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Cultural Quarters

“The urban quarter is a city-within-a-city . . . it contains the qualities and features of the whole.  The urban quarter provides for all the periodic local (daily and weekly) urban functions within a limited piece of land dimensioned on the comfort of a walking citizen, not exceeding 33 hectares in surface and 10,000 inhabitants.  Urban functions are zoned block-wise, plot-wise or floor-wise.  An urban quarter must have a centre and a well-defined, readable limit”.

‘Most great cities have identifiable quarters to which artists and cultural entrepreneurs are attracted, whether it's Soho in London, New York’s Lower East Side, or the Left Bank in Paris. Such places have a long history, and appear to have happened by accident or at least in the general development of a city over time’
.

Cities and their economies are inextricably interlinked; indeed without new work, a diverse division of labour, networks of exporting and producer services and technological innovation, cities become stagnant and may even die. To innovate, however, cities must be creative, in the development and application of new technologies, in bringing new goods and services to the market, and in the wider culture and artistic development. This begs the question of where does creativity come from?  The answer, to a very large extent, is that creative people and risk-takers engender economic creativity and therefore economic development.  People who are prepared to innovate, try out new ideas and take risks are of very great importance to a city economy. Aside from creative individuals, there are only two other sources of innovation:  technological development and the application of creative skills.  Innovation tends to occur amongst small groups of people: inventors or entrepreneurs working on their own, young executives or designers who break away from a larger company to set up on their own, or small quasi-independent R&D units within larger companies. 

Economic prosperity in the future will be dominated by city regions, larger cities but also smaller cities who are ‘smart’ and who ‘punch above their weight’. Many cities and their regions are gearing up to compete as international centres for culture, fashion, finance and innovation.  A major weapon in this battle is the quality of life, sense of place and way of living in a city.  In the USA, there is talk of the ‘creative class’ and the phenomenon of relatively small cities such as Austin achieving rapid economic growth. The cultural life of the city is not an add-on but a key point of difference, a specialism. For culture is the means by which cities express identity, character, uniqueness, make positive statements about themselves, who they are, what they do and where they are going. It also, increasingly, is one of the ways they make their living. To be sure, investment in capital infrastructure such as new roads, improvements to the airport, investments in telecommunications, new sports facilities, major cultural institutions -  all of these help cities maintain and develop as  more competitive economic entities.  But if it is correct that we are witnessing a new competition of city regions across the region and globally, then culture and creativity must also be harnessed in this competitive drive.  Without a serious commitment to developing its creative economy, a city will be lacking one of the determinants of success.

The concept of the creative industries quarter was developed in the UK in the mid 1980s. These cam e to be seen as  creative milieu, that is as concentrated places within cities – quarters or industrial districts – where economic development of the creative industries, the arts and the everyday urban cultural economy of cities are concentrated to achieve inter-trading, agglomeration economies and city diversity. Lately, urban cultural quarters have come to be seen as a means of urban regeneration. This draws heavily on the urban literature, especially on theories of city growth, economic development and urban design. Cultural quarters are often seen as part of a larger strategy integrating cultural and economic development. This is usually linked to the redevelopment or regeneration of a selected inner urban area, in which mixed-use urban development is to be encouraged, and the public realm is to be reconfigured. In other words, cultural quarters tend to combine strategies for greater consumption of the arts and culture with cultural production and urban place-making.

However, the essential pre-requisite for a cultural quarter is the presence of cultural activity, and, where possible, this should include cultural production (making objects, goods, products and providing services) as well as cultural consumption (people going to shows, visiting venues and galleries). This is axiomatic: cultural quarters cannot exist without cultural activity. Of special significance is the presence of venues. These should be as varied as possible, preferably at the small and medium scale where the objective is to encourage a more active street life. As well as performance venues, there should also be rehearsal and practice spaces. A mixed economy in venues helps generate self-sustaining growth, so that as well as publicly provided theatres and galleries, there should also be private galleries and performance venues. Certainly, to take contemporary art alone there are many examples of such facilities having a beneficial impact on the area in which they are located.  Across the world, there are in the region of 200 recognised galleries of modern and contemporary art. The best known of these are MoMA in New York, the Guggenheim in both New York and Bilbao, the San Franciso Museum of Modern Art, the Pompidou Centre, Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art, Tate Modern in London and the Stedelijk in Amsterdam. There is also the Gulbenkian in Lisbon, and the Miro Foundation in Barcelona. New additions include the Baltic Mill, the UK’s second largest gallery in Gateshead near Newcastle, and the Walsall Gallery. Other interesting examples, drawn mainly from Europe and the USA, include the Arnhem Museum of Modern Art, The Brucke Museum, the Contemporary Arts Center Cincinatti, the Japanese National Museum of Modern Art in Kyoto, the Kulterhuset in Stockholm, the Mattress Factory in Pittsburgh, the Arken Museum for Moderne Kunst in Denmark, the Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art, the Saaatchi Gallery, the Dundee Contemporary Arts Centre and the Temple Bar Gallery and Studios in Dublin. 

It is important that as many venues as possible should remain open in the evenings as well as during the day. The most successful of the cultural quarters very often have quite deliberately set out to develop a 'network' of such venues, and in some cases these have been 'planted' as strategic elements in the wider development of an area. In order to sustain a living culture, it is important for at least some cultural organisations to be producing houses (ie. making new work) rather than over-reliance on touring product. The presence of producing companies in any cultural quarter adds weight and, often, extra quality. Much may be gained by the fact that important arts organisations, regionally and nationally, have their headquarters in an identified area or street. Table 2 is a fairly straightforward listing of the types and range of cultural activity (deemed necessary success factors in a cultural quarter).  Headings under which the comparisons are made focus mainly on the presence or otherwise of cultural activity, and  include:

Table 2: Indicators of Good Cultural Activity

1) Cultural Venues at a variety of scales, including small and medium;

2) Festivals and events;

3) Availability of workspaces for artists and low-cost cultural producers;

4) Small-firm economic development in the cultural sectors;

5) Managed workspaces for office and studio users;

6) Location of arts development agencies and companies;

7) Arts and media training and education;

8) Art in the Environment;

9) Community arts development initiatives;

10) Complementary day-time uses;

11) Complementary evening uses;

12) Stable arts funding.
Source: John Montgomery, 2003

John Montgomery and Urban Cultures devised their first cultural quarter plan 1991. At that time, he was approached to advise the Irish government on the creation of  a cultural quarter in the Temple Bar area of Dublin. This initiative is now regarded across Europe and globally as an innovative and modern urban planning initiative. This has been followed by similar projects in many cities, including Manchester's Northern Quarter, Glasgow's Merchant City, Grainger Town in Newcastle, Belfast Northside and East Gateshead.  In 1998 he prepared an area development strategy and framework for the Sheffield Cultural Industries Quarter. In 2000 he prepared development programmes for Dundee's emerging cultural quarter and the Wood Green Cultural Industries Quarter. In 2003-04 he prepared a broadly similar plan for the Civic West area of Canberra.
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URBAN CULTURES LTD: PROJECT EXAMPLES 





Blue Circle Properties Ltd (1995-98)


cultural development strategy for North West Kent


		


Bristol City Council (1992)


City arts strategy, with Boyden Southwood





Dundeel City Council (2001)


Dundee Cultural Quarter





Gateshead Metropolitan Borough (1996)


East Gateshead Development Strategy, with EDAW. Culture and Urban Regeneration Strategy. 





Government of the Republic of Ireland  (1992)


Temple Bar as Dublin’s cultural quarter, development strategy





Haringey Heartlands (1999 and 2001)


Wood Green Creative Industries Quarter





Laganside Development Corporation (1997/98 and 2002)


area regeneration strategy and master plan for the Cathedral Quarter, Belfast, with EDAW. Cultural Development Input, Urban Design and Evening Economy. 





London Borough of Hackney (1992)


Made in Hackney – an arts and cultural strategy





Honeysuckle Development Corporation (2003)


Proposals for a combined waterfront and cultural precinct and animation agency 





City of Manchester (1991-94)


Manchester First – city cultural development strategy


Manchester Northern Quarter – urban cultural quarter development framework





Newcastle City Council (1996)


Grainger Town Area Development Strategy, with EDAW, cultural development, evening economy, street life.





City of Parramatta  (2005)


Developing Parramatta as a cultural city





City of Perth  (2005)


Redesigning Perth Cultural Centre as an urban cultural quarter, with HASSELL 





Sheffield City Council (from 1995)


Area development and management framework for Sheffield Science and Cultural Industries Quarter (1997/98) with EDAW
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