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Overlapping species of spaces: exploiting ecotones in an urban setting and
various attempts at increasing artistic biodiversity
(putting art in people’s way)
Professor Alec Shepley & Paul Jones, Wrexham Glyndŵr University, March 2018
Abstract
In this informal presentation we will talk about a project with 2nd year undergraduate Fine
Art WGU students. The projects, still in its infancy, is about our various attempts to locate or
insert artistic practice in non-gallery settings in Wrexham. Art practice often questions or
blurs lines or borders and “edges” of ideas, media, process, and often occupies spaces
between disciplines, ways of knowing and bodies of knowledge. The test for educators is
often around how we might challenge own conventions, and how we might encourage our
own students to rethink our engagement with the world around us and not confine it to the
studio or to a market driven idea of art production. The presentation sets out how we might
identify and occupy and even create new urban spaces for art.
oOo
Slide 1: Francis Alÿs ‘Sometimes Making Something Leads to Nothing’ 1997 (Paradox of
Practice)
Hello, my name is [Alec Shepley or Paul Jones depending on who is delivering the
presentation].
The conference call to share positive interventions and what we as practitioners are doing
now, prompted me to share this current project with you.
This talk kind of loops in and around three main questions or spheres, namely:
1. How to influence lasting (and hopefully profound) change in fine art students’ thinking in
two hours per week for one semester?
2. How to engage (my) student-artists with where I am / where we are – the Wrexham
situation? How to expand that engagement and with who?
3. How to mobilise or orchestrate a spatial practice and activate ‘places of otherness’ – just
how will I go about doing that?!?
The list could be longer and looking at it now just now, already a lot more questions are
being triggered in my head as I talk…. but I’m sticking to these three for now and we’ll see
where it goes!
Slide 2: The oldest original cartographic artefact in the Library of Congress: a
portolan nautical chart of the Mediterranean Sea. Second quarter of the 14th century.
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Before I continue, however, and by way of contextualizing this in terms of a poetic sensibility
I have a quote from Georges Perec’s playful book ‘Species of Spaces’1, where he wrote:
“This is how space begins, with words only, signs traced on the blank page. To
describe space: to name it, to trace it, like those portolano-makers who
saturated the coastlines with the names of harbours, the names of capes, the
names of inlets, until in the end the land was only separated from the sea by a
continuous ribbon of text.”
My project is about the work I’m doing with a Reading Group of 2nd year Fine Artists and my
hope is to show how we are inserting practice ‘in the field of distribution’ – an elsewhere,
somewhere beyond the studio. This presentation is about how we are initially
contextualising:
a) the challenge of finding new ways to activate artistic enquiry and
b) the possibility of developing a kind of counter practice.
The idea to act beyond the studio with students was inspired, in part, by a project I myself
was involved in called INSERT2014 which was about how an activistic creative practice in a
variety of forms could make a contribution to the re-imagination of spaces and cultural
infrastructure in Delhi.
Slide 3: INSERT2014 Poster
Slide 4: INSERT2014 Delhi (Connaught Place)
Slide 5: INSERT2014 (Sweeping)
I was looking for ways to activate the skills learned on a fine art programme in live situations.
I want us to play a part however small, in advocating an imaginative rethinking of unused
public spaces and cultural infrastructure in Wrexham. So, this project is about a provocation
for fine artists to rediscover or uncover the town’s cultural and artistic potential through
imaginative transformations of spaces not always linked to art.
Slide 6: Wrexham from the air
The project, still very much in its infancy, is set in Wrexham and is to be seen as part of the
growing number of artistic activities taking place in the town, some of which are seen in the
slide deck later. In some regards what we are doing is not new, it’s what you might expect
(should expect) to see on any number of art courses anywhere in the world – but it is of
course always new to the students! but, that ordinariness, unassuming, modest
everydayness is its fascination for me and why I want to give myself some time to reflect on
it with you.
Slide 7: Ian Lucas MP
This is how the town is often portrayed and how it might want to see itself – clean,
attractive, prosperous, welcoming and organised. And why not? Nothing wrong in that.
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Slide 8: Drug users, Wrexham Bus Station
Slide 9: Drug user’s needle, Wrexham Bus Station2
But there is another side to the town, a side which is unattractive, not prosperous, not
welcoming and a chaotic.
Slide 10: Video + Collages work by Zoe Harty and Hannah Doran, 2018
In my mind’s eye the two representations form two quite distinctive spaces or organisms –
at their extremes two quite separate world views or ecosystems - but in reality, the lines are
much more blurred and overlapping. These intersecting or overlapping spaces known as
ecotones create habitats and conditions in which new organisms can be found.
“While borders draw divisive lines, frontiers are transition and contact zones.
Diversity is always richest in areas where different ecosystems meet: This is the
edge effect. An encounter never leaves one unaffected.”3
Organisms unique to those overlapping spaces and it seemed a rich and fertile territory to
explore as an artist.
“Edges are good places for looking in many directions to scrutinize and try to
understand the world around us”4
I came across the idea of edge effect while recently looking through conference calls and
finding artists interested in ecological issues – the term edge effects is an ecological concept
that describes biological interactions happening on the boundaries of two overlapping
ecosystems. Species from both ecosystems live alongside one another, as well as unique
species that aren’t found in either. The unique species are specially adapted to the
conditions of the transition zone between the two edges. Many species seek out or
eventually reach the edges because they offer simultaneous access to multiple
environments, and a greater richness in habitat.5
It resonates with me also because it sounds very similar to the space between an artwork
and the world, the space between the hard physical first frame of an artwork and the second
or conceptual frame referred to by Joseph Kosuth6 and referred to as parergon by Jacques
Derrida. It’s an ambiguous space – somewhere a footballer, for example, might play towards
when off the ball, in anticipation of play.
In fine art and indeed many other creative arts subjects, working at the “edges” of ideas or
practices, often in spaces between disciplines, ways of knowing and bodies of knowledge,
can be very fruitful as we know. The anticipation of space can provide new insights, allow us
to challenge conventions, and rethink our engagement with the world around us and as
2

See Gavin Rodda http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-north-east-wales-39178982
http://www.frontiersinretreat.org/edge-effects/
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Bill Cronin http://edgeeffects.net/why-edge-effects/ Posted on: October 9, 2014
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http://www.digitallyengagedlearning.net/2018/about/ accessed 20:46, 31.1.18
6
Kosuth, 1977 169-173).
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artists trying to train other artists we make various attempts, invitations, provocations to
occupy that space. So, it seemed to me as an artist interested in process as opposed to
product, this seemed a useful way of engaging undergraduate artists in a project which
invited them to insert practice between overlapping systems. This also seemed a useful way
to follow in the footsteps of recent graduates who had already been engaging in similar
projects in the town.
Just to illustrate what I mentioned just now, usually what separates the painting from the
rest of the world is the big gold rectangle around it, or with sculpture, the plinth. This is
known as the first or physical frame.
Once you’ve moved out beyond that frame, if you are in a gallery or museum for example,
you may notice the surroundings, the architecture, the way the space is managed or
designed, the museum guard, the ticket desk, the assorted paraphernalia associated with
the institution that houses the painting in the frame, the sculpture on the plinth, the video
on the screen or for that matter the happening within the space. This is called the second or
institutional or conceptual frame7. The second frame is the one the artist has little control
over, it’s what can provide additional (often unintended) meaning or legitimacy to the
‘work’. What was once seen as degenerate art for example, is now highly prized and beyond
the means of most ordinary people. In fact, we have seen a huge growth of visitor numbers
to galleries and museums but most are not there to buy. There are many frameworks in
operation at any given time, social, political, aesthetic and of course economic –but for Boris
Groys the dominance of the market is inescapable.
And yet we are often seen trying to escape it. Why? Because it has very little to do with
where, as Perec said, space begins.
Slide 11: Broodthaers quote “the definition of artistic activity occurs, first of all, in the field
of distribution”
For a long time now, the definition of the art object has been ambiguous – often deliberately
made so by artists in order to escape control and attempt to occupy their own space of
making. The advent of the artist-curator is in part symptomatic of this.
"Art" is no longer an object to be viewed hanging on a wall or set on a pedestal; rather, it
can now be anything at all, including movement, sound, air...the list is endless.
Allan Kaprow stated, "The everyday world is the most astonishing inspiration conceivable. A
walk down 14th Street is more amazing than any masterpiece of art."8
If, like me you feel sometimes that institutions have very little to do with the actual making
of art and that to make art first you have to consider not making it, then it must often feel
very VERY constricting sometimes working in a university. Sometimes encouraging radical
behavior and risk-taking, if only within certain realms of taste or even countenancing failure
as an act of creativity, can result in a certain amount of anxiety in the academic’s head.
7
8

Kosuth ibid
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But does it?
Slide 12: Mierle Laderman Ukeles (The art of work) “after the revolution, who’ going to
pick up the garbage on Monday morning?” (One of her two ideas around instinct (the first
being the death instinct) and second (my preference) being the Life Instinct: comprising two
basic systems: Development and Maintenance. The sourball of every revolution: after the
revolution, who’s going to pick up the garbage on Monday morning?
We all need something to resist, something against which to test our ideas a precursor or
extant model to critique and improve upon. So actually, I see that relational aspect as
something to be addressed within my practice as an artist and as teacher.
So how? Well, this is often the tricky part – but if it’s going to happen anyway it is in the
heterotopic space of the art school.
And often in very modest ways.
This project is supported by a Reading Group and workshops which provide an opportunity
for focused reading of selected texts and serve as both a toolkit for understanding new
vocabularies to understand new artistic forms and also provide a terminology for assisting
with reading the city, hands-on exploration and/or problem solving, comprising:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

A series of ten two-hour workshops and nonart might be more art than Art art9
A focus on selected readings and provocations around Fluxus and art as action
Experiments around creative practice
Iterations and definitions of artistic activity occurring in the field of distribution10 and the
Insertion of practice into void spaces, spaces that culture has forgotten or abandoned
Considering a practice of everyday life
An aesthetic of regular experience
The understanding that

Students are encouraged to self-organise satellite workshops around a core challenge that
participants come together to work on, or around a tool, platform, or concept.
Reading Group workshops are scheduled for two hours and are highly participatory based on
close-readings of the texts.
We organise at least two dérives and invite participants to follow their own as well.11
We also use a blog on Moodle to document activities and chat.
9

Kaprow, A. 1971 from ‘The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1’ in Kelley, E. (Ed.) 1993 ‘Essays on the
Blurring of Art and Life’ p.98
10
Marcel Broodthaers wrote: "The definition of artistic activity occurs, first of all, in the field of
distribution" (Crow, 1996 177).
11
A dérive is an unplanned journey through a landscape, usually urban, in which participants drop
their everyday relations and "let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the
encounters they find there" https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/derive
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Slide 13: “nonart is more art than Art art”
Through readings about Fluxus and stupidology, we are trying to encourage in one another
an “instead of making art” approach in order to deploy our specific skills to new situations,
to redefine artistic activity (or nonart activity), cross border contamination, rule breaking
and creating new sites and places for art and education, for new forms of practice that are
somehow ‘different’: disturbing, intense, incompatible, contradictory and transforming. In
other words, a ‘creating your own territory’ approach.12
Slide 14: ‘Hole in the Wall Gallery” 2017
Slide 15: ‘Hole in the Wall Gallery” 2017
It is also a lot of fun and very absorbing. We are really looking and I feel as though with some
more time, finding:
1. There is a possibility of a place – a place to re-imagining itself and oneself
2. The potential of a ‘place’ which is dedicated to the housing of its own impossibility – this
is quite a dizzying sensation
3. Projects related to the concept of heterotopia as an idea in the making, the suggestion of
a place which is not yet a 'place', a place which is always destroying and re-imagining
itself anew
4. Spaces of otherness, which are neither here nor there, that are simultaneously physical
and mental, such as the space of a phone call or the moment when you see yourself in
the mirror (Foucault, 1971; Blair, 2009)
5. Spaces of infinite divisibility
Slide 16: Hannah Doran ‘The Most Expensive Tin of Tomato Soup’ (in Offa) 2018
I may be overstating it (I don’t think so – or at least I hope not) but in this way, we are
actually deploying the idea of heterotopia as a spatial tool, a method of using space as a
means of analysis for art practice and for teaching, for new ways of thinking about what art
practice could look like (Johnson 2012, 9).
Slide 17: Blind for a Day, Thomas Meilleur 2017
The art school - the space of making - needs safeguarding. It needs to function in relation to
all other spaces that exist outside of it therefore it must be porous. This means we have to
work outside it as much as inside it – in the same vein as Daniel Buren when he spoke of art
being in its own closest reality in its place of making. It revolves around the notion of an art
which is humble, unspectacular, insignificant, anti-monumental, dematerialised, oscillating
between the borderline of the visible and imperceptible, or on the verge of disappearance,
on the cusp of failure even.

12

See Robert Filliou's “Permanent Creation (Instead of Art)” (undated) how to create his or her own
territory. And, his “Territory 2 of the General Republic”, located in a farmhouse outside Nice,
dedicated itself to pedagogical research into genius and 'stupidology'. In Friedman, K. 1998 “The
Fluxus Reader” P.147 Academy Editions
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Slide 18: Paul Heppell, 2017 intervention in DataMosh
In this sense, these spaces create a compensatory situation for difference to be accentuated
using the medium of space itself as a stratagem, whether be real or conceptual space
(Foucault 1967).
This inaugurates a rethinking of ‘place’ as an active presence - to foreground through
practice, a poetics of usage as a vital axis of art’s inhabitation with life and its potential
(Bagchi, Narula and Sengupta 2014, 10).
Allan Kaprow had some great ideas – ones I think are relevant now not least ‘non-art is more
art than Art art’. So, to my students I repeat his maxim to:
1. Forget all the standard art forms.
2. Work with what's around you, not against it. It makes things much easier, and you’re
interested in getting things done.
3. Steer clear of art by mixing up your happening by mixing it with life situations.
4. Break up your spaces
5. You’ve got the go-ahead, don’t rehearse the happening.
6. Perform the happening once only.
7. Give up the whole idea of putting on a show for audiences.13
In the words of Tom, a recent graduate, we must engage with one another and in a
‘disruption of habitual systems’.
The result is a series of conversations initiated by our artists as they move to insert practice
within the streets of Wrexham.
Slide 19: Paul Heppell, Indegun
Using the streets and alleys of Wrexham’s central business district as a site for this insert
project, we offer the metaphor of edge effects as a provocation to explore zones of
transition where species, spaces, technologies, disciplines, ways of knowing and bodies of
knowledge overlap, producing adaptation, hybridity, transition and transformation.
We are exploring edge effects by the following means:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Creating spaces in writing, reading, talking
Analogue media, digital media
Ambient sound, voice, moving image, spoken voice, written word
Relations between criticality, activism, art, and design
Interdisciplinary practice - bridging differences across age, race, culture, language,
borders
6. Criticality, games, play, narratives, cultures, traditions
7. Collaboration, partnerships
13

(c) Allan Kaprow Published by Primary Information, 2009
http://primaryinformation.org/files/allan-kaprow-how-to-make-a-happening.pdf
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These suggested areas of enquiry will eventually form artistic transformations in whichever
space or situation is felt applicable to foster interaction, dialogue and conversation through
material / immaterial interventions or happenings.
Slide 20: Snow on the window sill, Hannah Doran 2018
This format is an opportunity to take a playful, creative approach to making, engagement
and dialogue and as an approach we have started to blog our activities and reflect on:
1. Craft and making
2. Emerging skills and the need for a collaborative approach e.g. where skills gaps cannot
be readily addressed. Boris Groys talks about the division of labour in his essay ‘Politics of
Installation’ in terms of the artist-curator relationship, but I would include a broader
mission of co-creation with people in the field and outwith
3. Working in our situation and in spaces where the social (and real) urban fabric is worn or
torn. Raqs Media Collective’s call for INSERT2014 was all about this ability for the arts to
improve lives which goes to the next point of
4. Addressing adversity
5. So, what we have essentially is art education as resistance – or at least has a place in
addressing society’s challenges. You might even call it struggle.
The project is prompting further lines of enquiry for me and so the next phase of this project
will explore how we as artists, researchers and teachers are accessing new spaces without
closing them down; how we are functioning as a place of articulation, examination,
deconstruction, criticality and interrogation. Third, there is the question around what we can
say about how we, as artists / academics are placing and housing complexity and how can
we work better with the institutions that house us – to be on the outside might be too
isolating, but what are the benefits of agonism - mutual opposition (Mouffe, 2007).
Clearly the inherent tensions of difference still have an energizing effect so how do we
ensure this possibility remains and are we doing enough within the public realm to ensure
the public appreciate the benefits a different kind of knowing (Baumgarten, 1750)?
Finally, how I am working on the question of how an art school’s becoming can be a work? In
other words, the potential of a place dedicated to the housing of its own impossibility - the
very place where the subject of fine art is still debated, defined, destroyed and redefined
(Sweet, 1992).
These questions become more ever more critical if we are to create new sites and places for
art and education, and new institutions for new forms of practice that are somehow
‘different’: disturbing, intense, incompatible, contradictory and transforming.
What we are attempting, like many others in the room, is to promote, develop and take
advantage of a tactical language and promote the idea of ruses as they arise. In other words
the idea of metis which “plays, first, on Kairos – i.e. the right point in time; second it uses
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disguises, physical and linguistic to dissolve proper place, and third, it disappears in its own
doing: it has no mirror of itself.”14 This, in order to:
•
•
•
•

seize rather than create, event, encounter:
be vigilant in the world to improvise in response to an event
turn situation into an opportunity
act in a moment of rupture and opening of temporality

It is a proposal for tiny twist, a tactical rupture, a breathing space – possibly even for the
concept of Art without art - art that only exists at the moment you engage with it...artless
art, but as soon as we say that, we step away from it.
We hope to update you in due course on our work as it evolves.
Thanks for listening.
Any comments welcome!

14

Wild, H. 2012 “Practice and the Theory of Practice. Rereading Certeau’s ‘Practice of Everyday Life’ ”
Journal of Business Anthropology, Journal of Business Anthropology, Review Essay, Spring 2012 p.12
https://rauli.cbs.dk/public/journals/20/StaticPages/review_essays/WildReviewEssay.pdf
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“the definition of artistic activity
occurs, first of all, in the field of
distribution”

“nonart is more art than Art art”

