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Collaborate creatively



ARTDNA
Artist Sally Sheinman and curator Sanna Moore talk about working 
together on this interactive project.

ARTDNA is the second project I have worked on with Sally, the first being 
The Wishing Ceremony in 2005. I already knew her very well and had no 
hesitation in working with her a second time. ARTDNA was originally 
conceived by Sally and I as a proposal for the ‘Jerwood Open’ but we 
were unsuccessful. The project was shelved for a year or so until I began 
working at Towner Art Gallery. I was planning a series of  off-site projects 
around the town in the run-up to the opening of  the new gallery and 
ARTDNA in the shopping centre seemed to be a perfect fit. 

Sally is extremely flexible and is also someone who goes with her instincts, so I 
think we have a similar approach to life and are often thinking along the same 
lines. For example, in deciding the colour of  the booth she said “I was thinking 
green or orange” and I said “I was thinking green” so she decided “OK let’s go 
for green”. A simple example, but decision making with Sally is often 
straightforward in that way, rather than being an agonising process. I would say 
my relationship with Sally is a friendship as I have now known her for more than 
five years and my working relationship with her is always very much in 
collaboration, trying to achieve something ambitious which at first has a lot of  
obstacles in the way. By its very nature taking art out of  the gallery space is 
always problematic and securing the shopping centre space was the most 
difficult part of  the project. Once that was in place and dates were confirmed, 
the construction of  the booth/transport/installation all fell into place. 

The main factors that made the project work so well were:

• �Sally’s flexible approach to working and her innovative ideas. The fact 
that she is always interested in the interactive. Asking the public to 
interact to complete her creative process can be somewhat challenging 
at first but ends up having a great response.

• �We have worked together before and didn’t need to get to know each 
other. We already knew the boundaries and were able to get on with it. 

• �Sally never takes anything for granted – we are always clear and upfront 
with each other.

• �The fact that the project fitted so well with the shopping centre 
environment and the publics' response was immediate and 
overwhelming.  We had around 4,000 visitors in a two-week period. The 
deeply personal information which some people gave was overwhelming 
and in many cases very emotional.

When looking for artists to work with I do my research in many ways: 
through websites like Axis or gallery websites, art press, open studios, 
degree shows and also getting out and seeing as much as possible both 
nationally and internationally, which isn’t always so easy when you have a 
heavy workload. Peer recommendation does not play a huge part, I tend 
to go on my instincts, but it can help give clarity if  I am unsure about a 
possible collaboration.

When I work with an artist I want the collaboration to provide an 
opportunity for the artist to extend their practice so they are 
realising something new or fulfilling an ambition. I try not to be 
prescriptive about what I want from the project in the first meetings, 
I like to see how an artist responds to the space. It often works 
effectively if  they can come up with a number of  ideas and then we 
can discuss which will work best for them and for the gallery, (always 
bearing in mind budget constraints).  

 I try to be flexible in my approach and it works well if  the artist also has 
that degree of  flexibility. The idea of  the artist/curator relationship being 
a collaboration gives the artist freedom to be experimental and use the 
curator as a sounding board to bounce ideas off. I think relationships tend 
to become difficult if  there is not flexibility on either side. If  an artist is 
very single minded in their ideas for a project and not open to exchange it 
becomes difficult for the curator to feel they have much input into the 
process and you become essentially a facilitator.
Sanna Moore

Approximately five years ago Sanna and I worked on a project together,  
The Wishing Ceremony. At the time Sanna was curator at the University of  
Hertfordshire Galleries and we decided to do a touring interactive piece, 
asking the general public to take part. The work toured to six separate 
locations including Hatfield, Leicester and Birmingham. It was a real 
challenge but in the end worked extremely well and was for both of  us a 
very successful project. 

We kept in touch and tried to develop another piece but were finding 
funding difficult. It seems funding for projects is always difficult if  you have 
your own idea. You can get Arts Council England funding, but then you 
need some sort of  partnership, and other funding is often not driven by the 
artist but by funders, meaning you have to compromise your idea to make it 
work with a certain set of  rules. 

Sanna then took on a new curating role and offered me the opportunity to 
do an exciting new project.  

The idea for ARTDNA started with a chat about human DNA and grew 
from there. We both wanted to do a project with the general public and a 
shopping centre had always been appealing.  Working in a very public 
space has the enormous problem of  meeting health  
and safety regulations, so seeking the final approval to have ARTDNA in a 
shopping centre proved more difficult than expected. Every issue had to 
be considered and plans submitted which hopefully did not carry any 
major risks. Luckily I work with a major national firm to construct the 
interactive pieces and they are used to building structures which meet 
required health and safety regulations. 

Sanna assumed all responsibility for the health and safety approval and I 
got on with planning and developing the actual piece. The fact we had 
worked together before meant the separating of  responsibilities was 
natural. This freedom to develop the piece and have time to think about 
all the detail is what really makes a project work. Having an idea is only 
the beginning but making that idea into real work is time consuming and 
this is what Sanna allowed me to do.

ARTDNA was one of  those great opportunities which allow an artist to 
explore ideas which push the limits of  their practice. It was a great 
project which I felt would relate to the general public in a unique 
and universal way, and both Sanna and I were overwhelmed with the 
responses which were amazing, touching, and funny. We both felt that 
reaching people who may never visit art galleries, was an important 
and exciting opportunity. 

This piece is, hopefully, leading to another major opportunity for me. I 
always like to think that one project leads to another – someone sees a 
new piece, hears about the artwork, reads an article and then somehow 
contacts you and the whole wonderful process of  creating a new piece 
begins again.

When considering projects to apply for or participate in, the most 
important factor for me is to do something new and hopefully something 
no one else has done before. All my work involves some interaction with 
the public but not always on the scale of  ARTDNA, and all my work 
involves some form of  multiple. Included in ARTDNA are over 22,000 
single line drawings to visually represent the number of  human genes 
which have been identified. Ideas which open an artist to new audiences 
and explore, in reality, bigger issues are appealing to me. At the same time 
I find it important to communicate with a wide section of  the population 
and of  course to bring a little hope and fun to the art world.
Sally Sheinman



Sally Sheinman, ARTDNA. Photo: Sanna Moore

Project 
quotes: 
“I wish we still had the big house  
where I was born. I have a lot of  
strong memories from then and it  
feels like home.”

“My Mum and Dad don’t know that 
I know that they’re not my biological 
Mum and Dad. They’re still my 
parents. xxx”

“I met my sister on facebook!”

“My husband helps me take care of  
my disabled Mum. He is my best 
friend.”

“I met my mother for the first time in  
18 years last april. We txt a lot.  
It’s weird.”

Sanna Moore is Exhibitions Curator at  
Towner Art Gallery, Eastbourne. She has an 
undergraduate degree in History of  Art and Film 
Studies from Middlesex University and a MA in 
Gallery Studies from the University of  Essex. 

Between 1997 – 2001, she worked in a number of  
London galleries including, South London Gallery, 
Institute of  Contemporary Arts and Whitechapel Art 
Gallery where she started as a volunteer and 
graduated to paid work. She also had a couple of  
short spells working in commercial galleries to “see 
what it was like on the other side” but says she “was 
never serious about a career in the commercial art 
world”. From 2001 – 2007 she was Curator and 
Gallery Administrator at University of  Hertfordshire 
Galleries comprising the Art and Design Gallery, 
Hatfield and the Margaret Harvey Gallery, St Albans. 
She was appointed Exhibitions Curator at Towner in 
2007, a new-build due to open in 2009. ARTDNA was 
part of  the Towner Offsite series she has been 
working on – a programme of  artist interventions and 
projects happening across Eastbourne town centre, 
celebrating the lead up to the opening of  The 
Towner’s new home. 

www.towneroffsite.org.uk

Sally Sheinman is an American artist who grew 
up on a dairy farm close to the Canadian border. 
She has an undergraduate degree from the State 
University of  New York at Albany and undertook 
postgraduate studies at Hunter College, New York City. 
She has also worked on Wall Street in the financial 
sector. Sheinman has lived in Britain for the last twenty 
years; and works in Northampton on a range of  
temporary and permanent art projects. She is a 
member of  the AIR Artists’ Advisory Group.

ARTDNA is a large green booth which invites members 
of  the public to enter and interact. The space has been 
created so that individuals can share facts and details 
about their family history; viewers are asked to 
participate by simply writing any fact about their 
family on one of  the spaces provided. 

Interaction and participation are central to Sheinman’s 
work. Through ARTDNA she explores both the 
functional and dysfunctional qualities of  family life.  
She offers the viewer the opportunity to respond to the 
structure in both a visual and emotional way whilst at 
the same time allowing each contribution to be part of  
a greater family tree.

www.sallysheinman.co.uk

ArtDNA took place 9-24 February 2008, 
Arndale Shopping Centre, Eastbourne.
www.towneroffsite.org.uk/Projects/ArtDNA 

If you’d like to nominate a curator or arts 
organiser you’ve worked with on an 
exhibition or project, where the relationship 
and outcomes exceeded expectations, email 
edit@a-n.co.uk with ‘Collaborative 
relationships’ in the title. Please send: your 
daytime contact details; details of the person 
you are nominating, having checked with 
them they are willing to be nominated; and a 
brief statement or CV attached as a file for 
the nominated person. 

First published: a-n Magazine,  
July/August 2008.





Artists Don’t Bite
Art at the Centre is an award scheme from Arts Council England, South East that seeks to involve artists from the outset of  
regeneration projects across the region. As part of  this scheme, Maidstone Borough Council looked to develop an Artists’ Quarter 
in the heart of  the town and promote the area’s wealth of  creative talent. Here the video-media artist Margherita Gramegna and 
consultants FrancisKnight talk about their response to partake in this process and the resulting work, Artists Don’t Bite.

I met Louise and Laura in 2006. They were involved in the Chatham Vines 
Public Art Award which I was shortlisted for. As they were in the panel, they 
listened to my presentation and I felt like they understood my work and had 
a very open mind about it.

Louise approached me afterwards and said, “Why don’t you bring your 
project to us? We’re running something in Maidstone.” We had a first meeting 
where they explained to me all about Art at the Centre. With Louise and 
Laura I felt like they trusted me in the sense that they knew I would deliver 
something they would like, something that was going to be dynamic and quite 
mad and humorous. They explained what they were trying to achieve and 
asked me to create something that fitted in with those aims.

I’d decided by then I wanted to do something different from my original 
Chatham Vines idea and in July 2007 I wrote a first draft for a new project. 
They didn’t have the money to fund it fully but we felt there was enough 
substance there to make an application to the Arts Council England. I wrote 
the application myself  but Louise and Laura helped me negotiate a few of  
the tricky bits.

This project was always very much my territory, working on the street with 
people. But the scale and proportion of  it just exploded. Whilst I knew that 
would create a lot more work I felt the eventual film would be more effective 
and a much broader document if  it involved more artists. That’s basically 
where all the money went – I had to get people to help me. I couldn’t 
physically do everything, and shooting on the street also means you have to 
carry a lot of  equipment about.

Louise and Laura knew it wouldn’t necessarily be an easy project. It was 
important that they could advise me at times. They know Maidstone a lot 
better than me and knew I would have incurred difficulties with some ideas. 
In fact one of  the biggest chunks of  preparation and organisation and 
frustration was getting artists to respond. I sent a call for artists to a huge 
mailing list, I spoke to heads of  departments, lecturers, secretaries at the art 
college, I pigeon-holed everyone – it got me nowhere! I realised the only 
way to get results was by talking to the artists directly, so I would just call 
them and persuade them. With some I even had to film them at home, but it 
worked. When the penny dropped and they realised how important the 
project could be, they flocked to it.

I felt comfortable enough with Louise and Laura to express my anger at 
times. Sometimes, without friction things don’t happen. And fundamentally I 
trust them. I trust their judgement, their knowledge and I respect them. 

They know that I sometimes react passionately – because I get so involved 
– but they have always reassured me, and things between us have always 
ended up OK. Because they liked and understood what I was doing and it 
fitted in nicely with their project it was just a perfect match, so things went 
on fairly smoothly. They’re dynamic girls: fun and funky but also practical.

This project was about making changes in a town and it has achieved that.  
It may not sound a lot – gaining a busker spot on a street – but it’s 
significant because potentially nothing might have happened. And it 
already looks like this is just the first of  many breakthroughs.

Every part of  a project for me is pleasure and pain: the idea, then writing 
it, then the excitement and fear of  doing the work. Of  course I love 
meeting people. Doing something on the street, putting something out 
there, seeing what happens, getting it all on camera.

This project stretched me quite a bit. As it got bigger I took on board a lot.  
It made me think more about organisation and management. If  you can 
put together a very tight team you can really flow nicely and spread your 
wings. Collaborations for me create a very positive dynamic. When they 
work you can really reach higher. And the results of  this project were good 
so it’s given me the courage and the confidence to go on to the next thing. 
I would like to use the same format in other towns, making it a travelling 
project. In places where the arts scene is struggling (or perceived as 
struggling) it could be truly beneficial. Artists Don’t Bite in Maidstone was a 
successful experiment. My objective now is to propose the format for the 
Cultural Olympiad, extending it first to other areas of  the south east… 
and later, who knows, perhaps nationally!
Margherita Gramegna

We had previously seen Margherita’s work and got to know her when we 
were working on another open submission project in Medway. Her work 
stood out (although we didn’t select her for that particular commission). 
For the Maidstone project we were looking for an artist that could really 
engage with the public and independent traders in the town, building on 
the work we were doing. We felt Margherita’s sense of  humour and 
effusive personality could engage people and bring them out of  
themselves, which would be really important. Generally we look for high 
quality work, an artist that can really make us look at the world in a 
different way. If  it brings a smile to our face, then even better.

For Art at the Centre we made a particular effort to invite artists into 
Maidstone and come up with ideas, like an open commission. There was 
an element of  natural self-selection: some artists had great ideas but 
wouldn’t be able to deliver, even though we were offering a lot of  support.

We invited Margherita to present an idea. We had some funding, but not 
sufficient for a project of  the scale she was proposing so we suggested she 
go for Arts Council England funding as an artist in her own right. Previously 
we’d done this on behalf  of  artists, but we felt in a position to let go a little 
and let Margherita lead. She’s brimming with ideas and our role at that stage 
was to focus her. You have to be quite specific about how you’re going to hit 
the Arts Council’s priorities, so we helped her to articulate that.

After we received the grant Margherita spent an awful lot of  time talking and 
worrying about the project, but once she hit the streets and started filming, it 
took off. The whole process of  writing and preparing became much more 
fluid. Our own role changed from commissioner-curators to project managers. 
Naturally, we smoothed out all the technical, legal, administrative bits of  the 
process to make it easier for the artist to make the work.

Margherita is so vivacious herself  that she will cut through a lot of  red tape 
just by meeting people and charming them. But that can go the other way 
as well, so it’s getting a balance. Margherita was really sensitive about how 
she portrayed Maidstone and in particular the artists that work in it. We 
didn’t expect we would see so much energy and such a snapshot of  what’s 
going on. She got so many people involved, and that’s a real achievement.

Artists don't bite, production shot. Photo: Jon Stacey



Profiles
Margherita Gramegna is an independent 
video-media artist, writer, director and 
producer. Born in Italy and now living in 
Rochester, she trained initially as a graphic 
designer before getting involved in video 
installations, following a creative 
collaboration with video artist Theo Eshetu. 

After moving to England she completed a BA Hons in 
Video Media Arts at UCA in Maidstone, providing a 
platform for further experimentation with film, 
photography, fashion and performance art.

Her work has been screened at festivals in the UK  
and Europe and is focused primarily on interactive 
street films exploring themes of  culture, identity, 
gender and environment, approached in a humorous 
and playful style. 

First Impressions from people that I met on the street won 
the Emergeandsee film festival in Berlin and received 
the prestigious The Eye award. It was also recently 
selected for the 60th Cannes Film Festival and for 
Raindance in London. Recent activities include Artists 
Don’t Bite for Art at the Centre Maidstone, Messing with 
Mozart with the City of  London Sinfonia, A Kentish 
Gypsy Tale – at Rochester Cathedral  and Angles, a solo 
exhibition in Barcelona.

She is presently media artist-in-residence at Hundred 
of  Hoo School and sits on the Medway International 
Exchange committee. 

www.margheritagramegna.co.uk

Louise Francis and Laura Knight founded 
FrancisKnight Ltd in 2004 – an independent 
creative consultancy facilitating and 
producing arts projects in the public arena. 
Based in Maidstone, they work in partnership 
with artists and commissioners to create 
dynamic, contemporary artist-led projects. 

Louise and Laura were seconded from FrancisKnight 
to work on Art at the Centre, Maidstone, a pioneering 
award scheme that sought to embed creativity within 
regeneration practice across the region. Through a 
three-year programme of  activity in Maidstone they 
have attracted £115,000 of  additional funding, 
commissioned twenty-eight new pieces of  work and 
worked with over 200 artists.

Both directors followed art college education before 
cutting their teeth in local authority arts development. 
Since leaving the public sector they have developed 
innovative collaborations and partnerships to work 
with business, individuals, not-for-profit organisations 
and local authorities.

Other projects have included the award-winning 
Chatham Vines, a vineyard of  twenty-six Pinot Noir 
vines grown hydroponically in a disused church by 
international artist John Newling. 

They are currently working on their own portfolio of  
projects including ‘Ark: Road Vines’, a touring public 
art installation (wwww.arklab.co.uk) and ‘Creative 
Project Space – Maidstone’, a dedicated creative 
workspace for artists and creative businesses. 

www.francisknight.co.uk

First published: a-n Magazine, Dec 2008 / Jan 2009.Margherita Gramegna. Photo: Phil Wood

As regards working methods, we have to be able to work comfortably with 
an artist. Sometimes we play bad cop, good cop. It’s important that we 
nurture but also that the artist understands that the project has to deliver on 
time and to budget. Allowing an artist to lead a project and be responsible 
for their own budget was different for us. And actually that gave us a little bit 
more freedom. Not only did it free up some of  our time but it also gave the 
project extra energy, because we couldn’t operate the way Margherita does. 
Many people gave their time free of  charge because they wanted to be a 
part of  the project, whereas we wouldn’t necessarily ask this of  people 
ourselves. Of  course, we had our fair share of  arguments about how the 
project should progress. Margherita is very passionate about what she 
believes, but that doesn’t always mean it’s right for ‘on the street’. She has a 
huge amount of  energy and this really drove the project. This energy could 
be exhausting too so it had to be channelled. If  we did the project again it 
would be quite different, as Margherita has learned so much herself.

The film is being used a lot. We take it around the local authority and it has 
impressed business people, councillors, officers, outside consultants; people 
understand it straight away. You couldn’t predict that level of  immediacy; it’s  
a very accessible piece of  work. It does a lot of  the work for us without us 
having to do reports and presentations. And because it was one of  the last 
projects we delivered for Art at the Centre we’ve ended on a high note.

Everything we do we think of  as a collaboration. For us, it’s all about making 
new work. It’s about sharing. And with all our collaborators the one essential 
is that we keep a sense of  humour, and have fun. If  we didn’t have fun we 
wouldn’t be doing it. It doesn’t mean we dumb it down, it just makes it a nicer 
thing to do.
Curators Louise Francis and Laura Knight
Based on original transcribed interviews by Mark Hewitt.



Selected from  
www.a-n.co.uk/knowledge_bank

Collaborative relationships 
Susan Jones asked some of  today’s most interesting 
curators for insights into their practices. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/article/424074 

Collaborative relationships 
Rohini Malik Okon introduces this a-n Collection, 
includes weblinks to interviews with artists and arts 
organisers within the a-n archive. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/topic/232913

Community engagement 
Catherine Wilson explores through this a-n Collection  
the myriad ways artists can engage with specific 
communities via residencies, collaborations, cross-
cultural projects and research – includes weblinks 
to commissioned articles.   
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/topic/447334

[Deletia] 
Artist Lynn Harris and artist/curator Paul Stanley  
talk about working between London and Manchester  
on a project. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/article/456595

Good practice in paying artists  
Encourages artists and arts organisers to collaborate 
effectively using this guidance document that includes a 
sample job and person spec for a community project and 
sample day rates according to overheads and length of  
experience. Written anc compiled by Richard Murphy, 
Susan Jones, Susan Baines. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/article/217183/193936 

Playing up 
Gillian Nicol explores the nature of  collaborative and 
creative processes involved in making artwork in the 
public realm, with weblinks to interviews and articles. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/topic/341479

The Whitworth Social 
Andrea Hawkins, Head of  Public Engagement at 
Manchester’s Whitworth Art Gallery and artist Lucienne 
Cole on an innovative approach to publicly-engaged art. 
www.a-n.co.uk/publications/article/494402 

Tour: Engaged practice 
Susan Jones explores the way artists interact with 
audiences through projects and schemes in social or 
environmental contexts. 
www.a-n.co.uk/knowledge_bank/article/84628

Artists’ blogs selected from 
www.a-n.co.uk/projects_unedited 

Barton 
Rob Turner on integrating art into a new playground with 
the community of  Barton. 
www.a-n.co.uk/artists_talking/projects/single/503522 

Recollect: Drawn from site 
Jayne Wilson on her commission for Herbert Gallery, 
Coventry, a response to the site of  the gallery’s major 
redevelopment. 
www.a-n.co.uk/artists_talking/projects/single/380100 

(Three) Range Chicken 
Three recent graduates held an exhibition and workshops 
at Freightliners City Farm. 
www.a-n.co.uk/artists_talking/projects/single/410345
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