At Home with Art: Provisional Notes Towards Understanding “the performance and
promise” of Institutions by Artists1
I’d like to begin with a modest proposal - small initiatives can make a difference. During the
past year I’ve been researching artist-run initiatives in Australia. And in that time I’ve come
across the phenomenon where artists are turning their own domestic spaces into art galleries
and art spaces and inviting in a public.2 Significantly most of these projects are situated in
suburbia rather than urban arts precincts. These projects raise questions and sometimes
disrupt what we have commonly come to understand an ARI is and where art should be. In
the context of this conference (Spectres of Evaluation, Rethinking Art/Community/Value)3
they might just have tantalizing things to say about community, art and value.
In this paper I will focus on several of these domestic artists’ projects where I hope to show
you why I think these sorts of projects matter not just for the artists involved but for the wider
community they are calling forth, locally, neighbourly and internationally.
To begin! I won’t rehearse the well-known history of artist-run spaces in Australia here,
which goes back to the early 1970s – earlier if you include independent artist organizations of
the 1930s and 1940s – except to mention that these alternative art spaces began as a radical
resistance to the traditional and mainstream art of its day. Yet today ARIs are an established
part of the arts landscape, and most don’t necessarily play the role of ‘radical resistance’.
They are themselves institutions.
To call contemporary artist-run initiatives “institutions” is not necessarily the same thing as
“institutionalized” nor is it necessarily negative. According to Nina Möntmann, “Institutions,
are by definition instruments or platforms for a prevailing order of social values.”4 And
following the philosopher John Searle’s definition she writes, “An institution is any
collectively accepted system of rules (procedures, practices) that enables us to create
institutional facts”.5 Further she notes that society and its institutions can provide a kind of
structure that can be seen as beneficial.
So in this sense current ARIs in Australia could well be seen as institutions by artists. And I
think that’s not a bad thing. The question then becomes, particularly in the context of this
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conference, what are the social values these ARIs share and enact? And where does this place
them in the arts ecology? Can the idea of community be a useful and productive idea to think
about the social values of these ‘other’ ARIs? And in turn does it offer anything to
community-based art to think about artists speaking to their own community?
The specific ARIs that I will present have in common their out-of-place locations, or perhaps
idiosyncratic locations. Their locations I would like to suggest give them a significance that is
important to their meaning, social value and place within the wider arts ecology.
The first project is called The Arbour Lake Sghool6. I first heard about this project at a
conference I attended in 2012 in Canada called Institutions by Artists7. The “Sghool”
appeared to be a group of friends living together in a large suburban house in the outer
suburbs of Calgary, Canada. In 2003 they initiated The Arbour Lake Sghool with the
intention to make projects based on their suburban location, using their yard as the
springboard and “stage” for critical projects that would explore their suburban experience. To
this end they created all sorts of havoc in their own backyard, disturbing the neighbours with
provocative creations like a re-enactment of WW1, including a 24-hour water balloon fight
with the kids in the neighbourhood.

T
The Arbour Lake Sghool
image source of Arbour Lake Sghool website

The project that really caught my attention was Harvest, where they decided to tear up their
front yard to grow a crop of barley.
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Harvest, The Arbour Lake Sghool
image source of Arbour Lake Sghool website

This project began in the spring of 2007 and continued through 2008 when the barley was
harvested. The whole project was very labour intensive using traditional tools and skills,
including what they called “old-tymey scything, flailing and winnowing.” And keeping with
the old-tymey ways, when it was time, friends and neighbours were invited to help bring in
the harvest.
This project made me laugh--something about the incongruousness of a field of waving
barley amongst the clipped suburban order was disruptive and funny. Yet in the question and
answer stage of the conference several people spoke very critically of it. Their objections
were, in a nutshell, that the Sghool and their disruptive projects were simply privileged and
bored middle class kids who had nothing better to do. They could see nothing critical or
‘useful’ in these projects. As one panelist said, “The world is falling apart and we have no
time to play.”8
For me this is a great dilemma. And it speaks directly to the question of value, both what we
value in art and the specific social values inherent in this work. What can political or critical
engagement mean in such a location? The criticisms were raised in the context of a panel
where all the speakers including The Arbour Lake Sghool were projects based in
communities. In this way The Arbour Lake Sghool’s community of suburban friends, family
and neighbours were compared to a Thai community project, called the Concrete House
Project, which served a very disadvantaged community in Bangkok of female sex workers
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and HIV sufferers. In this context the questioner raised the very valid concern that these two
communities are qualitatively different. The Concrete House Project in Bangkok is concerned
with human rights and social justice, whereas the project in the backyard of the Calgary
suburbs he described as “the absurdity of the politics of privilege that take place in an excess
of boredom.” This was quite a damning evaluation of their project. Given the seriousness of
the situation in Bangkok how could the unfolding of the antics in Calgary compare?
Yet, perhaps it’s the context that was the problem; and that these two sorts of projects are not
comparable. Both projects were dealing with the worlds they lived in and it is the vast
difference of these worlds that becomes apparent when compared like this. I found it
worrying that each project couldn’t be valued for what it was and had to offer. For me The
Arbour Lake Sghool raised serious social, cultural and political questions of land use, food
sustainability, suburban alienation, and the many separations that we in the affluent West
experience living in our post-industrial world. For all these reasons I didn’t agree with the
criticisms expressed, rather I thought The Arbour Lake Sghool was a valuable intervention
and needed to be taken seriously not just on its own terms, but as a provocation to important
social and cultural conversations.
Next I’ll turn to some Australian artist-run initiatives engaged with the ‘local’ as a key social
value – albeit in various different ways.
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In February 2013 in a suburban backyard in Marrickville two Sydney artists opened their first
show in their renovated brick garage, calling their project Marrickville Garage.9 Jane
Polkinghorne and Sarah Newell had shared the rented house for over a year, although Jane
had lived in the house for nearly a decade. Over the summer of 2012 /2013 the artists worked
hard to turn the semi-derelict space into a workable studio and exhibition space. The space
was to serve two purposes, one as studio/workshop space for themselves, and then, once a
month they would give it over to the art community providing a free space for artists for
presentation and discussion of their work.

	
  

I visited the project one Friday evening in August, it was an opening and there in the
backyard they had set up a table with drinks and nibbles. People arrived in dribs and drabs
and stood around the table eating and drinking wine. It felt like a backyard neighbourhood
party, except that eventually we all drifted into the garage to see the work on display. There
was something exhilarating about visiting a backyard art gallery deep in suburbia. It was
exhilarating to feel part of breaking out of expectations and the usual ways of being together
in domestic spaces – and thus charging the space in a new way – with a charge that everyone
seemed to feel.
I had a similar experience visiting The Rumpus Room10 in a northern suburb of Melbourne. It
is run by artist Ashlee Laing from his garage and it attracts a mixed group of people to come
and see what the artist has been up to – the garage acts as a project space where people can
try out ideas and test materials.
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The Rumpus Room.
Melissa Laing + Ashlee Laing | Untitled (2013) | Installation view (8min 49sec).
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The emphasis is on play and process, rather than finished outcomes or fully resolved work.
As Ashlee says on his blog, “Remaining true to the definition of rumpus room, The Rumpus
Room is all about mucking around with stuff, ideas, having fun and playing. Suburban
garages are the new black.” The evening of my visit a noisy crowd of people had gathered
around an open fire in the backyard, eating barbequed sausages and drinking beer. It was a
very convivial atmosphere, and again felt like a charged social space.
The next artist-run initiative I’d like to present is Branch 3D11. This is home-based, but not a
garage. Rather Branch 3D is a window gallery. It is run by artist Sarah Nolan from the front
room of her terrace house in Forest Lodge, Sydney.

Alex Wisser, The Forest for the Trees, Branch 3D.

Unlike the previous garage spaces, Branch 3D is closer to the city – the inner west, and it is
literally on the street. That is, there is no front yard -- the window is flush with the street.
Sarah calls it a “shop window in a residential building.” And, unlike the garage spaces, it can
be seen late into the night. This location gives Branch 3D a very different relationship to the
local and in particular the local passing traffic. As Sarah says on her website, “This new
'space' provides the opportunity to reach a varied and alternative audience to that of a
conventional gallery” which includes people passing by either on foot or in buses and cars –
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and this passing audience “is not specifically visiting the site but rather unexpectedly
encountering it…”12
In an article about the recent history of Brisbane ARIs Peta Rake asks “in what ways do these
ARIs take into account their specific location and contingent relationship to the local
context?”13 Rake goes on to discuss the problem of the provincial in Australian art, quoting
an important essay written by Terry Smith in 1974 and published in Artforum titled “The
Provincialism Problem”. In this essay Smith argues that “provincialism does not simply arise
out of colonial processes or geographic location, but rather that it is an attitude, … this
attitude of provincialism surfaces in particular in the phrase “cultural cringe.” However as
Rake writes thirty years later, “provincialism is no longer problematic. In the case of
Brisbane ARIs, the problem has metamorphosed into an opportunity.”14 This could also be
said of these home-based ARIs, like Marrickville Garage, Rumpus Room and Branch 3D as
well as Pseudospace15 in Sydney, Applecross16 in Perth and Other Space17 in Blackbutt
Queensland. The relationship to the local of these home-based ARIs is not a narrow or
‘provincial’ one, on the contrary they are all engaged with national and international projects
and initiatives, a state that Nina Möntmann describes as “translocal”. For instance, Branch
3D is currently engaged with a national collaboration between seven windows across
Australia, called Dispatch, which is a very conscious attempt to “find creative solutions to
transfer, transport or transmit” artists’ work to other spaces across Australia.

Gungho Din 2013, Jen Denzin. Source Branch 3D website.
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In addition to this translocal-ness, they all navigate the local, as a social value, in my view, in
singular and specific ways where no one idea of community can be foregrounded. That is,
they are all embedded within their local neighbourhoods, but in different and various ways,
and the audiences they call upon appear to be a complex mix of artists, neighbours, local
people as well as friends and family from outside the neighbourhood.
For Marrickville Garage the relationship is open and productive. For instance, shortly after
they opened in 2013 they were involved in the Marrickville Open Studio Trail. This is a local
event organized by Marrickville Council, which produces a map and tours of artist’s studios
in the local area. Sarah and Jane organized a front yard sculpture show, a bit like sculptureby-the-sea-in-the-suburbs – and asked every house in their street if they would like to
contribute their front yard for the event—which meant artists presented work in each yard.
Every house said yes. And with great enthusiasm, the neighbours were thrilled. The event
drew the neighbours out into the street each weekend for a month.
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To return to the question that I raised initially, what are the social values these projects share?
And why do they matter in relation to community, art and value?
To expand on this I’d like to return to Nina Möntmann who describes our current situation as
“the corporate turn in the institutional landscape…. [where] art institutions are becoming
branded spaces.” Set against this context of global capitalism ARIs like Marrickville Garage,
et al - could be considered as “counter-models” to large institutions now run as “globalised
companies.” In these “counter-models” it is the local that matters, although this doesn’t mean
the audience comes from a closed notion of community, for example simply the art
community, rather the audiences seem to be complex and fluid rather than set or
homogenous. Following on from the significance of the local and the situated-ness of these
ARIs is the second shared factor, which has social implications -- and that is size. Size
matters for these projects. As Möntmann makes clear, today’s major art institutions are
increasingly becoming dependent on private funding, “which invariably implies a mission to
attract a mass audience and deliver visitor numbers to funding bodies.”18 In other words to
maintain their funding, large institutions – and even medium sized ones - need large
audiences, which in turn effects what sort of programming the institution can deliver and
ultimately any sense of independence.
On the whole these home-based ARIs do not receive any funding, which is just how they like
it. In fact in some cases this is the driving force behind their decision to open their own
domestic spaces. All the artists I interviewed saw this, the lack of funding, as a very positive
and liberating condition. All of them spoke of how thrilled they were not to have to deal with
funding bodies, with writing grants and so on. They all felt very liberated, even empowered
by their actions – which in some ways took them by surprise.
Another shared social value is that of DIY. DIY for me – child of the 70s as I am - is always
associated with a Punk sensibility. Punk as a subculture and social phenomenon is often
associated only with punk rock and the Sex Pistols, but as Greil Marcus suggests in his
sweeping epic, Lipstick Traces: a secret history of the 20th century, the Punk philosophy of
the late 1970s was imbued with social values that could be traced through various early art
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and socially progressive movements and ideas such as DADA and the Situationist
International with their social critique of late capitalist society. A significant feature of Punk
philosophy was its turning away from authority, and the perceived passivity of post-war
consumer culture, to a valuing of one’s own culture, and in particular to the value of making
one’s own culture – hence punk rock’s emphasis on noise and being together over expertise
and masterfulness. There was a sense that one could make one’s own culture from wherever
you were in the world.
And this is what these ARIs also suggest. There is no need to seek approval from either
established institutions nor to look to the centres either of their own cities or overseas. There
is a horizontal logic at play here, enhanced perhaps by the globalised communication
technologies like the internet. The projects on offer at these ARIs can be complex and
sophisticated, engaged with questions, issues, events or provocations playing out on the
world stage, but this time from where they are located. No need to leave home, so to speak.
Another significant social value that these home-based ARIs share is that of disturbing the
strict borders of our sense of public/ private. Nowhere is the sense of the porosity of the
public/private divide more keenly felt than in the uncanny project My House is Too Small.19
This, the last project I will present, is a project initiated by the artist Julia Powles. In this
project she invited artists to be a houseguest in her own apartment where she lives with her
family of two young teenage boys and her partner. Each artist was invited to stay and make
work for a week. There were six artist residencies in total, which occurred in 2013 from
August to December.
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Residency 5: CJ Conway
Image source My House is Too Small website

The apartment is a small, European style apartment – so no spare room and only one
bathroom. The artist was given the couch to sleep on and access to the apartment and the
intimate domestic lives of its inhabitants including, surprisingly “permission to access the
belongings of the household.” At the end of the week the apartment was open to a public to
view whatever the artist had made during their short stay. Time prevents me from expanding
on this particular social value, and Julia’s recognition of art as a conduit -- so I’ll just note its
importance here.
The artist was given the couch to sleep on and access to the apartment and the intimate
domestic lives of its inhabitants including “permission to access the belongings of the
household.” At the end of the week the apartment was open to a public to view whatever the
artist had made during their short stay. A key idea for the residencies is that of the
relationship of art and its place in the world. “Does art function as rupture?” asks Powles on
the website. Pivotal to the project is the “concept of the familiar…How does an unfamiliar
surrounding affect an artist and consequently the art that they develop?” And I would add,
how does the very “familiar” situation of a private home affect the art and its reception?
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I visited the house each of the 6 times. On entering the apartment on each of my visits there
was always a moment of excited anticipation, wondering what I would encounter. And often
there was a small piece of work on the doorstep or just outside the door, as if the artist’s
project had spilled out, into the hallway. Given the framing of the project, where “the
apartment and all its contents, including inhabitants were available to the artists”, the space
itself was never cleared to make it a gallery or anything resembling a special space for art.
The work, on each occasion, was conceived around the everyday activities of the inhabitants
and placed within the rooms of the house and around the familiar objects – sometimes
displacing them – sometimes the inhabitants themselves became part of the artwork.
Accompanying each residency was a simple but elegantly designed catalogue with a short
essay by an invited writer. The writing was an important feature of the event, adding another
layer of complexity to this already complex and thoughtful project.

Residency 3: Jessie Bullilvant
Image source My House is Too Small website
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Residency 6: Simone Slee
Image source My House is Too Small website.

With this project there was an enormous sense of generosity as Julia and her family - the
apartment dwellers - opened their house and their lives to their artist houseguest and then to
the public, another form of houseguest. There was a sense of gift exchange too; hospitality as
a gift moved in one direction and the artist returned the gift with their own artwork as a gift.
In conclusion I’d like to return to the questions raised by these home-based artist initiatives
and possible ways of thinking about them in relation to their social values and community. I
think Nina Möntmann’s term ‘counter-model’ is a good descriptor. This term with its
suggestion of transgression and subversion rather than any sense of radical opposition seems
appropriate to how these home-based ARIs operate and function. They are small and nimble
and therefore capable of being socially and politically responsive.
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They embrace a DIY ethic and aesthetic; they are embedded in the local and through their
existence and commitment they show that the local matters; and yet they are capable of
translocality through sophisticated communications and aspirations; they all play against
fixed ideas of public and private and the accompanying hierarchical and authority-driven
ideas of a special place for art. Finally, to return to the question of community, they underline
the contingent, heterogeneous and ‘tactical’ qualities of communities. These projects suggest
that home may just be the right place for art.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

“Institutions by Artists is a three day, international event that evaluates and activates the performance and
promise of contemporary artist-run centres and initiatives.” Online, http://arcpost.ca/conference

2

In an article in Art Monthly (Issue 246, 2011) titled “Home is Where the Art is: the rise of home-based galleries”,
John Cruthers coined the term “home-based” galleries. Thank-you to Sarah Nolan for pointing this out to me.

3

Spectres of Evaluation, Rethinking: Art/Community/Value. 6-7 February, 2014. This international arts
conference was presented by The Centre for Cultural Partnerships, VCA & MCM, University of Melbourne &
Footscray Community Arts Centre. (http://www.spectresofevaluation.com)

4

Möntmann, Nina, “On Programmatic Investigations of Trans-locality.” In Column 4, Spaces of Art: Institutional
and Post-Institutional Practices in Contemporary Art, edited by Reuben Keehan, 10. Sydney: Artspace, 2009.

5

Möntmann, “On Programmatic Investigations of Trans-locality,” 10.

6

See http://www.thearbourlakesghool.com/index.htm

7

See http://arcpost.ca/conference

8

See the discussion here, Session Four, Intimate Institutions, http://arcpost.ca/conference/session-four

9

See http://marrickvillegarage.com

10

See http://rumpusgarage.blogspot.com.au

11

See http://branch3d.com.au/home

12

See Branch 3D About page. http://branch3d.com.au/home

13

Rake, Peta, “Inclusivity and Isolation: Artist Run Initiatives in Brisbane.” In Institutions by Artists, Volume One,
edited by Jeff Khonsary and Kristina Lee Podesva, 147-172. Vancouver: Fillip Editions and Pacific Assoc. of
Artist Run Centres.

14

Rake, “Inclusivity and Isolation,” 152.

15

See https://www.facebook.com/groups/301179069905266/

16

See http://applecrossspace.blogspot.com.au

17

See http://www.suebeyer.com.au/other-space/index.html

18

Möntmann, “On Programmatic Investigations of Trans-locality, 11.

19

See http://www.myhouseistoosmallproject.com

	
  

15	
  

