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/ CITY ARCADIA

An Open Call to Enter Optimism with Coventry.
A practice based discourse with a city - its history - its sites & its people, 
by employing an open & holistic approach into methods of inquiry, 
process & engagement with site based creative processes.
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/ PROLOGUE

‘City Arcadia’ has been formed out of a need to both understand and 
to instigate reflective & creative responses, conversations and practice 
within a city that has undergone systematic [RE]design processes since 
the 1930’s.

Coventry 

At the beginning of this curatorial process we as curators for ‘City 
Arcadia’, have gone directly to the source of the city’s past & reason 
for being, the river Sherbourne; a ceaseless undercurrent beneath a 
Modernist landscape. 

It seemed a fitting beginning for this twenty-four month long process-
led curatorial programme. A programme that not only engages with the 
past of a city, but its present ~ a fleeting moment of ‘now’ ~ where we as 
artists / curators are witnessing a city centre undergoing a dramatic [RE]
modelling and where we as inhabitants are engaged with the discourse 
about what, if not who, this city can be in the future. 

We are taking this moment as a fragment of enormous optimism, 
enabling a wider discourse into our present concepts of cities, and in 
doing so, forming an understanding of identity & our notions of future.

We have identified Coventry’s biggest asset as the single thing it seems 
to struggle with, that being its Modernist historical infrastructure. We 
perceive the city centre as a gallery, an exhibition of space, a site of 
spectacle built of form, structure, light, shape, and something  
called beauty.

There is nowhere in this country that celebrates the dramatic structures 
of Modernism. Every other city with this architectural past is now 
dismantling this history in the name of ‘progress’, but Coventry city 
centre is not just a Modernist landscape, rather a rich architectural feast; 
displaying and highlighting a tapestry of European Architectural diversity 
from the Medieval period through to the present day Neo-Urbanism. 

Through this programme of commissioned works, deliberately initiated 
to take place throughout the city landscape, we aim to expose, reveal, 
re-perceive, re-visit & re-imagine the heart of Coventry’s identity – that 
being Optimism, Innovation, Drive, the Futuristic, the Imaginative,  
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& the Unique.

We Invite you to join us on this specific citywide project we have called 
‘City Arcadia’, by name & by place.

We would like to thank Coventry City Council for their continued 
support and for placing Creativity at its core when developing a future 
for Coventry. We also thank Arts Council England for enabling more 
Creativity in this city by supporting this Artspace programme. 

City Arcadia is Open.

Laura Elliott & Michael Mayhew, Artspace
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/ OUR OBJECTIVE

An Open Call for any creative response to investigate, enquire, discuss, 
research, experiment, collaborate, consider, participate, immerse, listen, 
exchange, negotiate, play, question, & respond intimately.

Through this approach, the two curators intend to commission a series of 
creative responses to specific locations in the city centre. 

These specific commissioned responses will take place between 2015 
and 2016.

/ REASON

In 1953 The Congrès internationaux d’architecture moderne – CIAM 
(International Congresses of Modern Architecture) met in France to 
discuss the future of urban habitation with the sole aim of attaining  ‘the 
‘total and harmonious spiritual, intellectual, and physical fulfilment’ of 
a cities inhabitants’. (Aix-en-Provence (France) 19-26 July 1953 CIAM IX: 
discussing the charter of habitat http://www.team10online.org/team10/
meetings/1953-Aix.htm) 

From this point onwards of the 1950’s Coventry was cited as one of 
the most ‘progressive’ architectural sites in Europe. The City Council of 
Coventry instigated an approach to planning, designing and building 
a city for a future, perceived then as a Utopian designed & structured 
environment.

This future has been cited as Modernism.

A language of design re-born & re-modified.

Within this creative curatorial process, we wish to retell a story and 
to harness that optimism, energy, ambition, and progressive drive that 
inhabited Coventry during the building of a city in a specific period of 
European Western history. 

Under an umbrella identity of ‘City Arcadia’, Artspace aims to establish 
an exceptional approach that will enable for a specific programme, 
focusing on the ‘site specific’ as a way of approach for responsive 
creative commissions to a city.
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Coventry

An investigation into forward thinking and centric, site-specific, process 
based practices into the nature & construction of a place;

Coventry

The term ‘practices’ is deliberately all inclusive of all disciplines 
of life, living & dying, in all schools of thinking, imaginings of 
enactments, experiments, actions, interactions & achievements, through 
collaboration, partnership and exchange; with an aim of going beyond 
the known formats of creative expression.

Our aim is to fully realise the ambition of a ‘total and harmonious 
spiritual, intellectual, and physical fulfilment’ of a city’s inhabitants’

?

We are drawn towards understanding and [RE]Framing the terms, 
‘modern’, ‘intellectual’ ‘progressive’, ‘physical’, ‘total’ ‘International’ 
‘harmonious’ ‘technology’ ‘spiritual’ & ‘fulfilment’, ‘future’, & ‘inhabitants’ 
within the context of ‘present’ & imagined ‘future’ of cities as locations 
that are under increasing economic & ecological scrutiny.

We are interested in negotiating with a city’s inhabitants by asking 
what a city could be & should be in the light of our present knowledge, 
considerations & understanding.

The outcome of these commissions are to be practical engagements 
that could be researched, crafted, exhibited, displayed, performed, 
gestured, shown, projected, light, actioned, pedestrianised, interacted, 
exchanged & participated with, and will occur within the city centre of;

Coventry

These responses will be sited within a series of specific zones within 
the city. Each zone will identify to a specific location of tactical and 
strategic thinking, generating a series of broken parts that we endeavour 
to make a whole.

We seek practice based approaches to the experimentation of any 
outcome within the context of a city’s . . .
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Coventry

Historical Identity, (specifically from the end of the First World War 
onwards) along with its Architectural Heritage, its present drawn, 
designed & constructed contents, Past Present, and imagined Future.

Coventry Artspace aims to establish a breadth of collaborations, 
exchanges, engagements, & discourses, through experimentations, 
negotiations & considered partnerships.

/ TO BEGIN . . .

Mayhew & Elliott have established a rolling programme titled [IN]Site.

[IN]Site will run alongside and within the ‘City Arcadia’ programme.

This programme of showings, talks, screenings and engagements into 
the core themes of ‘City Arcadia’ have been put into place in order 
to act as a catalyst, conduit & reference. The [IN]Site programme is a 
living library focusing on the PAST, PRESENT & FUTURE of Coventry 
as a city, a place, a geographical & geological form, plus its living 
inhabitants. Focusing specifically at its relationship to Modernism as an 
architectural movement that shaped much of the city’s design, planning 
and development, leading to how Coventry as a city was engaged with 
by its inhabitants and perceived by the rest of the country, to the present 
period of questioning the city’s imagined future identity.

[IN]Site is an open exchange that aims to expose and reveal the 
unique qualities of Coventry as a historical test bed for ‘new ideas’, and 
creative approaches in the building of a city, questioning the future 
of cities as industrialised locations for work and consumerism, to the 
historical perspective of a city being an orderly, progressive, rational and 
functional Utopia.

Optimism

/ REFLECTION TO FUTURE

Over the next 24-month Coventry is undergoing extensive regeneration 
planning that will witness significant changes in its architectural framing 
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and so to its visual and physical engagement. This period of change & 
transformation offers an exceptional opportunity to [RE] evaluate the 
city as place; to question how our cities will be fashioned, shaped and 
[RE] designed. It is a moment where we are able to [RE] imagine what 
the future may be, of how we are to engage, move, live, work and play in 
the city landscape – We perceive this approach as a process of  
[RE] claiming the city for its inhabitants.

We ask how this can occur within a frame work of collaboration, 
partnership and exchange.

[IN]Site is an engagement into the nature, construction, affect, 
reason, and future of cities, by employing a strategy of participatory 
engagement with the inhabitants of

Coventry
  as site
  as place, of people & as example.

[IN]Site will begin in September 2014 and run throughout the ‘City 
Arcadia’ programme.

This is an opportunity for people to encounter the core themes of  
‘City Arcadia’ to engage with the two curators about this optimistic 
citywide programme.  

/ A PLACE TO PLAY FROM

Elliott & Mayhew have secured a two-storey 1962 shop unit in City 
Arcade, Coventry.

It is our intention that City Arcadia as place is a vital and responsive 
location for people to arrive into.

City Arcadia is a site that unites the internal with the external.

City Arcadia is a site of exchange, participation, negotiation, learning, 
listening & realisation.

We intend to sustain the desire to accomplish anything that is 
necessary in order to reveal and expose the ideas that are at the core of 
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this twenty-four month programme.

City Arcadia is the practical, physical embodiment of creative, 
intellectual, emotional, imagined, researched and physical responses to 
concepts within the ‘City Arcadia’ programme.

It will act as a multiple functioning space, enabling us to truly live with 
many processes, disciplines thoughts, practices & lives.

/ EPILOGUE

Dossier #1 is an opening gesture for a long term project, an investigation 
into a single location. Through its singularity we are able to consciously 
consider the multiplicity of cities and their relationship to habitation. 
Not simply the singularity of the habitation of the human species, but 
the whole of the ecological future of this planet along with the species 
humans share it with and how we now re-perceive the once radical 
perception of a notion called future.

Where have we been? 
            Where are we now? 
        Where are we heading to? 

City Arcadia is Open.

/ DOSSIER

The Dossier is an artefact of documentation, a legacy of ideas, 
thoughts, discussions, discoveries and research contextualised into the 
embodiment of an actuality; an ephemeral moment captured within 
the now. Dossier #1 is an expression of our past, our present and our 
imagined future; that future being the ongoing [IN]Site programme and 
the commissioning of future creative & responsive collaborations. Each 
moment will be marked with the publication of a Dossier. These objects 
will enable us in the future to reflect upon our future past. 

Michael Mayhew
Co~Curator for the City Arcadia Programme
September 2014
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Total and harmonious, spiritual, intellectual, 
and physical fulfillment of a city’s 
inhabitants. A city wide arts programme est. 
2014 with Artspace. www.city-arcadia.co.uk


