CASE STUDY
The role of the lead artist

Art and Architecture: A collaborative practice

Early architectural drawing, showing artist
Kate Blee’s glazing articulation for Southmead
Learning & Research and Pathology Buildings

Having a lead artist on a design team brings a number of benefits. Their early
involvement not only saves time and money that might otherwise be spent on
reverse engineering opportunities for art, but it also ensures that art and an artistic
vision become an integral part of the design process. This is not only good for the
final building, it can also be inspirational for other team members.
“A lead artist adds something creative and exciting to the mix, and although there
is no empirical proof of this - my feeling is that this leads to an improved end
result.” (Claudia Bloom, Avanti Architects)
What is a lead artist?
Final design sketch for ceramic panel,
by Kate Blee

A lead artist is an artist brought in at an early stage of the design process to contribute to
the design of a building or the development of a Public Art Strategy.
The lead artist’s role may be to contribute creative ideas and proposals as part of the
overall design. For example, they may originate broad creative concepts that inform
the design process, or they may come up with innovative ideas for the use of materials.
In addition, the lead artist may work closely with an art consultant to identify roles and
commission opportunities for other artists, drawing on their understanding of the building
and knowledge of materials and arts practices.

Ceramic panel by Kate Blee.
Image: Tom De Gay

While not necessarily commissioned to make a piece of work, the lead artist’s “touch” will
be felt across the overall design and through ideas taken forward by architects, interior or
landscape designers and other artists.
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The role requires an appreciation of collaborative practice. A good lead artist will need
to be comfortable crossing disciplines, will understand how architects work and be
able to read architectural plans. They will be skilled in thinking conceptually about
spaces and materials to identify ways in which creative approaches can enhance an
environment.
Glazing articulation for Southmead
Learning & Research Centre by Kate
Blee and Avanti Architects.
Image: Sarah Blee

What skills and insight can they bring to the table that is not already there within a
design team? What effect will a lead artist have upon the development of a Public Art
Strategy in practice? When is the best time to bring a lead artist into a project? Why do
you need both lead artist and art consultant? To explore these questions, we talked to
two artists, Kate Blee and Annie Cattrell, who have taken on the role in projects with us,
to Claudia Bloom of Avanti Architects who has worked with both of them and to Joanna
Espiner, Willis Newson Senior Project Manager.
Creative vision

Preliminary architectural sketch for
Southmead Learning & Research
Centre showing the glazing articulation.
Kate Blee and Avanti Architects.

Willis Newson has often worked with a lead artist on capital development projects
where the artist can be brought in at an early stage of the design and build. The artist
becomes an integral member of the design team, working beside us and with the
architects, interior and landscape designers and building contractors. Here the artist can
contribute a uniquely appropriate creative response to a project.
“You can be involved in a very holistic way, taking an overview onto a potentially
large and very complicated process,” says Kate Blee. “Because you come with low
overheads and unburdened by the business of pushing a project forward to completion,
you can identify important creative opportunities that might otherwise be missed.”

Detail of glazing
by Kate Blee and Avanti Architects.
Image: Sarah Blee
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This last point is important. For example, a lead artist may be able to spend time
researching materials and finishes and through doing so, may suggest a new approach
to cladding or glazing within a building. They may not create any commissioned artwork
themselves, but they will be able to spot where the work of an artist will add value to a
space. They may be asked to scope ideas, proposals and briefs for other artists and
to contribute creatively to the development of an artistic vision for a project. They may
be asked to research and recommend inspirational exemplar projects from their own
knowledge and experience. They can also visualise concepts in a way that will bring a
Public Art Strategy to life and help to communicate its core ideas.
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Ensuring art is not just an ‘add-on’
The spark of creativity, the ‘what if’ factor that is contributed by a lead artist can be
difficult to define, but it is highly valued. “Working with Kate and Annie has been very
enriching,” says Claudia Bloom of Avanti Architects.

Preliminary design concept for a
sculpture exploring the dynamics of
liquids, by Annie Cattrell

“You are there to make sure that art isn’t just an add-on, the icing on the cake. You can
be a fresh face and voice at the table,” says Kate. She and Avanti Architects worked
on the development of the Southmead Learning and Research Centre and Pathology
Buildings. There was a remit for coloured glazing on the façade of the building and Kate
contributed her expertise to this. “I could really focus on it, consider how the glazing
would be experienced at all points, weigh up the options, think about the quality of the
light, the nature of the colour and the effect it would have upon the working environment
for those inside as well as how it would be viewed from outside. I was there asking
questions, delving deeper, caring a bit more about this one point.”
Art consultant and lead artist - a team approach
A lead artist may be asked to participate actively in design team meetings, and it is
here that the combination of art consultant and lead artist comes into its own; the
combination of creativity and pragmatism is a good one.

Preliminary design sketch
by Annie Cattrell

“A lead artist adds
something creative and
exciting to the mix, and
although there is no
empirical proof of this
- my feeling is that this
leads to an improved end
result.”

Claudia Bloom, Avanti Architects.

Annie Cattrell worked with us and Willis Newson Associate Louise O’Reilly as part
of a recent PFI bid team with Avanti Architects for a proposed major new capital
development. Annie valued the clarity of Louise’s vision and the rigorous way she
approached the process. “Louise’s experience and confidence got us into preliminary
meetings which I would not necessarily have considered going to – making sure that
art was fully on the agenda. The combination of the art consultant and lead artist has
the potential to make the clients feel more confident that they understand what can be
achieved from having an Art Strategy embedded from the outset. Different languages
are appropriate in different arenas and between us we made sure that we were
understood,” Annie told us. “The art consultant can steer you through the processes and
protocols and leave you free and with the energy to concentrate on the areas where
your skills and experience are most needed,” said Kate.
“A good lead artist can tease out opportunities that might not be immediately obvious.
When we are devising a Public Art Strategy, their vision can help create an overarching
aesthetic or approach which is extremely valuable,” says Joanna Espiner, Willis
Newson Senior Project Manager.
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Creative input from the lead artist during consultation sessions with the client, service
users or commissioning body and its representatives is also likely to be beneficial,
perhaps leading to more creative responses. If appropriate, a lead artist may be asked
to facilitate or help facilitate these sessions.
A broad perspective, flexibility and generosity

Preliminary design concept for
the facade of a proposed hospital
development, by Annie Cattrell and
Avanti Architects

“The artist’s relationship
with the architect is
fundamental. They’ve
got to be intrigued
by the make-up of a
building and not daunted
by the complications
and constraints of the
building process.”
Joanna Espiner, Willis Newson

When asked what skills or experience a good lead artist might need, both artists
commented on the ability to be able to see clearly through complications and to be
able to take and communicate a broad perspective. “It can be tricky not to be actually
designing something at the early stages. It’s no use thinking about nuts and bolts when
the design team wants an overarching aesthetic. You’ve got to understand what’s
appropriate at each developing stage,” says Annie.
Kate emphasised the need for flexibility and generosity. “You’ve got to want to create
something that is appropriate and relevant to the project; appropriate in every way
– in terms of scale, form, maintenance and so on. I’m just as happy for my work to be
subconsciously absorbed – to contribute to the creation of a positive space – as I am to
have an individual piece with a plaque.”
Having an understanding and appreciation of the processes involved in designing a
building and how architects work is vital. “A lead artist needs to be able to understand
early architectural sketches and what they might mean for the finished building because
this is where the opportunities are for an artist to add the most, to push the practice,”
says Claudia.
According to Joanna, confidence and good communication skills are also key. “The
lead artist has to be completely confident in their own practice and vision and able to
communicate it clearly and persuasively.”
Summary
While the inclusion of a lead artist may not be appropriate or possible on all projects,
where an artist is brought in early and develops a good working relationship with the
architect and design team, they add genuine value to the overall building design and
contribute to a well-developed and considered understanding and appreciation of the
place of art within the design process. In our experience this is likely to result in art that
is created and installed efficiently, with time and cost savings, and which is uniquely
appropriate, site-specific and conceptually robust.
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