Dream at St Helen’s on Merseyside. The programme also facilitated
the purchase of Antony Gormley’s Another Place at Crosby beach on the west
coast, allowing it to become a permanent installation.
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Antony Gormley, Another Place,
Crosby Beach (2005).

Jaume Plensa, Dream,
St. Helens (2009).

In a Northern Way progress report published in January 2005 prior to
agreement of the public art funding, its C10 investment priority, ‘Market the
North to the World’, made the case for culture on the basis of economic gains
based on increasing both overseas tourism and inward investment. Public art
here becomes an instrument of big government, wielded for its potential
contribution to the economic objectives of The Northern Way and as a tool for
the creation of distinctive regional identity, albeit designated elsewhere (i.e.
from Westminster).
Given the extremely lofty ambitions of the Northern Way programme, we have
to question whether the public art projects commissioned through the
Welcome to the North initiative proved to be the game changer for northern
identity that they were intended to be. For example, we might reasonably
question the value of co-opting major international art world figures into
attempts to craft local identity. The projects realized under the Northern Way
banner, such as Hans Peter Kuhn’s Light Neville Street, which I’m very
familiar with in my home city of Leeds, have largely failed to create the sort of
iconic and internationally-known emblems of northern identity achieved by
Gormley’s Angel of the North a whole decade earlier. Crucially, that project
was borne of local initiative and ambition truly grounded, and fought
passionately for, in the place for which it was destined.
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6. The Green – Yorkshire Festival of Places

The second example Kerry explores is The Green, initiated by Beam in 2003
as part of their People Making Places programme, and billed as a ‘Yorkshire
festival of places’. We can see the seismic shift in emphasis here to ideas
around the participation of local communities in place making initiatives,
signaled by the promotional photography which focuses on people rather than
the art object, and copywriting which utilizes the second person to directly
address local residents, as in the strapline ‘growing in a town near you’.
The Green employed a temporary landscape installation-as-sculptural-object
designed by artist Walter Jack and landscape architects Whitelaw Turkington
to spark debate and conversation, and was funded primarily by Yorkshire
Forward with additional support from the five Yorkshire towns it toured to –
Bridlington, Huddersfield, Halifax, Doncaster and Wakefield – all then enjoying
‘urban renaissance’ status with the RDA, Yorkshire Forward. Creating in effect
a new village green for the 21st century where townsfolk could come together,
the project aimed to provide a way for people to look at their towns and
communities afresh and to think about their wishes and dreams for the future,
while simultaneously raising the level of debate on issues relating to the built
environment. Here, the artist becomes a facilitator, and the artwork is
transformed into a platform or prompt on and through which to generate and
stage collective debate.
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Images and cuttings held in the Beam archive indicate healthy levels of
community participation in The Green, and debate played out in the local
press. The turfed sculpture provided not only a physical and intergenerational
platform for conversation, but also a stage on which to air grievances and
articulate differences of opinion between local authorities and groups such as
local traders. Albeit on a temporary basis, The Green encapsulated the
potential of public art to facilitate transformation, here rendered meaningful by
the involvement of local communities.
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7. Changing practices

Ian Judd, Statue of J.B. Priestley,
National Media Museum, Bradford
(1986).

Charles Quick, A Light Wave,
Wakefield Westgate station (1987).

Kerry wanted to approach the Beam archive not as a linear series of discreet
projects unfolding chronologically in time within the niche discipline of ‘public
art’, but rather as a 30-year conversation about place and the arts, with a
particular focus on artists themselves, and shaped by the accumulated skills,
knowledge and experiences of all those who have connected with the
organisation’s work, which, crucially, is locally embedded.
The archive, thought of in this way, and approached thematically, allows us to
trace a broad trajectory in thinking about art in the public realm over this
period. Early Public Arts projects maintained the dominance of a model based
on the classical relationship between object and plinth, such as the figurative
and commemorative bronze statue of J. B. Priestley by Ian Judd, erected in
Bradford in 1986, the organisation’s very first commissioned project. Just one
year later, Charles Quick’s celebrated A Light Wave, commissioned by the
British Railways Board for Wakefield’s Westgate station, where it remained for
many years, moved the debate away from the figurative towards a graceful
set of repeated geometric arcs fashioned from individual lengths of painted
wood and dramatically spot lit from below at night.
The relationship between artist and place in these projects, however, is limited
to the extent that they exist within a framework set by developers and
landlords who wish to co-opt a validatory piece of art in order to enhance the
economic and cultural capital of an already-completed site. The artist arrives
too late in the process to affect the formation or meaning of the place itself.
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However, what the Beam archive quickly begins to suggest is a move away
from these transactional relationships, towards an innovative approach that
embeds artists in the early stages of place making initiatives, whilst
simultaneously directly addressing and engaging communities, inviting people
to participate as active citizens in debate on the future of the places where
they live. Furthermore, Beam’s archive documents the organisation’s
numerous initiatives, through training, discursive events, summer schools and
other schemes, to enhance the skills and confidence of local communities,
including young people, in equipping them to approach these debates. Such
projects include People Making Places, 2002-9, a wide-ranging programme of
people-oriented awareness-raising about place making, funded by CABE, Arts
Council England, Yorkshire Forward and the ERDF, and the Partnership Skills
Programme, funded through Yorkshire Forward from 2005-9, which supported
citizens to influence vision and development in a dozen Yorkshire towns.
The final case study dating from the early years of Public Arts’ existence,
encapsulates some of the key points Kerry has made.
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8. Case study – Wakefield Cathedral Precinct

Tess Jaray, Wakefield Cathedral Precinct (1992)

In 1989 Tess Jaray, an already successful artist known nationally for her work
in painting and printmaking, as well as in the public realm, was commissioned
by Public Arts and Wakefield Council to propose a scheme for the
enhancement of its Cathedral precinct. The project was a contemporary and
close comparator to Jaray’s major commission for Centenary Square,
Birmingham, completed just a year before, but sadly decommissioned earlier
this year to make way for the redevelopment of the site.
In the late 1980s as now, Wakefield Cathedral stood at the centre of the city,
but was not at that time successfully integrated into the fabric of the modern
retail core which had developed around it. Jaray’s scheme, completed in
1992, incorporates hard landscaping in the form of brick paving laid in
geometric patterns, street furniture and planting. Described by the journal The
Planner in 1992, as ‘a new public space of distinction and quality’, it has
matured remarkably well, and represents an early example of innovative
partnership working between an artist and local government departments. At
the time, the Principal Design Engineer for Wakefield Council, Andy Kerr, was
quoted as saying, ‘I feel it is important to introduce an artist at the earliest
opportunity so that their input can have an effect on the whole of the project.’
In fact, the scope of Jaray’s commission was extraordinary, with the artist in
effect ‘curating’ all aspects of an entire civic realm.
Jaray’s handmade proposal document is held in the Beam archive and
provides a fascinating insight into her methodology, as well as the tools then
available for artists thinking through place making. Dated 1989, it sets out the
artist’s vision for the Wakefield site – to open up areas between the cathedral
and adjacent shopping streets and to unify the entire precinct thereby creating
the sense of ‘city centre’, that was then felt to be sorely lacking. Previously
dislocated elements of existing cityscape were reunited through the
installation of a bank of sandstone steps to the south of the cathedral, placing
it properly in context with the city and creating an extension to it in the form of
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a natural amphitheater that the artist proposed be used for ‘sitting, observing,
and participating in city life generally.’ The new space thus created was paved
with blocks in a limited colour palette specified by Jaray and laid in a recurring
series of graphic patterns within a limited visual lexicon which effect an
extension of her studio practice.
The overall effect of Jaray’s choreography is a scheme of remarkable
coherence and deceptive simplicity which not only thinks through the daily
activities and requirements of the end users with great sensitivity, but which
exists on a human scale, pre-empting debates on human interaction in the
urban sphere brought to the fore by Danish architect Jan Gehl in his 2012 film
of that name. However, the proposal makes clear Jaray’s understanding of
the needs of other stakeholders too, as she offers her thoughts on how the
scheme will enhance civic identity, increase the city’s tourist appeal, attract
trade and commerce, and link Wakefield’s history to its future, viewed in the
early 1990s as one based on full participation in a modern European Union.

Jaray’s wonderful project stands, for me, as an absolute counterpoint to the
large-scale, muscular and at times bombastic excesses of some public art,
typified by a number of projects realized through The Northern Way. Indeed,
the 10th anniversary calendar which Public Arts published in 1996, quotes her
aspirations for the Cathedral Precinct design thus: ‘I hope the final design
would fit so perfectly with its surroundings that people would say, ‘what a
beautiful city’, not ‘what a beautiful design’. The humanistic aspect of Jaray’s
work can be clearly appreciated in the pages of her proposal document, put
together as it is from photocopies of photographs the artist herself has taken
on the street, on top of which she has layered hand-coloured and collaged
elements, with additional hand-written annotations and sketches.
The facture of this hand-made document allows the artist’s voice to emerge
strongly from the page, and with it a more direct engagement with her
thoughts and working processes. It is evident that the artist has stood here,
experiencing this place for herself and observing human interactions within it.
She engages with the granular detail of the city fabric, and imagines herself
as an end user of the space. What will this place feel like? What will I do
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here? In terms of our focus on place here today, what checks and balances
might this approach furnish us with, as a counterpoint to the too-frequently
poor experience of new public spaces which have been entirely digitally
conceived?
9. Conclusion

Kerry has introduced some broad concepts and opportunities arising from a
creative investigation of the Beam archive, which allow us to think through
histories and potential futures for the role of artists in place making.
Beam’s unique approach to this is alive in their thinking today, as the
organisation continues to undertake ambitious programming such as the
nascent 25-year plan for a public art strategy for City Fields, a major new
development to the east of Wakefield city centre.
Data which illuminates the challenges and opportunities relating to art in the
public realm more broadly can be extracted from the archive – from best
practice in community engagement, to the roles of key stakeholders, notably
that of artists as place makers; the impact and appropriateness of funding
streams, and the longevity of approaches and methodologies whose legacies
can now be reassessed 10, 20 or even 30 years later. What works in the long
term? How can we build sustainability into place making initiatives, and
particularly the role of culture within these, when the funding landscape for
public art is a constantly shifting terrain of agencies, bodies and strategies
vulnerable to the changing agendas of national government? Beam’s projects
over the years cover the arrival and subsequent dissolution of initiatives such
as the RDAs and CABE (Commission for Architecture and the Built
Environment), and shifting attitudes to supporting public art within the work of
Arts Council England. What learning can we take from these histories that
might positively impact upon future policy formation? And what next for the
role of artists in place making?
Thank you’s
Thanks to all those involved in the research to date, including former Directors
Graham Roberts and Robert Powell, as well as Graham Riding, Tess Jaray,
Julia Barton and Charles Quick.
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APPENDIX
1. Overview
Research into the physical and digital archive continued to December 2017, to
recover materials relating to circa 10 ‘key projects’ pre-identified by the
organisation’s two former Directors, Graham Roberts and Robert Powell, prior
to my involvement. The 12 projects initially considered were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Statue of J.B.Priestley by Ian Judd (1986)
A Light Wave by Charles Quick (1987)
Wakefield Cathedral Precinct by Tess Jaray (1989-92)
Featherstone Massacre Memorial and Garden by Julia Barton (c.1990-93)
Trafford Park commissions (c.1993-95)
The White Knight & the Table of Longing Hearts by Jan-Erik Andersson
(1998)
People Making Places programme (2002-9)
The Green Walter Jack and landscape architects Whitelaw Turkington
(2003)
The Partnership Skills Programme (2005-9)
Welcome to the North: a Public Art Strategy for the Northern Way (2007)
A Maze for Yorkshire by Richard Woods (2013)
SWING IT! by Morag Myerscough and Luke Morgan (2014)

In this initial phase, the Partnership Skills Programme [PMP] has not been
considered, and the first iteration of People Making Places is well documented
through Public Arts’ 2004 publication People Making Places: Imagination in
the Public Realm. No archives held by Beam and relating to the Trafford Park
Commissions were uncovered and these have therefore also not been
considered here. However, two additional projects have been covered,
namely Bird’s Nest (2004) by Jan-Erik Anderssen, which formed part of the
PMP programme; and Aquascape (2009) by Ryumei Fujiki. In this pilot phase
therefore a total of 11 projects under consideration.
Through continued dialogue with artists (notably Charles Quick and Tess
Jaray), significant additional information was uncovered – this includes the
artists’ own holdings of digital and physical material, as well as relevant
holdings in other collections, including the Arts Council Collection.
Unfortunately, some artists did not respond (or stopped responding) to my
requests for a conversation (Ian Judd, Julia Barton) and I have not been able
to add to Beam’s own archives on their projects. IN any case, the project has
revealed that Beam is not always the partner with the best holdings on any
given project and this needs to be addressed in future.
As a result of this project, some of the 10 ‘key projects’ are now well
documented, but some, notably those from earlier in the organisation’s life
where the archives are not extensive still, are not adequately represented. In
all cases, all known information on each of the key projects has now been
pulled together in a series of project files, and the template for this provided
so that archiving of the organisation’s current work might continue on this
footing. Hopefully this means that reconstructing current projects
retrospectively at some future point will not need to be done – all the key
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information and links to additional sources should exist contemporaneously in
one easily accessible location, with this standardized across all of Beam’s
work.
2. Outputs
The final outputs from the archive project are thus as follows:
•

Project templates completed for the 10 ‘key projects’ (plus 1 additional
project), supplied digitally and in hard copy

•

Provision of ‘project template’ for future archiving purposes

•

Writing of a paper on the archive and its presentation at the
interdisciplinary conference ‘A Sense of Place: Arts, Enterprise &
Placemaking’, organized by the University of Bedfordshire, held at their
Luton campus from 3-5 November

•

Written paper and powerpoint slides from the above - provided to Beam

•

Presentation of this paper to Beam’s Trustees at their Board Meeting in
Wakefield on 13 December 2017

•

Timeline of key projects and events in Beam’s history and that of ‘public
art’ practices more broadly, mapped against developments in the
contextual histories of public art/place making initiatives and, for example,
local and national policy having a direct impact on these

•

Recommendations and next steps in relation to this work

3. Recommendations
The work of archiving Beam’s projects should considered as an ongoing,
consistent practice –the new ‘project template’ should be adapted if deemed
necessary and adopted to facilitate easier recording of the key aspects of
projects as they happen, as opposed to needing to retrospectively gather
information from multiple sources at a later date. As this project has
illustrated, within a fast-moving organization, archiving needs to be as easy as
possible, as there is a risk to Beam in its history residing with individuals
(former Directors and staff) who may essentially leave and take this
knowledge with them. The very scant holdings on some early projects,
although important in tracing histories of Beam’s work, illustrates this point.
Project overviews, via the template, need to be collected centrally so that
Beam is better able to tell its own story and thereby articulate its mission and
value – this is essential for aspects of its work including advocacy, marketing
and fundraising. Templates should obviously be located in an easy-to-find
folder within the Live Drive.
4. Next steps
This ‘pilot’ phase of the archive project has illuminated some of the
opportunities and challenges associated with Beam’s extensive history, and
the following possible next steps can be considered:
•

Staging of a ‘place making’ event, such as an academic conference
delivered in partnership with a HEI and sector partners. This could be
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tailored to Beam’s specific interests and histories, for example with a
regional focus drawing together current research on place making;
public/private space; ‘place’ within cultural policy formation; notions of
‘community’, sociallyengaged practice and participatory governance;
regional creative clusters; artists’ livelihoods and availability of work;
regional devolution in the context of ‘Northern Powerhouse’ and central
government’s Industrial Strategy etc. Such an event would aid in raising
Beam’s visibility, refocusing public attention around its core mission and
activities today, and building external partnerships, notably by testing
potential for collaboration with academic partners – this has been identified
as a desirable outcome and there is potential to explore joint funding bids
in future (for example through AHRC) as well as to build scope for
digitizing the physical material relating to Beam’s earlier work, and
ultimately to find a suitable repository for the archive itself.
•

Development of a collaborative Doctoral award with a HE partner to focus
on further mining of the archive. Note that investment in public art on
campus has become a feature of many UK universities including
University of Leeds, whose ‘Curating the Campus’ symposium took pace
in June 2015 – there is a downloadable PDF of the programme which is
useful
for
relevant
debates
and
contacts:
https://library.leeds.ac.uk/events/410/event/305/#event. The ‘Sense of
Place’ interdisciplinary conference in Luton in November 2017 also
highlights research of current interest to both the HE and arts sectors:
http://www.testbeds.beds.ac.uk/a-sense-of-place/

•

Development of a curatorial project resulting in physical/digital exhibition of
material relating to the archive – this could expand on this initial phase of
research, and approaches could be made to regional venues The
Hepworth Wakefield and the Henry Moore Institute as potential partners
and hosts. This pilot phase has revealed the existence of material which
would support the idea of an exhibition, including imagery (35mm slides,
medium format transparencies, photographs, digital plans and drawings),
documents (correspondence, contracts, press coverage etc), scale models
(Light Wave maquette – MODES system for Wakefield collections
managed by The Hepworth Wakefield; Wakefield Cathedral Precinct – Arts
Council Collection, Longside), objects (White Knight – figure extant on top
of the Orangery) etc. A comparator exhibition might be City Sculpture
Projects 1972, shown at the Henry Moore Institute, Leeds, from November
2016
–
February
2017,
comprising
archive
material:
https://www.henrymoore.org/whats-on/2016/11/24/city-sculpture-projects1972

•

Identifying appropriate funding schemes which could support a second
phase of activity including moving towards readiness to digitize earlier
projects, as these are most at risk of given the location of Beam’s physical
archive at present and the threat of deterioration and loss resulting from
the absence of suitable environmental conditions in which to store the
material

Funding
Further exploration of funds for working with archives, including digitization:
the National Archives offers ‘Archives Revealed’ funding including Scoping
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Grants of up to £3000 to ‘help archives conduct collections analysis to support
development of plans for future cataloguing priorities and projects.’ This
opens in March 2018. Further information at:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/findingfunding/archivesrevealed/?mc_cid=ef704f7e6c&mc_eid=b424ecf956
Some additional sources of archive-related funding worth further
consideration are outlined on the TownsWeb archiving website here (updated
September 2017) including major funders such as Pilgrim Trust and Heritage
Lottery Foundation: https://www.townswebarchiving.com/2015/12/sourcesfunding-for-heritagedigitisation-projects/
The Henry Moore Foundation offers grants which might be appropriate to
funding outcomes such as exhibition, conference, publishing, or further
research and development. Deadlines in 2018 are 1 March, 24 May, 13
September, 11 December. https://www.henry-moore.org/grants/grantsprogramme
There are also online toolkits regarding digitization of archives, mainly
focused on public access, such as this one from Tate:
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/archives/archives-access-toolkit/funding-managingarchivedigitisation-project
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