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VALUES OF
TEMPORARY USE

BY Dr MARA FERRERI
Temporary uses of vacant spaces are an emerging
part of London’s social and cultural landscape,
existing at the intersection of competing imaginaries
and material dynamics. Over the past decade forms
of temporary occupation of vacant land and
buildings have been gaining recognition by planning
authorities, policy-makers and developers, and have
entered mainstream urban culture with a fanfare of
excitement and social and cultural promise.
Imaginaries of experimentation and collective
appropriation of wasted resources mobilise modes
of valuing space and coming together that, however,
may sit uncomfortably with the diktat of continuous
urban development, to which interim uses are often
cast as ancillaries.
Within the framing of the London Festival of
Architecture 2014, and its “Capital” theme, in this
Wick Session practitioners and urban researchers
were invited to explore the overlapping systems of

values mobilized around temporary use and their
relationship to wider dynamics of urban
transformation.
On this occasion, the session also comprised
members of the European network TERRA during
their visit to Hackney Wick. (http://t-e-r-r-a.net)
The Wick Sessions are part of R-Urban Wick, a project
by public works and AAA to provide a public forum to
share knowledge around issues of bottom up and
sustainable development (www.r-urban.net).

SPACE, EVERYDAY USE AND A ‘POP-UP DISQUIET’
The evening began with Marie and Brian’s passionate
presentation of their experiences and hopes for the
Dalston Eastern Curve Garden (dalstongarden.org), a
green space open 7 days a week from 11am to dusk as
a community garden, a cafe, a children playing area
and a workshop space.

While on the surface the site may appear as the
successful legacy of a temporary intervention by
architectural platform Exyzt, the garden is actually
rooted in a longer-term collective investment by
organised Dalston communities.
As part of the 'Making Space in Dalston' strategy
project in 2008-9, community groups such as
OpenDalston worked with architects muf and
J+LGibons to find solutions to the urgent need for
open green spaces in the area. Out of the 70 projects
proposed, only 5 were realised, of which one was the
Dalston Eastern Curve Garden.
The initial funding by Design for London enabled to
clear the site, which had been used as a dumping
ground, and the temporary art/architecture summer
events - off-site part of the Barbican Art Gallery
exhibition ‘Radical Nature’ (Jun-Oct 2009) - raised the
city-wide profile of the place. The rent-free use of
the land was negotiated with its two landowners, the
Borough of Hackney and the Kingsland Shopping
Center, and an initial two-year grant enabled the site
to remain open. When the grant ended in 2012, Marie
and Brian set up a social enterprise to generate
income for the maintenance and coordination of the
gardening, education andsocial activities.
A much desired and used local green open space, the
garden is however under threat of demolition to
make space for a paved alley to connect the planned
residential redevelopment of the Shopping Center to
the convenient Dalston Lane, with its bus and railway
transport infrastructure.
Reflecting on the experience of insecurity of the site,
despite its clear social benefits and widespread
support, and noting the proliferation of temporary
spaces and projects in the area, Marie’s presentation
questioned the very idea of temporary use as
worthwhile. She talked about feeling a 'pop-up
disquiet' in observing how temporary projects seem
to draw on and drive the insatiable appetite for the
new at the expense of the values of the ordinary and
the everyday.
While the communities’ desire for green open space
took the form of a pilot temporary garden, the plan
was always towards achieving a permanent green
space for the neighbourhood.
In contrast to imaginaries of exciting short-term
pop-up events, built on transience and a taste for
constant novelty, Marie and Brian argued that the
most valuable aspect of the Curve Garden is the
possibility of enabling and develop ordinary,
everyday relationships between people and spaces, a
growing community of learning and caring. Their
stance is firmly rooted in the belief that green space
is a right, not a privilege or a luxury, and for this
reason they refuse the label of a ‘temporary garden’
and are committed to its future existence. What
value(s) can thus be mobilized to ensure its
permanence?
In their on-going campaigning to keep the space,
besides highlighting the values of informal everyday
use, they have also been arguing that a permanent
green space can only be beneficial to the real estate

values in the area, particularly for the hundreds of
new private dwellings planned to be built locally.
While private developers appeared to be not
insensitive to the argument, the Council maintained
the view that the logic of the approved masterplan
takes priority over the garden’s value as a public
amenity. In this, the Curve Garden points at the
tension of translating the common social values
mobilised in the creation and maintenance of open
use of vacant land into the values upheld by those
who own the land, who may endorse open community uses only if and when their existence does not
encroach upon plans for residential and commercial
expansion and if they can be directly translated into
profit.

COMMON VALUES AROUND AND
THROUGH PRODUCTS
The question of the common values produced
through social interactions in and with the use of
space was raised by the presentation of Dr Kim
Trogal, researcher and visiting design fellow at the
School of Architecture, University of Sheffield
(www.sheffield.ac.uk/architecture).
While ‘the commons' are often understood spatially,
either as open spaces or buildings or as site-specific
practices and collective uses, she proposed to
expand the idea and to introduce the possibility for
products to constitute commons by enabling
different kinds of social and economic relationships
between people. Kim’s thinking originates in the
study of the tradition of 'objects of mutual aid',
particularly from practices of rural subsistence.
These objects could either be owned collectively,
such as tools, or produced through non-monetised
acts of solidarity, as for instance in the case of the
collective labour of building the roof of a house or of
maintaining community garden. In her intervention
she invited to consider how objects might enable
ethical economies of commoning and sharing, and in
particular to think how this expanded understanding
could enable practices of commoning to travel
beyond the local of small-scale site-specificity.
In relation to temporary use, Kim’s reflections
expanded the frame within which to think about the
values of common use as inclusive of objects whose
production and forms of circulation can function as
tools for the creation and maintenance of collective
alternative economies. Many temporary urban
projects rely on voluntary and non-monetised
economies and the recycling and repurposing of
objects and materials, and it is therefore important
to bring into a discussion of value a question of the
commons as circulation and collective ownership
and use. The shift from commons as space to commons as object, however, is not unproblematic, and
there is a need to reflect on how the implicit mobility
of such objects risks to reproduce and value a model
of adaptability to insecurity and transience that can
appear resigned to dynamics of displacement,
particularly in context of rapid urban change.

THE VALUE OF CONTINUITY
The question of displacement and transience
appeared strongly in Bean’s presentation in relation
to the performance and live art studio and venue
]Performance Space[ (performancespace.org).
Bean reflected on the trajectory of communities that
her space comes from and caters for, and particularly
on the loose affiliation to a performance art platform
called ArtEvict (2009-2011), which made use of
countercultural spaces such as squatted buildings.
She noted that in less than five years nearly all those
spaces had been evicted and that a once-established
political and artistic community has now become
largely invisible in London.
The transience and insecurity of squatted spaces had
actually informed her rationale for setting up ]PS[ in
2011 in a rented warehouse in Hackney Wick, as a
stable home for performance and live art through
which a community and support network of practitioners could be built and maintained. Despite the
cultural recognition gained over the last few decades
by live art, ]PS[ was the first organisation in the UK to
be set up to provide both event and studio space
specifically for performance artists. As such the
project has been recognised by many high profile
performance artists as well as by the Arts Council,
which is funding their current programme of events.
In spite of their growing popularity, in early 2014 the
lease in the warehouse was not renewed, and ]PS[
moved as a tenant into the studios at Swan Wharf.
As the venue developed and veered towards the
creation of Fish Island Lab, Bean’s hopes to have both
affordable studios and an event venue in the site
rapidly faded, and their presence in the building
became more of a stop-gap on the path towards
establishing a new space in Poplar (on a 5-year lease).
The decision to move out of Hackney Wick after
having been part of its artistic and creative community for three years was difficult and somewhat bitter.
Reflecting on the values brought by ]PS[ as a venue
and group of practitioners to the area and to Swan
Wharf, she commented that all too often the cultural
capital of pre-existing low-budget self-organised
projects is absorbed by new spaces and organisations
claiming to create a cultural hub. As the rental costs
of studio and living spaces increase, existing
communities find themselves displaced elsewhere.
While the live art and performance practices of ]PS[
are ephemeral, Bean is adamant that in order to
thrive, learn and grow any cultural community needs
time, stability and access to cheap rehearsal and
exhibition spaces. To sustain this, the permanence of
established spaces should be valued above and
beyond the excitement of constant mobility and its
accompanying uncertainty.

SEDUCTIVE VALUES OF TEMPORARY USE:
ACTIVATING VACANCY AND POP-UP PEOPLE
To conclude, I offered a few reflections on the recent
history of temporary urban use in planning, cultural
and urban policy.
With the increased recognition of the discourse of
temporary use, as practices and imaginaries, two sets
of narratives seem to have become central, corresponding to two theoretical questions. The first
concerns the institutional encouragement of architects, artists and other practitioners to engage in
temporary uses with the aim of making visible
allegedly 'forgotten urban spaces' (see RIBA’s Forgotten Spaces competition) and present creative ways of
‘activating’ them.
Vacancy, often the visible manifestation of a logic of
spatial scarcity produced through raising rents and
practices of land banking and property speculation,
is being presented to practitioners as an opportunity
for experimenting, a (temporary) space of possibility.
While the appeal to practitioners is crystal clear,
what are the values of ‘activating’ and making such
spaces visible? How are the values of professional
recognition translated into place marketing by local
authorities and developers seeking to attract
investors or increase their profit margins?
The second narrative and theoretical point
concerned the 'pop up people' involved expected to
generate valuable new connections between ‘wasted’
spaces and people through temporary use. My research into the materialities of practices of temporary
use in London presented a scenario in which projects
often presuppose ‘on demand’ availability at short
notice and the ability to draw on pre-existing professional and social networks. Practitioners involved in
temporary uses are often in intermittent and flexible
employment and have uncertain live/work arrangements, making participation into such projects at
once exclusive and precarious.The value production
and circulation of temporary uses risk therefore to
become self-referential to selected groups and to a
specific flexible and transient approach to the city.
On this thought, in ‘The Urban Revolution’ (1970)
Henri Lefebvre had reflected on Yona Friedman's
ideas of mobile architecture and hypothesised:
“if at some point in the future, the ephemeral
becomes more prevalent, which is entirely conceivable, what would it consist of? In the activities of
groups that are themselves ephemeral.”
A broader point was briefly made about the origin of
ideas of temporary and mobile architecture and
impermanence in the 1960s cultural and social
critique of fixity and permanence as associated with
routine, lack of dynamism, conformism and
homologation, but also in radical experiments of
open-ended spatial production.

The historical and material context of such a critique
should, however, be recognised as entirely different
from the widespread condition of heightened work
flexibility and life insecurity that characterise large
global cities such as London.
There is a need to rethink and reclaim a space for the
values of such a societal critique, and the possibilities of self-organisation, spontaneity, re-invention of
the rules of commoning and experimentation, under
new conditions. The challenge, for practitioners and
urban inhabitants, is therefore not to be disingenuous about the seductions of a ‘temporary city’, its
‘forgotten vacant spaces’ and ‘pop-up people’, and to
find ways to ask which values are promoted and
which city is imagined, and by whom, through
temporary use.
Over the course of the evening, the tensions existing
within a discourse of temporary use that draws on
activating spaces and connecting them with people
while simultaneously expecting their displacement
once the site is re-appropriated by capital came to
full view. Permanence appeared over and over as
strong desire in the narratives of practitioners feeling
the full burden of temporariness as a disabling
condition in their projects.
At the same time, the idea of permanence did not
seem to entirely exhaust the question of what to
value about temporary uses, nor did it succeed in
evading the question altogether. Members of the
audience reflected on how short-term intensive
projects can offer an entry into practices and spaces
for many urban residents and workers whose engagement with place is increasingly contingent on insecure housing and work dynamics. Overall, there appeared a need for a more nuanced understanding of the
commoning potentials allowed through temporary
space occupations, and on which forms of long-term
continuity could be built.
Beyond understanding and sharing a critique of the
dominant uses of temporary urban projects, a more
important question is how to distinguish and
separate, in practice, values of horizontal, collective,
open-ended experimentation and use, from their
framing and appropriation by spatial market
dynamics and its powerful actors and intermediaries
on the ground. What would constitute a radical
temporary use experiment and what values should it
embody?
We hope to return to these questions, reflections
and tensions in another Wick Session on the subject,
provisionally scheduled for September 2014.

Dr Mara Ferreri is an urban researcher
interested
in
the
potential
of
temporary
art/activist practices in spaces of contested
urban transformation. After an MA in Contemporary
Art Theory at Goldsmiths College, she completed a
PhD in the School of Geography (Queen Mary) with
the thesis ‘Occupying Vacant Spaces: Precarious
Politics of Temporary Urban Reuse’ (2013).
The theme of this Wick Session directly reflects
on some of the research questions of the AHRCCreative Works London ‘Revaluing Temporary Urban
Use’ project, a collaboration between public
works, Dr David Pinder and postdoctoral
researcher Dr Mara Ferreri, School of Geography,
Queen Mary University of London.
Marie Murray and Brian Cumming from
Dalston Eastern Curve Garden
(dalstongarden.org)
BEAN from ]Performance Space[
(performancespace.org)
Dr Kim Trogal from the School of
Architecture, University of Sheffield.
(www.sheffield.ac.uk/architecture)
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