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This sociable side to the gallery was key to how it was run, indicative of the informal networks and
spaces that were used by the Group that arguably formed the most significant element of their art

world. A real focus for such activities was the loosely named ‘coffee bar’, which despite its

OO~ AW =

mundane set up managed to be an essential part of the workings of the gallery:

14 Probably the most interesting aspect was that upstairs at one end of the gallery was a little
16 kitchenette — which was seen to be a coffee bar, but I would call it a kitchenette. This coffee
19 bar played quite an important part in the running of the place because of how it was set up,
21 cooperatively run by artists...at least until the end of its days in that building [East Circus
2 Street]. It was run by a main committee and a series of sub-committees which seemed to
26 work reasonably well, even though it was very time consuming, they used to meet,
28 particularly the small sub-committees in the coffee bar [...] It wasn’t anything like an art
centre, art gallery would be now, but it attempted to perform many of the same functions

33 (Interview with ex-Group staff).

For a gallery that was run on. the spare time of members which required ‘installing exhibitions,
40 painting, re-painting the gallery, helping to hang shows’, it is perhaps understandable that a focal
42 point which encouraged a social side to the hard graft would resonate in people’s memories
45 (Interviews with ex-Group members). Yet, it was exactly this type of activity that kept the gallery
47 going, all of which was carried out voluntarily by members of the Group who dedicated a lot of

49 time to administrative work and attending to its more mundane day-to-day running.

o4 From Argentina to Nottingham via Paris

59 In addition to these internal activities links with other provincial contemporary art spaces would

become increasingly important to the Midland Group Gallery throughout the sixties. With the
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opening of the Arnolfini in Bristol in 1961 and the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham in 1965, two
galleries with which the Midland Group would work closely, a network that operated outside of the
London art world began to form (Interviews with ex-Group members). This network also included
other examples of notable galleries in provincial cities such as the Museum of Modern Art in
Oxford and the Demarco Gallery in Edinburgh. The cultivation of such working relationships were
essential to the Midland Group, with Director’s reports frequently mentioning how ‘Excellent
contacts were made’ underlining the importance of informal networks typical to other types of

creative practice (DDMA 1/91/12; Becker 2008).

However, these connections were also subject to a particular provincial discourse. An in-depth
feature in a 1971 edition of Platform compared the Midland Group with its Edinburgh-based

counterpart noting how:

The Demarco Gallery in Edinburgh and the Midland Group are both, in a non-derogatory
sense, “provincial”; both have to be concerned with developments that challenge the
continued relevance of the gallery situation as well as with the immediate problems of
running a gallery that represents in a provincial situation all that is happening locally,
nationally, internationally [...] both in their non-commercial, non-civic constitution offer an

alternative to London’s commercial gallery world or to the civic museum (Anon. 1971:9).

Highlighted here are the perceived challenges faced by galleries in provincial locations, especially
for galleries such as the Midland Group and Demarco who were neither commercially driven nor
holding that status of the civically funded arts museum. It is telling that the Demarco Gallery and
the Midland Group were both designated as provincial in a ‘non-derogatory sense,” indicating what
was earlier described as a type of positive provincialism. Rather than being cut off from other art
worlds, both galleries actively sought to be involved in wider networks. In order to find their own

niche such galleries were required to develop an outlook that worked across a range of scales - from
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the local to the international - which often involved by-passing London altogether for reasons of

economy, efficiency, not to mention a certain cultural kudos

Although in receipt of Arts Council funding, the Midland Group Gallery was certainly not
overflowing with spare cash, annual accounts reveal, that until 1968, income from gallery sales
were greater than Arts Council subsidies (DDMA 2/1/1-13). It was common for the work of the
gallery to be supported by business sponsorship (DDMA 1/91/12). No precise evidence of who
purchased art works from the Midland Group Gallery exists in archival materials; however,
interviews indicated that in the sixties most income came from Group member shows, which were
popular local events. In addition, their picture-lending library and the occasional auction were used
by the Gallery to boost income. However, this was by no means a commercial gallery, with the
Midland Group operating under the status of a charitable organization from 1963 (DDMA 1/92/8).
The sixties was a period of expansion for the Arts Council, although the Midland Group Gallery
was something of a regional anomaly as it pre-dated other regional centres such as the Midland Arts
Centre in Birmingham which only came into existence in the 1960s. Indeed, the Midland Group
had been réceiving Arts Council grants since the foundation of the Group in 1943 and as such were

one of the first artist-run groups in the country to do so (Midland Group Gallery 1952).

The Midland Group Gallery can be understood as part of a self-serving circuit of provincial
galleries that shared practices and affiliations. A good example of this was an exhibition of works
by famed sixties artist Bridget Riley which was organised by the Midland Group, along with Bear
Lane Gallery in Oxford and the Arnolfini in Bristol in May 1969 and was toured between these
three galleries via direct connections with the artist (see figure 3). This was described in a
Director’s report as ‘an experiment...to organise an exhibition that would not have been possible
for one alone” (DDMA 1/91/42). Such activities were commented on by then Midland Group

Secretary Sylvia Cooper as early as 1965, when, in an end of year report, she highlighted that there
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was ‘every indication that the Gallery is becoming an important administrative centre for the visual

arts’ (DDMA 1/92/19).

Figure 3. Catalogue for ‘Bridge Riley Working Drawings’ Midland Group Gallery 1969.

In 1966 Sylvia Cooper was appointed the first Director of the Group and this was to be a full-time
position that she held until well into the 1970s. The creation of such a position was indicative of
how the Midland Group Gallery had undergone successive years of expansion in terms of the
activities it would take on and services it would provide. Cooper’s desire to bring in the most
stimulating new works is something that was achieved by actively looking to and participating in

wider artistic circles. As a Group member explains:

Sylvia was exceptional in her wish to go out there in the country and keep her ear to the
ground and look for work that was interesting...this has quite a lot to do with the
involvement of art school staff in the gallery and through them contacts with other art
schools, so it wasn’t incestuous, it wasn’t parochial at all and you felt that there was a kind
of network. Sylvia went to quite a lot of trouble to identify what was going on (Interview

with ex-Group member).

Asserting that the Midland Group was not parochial or insular effectively draws a distinction
between art that is locally based in terms of production and outlook and a gallery that actively
sought to bring a local area into contact with broader art worlds. The wider outlook that the
Midland Group increasingly adopted is demonstrated in their aim of ‘bringing to the region major
exhibitions of anything that is vital, progressive and interesting, whether it be British, American or

continental; to help young artists by giving them space, time and possible financial backing and to
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provide an atmosphere in which their ideas can develop, lastly to encourage general, local and

regional involvement in the activities of the gallery’(Anon 1971:7).

These intentions were best expressed via a number of exhibitions that the gallery held that
showcased work by Latin American artists which led to the Midland Group becoming an unofficial
centre for Kinetic Art (Whitelegg 2010). In particular the 1968 ‘Six Latin American Countries’
exhibition shows the intricate assembly of artists, mediators and administrators that collaborated in
order to pull together paintings, drawings, constructions and prints from Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Mexico, Uruguay and Venezuela. This was an exhibition of an unprecedented size for the Midland

Group (Overy 1968), which involved occupying two other sites outside the Gallery, testing the

. permeability of boundaries that were drawn around the gallery and the spaces that it would

physically and symbolically occupy. Figure 4 shows what one reviewer described as ‘The wide
elegant sweep of of the Playhouse’s upper foyer...an almost ideal setting for the large Argentinean
sculpture...Not quite ideal because Cesar Cofone’s “Yellow Line”, all thirty feet of it, has bad to be
stretched out on the carpet rather than hung vertically, as the artist intended” (Waterhouse 1968).

Sometimes physical limits would place unintended boundaries on the Midland Group’s aspirations.

Figure 4. Installation of work in Nottingham Playhouse for ‘Six Latin American Countries’

1968

At the early planning stage Cuba was pencilled as another possible participant until the organising
committee was ‘quietly told by Chile that this would cause a diplomatic incident and no other Latin
American country would hang in the same gallery’ (DDMA 1/91/28). Figure 5 shows the ground
floor gallery with work by the Brazilian artists Sergio Carmargo (white reliefs on walls) and Helio
Oiticica (bolides on plinth and floor). In the case of this exhibition it wasn’t just the literal position

of the art works that mattered but also its origin. It is therefore possible to view the gallery not just
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as a backdrop for the exhibition of artworks but also as a space firmly embedded within and
reflecting to wider cultural (geo)politics of the era. An extract from another Director’s report from
1969 hints at the often chaotic nature of one provincial gallery attempting to represent the art of

another geographical region:

[T]t is impossible to describe the endless incidents, crises, worries, meetings — often amusing
— that resulted in the largest exhibition that the Group has ever staged. Meetings with
various diplomatic characters resulted in helpful co-operation with four of the Six Countries
— Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Mexico [...] mostly the work came through the embassies,
who brought work here specially for the exhibition — Chile five crates of paintings from the
other side of America. Argentina flew eight enormous crates over from Paris. Finally the
composition of the exhibition was that Argentina showed mostly kinetic work, Brazil prints
and sculpture, Chile and Mexico paintings. Venezuela was only represented by three Cruz
Diez works from Denise Rene [...] but they disappeared for 7 weeks on the way from Paris.
The Uruguayan Embassy suggested we contacted a number of young men who were
working in London under the collective name of Taller de Montevideo. Three Carmargos
had been promised by the artist himself, but nothing was heard from him so we borrowed
one large one from the Tate and eventually we had six examples. This typifies this

Exhibition (DDMA 1/91/28).

Figure 5. Midland Group Gallery ‘Six Latin American Countries’ 1968

‘Six Latin American Countries’ demonstrates the extent and expanse of the Midland Group’s art
world: from individual artists, commercial galleries in London, international embassies, to national
institutions. All were involved in the coordination and circulation of artworks, sometimes across

continents, in order to reach their destination for exhibition in the British Midlands. Although on
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reception this internationalism was sometimes left lacking. According to one commentator it
amounted to ‘a faceless exhibition of international art. Works from the very good to the bad which
could have been produced anywhere in the world at this moment’(Anon. 1968:31). Nevertheless,
the exhibition went on to be shown in six other locations, and was seen by 29,000 people, providing

further impetus for the gallery to position itself as an administrative centre for the visual arts.

At one level such an exhibition highlights the cosmopolitan nature of the art world in the sixties,
and the Group ‘did as much as it could to latch on to international currents in contemporary art’
(Interview with ex-Group staff). Yet, it also speaks to some broader themes relating to the
globalisation of art, which began to take a more internationally focused outlook in the second half
of the twentieth century, when the possibility of a global art market began to take form. In this way,
Nottingham was feeding into a wider European avant-garde, rather than directly competing with a
London scene. The Midland Group’s particular affiliation with Latin American artists exemplifies
this. The sixties was a period when many artists from Latin America, mainly working within
Kinetic Art, were living in Paris not just in order to tap into the city’s longer history as a global art
capital, but also as a consequence of the pc;litical upheavals that impacted the status and reception
of artists within these countries at the time (Camnitzer 2007; Giunta 2007). The multiple
affiliations, collaborations, and places that coincided to create ‘Six Latin American Countries’
speaks not only of the international outlook of one gallery in Nottingham but also of the
transnational nature of much art production and consumption at a time when the given assumption

is that New York and Paris, and to a lesser extent London, were focal points of a global art world.

Conclusion

The sixties was a time when, in Britain, provinciality was being taken over by government-driven

regional rhetoric. Under these auspices the newly reinvigorated regional arts funding was seen to
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be empowering areas of the country that for many years had been overlooked in favour of
traditional metropolitan-based performing arts. The kind of references to ‘the region,” which from
the mid-60s increasingly appear in reports from the Gallery, fit in with a wider shift in terms of arts
funding. The sixties was a decade where the possibilities of devolving powers to newly designated
Economic Planning Regions was still being explored. and the Midland Group Gallery easily fell
into this regionalist rhetoric which became a driving force behind arts funding. Yet this
government-driven shift in focus at a national scale was not the only influencing factor in the
success of the gallery at this time. Equally, if not more important, were the related art worlds that
the gallery was part of. These can be traced across a number of overlapping scales and sites. A
locally based core of members and supporters acted as the foundation of the gallery, as did links to
art colleges which served an important role in connecting the Group with the fast-changing
landscape of artistic practices and outputs that characterised mid- late-twentieth century art. These
were people with a belief in the value and purpose of art, although this was not necessarily in terms
of its monetary value, as evidenced in the very sociable nature of many of the practices that fed into
the literal and symbolic constitution of the gallery. Therefore, the sense of charting the operations
of the Midland Group and the spaces that it occupied is representative of a post-war discourse of

provincialism and a corresponding re-evaluation of regional cultural activity.

Beyond the local scale the Midland Group Gallery held the status as one of a series of provincial
galleries that were actively setting the agenda for various burgeoning art movements, such as the
interest in Kinetic Art from Latin America in Nottingham. The very international nature of these
activities and the national notoriety that it awarded such provincially based galleries complicates
standard assumptions about the dominance of particular art capitals. The eclectic geographies of
the Midland Group demonstrates that ‘art worlds have their own distinctive spatialities’ which
always privilege artworks as a central and driving force but are heavily implicated in much wider

cultural politics (While 2003:262). The sixties is often characterised as a distinct time period when
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consumerism became widespread and corresponding increases in affluence resulted in a general
public becoming increasingly exposed to a burgeoning global culture (Marwick 1998; Sandbrook
2005, 2006; Seabrook 2005). It would be easy to suggest that homogeneity in terms of consumer
goods and increasing internationalism would undermine the local particularities of place that forms

such an important basis for provincialism.

Contrary to Seabrook this paper shows that the vitality of provincial life, as something distinct from
metropolitan culture, was still being asserted in different ways by people involved with producing
an art world in a British city in the sixties. This was a distinctly positive provincialism. By
positioning themselves as part of an art world that was both polycentric and international, the
Midland Group Gallery used their provincial status as an effective mechanism for keeping hold of a
recognisable identity as a Iﬁrovincial gallery with a formidable reputation for cutting edge
exhibitions. This was a type of non-derogatory provincialism, a knowing tactic for negotiating pre-
supposed hierarchical judgments relating to primary and secondary nodes. Marwick (1998:329)
points to a complex cultural geography and politics of the sixties, one where “The “rise” of the
provinces, of remote re'gions and minor nationalities, involving the emergence of new purchasers
and new, insistent voices, was an important factor behind the turbulent interactions between the new
intellectual and cultural movements’. The Midland Group therefore helps point towards an
understanding of a provincial art world that moves beyond hierarchies of centre and periphery,
instead suggesting the importance of co-constituted spaces of art production and consumption that

work across multiple sites and scales.

By taking a historical focus this paper draws attention to an, as yet, poorly charted pre-history of
cultural economies, revealing the rich and complex geographies that existed before creative
practices became positioned as a core indicator of the potential economic vitality of urban areas. As

such it moves beyond reductive readings of art worlds that too easily collapse place, site and
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creativity as magic ingredients for cultural vibrancy (Currid 2007). Attention to provincial
galleries, such as the Midland Group, that operated outside of municipal funding, but were not
formal commercial businesses, reminds us that cities have always been creative. Therefore it is
productive to understand art worlds as contingent and subject to influence from a range of creative
and social practices in addition to art policy and discourse. Whilst this paper has been concerned
with putting galleries in their place, and draws attention to the spatial possibilities within Becker’s
concept of art worlds in order to frame the collaborative efforts that create art works and spaces,
further work remains on the geographies of galleries and art. One aspect of this would be
acknowledging links with the growing area of museum geography, where cultures of display and
exhibition content are already open to critical debate (Geoghegan 2010). As Douglas Crimp
(1993:17) points out the national museumn can be understood ‘as a representation of the institutional
system of circulation that also comprises the artist’s studio, the commercial gallery, the collector’s
home, the sculpture garden, the public plaza, the corporate headquarters lobby, the bank vault’ thus
echoing the multiple geographies and networks of the gallery that this paper has set out. Within the
context of the art gallery there is room for further work on different types of gallery space from
those run as a small private business to the now ubiquitous regional arts centres (e.g. Tate Liverpool
or Nottingham Contemporary) with greater attention to how these function as part of a broader art
world. An important element in an expanded geography of the gallery will therefore involve getting
inside the art worlds that this paper alludes to: from artists studios, the educational and
infrastructural role of art colleges, the ideologies and materialities of gallery space, to the diverse
social life of artworks themselves (Banes 2004; Daniels 2011; Hawkins 2010a). Only then will we

begin to understand how these elements connect to produce artworks and the spaces they occupy.

Notes

! Interviewees are anonymous throughout. Where direct quotations are used these are drawn from twelve oral history

interviews that were conducted with members and supporters of the Midland Group between November 2007 and April
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2008. Quotations have been selected to demonstrate overarching rather than individual viewpoints.. Archival material
is drawn from Nottinghamshire County Archives Midland Group Collection (DDMA) in addition to other contemporary
newsprint. This paper draws on research that originally formed part of an AHRC funded doctoral award.

* An exhibition, "Medieval English Alabaster Carvings, Nottingham", took place at the Castle Museum in Nottingham

in 1963 and represented an important review of Nottingham alabaster carvings.
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