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Permindar Kaur

The Fire Station Project
Programme 1 (1997-2001)

In December 1997, The Fire Station Project
opened in a former London County Council
Fire Brigade Station in London’s East End.

It was the product of many years of planning
by Acme Studios to create the first permanent,
fully accessible, low cost, combined working
and living spaces for professional fine artists
in the United Kingdom. Twelve artists,
selected from a national submission, moved
into the building and so began the first three
year residency programme.

This publication describes the project and
gives an introduction to the work of the first
resident artists. It also looks forward to the
development of the project in future years.

Acme Studios is a charitable organisation
founded by artists in 1972. It was established
to support artists and their work through the
provision of low cost studio and living space.
This is principally achieved through the
acquisition, conversion and management of
large ex-industrial buildings let to artists as
non-residential studio space, and housing
stock for use as combined living and working
space. Acme has helped over 3,000 artists
and is the largest organisation of its kind in
the UK. It currently manages over 470 studio
units across 12 buildings, and 50 houses.

The Fire Station Work/Live Project forms part
of a larger National Lottery Capital Project
completed by Acme Studios in 1999. The
project is supported by the National Lottery
through the Arts Council of England, The
Foundation for Sport and the Arts, The Paul
Hamlyn Foundation, Zuger Kulturstiftung
Landis & Gyr, The Esmée Fairbairn Charitable
Trust, London Arts Board and the Arts Council
of England.
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The Residency Programme

Acme's principal role is to support artists and
their career development by providing studio
space at low cost to maximise the time they
can devote to their work. The programme at
the Fire Station extends this support by
providing studios which include living space
at low rents; given that there are many artists
in London who cannot afford working space in
addition to somewhere to live.

The first programme of residencies at the Fire
Station has provided combined working and
living units for 12 artists for a fixed period
(December 1997 to February 2001). We see
the programme as a breathing space which
allows artists to concentrate on the
development of their work by greatly reducing
or removing other practical and economic
pressures.

A central element of the project is to

ensure that this fundamental and practical
form of support is accessible to artists with
and without disabilities. The building itself has
been converted so that it is fully wheelchair
accessible and we are committed to making
further adaptations to support artists with
differing disabilities.

Of the three bursaries available through the
first programme, one has been taken up by an
artist with a disability. Our commitment to
access will continue to be developed as an
important and integral feature of the Fire
Station's support for artists in future years.

We purchased and converted the former L.C.C.
Fire Brigade Station in Gillender Street, Poplar,
E14 as part of a larger National Lottery
project. Originally the '‘Brunswick Road Fire
Station’, built in 1911, it saw very active
service during the Second World War, but
closed when the dual carriageway linking up
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with the Blackwall Tunnel was completed in
1971. The building once played a significant
role in the life of East London and we very
much hope that in its new incarnation it will
build a reputation as a vital creative resource.
The Fire Station is in the London Borough of
Tower Hamlets, in the heart of East London
and historically the centre for Acme's activities.

The original 12 firemen's flats on the upper
4 storeys of the Fire Station have been
converted to 12 work/live units - simple,
open, self-contained spaces (averaging 550
sq.ft.) including ancillary kitchens and
bathrooms. The ground floor has been
converted to 6 large non-residential studio
spaces let to artists registered on Acme's
studio list. The building proved to be ideally
suited to its new purpose; very few structural
alterations were necessary and the new lift
was accommodated within one of the original
practice towers at the rear of the building.

For the 1997-2001 programme artists pay a
fixed rent of £60/week throughout the period
which includes all lighting and heating.

Of the 12 artists, 3 (Paul Burwell, Barbara
Tyrrell and Joanna Woodward) were awarded
bursaries of £5,000 a year for three years and
pay no rent, thus increasing the value of these
awards in real terms to over £10,000 a year.
The bursaries were made possible with the
addition of generous support from The Paul
Hamlyn Foundation and the Arts Council of
England.

No obligations are placed on artists to make
their work public; the essence of the scheme
is to alleviate pressure. But many artists want
to create ways to present their work to a
wider audience and Acme's role is to help
facilitate that process, this publication being
just one example.
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