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 Concrete Heart Land

(digital video, 25 mins, 2014) 
Steven Ball and Rastko Novaković          

Concrete Heart Land exposes the 
social cleansing of the Heygate Es-
tate in Elephant and Castle, South 
London. It marks the moment that 
the estate was finally lost as social 
housing to make way for a regenera-
tion scheme.

 Assembled from 12 years of archive 
materials, the film charts the strug-
gles of the local community to keep 
their homes, stay living in the area 
and maintain communal benefits, in 
the face of the advance of this now 
notorious ‘urban redevelopment 
programme’. Throughout the film, 
we hear the community engaging 
in some of the crucial battles with 
elected officials, planners and barris-
ters in municipal planning meetings, 
public enquiries and interviews.

 Weaving through these recordings is 
a performance staged in 2012 on the 
then inhabited estate. An assembled 
group of past and present residents, 
community activists, and critics of 
the Heygate plans, chant texts made 
up of phrases from the Regenera-
tion Masterplan. The performances 
highlight and parody the technical 
and ideological language of regener-
ation, and the aspirational language 
of gentrification. 

Over the course of 2012 and 2013 
we filmed panoramic video images 
of the estate and interiors of some of 
the Heygate flats, all of which fea-

ture in the film.

Having evicted the last residents in 
November 2013, Southwark Council 
and the developer Lend Lease are 
currently working towards bringing 
about the wider gentrification of the 
area. Community groups continue to 
campaign, critique and resist.

concreteheartland.info



Bleacher on the Rye Spectacle/ 
2014

Bleacher on the Rye (working title) 
is  a documentary about the regen-
eration of Peckham Rye Station 
and the surrounding area by the 
independent, activist production 
company Spectacle. The film pays 
close attention to the way the wider 
dynamics of gentrification are hostile 
to existing communities, businesses 
and the diverse cultures of a particu-
lar neighbourhood. 

Spectacle has been observing and 
documenting the so called “regen-
eration” of London over the past 20 
years, which has largely resulted in 
the displacement of local people, the 
break up of communities, the crea-
tion of gated communities and priva-
tisation of public space. This process 
will lead to London becoming like 
Paris, where only the rich can afford 
to live in the city centre and the 
poor are pushed out to the suburban 
perimeter, with its associated rise in 
social tension and social segregation. 
The pursuit of profits by the privi-
leged few is achieved at the cost of 
social cohesion, equality of opportu-
nity and quality of life for the many. 
It is time our elected representatives, 
instead of being the midwife to such 
monstrous developments, took a 
stand to protect their less resourced 
citizens. But sadly most people in 
politics see it as a short cut to get-
ting their legs under the boardroom 
tables and sharing the spoils. They 
are blind to more benign, alterna-
tive ways to really socially regener-
ate areas.



Here follows a set of questions based 
on the past, present and future of 
Peckham as it undergoes continuing 
pressures of regeneration and the 
accompanying. Like gentrification 
itself, this list contains numerous 
trick questions. There are questions 
that seek answers in historical 
fact but there are a whole lot more 
questions that are asked not for an 
answer but because the question 
itself says a whole lot more than any 
answer. 

These questions are produced from a 
fatigue of long-term considering the 
question of art and gentrification and 
its willing and seemingly unwilling 
players.

Southwark Notes

www.southwarknotes.wordpress.com 
elephantnotes@yahoo.co.uk

How many estates were regenerated 
or demolished in Peckham in the last 
20 years? Can you name 2 or 3 of 
them?

Why do you never see a lot of people 
in McDonalds on Rye Lane on 
laptops even though there is free wi-
fi there?

How much public money was paid 
by Southwark Council for the signs 
and bollards and lamp posts in 
Bellenden Rd as part of its artistic 
recreation?

What was the name of business that 
used to be at 44 Choumert Rd before 

it was recreated as Café Viva?

What was the name of business that 
used to be at 46 Choumert Rd before 
it was recreated as Southerden 
Pastry Store? Did that business 
describe itself as being in ‘Bellenden 
Village?’

What was Pelican House on 
Peckham Rd called in the 1980’s 
before it’s later conversion from 
Council offices to shared ownership 
flats?

Which Peckham 2009 art event 
press release began in this fashion: 
‘‘In deepest darkest Peckham all 
things are possible, even a clash 
between the Bun House Bandits, 
littlewhitehead and the contemporary 
titans of havos; Swarfega. As far 
as we can tell from eye-witness 
accounts gathered from traumatized 
locals, and a police report, the ‘dust-
up’ occurred sometime after dark on 
Monday...”? How does this read to 
you?

Which Peckham art gallery website 
has six staff featured, 5 of which are 
white and are arts managers. The 
6 member of staff is black and is 
finance manager?

Is Peckham the new Dalston? What 
would that mean?

If people moved to Peckham to open 
studios and art spaces because they 
were priced out of East London and 
Peckham was cheap, what would 
be the future for those people? And 
why?



Can you name the group behind one 
of the first ‘art squat’s that was at the 
old Co-op on Rye Lane about 2004? 
What happened to those people?

How many council flats were on the 
now demolished Wood Dene Estate? 
Where is/was Wood Dene Estate? 
What is happening to it in the future?

Which local businesses can 
you name around the proposed 
redevelopment near Peckham Rye 
Station who are threatened with 
eviction? How many of the ones 
you name are non-art, non-creative 
businesses?

How much is a beer at Frank’s 
Café? How much does Franks Café 
make per year? How are the profits 
divided? 

What’s the difference between jollof 
rice, peas and mutton curry and 
seared rabbit loin, pithivier and wild 
mushrooms? 

Which local Peckham design outfit 
sells a Limited Edition print of 
the Peckham Wall, a spontaneous 
outpouring of personal messages on 
Post-It Notes in response to the 2011 
riots, as a Limited Edition art object 
signed by ‘The Artists’? By what 
commissioning route did this come 
about?

Have you ever used these words 
to describe Peckham: ‘vibrant’, 
‘exotic’, ‘mini-Lagos’, ‘diverse’, 
‘feisty’, colourful’, ‘cheap and 
cheerful’? Etc.

Which lowlife Peckham artist 

tagged the living room wall of one 
of Southwark Notes’ flat back in 
the day and justified as ‘well, it is a 
squat?’

What was the verdict of our Chilean 
friend on returning from a party of 
the 78 Lyndhurst Way art squat in 
the mid-2000’s?

Why when there used to be ‘art 
squat’s in Peckham but now there are 
galleries, self-organised artist spaces 
and arty cafes, are there no more ‘art 
squat’s?

What is gentrification? What is the 
traditional role artists play in this? 
What are some other ways in which 
gentrification happens? Are artists 
always complicit in these other 
ways?

Name three defences artists use 
to sidestep the claim that they are 
implicated in processes of local 
gentrification?

Which is the best anti-gentrification 
drug of choice? Speed or coke?

In 2006, how much had property 
values increased in the Bellenden Rd 
‘Conservation Area’ as a result of 
this designation and renovation? 

The Government funded partial 
demolition and renovation of the 
Five Estates in North Peckham from 
1994 to 2008 resulted in the loss of 
how many council homes? How was 
this justified by the Council at the 
time?

What is the significance of the 



arrival of the Overground to 
Peckham Rye and Queens Rd in 
relation to global capital?

Which Peckham design outfit created 
‘a surreal pun on two iconic forms, 
the block of flats rises majestically 
from the top of a classic chequered 
flat cap and contains its own 
miniature world where fashion icons 
and models rub shoulders with bin 
men, pigeons, and even a horse’?

‘Prices have risen as much as 45% 
in the last 12 months and well over 
100% in the last five years. Rental 
rates are also beyond what even we 
could have imagined”, says who? 

What was the ‘Peckham 
Experiment’?

Which part of Peckham was ranked 
5,306 out of 32,482 in England 
(where 1 was the most deprived and 
32,482 the least) in the latest Index 
of Multiple Deprivation? Which part 
of Peckham was ranked 17,702 out 
of 32,482 in England (where 1 was 
the most deprived and 32,482 the 
least) in the latest Index of Multiple 
Deprivation? 

In 1977 Paul Willis wrote a book 
called ‘Learning to Labour: How 
Working Class Kids Get Working 
Class Jobs’? Peckham’s Harris 
Academy school is proud of their 
vocational resources and they are 
‘unparalleled by any other school 
in Britain’. Is there something to be 
said of the former in relation to the 
latter’s ‘catering suite, hairdressing 
salon and motor mechanic garage’?

What was Sokari Douglas Camp 
CBE’s influence on the Bellenden 
Rd Conservation Area? Where in 
Peckham can you find one of her 
sculptures? How did this come to be 
part of the accompanying housing 
development?

Former ‘‘art squat’’ 78 Lyndhurst 
Way was last sold for £600,000 in 
2006. How much is it worth now? 

If you are writing a puff piece about 
the Peckham art scene, is it better 
to write about Only Fools And 
Horses and how Del Boy and all was 
actually never shot in Peckham or 
is it better to mention how William 
Blake had visions as a young boy on 
Peckham Rye?

What year was this description of 
Peckham’s art spots written: ’I’d 
be hard-pushed to find most of the 
galleries and spaces we visit: they’re 
tucked away down back-streets, on 
industrial estates or under railway 
arches; and, in one case, in the back-
room of a pub’? Why is this different 
now?

Can you be a successful and engaged 
artist in Peckham by producing 
art with local people about the 
dogs they own, their own ‘street 
knowledge’, the aesthetics of the 
council estates where they live, the 
recipes they know from their ethnic 
pasts, what trainers they like to wear, 
their memories, their desires, their 
problems and so on?

Is ‘pop-up’ or ‘temporary art 
space’ a different way to describe 



the idea and function of ‘property 
guardianship’?

What percentage of Peckham’s 
population come from West Africa? 
What percentage of Peckham’s 
population graduated art school? 
What percentage of Peckham’s 
population who graduated art 
school are white? What percentage 
of Peckham’s population who 
graduated art school and have set up 
studios, art cafes and galleries are 
white?

What was the battle that began 
in 1996 over the public art piece 
by Lilian Lin and then the later 
International Carpet of Flowers, 
designed by Anne Wiles in 
Moncrieff Place that was part of the 
Peckham Partnership regeneration 
scheme?

How long before the first arty café, 
foodie deli or gallery space opens 
up on Rye Lane and not just in the 
Georgian or Victorian side streets 
running from Bellenden Rd to Rye 
Lane?

Quote: ‘Yes, people love Peckham. 
And why not? True, it still has its 
tricky patches, fried chicken joints, 
and the high street ain’t all that. 
But it’s got another side: adorable 
streets’. How do you decode this 
statement?

Is Almumno Developments 
renovation of the old Council Town 
Hall on Peckham Rd as student flats 
a good thing for Peckham? In what 
light can the history of the Hotel 

Elephant art space’s involvements 
with the regeneration of The 
Elephant, and who intend to run a 
café from the new development, be 
viewed?

Can you go from squatted building 
in Peckham Rd to a Arts Council 
National Portfolio Organisation 
funded to a tune of £50,000 a year 
and negotiate to site yourself in a 
space free of charge by Argent, the 
company overseeing the large scale 
Kings Cross redevelopment?  

What’s the historical difference 
between community bookshop The 
Bookplace that was on Peckham 
Rd from the 1970’s up until the late 
1990’s and Review, the bookshop on 
Bellenden Rd that opened around the 
end of the 2010’s?

Can you programme work on the 
radical content and history of various 
radical communist struggles whilst 
being part of a global art world based 
on private property and investments? 

As a curator, would you like to be 
the first to discover a radical black 
group in Peckham from the 1970’s 
who were involved in building 
community self-defence and much 
antagonism against the police to 
then programme a series of visual art 
‘conversations’ around this between 
young artists and local school 
children? As an artist would you 
work on this and then put your name 
on this ‘conversation’ on your CV as 
the ‘artist’?

What’s the difference between the 



New Gallery art café and bar at 
the base of Pelican House and the 
current Peckham Pelican art café and 
bar?

Were you surprised when Network 
Rail’s plans for the area around 
Peckham Rye station included a 
range of new build housing blocks 
that would lead to the eviction 
of most of the areas creative 
businesses? 

In Peckham, does to insist on 
‘heritage’ sidestep the deeper 
question of any actual history 
of local buildings and the social 
relationships that were part and 
parcel of their actual building, use 
and disuse?

Is being a newly emergent local 
area of creative economy enough 
to sustain you against the power 
and desires of property developers 
keen to cash in on the buzz and a 
compliant Council in this respect?

When artists or institutions host 
workshops on art and regeneration, 
do you ever get the feeling that what 
is always being discussed is more 
the art than the regeneration side of 
things? Is there a way through this 
impasse?



‘Retail Capital and Neighborhood 
Change: Boutiques and 
Gentrification in New York City’ 
Sharon Zukin, 2009 

‘At least since the 1970s, certain 
types of restaurants, cafes, and stores 
have emerged as highly visible signs 
of gentrification in cities around 
the world. Although the archetypal 
quiche-serving “fern bars” of the 
early years have long since yielded 
to wine bars and designer clothing 
boutiques, these stylish commercial 
spaces still embody, serve, and 
represent a powerful discourse of 
neighborhood change. On the most 
basic level, the new consumption 
spaces supply the material needs 
of more affluent residents and 
newcomers (Bridge and Dowling, 
2001). But they also supply their 
less tangible needs for social and 
cultural capital (Zukin, 1991; 
Patch, 2008). New stores, cafes, 
and bars become hangouts for both 
bohemians and gentrifiers or places 
for social networking among stroller- 
pushing parents and underemployed 
artists and writers (Zukin, 1995, pp. 
153–156; Lloyd, 2006). Moreover, 
the aesthetics of their offerings and 
atmosphere reinforce a sense of the 
neighborhood’s creative cultural 
distinction (Florida, 2002; Zukin 
and Kosta, 2004). Whatever be their 
specific form, though, “boutiques” 
contrast with older stores catering to 
a poorer, more traditional, and less 
mobile clientele.’



Cultural Workers, 
Throw Down Your Tools - 
The Metropolis Is On Strike
Stevphen Shukaitis & 
Anja Kanngieser

‘Whether or not the bourgeois 
has any creativity is debatable 
(Marx himself marvelled at the 
inventiveness of the ruling class in 
transforming social reality, albeit 
usually for the worse); this is not 
so important precisely because the 
bourgeois is so skilled at stealing the 
imagination and creativity of others. 
And this is precisely what the history 
of the transformations of the city 
and society more generally show us. 
Social and political movements, new 
artistic developments and quarters, 
as soon as they arise (or even before 
they arise sometimes) are seized 
upon by real estate developers, urban 
planners and policymakers to create 
the image of a new ‘hip’ district that 
will boost real estate prices, attract 
‘more desirable’ residents and so 
forth, in a virtuous spiral of capitalist 
development. This process of 
gentrification led by or inadvertently 
spurred by developments in artistic 
and social creativity is an old one. 
When Albert Parry wrote his history 
of Bohemia in the US he paid close 
attention to the relation between 
artists and the rise of the real estate 
market in the 60s and 70s. But in 
Parry’s case the decades in question 
were the 1860s and 1870s rather 
than the rise of loft living, to borrow 
Sharon Zukin’s description of the 
reshaping of lower Manhattan during 
the 1960s and 1970s. The point of 

raising this is not to sulk over this 
process or mourn that so much 
creative energy fermented by often–
antagonistic social movements gets 
turned into mechanisms for further 
accumulation. Rather the question is 
making sense out of it, and making 
sense in a way that further clarifies 
this process for political and social 
organising. 

In recent years there has emerged 
within radical theory and organising 
coming out of Europe, Italy and 
France specifically, a focus on 
the metropolis as both a space of 
capitalist production and resistance 
to it. This is based on an argument 
developed over many years within 
autonomous social movements, 
that we live in the social factory, 
that exploitation does not just occur 
within the bounded workplace, 
but increasingly comes to involve 
all forms of social interactions 
that are brought into the labour 
process. In the social factory our 
abilities to communicate, to relate, 
to create and imagine, all are put 
to work, sometimes through digital 
networks and communications, or 
through their utilisation as part of 
a redevelopment or revitalisation 
of an area based on the image of 
being a creative locale. Given this 
argument it becomes possible to look 
at the rise of the discourse of the 
creative city and the creative class, 
most popularly associated with its 
development by Richard Florida and 
then seized upon by large numbers 
of urban planners and developers. 
The rise of the idea of the creative 



class is not just a theorisation of 
the changing nature of economic 
production and social structure, it 
is, or at very least has become, a 
managerial tool and justification for 
a restructuring of the city space as a 
factory space.

But to read Florida’s arguments, 
such as in The Rise of the Creative 
Class or Cities and the Creative 
Class is to encounter a very strange 
managerial tool. It is quite strange 
in that while at face value his 
work seems to describe empirical 
phenomena, namely the development 
of an increase in prominence of 
forms of labour that are primarily 
premised on creating new ideas and 
forms rather than physical labour, 
whether that is actually the case 
or not  is not the main issue. The 
creative class is not a homogenous 
or unified whole but is itself, even 
in Florida’s description, marked by 
an uneven development of the forms 
of creative labour engaged in (for 
instance, distinguishing a ‘super 
creative’ core of science, arts and 
media workers from  the ‘creative 
professionals’ and knowledge 
workers who keep the necessary  
organisational structures running). 
It is not then that they necessarily 
describe an empirical reality or 
condition – the existence of the 
creative city – but rather a form of 
mythological social technology of 
governance: bringing it into being 
by declaring its existence. In other 
words, the question is not whether 
the creative class exists as such, 
but rather what effects are created 

through how it is described and 
called into being through forms 
of governance and social action 
based upon these claims. Planning 
and shaping the city around a 
certain conceptualisation of the 
creative potentiality of labour, or 
the potentiality of creativity put to 
work, is not an unprecedented or 
unique development, but rather is the 
latest example of capital’s attempt 
to continually valorise itself through 
recuperating the energies of those 
organising against it.”



From ‘Pyramid Dead: The 
Artangel of History’ – Chris Jones

(Re)-possessed By Art

All over London, council estates are 
being emptied out of their tenants in 
line with an ideological insistence 
that large concentrations of working 
poor and unemployed people need 
to be moved out and replaced by 
more mixed communities of mainly 
owner-occupiers and private renters. 
Artangel, the prestigious London-
based public art commissioners, 
working with artist Mike Nelson, 
spent over three years looking to 
find a particular site for a new large-
scale work (1). When they found 
the emptied out Heygate Estate in 
Elephant & Castle, South London, 
this site fitted perfectly Nelson’s 
criteria for a 20th Century municipal 
building awaiting demolition. 
They decided to step heavily 
onto that site regardless of being 
advised otherwise by local housing 
campaigners and to sought to re-
arrange one of the maisonette blocks 
into a Pyramid public artwork.

But that site was becoming 
increasingly infamous. The moving 
on of the residents of the Heygate 
Estate had been central to the plans 
and processes of a much wider and 
longer-term regeneration project at 
The Elephant. Without demolishing 
the estate and freeing up this land 
to private development not much 
could even start in this scheme. 
The struggle by residents against 
being shafted had also been a long 



protracted one stretching back to the 
late 1990’s when the regeneration 
plans was just beginning to be drawn 
up. One of the important factors in 
these bitter struggles was to make 
sure that a counter-narrative could be 
maintained by residents against the 
spin and soundbites of the Council. 
Any press coverage secured by the 
Council was certain to contain their 
own double-helix of justification for 
getting rid of the Heygate: that the 
estate was a failure and full of crime 
and anti-social behaviour and that 
it’s ‘revitalisation’ meant a much 
more positive arrival of 1000’s of 
new homes, 100’s of new jobs and a 
new park on the way. (2) 

Like most art projects made about 
estates do, council sponsored 
regeneration likes to zoom in on 
the aesthetics of council housing. 
This is an easy but dubious mode 
that highlights how an estate looks 
and thus how it is imagined to feel 
(by non residents) but avoiding any 
understanding of how it is actually 
lived in, produced and experienced 
(by residents). It was normal for 
the Council to insist that the estate 
was not only ugly but then also 
structurally unsound (‘The Heygate 
is not fit for human habitation’, ‘“It 
is not safe to allow people to live 
there”) as if one must follow from 
the other. However the flats were 
large and well designed and popular 
and the Council’s commissioned 
survey of the buildings in 1999 
reported that the buildings were 
structurally sound but needing 
loving care after years of neglect 
(3). Disinvestment by Councils is, 

of course, the standard strategy for 
creating ripe conditions for pro-
demolition arguments to be put to 
the larger public. 

The point worth making here is 
that the aesthetic focus on ‘ugly’ 
estate architecture seems to want 
to attempt to incubate a further 
assumption about the kind of people 
who might live in such a place. It’s 
as if the narrative runs that ugly 
buildings contain ugly people. 
(4). Council leader Peter John has 
described the estate as ‘a by-word 
for social failure, for crime and anti-
social behaviour’. (5) With these 
narratives being constructed and thus 
maintained with a life of their own 
what get’s lost is the most simple 
but striking point - that the residents 
had done nothing wrong. They were 
secure tenants renting a home or 
leaseholders with mortgage on a flat. 
They were not criminals. However 
having long ago been politically 
judged to be ‘the wrong kind of 
residents’ (6) it was then much easier 
to justify their removal. But this 
removal was only ever about a future 
private development and never much 
about re-housing those residents in a 
dignified and fitting manner. 

Bad Publics Be Gone

Part and parcel of this local 
regeneration argument is that 
‘unlocking’ the mega-value of 
this land is more beneficial to the 
local area than having the Heygate 
Estate and it’s communities 
remain. Servicing the economy 
justifies the making of all possible 



slurs, indignities and exclusions. 
Questioning why the residents 
needed to be removed or why the 
promised homes had not been 
built to house the decanted tenants 
also comes to be seen by the 
Council as anti-social if it delays 
the regeneration process. It was 
interesting how opponents could 
be portrayed as ‘nay-sayers’ where 
being against regeneration itself 
can then be divorced from actually 
being against displacement and 
gentrification.

Alongside owning the actual 
physical properties of the estate 
buildings and land, the Council 
treated tenants and leaseholders 
as a kind of property that they 
could discard, sell, or trash 
when they wanted too. The 
Council’s later enforcement of a 
Compulsory Purchase Orders on 
some leaseholders came with a 
public scrutiny of those residents 
who were refusing to leave only 
because they were seeking a 
reasonable offer on the homes. 
The brutal and unnecessary CPO 
process legitimated a compulsory 
disenfranchisement of residetns 
performed on behalf of the Council 
and developers by The State as a 
kind of final legal rite of exorcism. 

It has always been striking how 
such story-telling about public 
housing and it’s residents has 
been an essential part of the tie-up 
between New Labours’s concept’s 
of social exclusion, anti-social 
behaviour and their strategies of 
Neighbourhood Renewal. (7). It 

has been noted elsewhere that such 
reliance on stories of crime and 
decay “legitimated the displacement 
of public housing residents by 
systematically representing them 
as threats to the social body rather 
than as part of it”. (8) With such 
an emphasis placed on the pseudo-
scientific governance of ‘social 
exclusion’ and its reliance on its own 
half-truths of indexes and statistics, it 
easy to see how ‘inclusion’ as a goal 
knowingly constructs a space for a 
non-public who must be publicly 
disciplined. Personal attacks and 
blanket untruths attempt to de-
legitimise public housing residents 
with a view from removing them 
entirely from the public or rather the 
wider common understanding who 
makes up a public. Being a public 
housing tenant marks you out as an 
irritant or pest. What has been called 
‘hygienic governmentality’ (9) seems 
apt here. In this narrative some 
people’s opinions count but other’s 
opinions must be disqualified on the 
basis of their mythologised being i.e 
council tenant. Regeneration seeks 
to maintain support for it’s social 
cleansing on the basis of ‘abjected 
populations’ who threaten the ‘good 
life’ that regeneration must promise 
– new private homes, new shops and 
new spaces to experience the thrill 
of an ‘urban lifestyle’. The inference 
that residents are the modern 
unlovable demon of the underclass – 
fatty single mothers of three, skinny 
junkies lurking on the landings, 
professional claimants living it up – 
enables the Council to displace their 
own brutality in dealing with those 



on Heygate onto a supposed demand 
by a mythical general public to ‘sort 
it out’.

The Angelic Conversion: 
Artangel’s Housing Hits

When Artangel came to The 
Elephant with their plans for a new 
artistic wonder of the world, they 
arrived at a site that was slowly 
becoming more much widely known 
beyond the Elephant area as a site 
of regeneration as gentrification and 
social cleansing. What is interesting 
in this is that their desires to work 
on Heygate can be seen as being 
part of their long track record for 
commissioning public artworks that 
use public housing and the ‘idea’ of 
home as their founding idea. (10) 
Their most famous hit is probably 
Rachel Whiteread’s casting in 
concrete of the inside space of a 
terraced house in Grove Rd, Bow, 
East London in 1993. Although 
the cast house might have looked 
impressive there was very little to 
get your teeth into about London 
and it’s houses, their production 
and use in this very specific East 
End location. Any controversy 
and subsequent debates were more 
situated in local reactions from 
Tower Hamlets council who hated 
it and couldn’t wait to demolish it 
rather than in anything ‘House’ was 
struggling to say. For Whiteread it 
was another step on the property 
ladder of casting going on to make 
negative space casts in repetitive and 
grander form ever since. 

In 2007, Catherine Yass was 

commissioned to produce the 
work ‘High Wire’ at the soon to 
be demolished Red Road flats in 
Glasgow. Tightrope walker Didier 
Pasquette twice attempted to cross 
from the top of one tower to another 
but ultimately decided he would 
prefer not to. For Yass ‘the dream of 
reaching the sky is also a modernist 
dream of cities in the air, inspired by 
a utopian belief in progress’. This is 
an instrumentalisation of Red Road 
that does not attempt to explore what 
is actually in situ at the housing 
scheme. The art weakly balances 
itself on the symbol of a metaphoric 
tightrope walk. This is especially 
crap as the housing scheme remains 
incredibly contested along the lines 
of public housing histories, the myths 
of regeneration and latterly also 
the domestic politics of migration 
and resistance to the UK’s Border 
regime.

One year later in a further twist of 
‘art saying nothing concrete (11)’ 
Artangel enabled Roger Hiorns 
to make ‘Seizure’ at a Southwark 
Council flat in Harper Rd, near 
Elephant. 40,000 folks traveled from 
all over London and beyond to visit 
the emptied council flat now filled 
with growing blue copper sulphate 
crystals. Hiorns spoke of highlighting 
contradictions in public housing 
where ‘in the great social experiment 
these buildings inferred, they 
provided no room for movement, 
zero mobility to move further, they 
are completely static materially 
and emotionally’. (12) Hiorns had 
probably never experienced the 
dynamic tensions, good and bad, 



of living on estates whereby day 
to day affinities are grown, shatter, 
recombine perpetually as people 
come and go alongside individual 
and collective pains, problems 
and trauma that are sometimes 
inescapable from being within that 
very architecture. It was telling also 
that many reviewers would also 
speak about the site with a similar 
ignorance – it being, for example, 
‘well out of the way, in a part-
abandoned social housing project in 
a part of town nobody goes to unless 
they happen to live there’ (13). In a 
strange portent of the later Artangel 
and Mike Nelson plan, these Harper 
Rd flats were earmarked to be one of 
sixteen replacement sites for homes 
for those decanted from Heygate that 
were never built.

Public Art, Private Wealth

So what is Artangel? Over thirty 
years it has managed to earn itself 
maximum credibility and props for 
commissioning and producing often 
large-scale or ‘different’ on-site 
or site-specific pieces. Maintained 
under the now long-term directorship 
of James Lingwood and Michael 
Morris (14) and with a small staff, 
Artangel produces from both State 
and private funding. It receives via 
the Arts Council an annual grant 
of roughly £750,000 (15) but it 
also relies on a number of different 
patrons who contribute an unknown 
sum of money. Its ‘Company of 
Angels’ benefactors give a simple 
yearly donation of between £600 - 
£900 allowing access to Artangel 
commissioned artists, openings 

and parties and annual ‘exclusive’ 
limited editions artworks. Or for 
£5000 a year there are the ‘Special 
Angels’ with all of the above plus 
an invitation to the Artangel annual 
dinner. A more significant funding 
stream is Artangel’s wealthy 
‘International Circle of Friends’ 
who contribute a much more 
loaded patronage. There is also 
Artangel America for US ‘private 
and charitable patronage’ operating 
with 501(c) 3 status that enables 
gifts to be ‘tax-efficient’. (16) 
Accompanying this mode of private 
financing Artangel has a board of 
Trustees whose current make up 
contains both artists and curators 
as well as property developers, 
fund managers and private equity 
company founders. Since many 
art institution’s neo-liberal turn, it 
no longer seems questionable to 
mix artists and high-end business 
people around the trustee table. This 
relationship between art and capital, 
once something to be kept behind 
closed museum doors or in private 
artworld parties, is now happy to 
expose itself.

If art and money does equal a 
received status reflected by the 
company it keeps, Artangel’s theatre 
of symbolic capital snugly fits into a 
world of wealthy high-powered art 
luvvies. Many of the International 
Friends have no obvious qualms 
about the source of their wealth as 
it nestles with their love of art:  for 
example, specifically, inheritances 
from Israeli defence industries or 
pharmaceutical corporations; wealth 
from global property development, 



international insurance business, 
the gambling industry, the oil 
industry, investment banking or 
being international gallerists and 
art dealers. (17) Looking over some 
of the Circle on the Internet there 
was a repeated motif of new money 
meeting mid-price modern art at 
auction and being very public about 
this. The urge to display the results 
of this collecting takes the form of a 
refurbed multi-million pound house 
cum gallery and articles in the press 
or supplements about this. This kind 
of MYseum functions as a way to 
exhibit the most tasteful parts of 
yourself to your peers. Regardless, 
both your property and your art 
remain sound real asset investments 
with steady good returns.  You 
will probably not be subject to 
regeneration and displacement.(18) 
Elsewhere the crisis of housing and 
wages has a positive effect on those 
investments, as Ben Davis has noted 
sharply, the more low incomes are 
forced down, the more the rich art 
market expands. (19) Full circle back 
to Heygate!

What better materialisation of the 
relationship between art and the 
current economy (and different 
classes relationship to property) 
can there be than Artangel wanting 
access to Heygate’s concrete slabs 
that were people’s homes to now use 
as components for an artwork? How 
this might come to be legitimised 
and permitted says more however 
about property relations and value 
than it does about the content of art 
per se. That Artangel had the prestige 
and privilege that local people had 

decidedly not had in shared decision-
making with the Council was hugely 
symbolic of where real power lies 
and with whom and for what. 



Ruin Regen 

Psychogeography often functions as 
an index of dissatisfaction with con-
temporary urban space while simul-
taneously mapping its effects upon 
subjectivity and affect. A recurrent 
trace of this dissatisfaction is found 
in the psychogeographical penchant 
for the ruin, the decayed left over 
space that suspends the remaking of 
the city in the (self) image of capi-
talism. The Situationist Guy Debord 
wrote after discovering a disused 
18th century tollhouse in the Place 
de la Stalingrad in Paris that it was 
a “virtual ruin left in an incredible 
state of abandonment, whose charm 
is singularly enhanced by the curve 
of the elevated subway line that 
passes at close distance”.20 Psycho-
geography has always thrived upon 
such juxtapositions between a pro-
jected image of the gleaming ‘new’ 
– heavily regulated spaces sponsored 
by capital – and the human remnants, 
memories and ruins of urban space. 
The ‘charm’ of the disused tollhouse 
for Debord probably arose from this 
but also from it being an 18th cen-
tury neo-classical facsimile of the 
architecture of ancient Rome. But 
what might differentiate this from a 
simple aestheticisation of the ruin? 
This might be found in the ‘charm’ 
of time doing its work upon the pre-
tensions of French state power that 
sought to enshrine its commercial 
transactions in the monumentality of 
past ages. It’s in this that the more 
astute anti- capitalist utopian trace of 
the ruin resides. This is both in the 
revealing of the ephemeral qualities 
of socio-economic structure and in 

the merest hint of the possibility of 
non-productive spaces that might be 
productive of non- capitalist rela-
tions. Even if these utopian traces are 
only imaginary possibilities hatched 
out of the musings of a psychogeog-
rapher. 

It’s in this that the destructive 
‘charm’ of ruins resides in suggesting 
that all such pretensions to monu-
mentality can be dissolved by time 
and – even if only by re-imagining 
the city while drifting – through op-
positional agency. It’s difficult to re-
discover such a charm of ruins in the 
contemporary metropolis. In London 
post-industrial ruins seem little more 
than urban degeneration in the midst 
of repetitive attempts to (re)inflate 
the property market and British 
capitalism through an increasingly 
desperate gentrifying ‘regenera-
tion’. Every decaying warehouse 
or graffiti adorned industrial shell 
has germinating within it a block of 
luxury flats. These usually contain 
the requisite – though slightly hum-
ble – ‘affordable’ or social housing 
apartments carefully cordoned off 
in case they infect the remainder of 
the development. Class relations that 
UK plc would love to elide appear 
in concrete lower down in the new 
development with smaller balconies 
or sequestered off in a separate sec-
tion altogether. The surrealism of 
empty shop fronts – dismembered 
mannequins, commodity fragments, 
trashed cash registers – all too easily 
turn into a state subsidised collective 
art space that provides the illusion of 
cultural regeneration. It’s this aspect 



of the ruin that is at the core of en-
nui with it. Boredom arises through 
this repetition-dead capitalised time 
endlessly repeating – and the capital-
ist processes that produce everyday 
space manifest in an all too obvious 
way. 

Ruin divided by Gentrification 
equals Capital, and further down the 
line equals more ruin for those pro-
le’s excluded from this primitively 
accumulative equation. For instance, 
one of the most iconic contemporary 
ruins in London is the vast crum-
bling network of one thousand plus 
ex-social housing flats called the 
Heygate Estate. It was evacuated 
of tenants in a series of classical-
ly ‘democratic’ local government 
‘consultations’ – keep voting and 
consulting but you’ll still be evicted 
at the behest of property developers 
– and capitalism’s systemic dream 
of another empty space to fill with 
yuppie hutches was fulfilled.21 This 
particular ruin was summoned into 
existence by the systemic necessities 
of capitalism at the expense of any 
existing social fabric. When we see 
a post-industrial ruin we should also 
see the inhuman subject called cap-
ital winking and leering at us in its 
own cyclical reproduction. We can’t 
even wear our boredom as a “sign 
of distinction” – as Walter Benjamin 
wrote of the 19th century flaneur – 
since our boredom with ruins often 
presages our own possible ejection 
from the neighbourhood. Even in 
Detroit – the alpha and omega of ur-
ban decay – the gentrification of the 
city centre continues at the expense 

of the expanse of a rapidly decom-
posing periphery. As Bill McGraw 
writes in his excellent overview of 
the decline of Detroit: “They might 
be pouring more designer beers in 
new downtown clubs these days, but 
elsewhere in Detroit, the bricks con-
tinue to crumble”.22



No Room to Move: Radical Art 
and the Regenerate City*
By Josephine Berry Slater 
& Anthony Iles

Critiques of the instrumentalised role 
of culture within the current stage 
of urban development, so-called 
‘culture-led urban regeneration’, are 
becoming increasingly common. A 
rising crescendo of criticism may fi-
nally be denting the blithe confidence 
of the ‘Creative City’ formula and 
its liberal application to all manner 
of post-industrial urban ills. Criti-
cism, but also and more forcefully, 
that other party crasher – the global 
financial crisis – are undermining 
the blind faith in the power of ‘cre-
ativity’ to heal our cities. Regardless 
of what the post-crunch strategy for 
treating urban decline may be, we 
can begin to see with clarity the con-
tours of a form of urbanism that has 
developed over
the past 20 years. One whose mobili-
sation of art and aesthetics – and par-
ticularly a post-conceptual order of 
aesthetics – has worked to produce 
the propagandistic illusion that a sub-
stantial regeneration of society and 
its habitat is occurring. It is, howev-
er, one that masks the unaltered or
worsening conditions that affect the 
urban majority as welfare is disman-
tled, public assets sold off
and free spaces enclosed.

Since public art and architecture are 
not only often complicit within this 
stage of development, but
also offer moments and forms in 
which power and counter-power ne-

gotiate, clash and find articulation, 
the spectrum of analysis of urban 
regeneration must necessarily entail 
an aesthetic one. To understand the 
dynamics of cities in their neolib-
eral capitalist phase, then, it is not 
enough to look at the structural and 
economic questions alone – we must 
also investigate the visual languages
and conceptual approaches of the 
aesthetic activity apparently valued 
so highly by their elites. As ever, in 
order to look forward, it helps to look 
back to an earlier model of art’s use 
in the (re)construction of community 
amidst urban upheaval. Roman Vas-
seur’s engagement with Harlow
involves ‘disinterring’ the original 
thinking behind this petite New 
Town, as it stands on the brink
of wholesale expansion and rede-
velopment.(1) Vasseur who was 
appointed to the role of ‘lead artist’ 
during the redevelopment of Harlow, 
a post-war New Town, has spent a 
great deal of time thinking about 
how its master-planer, Frederick Gib-
berd, attempted to forge community 
in the aftermath of WWII, and with 
the fresh canvas of a greenfield site. 
He is fascinated by how technology 
– coupled forever with the power of 
mass extermination after two world 
wars – is understood not as some-
thing that threatens ‘Arcadian visions 
of Britain’, but as that which can
create them anew. Gibberd used new, 
mass-produced elements in the con-
struction of the town, introduced the 
first residential high-rise block into 
Britain, and one of the first covered 
shopping malls. But despite this, he 
wanted to found the new community 



on the ancient values of religion,
family and co-operation – as wit-
nessed by his extraordinarily de-
tailed, Elizabethan-modernist
design for the town’s St. Paul’s 
church (1959) and the prominent sit-
ing of Henry Moore’s sculpture
of a family group in the water gar-
dens as the visual centrepiece of 
Harlow.(2) But Vasseur also
draws attention to the ‘Dionysian’ 
impulses that underpin and threaten 
Gibberd’s ‘Apollonian’ ordered am-
bitions for the town. He sees them as 
relying upon the atavistic forces of 
religion and the emotive creation of 
a community spirit centred around 
the pioneering moment of exodus 
from the metropolis and, conse-
quently, a static model of inclusive 
exclusion. As Vasseur points out, 
Harlow sits in what has been termed 
by Rem Koolhaas a ‘mega-region’; 
its positioning making it highly
vulnerable to assimilation into the 
surrounding conurbation. Its resi-
dents, says Vasseur, are about to
be ‘radicalised’. At this juncture, he 
thinks, it would be wrong to perpet-
uate the local identity that the town 
has nurtured for so long. But what is 
to follow, and what role should art 
play within this transformation?

The town’s unique atmosphere is 
largely a result of the centre’s setting 
in a parkland of green wedges which 
connect it to the outlying residential 
areas. At the heart of this radial and 
highly ordered design sit a canonical 
array of public sculptures by post-
war British sculptors like Henry
Moore, Barbara Hepworth, Lynn 

Chadwick and Elizabeth Frink. Says 
Vasseur, Harlow’s distinction is that 
it employed and embodied culture 
and in particular sculpture to make 
an argument for the creation of a set-
tlement away from the metropolis
but referencing the Tuscan City State 
model.

Vasseur’s engagement with the town 
is markedly different from the pater-
nalistic example set by Gibberd who 
also headed the Harlow Art Trust 
which selected the town’s public art 
works. It should be noted that Vas-
seur’s role has been consultative and 
curatorial rather than directly artistic.
Nevertheless, his approach could be 
interpreted as an artistic intervention 
in its own right, despite his insistence 
that he is not a ‘career public artist’. 
Indeed Vasseur tends to operate in 
a more undercover mode; a kind of 
contemporary version of the Artist 
Placement Group’s ‘incidental
person’, but one actively solicited by 
Commissions East – one of the re-
generation agencies involved
– with the agreement of the town 
council. Unlike APG’s artists howev-
er, Vasseur experiments with
the strategy of ‘overidentification’ 
with the bureaucratic process. For 
instance, while seeing ‘the public’ 
as a phantasmatic entity deployed 
by government for its own ends, he 
nevertheless invokes the term within 
negotiations as a ‘reprimand’, or a 
means to rein in full-throttle com-
mercialism. In such a way, Vasseur 
uses the bureaucratic or commercial 
body’s logic against itself and, in so
doing, turns the often crushing pro-



cess of negotiation into a ‘sensual 
pursuit’.

New audiences for art have grown 
up in a time in which life in gener-
al has become hyper-cultural; the 
leaden mail-outs from local housing 
services must disguise themselves as 
lifestyle magazines,
groups of friends advertise and com-
modify themselves for each other 
via social networking templates, 
and even down-at-heel refreshments 
stalls disguise a shit instant coffee as 
the more cosmopolitan cappuccino. 
Half a century of consumer society 
has produced an insatiable appetite
for aestheticisation. So, despite the 
increasing lock-down and person-
alised tracking of populations
within the cybernetic matrices of the 
post-9/11 state, the aestheticisation 
of space reveals that the powers-
that-be must choose their mode of 
address more carefully than ever be-
fore. Control must deploy the veneer 
of health and happiness to get things 
done. Or, in Foucauldian terms,
governmentality uses aesthetics to 
penetrate the subject more deeply, 
to tap into our capacity for self-gov-
ernment. In the biopolitical era, 
discipline meshes with techniques of 
the body converting ‘care of the self’ 
into portals of intrusion and introjec-
tion, and hijacking the DNA of plea-
sure to other ends. The philosopher 
Maria Muhle has rejected interpreta-
tions that take Foucault’s term
‘biopolitics’ to designate a form of 
power which now takes life as its ob-
ject, arguing instead that it is a mo-
dality which possesses a positive and 

not a repressive relation to life:

My claim is that biopolitics is de-
fined by the fact that rather than 
merely relating to life, it takes on the 
way life itself functions; that it func-
tions like life in order to be better-
able to regulate it. (Muhle, 136)

If power has become life-like, it has 
also become art-like. This is a worry 
for those concerned with
art’s need to be distinct from the rest 
of life, to antagonise or reveal new 
forms of sensibility.
Although New Labour’s 12 year rule 
has been a boom time for art – not 
least public art – the blanding out of 
notions of creativity (such as those 
espoused by Richard Florida and his 
followers), and the discovery of art’s 
‘social purpose’, leave its future in 
doubt. As Vasseur surmises:

One can envisage a future where art-
ists, or individuals with an extensive 
training in visual arts and art history 
will be slowly moved out of this new 
economy in favour of ‘creatives’ 
able to privilege deliverability and 
consultation over other concerns. So 
while avant-garde attempts to negate 
the privileged role of art and artist 
are purloined by government and the 
leisure industry, or applied to pseu-
do-democratic ends by developers 
and commissioning agencies, or used 
ultimately to eject the artist from 
the culture-society equation – what 
recourse do artists critical of the 
‘creative industries’ model have to 
making art in public? Is it
even possible to make critical art 



publicly any more?

Vasseur’s approach is influenced by 
the tradition of institutional critique, 
especially its later tendency to play 
with overidentification. Rejecting 
any purity of revolutionary or artistic 
purpose, Vasseur comments, ‘Artists 
in my experience are not willing to 
wait for revolutionary change in
order to express their sensuous be-
ings and so are disloyal to commu-
nities of politics.’ But his work in 
Harlow is not without specific aims 
or the desire to have some lasting 
impact. He was drawn to the role 
because it was advertised as ‘the 
first time that an artist would work 
on a committee selecting a develop-
er-planner’. He has also presented an 
architectural review of some of the
proposed redevelopment plans for 
the local councillors – a potentially 
very influential opportunity.
But, at the recession ridden time of 
writing, the future of the redevelop-
ment looks uncertain. The ‘aesthetics 
of bureaucracy’ are, of course, hos-
tage to the movement of the bureau-
cratic process itself, its glacial time 
frames, and the macro-economic 
picture, all of which can be enough 
to kill off the initiative and desires 
of the undercover interventionist. 
Where Gibberd’s art programme can 
be seen as conservatively retrograde, 
Vasseur’s mercurial approach – in 
seeking to expose the Dionysian 
and violent impulses which belie 
modernism as much as preserving 
its achievements in the face of junk-
space development – seems to lack 
definition and hence traction within 

the process of the town’s transforma-
tion. The town, albeit consulted and 
invited to participate in a series of
events and discussions organised by 
Vasseur, seem stranded between Gib-
berd’s nostalgic and untenable idea 
of community, and Vasseur’s position 
of cynical reason that is helpless to 
assert any alternatives. It is tempting 
to think of the role of today’s regen 
artist in the mould of Jack Nichol-
son’s ex-cop character in Polanski’s 
Chinatown, who, when asked what 
kind of police work he did in China-
town mutters ‘As little as possible’. 
It was the only way to avoid making 
a bad situation worse.

As art and artists have become more 
integral to contemporary urbanism, 
they have also become increasingly 
astute critics. Yet moments when 
artists resist development and gentri-
fication directly have been rare. Art 
works more often mount an aesthetic 
resistance or, as Jacques Rancière 
might say, a ‘redistribution of the 
sensible’. Critical art in urban set-
tings survives development’s horrors,
maintaining a tension with the con-
text of its production and, in the 
best cases, amplifying them. Future 
generations of artists will continue 
to face the contradictory bind of 
being both beneficiaries and losers 
in the path of capital’s movement of 
creative destruction (each time on 
reconfigured terms and conditions).
(3) During the present recession 
‘creatives’ are regarded as offering 
landlord friendly ways to occupy 
the growing ‘slack space’ of cities 
as market demand fails, providing 



cheap security services for landlords 
not to mention rent (see Conlin). 
However government plans to rent
empty commercial space at reduced 
rates to artists can hardly contend 
with the looming problem of un-
employment for a population of 
‘creatives’ that has grown massively 
since 1989; an increase fuelled pri-
marily by the growth of the financial 
services industry and the credit it 
generated to finance the development 
schemes, regeneration schemes and 
creative industries which employed 
so many. Higher education’s increas-
ing dependency on the revenue gen-
erated by art and design geared
courses should also be noted. This 
period of expansion has happened in 
parallel with an attack on the means 
of subsistence which made it possi-
ble to survive as a cultural producer 
in the absence of a sales model, 
as workfare has come to replace 
welfare, short-let housing has been 
undermined by the government’s De-
cent Homes Standard and cheap, di-
lapidated zones have fallen under the
demolition ball of development. 
Development of large tracts of cit-
ies based on expectations of rising 
real estate values, the attraction of 
new middle class residents, and an 
expansion in retail are giving way to 
Ballardian visions of luxury devel-
opments in a state of chaotic and ter-
minal decline. Whatever the future of 
alienated creativity and the city may 
be, art and artists symbolically and
structurally register the tensions 
between economic realities and cor-
porate-governmental fictions of the 
post-Fordist city everywhere. The 

artist has become both aider and ob-
jector to regeneration, but also the 
ultimate capitalist subject, what Ag-
amben names the ‘whatever being’. 
Good for everything and nothing, s/
he is without authentic identity – the 
figure of human ‘species being’ freed 
from specialisation, social obligation 
and physical work, but in distorted 
form under alienated labour’s con-
tinuation along flexibilised lines. It is 
perhaps for this reason too that artists 
have become such paradigmatic fig-
ures within late capitalism, attracting 
fictitious fantasies of production 
whilst also finding it hard to know 
how to act within such a treacherous 
climate of cooptation. Neither able to
successfully collude due to art’s lin-
gering requirement for autonomy, 
nor to effectively opt out (street art 
becomes gallery art becomes street 
art etc.), the artist working in the 
maelstrom of regeneration registers, 
either critically or not, the social war 
it entails.

Notes:

* This is an edited excerpt from the 
extended introductory essay to the 
book No Room to Move:
Radical Art and the Regenerate City, 
London: Mute, 2010. The book is 
available from
http://metamute.org and amazon.
co.uk

Footnotes 

1. The plan is to increase the popula-
tion of Harlow by 40,000. This could 
involve transforming the



centre of the town, pulling down the 
old market square and replacing it 
with a new retail
development, building new transport 
links and expanding the residential 
areas. The scale of the
development is posing a threat to 
the green wedges that surround the 
town’s centre, and are key to
its pastoral atmosphere.
2. After suffering from vandalism, 
the sculpture was removed and now 
sits inside the newly built
Civic Centre – part of the first and 
egregious phase of Harlow’s redevel-
opment.
3. On the concept of ‘creative 
destruction’ in the context of cul-
ture-led regeneration, see Seymour.
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