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Hello
We are Furnace Park, your new neighbour. Earlier this
year we secured the lease and keys to an overgrown
plot of land on Matthew Street, next to the nineteenthcentury furnace built by Daniel Doncaster and Sons.
The plot is sizeable and therefore bursting with
potential. We don’t want to see it become a car park,
neither do we see it being a new housing estate or set
of apartments. We see it for what it is – a space in the
community.
This magazine has been put together by the team at
Furnace Park to show you some ideas. Some of these
plans are restorative, some are collaborative, and
some are innovative. All of them involve everyone from
the community. We hope these pages give you some
food for thought on how you would like to be involved
with the space and how you would like to see the
space being used.
We talk about gardens, shipping containers, art, science, cinema, workshops and apprenticeships. We are
researchers, artists, scientists, engineers, architects,
volunteers, students, writers and business owners. We
are Furnace Park.
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(all UOS), Cristina Cerulli (SSoA), Brad Hurt (RM&C), Duncan Mosley (DLA Piper), Amy Stone,
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Vodicka (SAC), Daniel Gibbs, Ben Dunmore and Alasdair Hiscock (Article Works), Luke Bennett,
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The
(R)evolution
of Park

Our parks live on. They were born in
a time of laissez-faire, Darwinism,
Emile Zola and Charles Dickens.
Our parks survived Thatcherism
and 90s hegemony because they
were not intended for the greater
good of society, but for the greater
good of one’s own health. They
were, and still are, the lungs of the
city amongst the industrial smog
that fumigated our streets.
Recreational park, car park,
Our parks live on, they are open to
national park, enterprise park,
the public, but a look around will
theme park.
reveal the implementation of gates,
railings and opening times. Perhaps
A park is a defined area of land. It
has been sectioned off for purpose this is for the better? The public
today considers parks and other
and intention.
green spaces in their environment
A park’s ideology is one of freedom as a positive force in their quality of
and liberty. It is public land, free for life. Perhaps this is the proof of the
Victorian philosophical pudding?
the public to roam and wander.
Our parks are as articulated as the
buildings which surround them,
A park is open to the public, but it
their influence in our lives everis not openly public.
fascinating to town planners and
thinkers alike. Recreational park,
In the 1980s, public parks started
car park, national park, enterprise
to dilapidate as a result of a lack
park, theme park. These spaces are
of government funding for mainarticulated by function, articulated
tenance and guardianship. Gates
to the public.
left open, patrols abandoned; the
absence of public promenade was
taken up instead by petty crime and Furnace Park defines itself as a
community-curated space, turning
a night-time crowd.
the articulation of park on its head.
Instead of the public fitting its form
This was also during the office of
and function, form and function
Margaret Thatcher, a time when
politics about the collective became will fit to the public, opening a
about the individual. As the econo- new urban dialogue. Park is for the
my changed, so did the mindset of people, of the people, and now, by
the nation, leaving shared space to the people.
fall into disrepair as the population
withdrew into private households,
mortgages and all. Public space is Millie Travis
perceived to have a lack of intimacy
and security, one with a transient
relationship to its users.
This inherent sense of shared
irresponsibility is also why the
once-revolutionary housing blocks
fell into a terminal state of dilapidation. Now we are seeing their demolition, the concrete realisation of
communal utopia crumbling from
its implosion.
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across the acre and a half of
brownfield scrubland we’ve named
Furnace Park. In collaboration with
Matt Cheeseman (from the University of Sheffield’s School of English),
Nathan Adams (a research scientist
working in the Hunter Laboratory
at the University of Sheffield), Ivan
Rabodzeenko and Katja Porohina
(founders of SKINN – the Shalesmoor, Kelham Island and Neepsend
Network), we’ve been working for
over a year now to obtain planning
permissions, finalise the lease,
clear the site, fundraise and establish a network of partners who have
brought their own vital expertise to
this experiment in place-making.
This magazine – through words and
images – tells something of the
story of this first year.
So what is Furnace Park? Maybe
it’s best to start with what it isn’t.
It’s not a children’s playground; it’s
not a carefully planted urban oasis
and nor is it a readymade space
for leisure and the consumption of
culture. Furnace Park is a process,
rather than a product. A site of
collective agency, it brings together
groups and individuals who are
interested in exploring what can
be done with a brownfield site. It’s
a project founded on the premise
that place-making involves a multiplicity of voices and a sneaking
In summer 2012, occursus – a
suspicion that right here, right now,
loose collective of artists, writthe most ‘salutary changes in our
ers, researchers and students that
coalesced around a weekly reading world [might] come from a creative
social body rather than from the
group I had set up with Laurence
Piercy from the School of English at political sphere’ (Andermatt Conley
2012: 109). We’d like to think that
the University of Sheffield –
Furnace Park is a community-enorganised a series of Sundayabling place, although this commorning walks along unplanned
munity is no doubt a temporary
routes in Shalesmoor, Kelham
Island and Neepsend. As we looped and heterogeneous one, grounded
through the chaotic mix of derelict in a commitment to shared work
rather than a shared identity; to
Victorian works, flat-pack-quickdifficult and provocative conversabuild apartment blocks, converted
tions rather than consultation and
factories and student residences,
consensus. It’s an arts-led space, in
sharing stories and sometimes,
the sense that we have adopted and
quite simply, wondering what on
earth we were doing there, without embraced the methodologies of art
as a critical and engaged practice
umbrellas, in the rain, we came

Furnace Park:
An Introduction
on the Cusp of an
Opening
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that enables alternative perceptions
and understandings of the real
(Locas 2010). Art as process, then,
rather than art as object. A disruptive laboratory, the space seeks to
curate and host strange encounters
between researchers and creative
practitioners, fostering indiscipline
rather than interdisciplinarity
through the practice of conceptual
unhoming. Furnace Park is about
the urban as oeuvre – a collectively
produced and ongoing, open (art)
work. It’s about thinking through
how the arts can be involved structurally and methodologically in the
production of the urban, rather
than at the level of marketing,
consumption and decoration. It’s
about encouraging, through arts-led
practice, ‘the emergence of [a]
critical relation to the normal and
habitual’. A commitment, then, to
‘moving between multiple ways of
seeing the world’ (Locas 2010: 18);
to growing – through the chance afforded by localisation, simultaneity
and encounter – a radical imaginary
that might construe and produce
the urban (even if always provisionally) beyond the hegemonic
agendas of regeneration, tourism
and economic leverage. An imaginary that might take up the call to

disrupt the logic of capitalist realism (Fisher 2009) and disclose
other possibilities, other perceptions of the urban real, thereby
mobilising a counterpoint to the
pervasive and influential mantra:
there is no other way.

So the intention, at least, of
Furnace Park isn’t to contribute to
the regeneration of Shalesmoor,
although we are working with a
site that many people locally have
described as ‘an eyesore’, an abandoned and neglected space that
encourages anti-social behaviour.
(It’s interesting, actually, that the
crime figures for this area are very
low – another example of how
hegemonic, learned perceptions
construct and shape our encounter
with the real.) We haven’t arrived
with the intention of doing good,
or of enabling economic growth,
attracting business to the area or
bodies into beds, or even making
an aestheticizing intervention. It’s
true, however, that we are part of
an already ongoing and dynamic
process. There’s a thriving vintage
emporium, critically acclaimed real
ale pubs, a chic restaurant, some
vibrant cafés, recording studios,
artist studios, media labs and a
handful of exhibition spaces and
clubs that attract substantial audiences. The public transport links
are good, it’s within walking distance of the city centre and there’s
plenty of rented accommodation
already attracting students and
young professionals. It remains to
be seen what effect these classic ingredients of gentrification will have
on the area in the future. What will
happen to the social housing and
small manufacturing companies?
What effect will projects such as our
own have on the sex workers and
drug users who inhabit the streets
and peripheries of local spaces
such as the Furnace Park site?
What does it mean for us to deem
this space a wasteland? What is the
power of taxonomy and to whom
is it granted? Who and what will be
displaced by our re-appropriation?
What are – and what will be – the
politics of this place?

I’m conscious of the fact that in
opening up these questions, which
remain to be answered (even as
we struggle with them now), I still
haven’t answered the question,
frequently posed, of what Furnace
Park is and what it will look like. It’s
a two-level site, split between an
events/exhibition area and a semicurated urban wildscape. There are
facilities for outdoors exhibitions,
an external screening space, live research projects, residencies, talks,
performances and other kinds of
public intervention. It will open, like
a gallery, for events and exhibitions
because we can’t afford right now
to keep it open 24/7. It will be available for use by community groups
and we welcome proposals from
artists, activists, curators and other
cultural practitioners for interventions of all kinds. We’re committed
to having artists in residence and
want to work collaboratively with
groups and individuals who’d like
to be involved and bring their own
ideas to our collective table. We’re
not building any permanent structures, but we are making furniture
(seating, billboards, screens and
tables) from found, re-cycled and
re-used materials in the context of
a series of hands-on, participatory
workshops facilitated by SKINN at
CADS (Creative Arts Development
Space).

a major spatial language. To make
Furnace Park we have had to put
in place public liability insurance,
do first aid training, provide water
and toilet facilities, produce and
approve a risk assessment for all
stages of the project (including
construction, events and dismantling), agree the terms of a licence
and seek planning permission. We
have had to commission environmental (contamination) surveys,
topographical surveys, assets
searches and an unexploded bomb
(UXB) survey. We have worked with
the police to think through safety
issues and the problems of metal
theft and vandalism. We have a
project folder running to over 200
pages of tabulated data, diagrams,

maps and protocols, which still
gives us only a partial reading of
the thick space it purports to contain and circumscribe. The project
has thus unfurled in a bureaucratic
‘It is characteristic of an abruptly
legal framework that few of us had
major thought to know what it is
anticipated and which collides,
doing, to know in which operastill now, with our desire to create
tions it is involved’ (Tiqqun 2011:
a loose space; an open work that
165). We made the decision early
is responsive to the contingencies
on in the Furnace Park project
of our encounters, dialogues and
that rather than occupy the site
discoveries. And yet, through this
in a clandestine way – to trespass
collision of practices and priorities,
or squat, or make an ephemeral
we have come to understand some
intervention – we wanted to have
of the ways in which city-making
the experience of making space
works. We are now aware of (and
differently, but to work also within
the planning system in order to test also the vacuity of a purportedly
unitary urban real); the networks of
its edges and push its boundarpower and finance that can sancies; to create, by developing and
tion a project or stop it in its tracks,
using minor, tactical practices, an
more attuned to the many lines and
other – sustainable – space within
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forces which intersect on site and
amidst which we are, of necessity,
obliged to work, even if that is with
a view to subverting and inflecting
them.
In Ghost Milk, his meandering
reflection on the redevelopment of
London’s East End in preparation
for the 2012 Olympics, Iain Sinclair
writes:
You could not nominate, in all of
London, more challenging ground
for a landscape blitz, a ticking-clock
assault on the devastated residue
of industrial history: insecticide
and fertilizer works, paint factories,
distillers of gin, gas-mantle manufacturers, bone grinders, importers
of fish mush, seething dunes of
radiant maggots.
Waste: dumped, buried. Disturbed.
Distributed.
Decay.
Putrefaction. (Sinclair 2011: 338)

other ways. But it’s in our engagement with these difficulties that
we are perhaps most aware of the
interface between our own embodied presence and the site’s dynamic
materiality. Richard Sennett has
suggested that it is precisely at
this resistive ‘fulcrum point’, this
‘live edge’, that we might develop
skill (Sennett 2009: 230, 229). It
becomes ‘a zone for productive
work’ (Sennett 2009: 230), where
we must learn to reformat problems and readjust our behaviours
(Sennett 2009: 222). The site is
not a blank or a void; its textures
and resonance demand improvisation and handiness, a willingness
to learn on the ground. Through a
process of patient experimentation,
we’re learning to develop and make
the tools needed for the job; to respond to contingencies and practise
détour(nement). For Sennett, these
are all ‘imaginative processes’ that
‘enable us to become better at
doing things’ (Sennett 2009: 10).
Furnace Park is not about disengaging from the world or making ‘unreal’ or unfeasible propositions. It
is, rather, about working intimately
with and within the resistive manifoldness of space and in so doing
release responses to questions we
hadn’t even realised needed to be
posed.

Much of Sheffield, like the East End
of London, is a ‘damaged topography’ (Sinclair 2011: 61), ‘bad
turf’ with a ‘suppressed history’
(Sinclair 2003: 71). The environmental survey we commissioned
concluded that the Furnace Park
site in fact represents a low risk, despite the long industrial history of
the Shalesmoor area, but advised
that we should avoid breaking the
ground and cover the site with a
membrane in order to minimise the
risk of exposure to contamination.
We can’t afford remediation, so this
perceived risk of contamination
structures our relationship with the
site. Its back stories leak messily
into our present, the ‘memorymud’ (Sinclair 2011: 59) clogging
all transcendental ambition and
lending the site its own agency. We
work around root balls, because we
can’t remove them. We can’t drill
down into the concrete or rubble
in order to secure our temporary
constructions and we can’t lay any Just one certainty, then: the site
won’t be finished until it closes.
foundations, so we have to find
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Before
FurnacePark


The
site bounded
by Matthew Street and Doncaster Street had many

 
lives before it became Furnace Park. My interest is in how different
types of people try to trace back into this layering of past uses and
how
 do
 

 
and why they
it. In my research
I study
this trace-work
as it !"
is undertaken both by professionals (surveyors, engineers, planners,
developers) and enthusiasts (amateur archaeologists, urban explorers,
psychogeographers, poets and curious passerby).
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knowledge has very practical aims
and benefits. Knowing the site’s
past enables costly future problems
to be anticipated and managed in
any ensuing redevelopment. For the
enthusiasts it presents something a
little more intangible. Some seek to
‘know’ the site in terms of preserving its histories and its stories, for
others is it more poetic – enabling
a more open, flowing engagement
with this place through tracing
the rich colour and diversity of its
former lives. For the latter, showing
that a site has been many things
over a recorded span of history
prompts the viewer to pause at the
gates of this currently scrubland
site and to see quite different
things through the railings – the
ghosts of former uses, arrangements and activities that once took
place there.
The Furnace Park site is particularly
rich in its layers – and once you
start digging through them (whether physically or in the archive) many
versions of use and arrangement
tumble forth. Yet there is little currently at this site to suggest that
this would be so. The site sits now
in an unloved, overlooked corner
of the city surrounded by change
(industrial units giving way to apartment blocks) but the site itself sits
dishevelled and static. It is an ‘L’
shaped plot of made ground, weeds
and remnant brick walls.
Digging into the history of the site
is not about hoping to find and
restore a more noble or more fully
engaged era of use of this site.
There is no golden age to excavate.
In the most cases the former uses
were mundane – places of work
and play, day-in day-out places that
may have been used without any
special regard. Also, as we peer
back through time each phase of
use is alien to the other, and largely

self-contained and unconnected
to what came before or after it. It
is not that all the previous uses
‘knew’ each other and that only
we, in the ‘now,’ are strangers to
this happy club. No, what captures
the attention most are glimpses of
uses that are all quite different to
each other, and separate in time,
on-site location and nature from
each other. This pausing to look and
trace back what has now gone gives
us scope to think about how other
people – other generations – might
have gone about their use and arrangement of what would to them
perhaps have seemed the only form
in which this site could exist.
As part of my contribution to the
Furnace Park project I have been
working through old maps and
Sheffield City Council’s photograph
archive, in order to summon some
sense of these now scrubland
site. In what follows I give some
glimpses of what I have found, and
how it has struck me, in a more
enthusiast-than-professional style.
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Turning the lights back on
Half of the site – that part nearest to The Ship Inn and the dual
carriage way – is now just a bare
concrete pad. Weeds thrust up
through cracks in this now deteriorating surface. Remnant rich red
brick walls flank this pad, the only
signal left of the large building
once standing here. This portion of
the site was formerly the Council’s
Street Lighting Department’s depot.
Here’s a view of building. As far as
I can tell it was demolished in the
1990s, the demolition debris then
spread across the other portion of
the site.
What strikes me is the purposefulness of this image. Almost like a
child’s impression of a depot. Vans
loaded awaiting despatch. A place
of municipal action. A place dedicated to keeping the lights on.
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And archival photographs can also
take us inside now absent buildings.
I love this photo. Here is order and
purpose in abundance – a floor to
ceiling organised syste, everything
assigned its place. The contrast
to the site today is quite extreme
– this depot occupied the site
vertically as well as horizontally.
There’s lots of empty airspace now,
where once these stacked racks sat,
reaching up to the rafters of the
depot building.
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A place to play
The Doncaster Street end of the
site started recorded life (in 1860s
mapping) as dense court-style
housing. Much of this was demolished in an early 1920s slum clearance project. The archive gives us –
perhaps – a glimpse of the planning
of that erasure. Here’s an annotated image of the Doncaster Arms
pub, that sat on site at the corner
of Matthew Street and Doncaster
Street. The pub appears already to
have been shut up, ready for demolition. The photo comes from the
Council’s City Engineers’ Department’s papers, the measurements
inscribed onto the image likely part
of the compensation calculation for
the compulsory purchase of this
derelict building in the run up to its
demolition.

U00972 www.picturesheffield.com Reproduced with
permission of Sheffield Archives and Local Studies

Once the pub (and 97 neighbouring houses) had gone, the vacant
site was repurposed as a children’s
playground, the gift of city benefactor J.C. Graves, as recorded in the
jubilant scene represented in the
photograph of the park’s opening in
1931. Happy faces indeed, but also
a glimpse of another era of social
relations, a world of rank denoted
by which type of hat you wore.

S03839 www.
picturesheffield.
com Reproduced
with permission of
Sheffield Archives
and Local Studies
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The playground was in its day a
model, a local echo of an early twentieth century movement to improve
the physical and moral health of the
working classes through the provision of equipment for recreation; a
move towards the structuring of play,
bringing it off the streets and into a
mechanically and spatially organised
playground. This ‘arranged-ness’
of the playground is captured well
in the ‘outdoor factory’ appearance
shown in this image:
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Doncaster & Sons’ foundry.
Here on Wednesday, 25th August
1886, at around 5pm the 18 feet
high wall of Daniel Doncaster’s
stockyard gave way, raining hundreds of tons of steel and iron
bars, bricks, roofing timbers and
slates out into Matthew Street, and
onto a group of local children playing in the street.

Eight died: Martha Armitage (aged
ten), John Armitage (two), Henry
Crisp (six), William Cullingworth
(seven), Clifford Anderson (seven),
Samuel Oates (five), William Henry
Ward (five) Herbert Crookes (five).
I’ve found no suggestion that the
playground opened in 1931 was
intended as a memorial to these
children, or reflected particular
concern about street-play in this
particular inner city location. J.G.
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Review,
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Also, the 1886 event and the 1931
opening ceremony were 45 years
apart. Two generations. Two different phases in the life of what now is
set to become Furnace Park.

Luke Bennett
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On my way down to Furnace Park I
thought about the symbolic architecture of education. I passed Firth
Court, the first University building,
a mock-Tudor court reminiscent of
an Oxbridge college. Even though
it’s over a century old it pretends
to be much older than it is, to
establish and then maintain the
good name and reputation of the
institution. In doing so it gazes
My involvement in Furnace Park
through Oxbridge all the way back
has largely been through a project
to the monastery: a community
we started to call Sandpit and have of dedicated worshippers, looking
ended by trying not to call Sandinwards, separate and distinct from
pit. It has been a project about
the rest of the world. This made me
unlearning how to do things, trying think how you can tell the story of
to forget who you are and changcomplex institutions like Sheffield
ing the way you work and think. We through the look and style of their
began by introducing six University buildings. Since student fees were
of Sheffield researchers to three
introduced all University buildings
artists and asking them to collabo- have been designed as adverts,
rate and explore each other’s ideas, capable of exciting the imaginawork and interests. This happened
tion of potential students. Take the
on February 1st in the space that
Soundhouse, shaped to look like a
has become Furnace Park. Back
great black speaker, broadcasting
then the lease hadn’t been signed
into the streets. Inside it’s a conand so the Department of Estates
ventional block of music practice
had to get the keys from Keir, a
rooms. There’s none of the sleek,
company that was managing the
stately functionality of the Arts
land on behalf of Sheffield Council. Tower, this is snazzy, eye-catching
I then picked the keys up from the
and obvious. The implication is that
7th Floor of the Arts Tower.
the music made and recorded here
is worth broadcasting to the whole
The Arts Tower no longer houses
city, if not the world. It’s an advert
any departments from the Faculty
for what could happen in Sheffield.
of Arts & Humanities. It’s mostly
full of non-academic places like
I took the keys from the Arts Tower
Estates and Human Resources: cen- down the hill to the gates close
tral services that co-ordinate the ac- to another Listed Building, the
tivities of the University. I suppose Cementation Furnace on Donit’s stilled called the Arts Tower to
caster Street. The city has changed
commemorate the confidence in the in the ten minutes it took to get
Arts that the building was designed there. The wealth drains out of
to represent (and possibly because the buildings, many of which have
no one wants a building called ‘The been repurposed after the retreat
Administration Tower’). It is a Catof heavy industry. No smelting or
egory II* Listed Building, deemed
cementation take place anymore;
‘particularly important’ and of
instead we have workshops, a car
‘more than special interest’ to the
wash, an antiques centre, a regional
nation. It’s the second tallest build- banking headquarters and lots of
ing in Sheffield and, according to
student housing, packed in against
English Heritage, ‘the most elegant derelict sites. A microcosm of the
university tower block in Britain of
post-industrial British economy.
its period’.
Once there were many furnaces

Testing
Ground

here. Now it is the only one left in
the world. Thus its Grade II Listed
Building status, ranked at the
same level of importance as the
BT Tower, Strangeways Prison and
the Imperial War Museum (but one
below the Arts Tower which is a
Grade II*). It is this Cementation
Furnace which gives its name to the
waste ground which the keys grant
access to.

Sheffield’s industrial past. In doing
so it imparts a tint of regeneration,
of a restoration. This is neither
what we want to do (regenerate an
industrial past) nor close to what
we are capable of (execute an
economic project). In fact, over the
last year Furnace Park has become
one of the few spaces in the University that hasn’t been designed
by architects to a brief written by
managers to fulfil a specific need,
It is a property owned by Sheffield
role or lack. It’s a space that arose
Council. They leased it to the Uniout of Amanda Crawley Jackversity for £1 for three years. Or it
son’s occursus reading group and
could be £1 a year for three years.
subsequent conversations between
Or two years, I can’t remember. The artists, students, myself, SKINN
Council are doing this because it’s
and others. That’s not to say it’s a
a waste ground, fenced off, unused. better space than any other in the
No one wants to develop it or do
University, just that it comes from
anything there. We have it because
a different place, the sort of place,
no one, literally no one, wants to
perhaps, that might once have been
pay to use that land, despite it
imagined by those for whom the
being ten minutes from the centre
Arts Tower was built.
of Sheffield. If the Council could
lease it to someone who wanted to
I work quite close to Furnace Park,
charge people to park cars on it,
back up the hill, in Jessop West.
they would. And that is not to say
The building is split into three
that the Council have no vision, or
subjects: English, History and
the Council do not think creatively
Modern Languages. Each has wings
about how to use their land. It is
meeting in a five-storey central
to say the Council are underfunded atrium. On entering one feels as
and in desperate need of capital.
if this is somewhere where ideas
Luckily for us, no one wants to use
rise, connecting and commingling.
the land for car parking and, as re- It is as if the architects fantasised
searchers in the University of Shef- about an interdisciplinary project
field, we can trade off its reputation divided between the three subjects.
(established back in the 1900s in
(Indeed, there really should be
all its mock-Tudor splendour) and
a Jessop West prize for research
open Furnace Park. A waste ground that unites English, History and
with very little in it: a couple of
Languages). Of course, such
shipping containers, some furniture research doesn’t actually happen
made from packing cases, some
all that often. People tend to stay
plants, dirt and some scrub.
in their separate classrooms and
offices. In fact, a lot of the teaching
We thought of calling the land
takes place in other places. That’s
Tract, as in pamphlet or area of
because Jessop West prioritises
land. We also thought of calling it
its vision over its functionality. It’s
Sandpit, as in a place to work out
not a utilitarian space like the ‘50s
ideas (that eventually became the
Hicks or even the (since reclad)
name of the project I’m attached
‘60s Richard Roberts. It’s designed
to). But it ended up being called
to appear exciting, interdisciplinary,
Furnace Park. There is actually a
full of potential thought and possisleight of hand in our name, which ble knowledge. This is exactly what
calls forth the glow of heritage, of
the twenty-first century demands
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of Higher Education: the possibility of constant innovation to meet
the challenges of an ‘increasingly
competitive global market’. And like
the Soundhouse, Jessop West is
another advert: come and join the
ideas factory.

The imperative to innovate, rethink
and reconstitute is echoed, in its
own way, in the Sandpit project. Six
disparate researchers: an ecologist,
a speech therapist, three very different engineers, myself and three individual artists. Since February 1st
we have spent time together: online,
in laboratories, offices, studios and
in Furnace Park itself. We’ve seen
the colour of the land change, from
a cold, washed-out brown to a deep
green populated by flowers and
thick grass. Recently this vegetation was cut back and stripped
out as the Park began to reshape
itself against access requirements
and Health & Safety regulations.
Of course, there hasn’t been a
comparable moment of clarity in
our collaboration. In fact, the land
clearance brought about sadness,
a realisation that our initial project
was coming to a close. In that time
researchers have experimented as
artists and artists have learnt what
drives researchers to ask the questions they do. We’ve all become
aware of the methodologies, beliefs
and disciplines we follow and think
within, and how hard it is to think
out of them.

We’ve done this primarily to
explore, to see whether something
might be learnt or created. Funders
are always interested in ‘knowledge
production’, especially innovation,
something that might generate
social or economic capital for the
University. If any such innovation
occurs in Sandpit, it will be in relation to process, not product. We
decided early on that the artists
would not be employed to communicate the researcher’s ideas,
as they are often tasked to do in
engagement projects. The Sandpit
was not designed to provide material for exhibition, but to support an
equal collaboration, the results of
which would end up in Furnace Park
as text, footprints, whatever. There
was resistance to everything but
the process of collaboration and a
desire, especially from the artists,
not to turn the project into a performance for the market. This hasn’t
stopped the project being haunted
by the cultural beliefs of Higher
Education, especially the idea that
artists are better at ‘engaging’ the
public than others. Not so: some
artists produce difficult work, just
like researchers; others are accessible, just like some researchers.
Of course that doesn’t stop either
coming up with successful, brilliant
ideas. Problem is, you can’t guarantee this happening, no matter how
much you do, or don’t, desire it. It
might work. It might not.

This sense of possibility is one
of the intersections between
capitalism, art and science. And
it’s intoxicating. For some of us,
Furnace Park felt like fertile ground,
a place unknown that allowed us to
reimagine ourselves outside of the
familiar buildings we worked within,
far away from the studio, laboratory, Jessop West. I hoped that
the connection with waste ground
would tilt the project, set it off to
imagine the impossible, disconnect
it from the familiar strain placed by
funding requirements and allow us
to step into the ground of radical
thought and action. Of course, I
was guilty of a very English sin:
romanticising the land (wanting to
be radical is just endemic to the
Arts & Humanities). I forgot that
waste grounds are emblematic
post-industrial spaces, symbolic
of the expansion and contraction
of capitalism, camouflaging the
ambivalence of potential with scrap
and daisies. Maybe there isn’t
much difference between art and
waste: both are places where the
future waits.
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Undoubtedly, Furnace Park will be
used to advertise the University.
The Higher Education landscape is
so monetized that everything, especially its physical space, is mined
for recruitment potential. The
distinction between Furnace Park
and the snazzy atrium of Jessop
West is that nothing actually needs
to happen in the latter, as it occurs
in the offices and classes around
it. The Jessop West atrium is a big
metaphor, not a functional space.
Furnace Park will be judged on the
projects and work it encompasses.
Of course, as Sandpit approaches
completion, like all exploratory research, it risks failure. Like Furnace

Park, Sandpit is an experiment.
In the confines of the laboratory,
within the walls of science, failure
is part of the process: science
learns from its mistakes and tries
again. Fail better. That’s the danger
of Sandpit, and, by extension, Furnace Park: fail publicly, fail out in
the open air! This is why it’s important, essential, for all participants
(neighbours, students, staff, artists)
to maintain a critical perspective on
what they do and have done. For it
is only in this critique that we have
the space to absorb its failures as
an interdisciplinary experiment,
thought space, land gallery. There
are no offices to retreat to when
ideas fail to materialise in the
atrium.
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That is not to say that Sandpit
and the Park that houses it are
not of their time. Can you imagine the University of 1905 taking
possession of a waste ground to
experiment on? Of course not. The
University of 1905 was too busy
building its mock-Tudor court,
just as the University of 1966 was
building its Arts Tower. While the
contemporary University may have
channelled its constructive energies into large atrium spaces and
buildings that look like loudspeakers, it is also anxious, unstable and
frantic enough to allow projects like
Furnace Park to worm their way out
from academic staff in partnership
with local agencies, neither with
much experience of clearing land,
let alone making it ‘safe’.

It’s an odd thing, a safe waste
ground being part of a university.
What are you meant to do with it?
In Sandpit we tried to answer that
question, but even as the project
finishes, I’m still not quite sure
what Furnace Park is, or could be.
To some that uncertainty might be
termed failure, but for me that’s
what marks it aside from the other
lecture theatres, laboratories, libraries, offices, conference facilities and
sports fields. So: there is a waste
ground in the University of Sheffield. Like the participants in what
was once called the Sandpit, I hope
you use it.

Matt Cheeseman
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Widening
Participation
at Furnace
Park

The research community is grappling with the increased level of
importance being placed on communicating the impact of research
on the general public, our paymasters. The public has every right
to know about how their money is
being spent, but much research is
esoteric, too specialized to create a
school workshop or a public lecture
to discuss it. Instead, can we use
analogy and art to show that while
they are tinkering with LEDs and
code, it’s just the same as tinkering
with the DNA of a cell? Synthetic
biologists seek to reprogram cells
for useful purposes. Neurone seeks
to create ‘cells’ which respond to
their environment. The students
program their sensors and responses. Synthetic biology, reduced to
its basics is programming a cell to
do our bidding.

Neurone began as a cacophony of
light and sounds in my head. A
slice of the brain filled with multicoloured pulsating lights, brain
cells playing with themselves and
an audience, illuminating Furnace
Park. The current plans call for
something a little grander in vision
and a little tamer in size. The principles of the project are participation, immediacy of impact and radical self-expression.
The University of Sheffield is committed to widening participation in
The final installation on Furnace
higher education, with an aim to
Park is to be a wall of lights,
increase applications from able stueach containing an Arduino-based
dents who previously had not concomputer brain. Project Neurone
sidered university. Working across
aims to provide an introduction to
the departments of Molecular
electronic engineering and comput- Biology and Biotechnology, Physics
er coding, while providing a more
and French, we wrote a grant for
visual and compelling back-story
the purchase of Arduino kits to
than just a computer-based lab. It introduce electronics to year 10 to
will also stimulate discussion on the 13 students, and for the purchase
emerging technique of synthetic
of equipment and materials for a
biology. Students will upload code node installation. We were successto the project, and using sensors in ful in gaining money for the initial
the wall and on the site, data will
construction of the installation, and
be transmitted and visualized live in to design a workshop for students
the cells and on the web.
to learn about electronics.

Neurone started out in my head,
but it is impossible to run a project
this size part time on my own. As
more partners came on board,
the scope and scale of Neurone
changed dramatically. Furnace
Park presents its own challenges to
design, We have to make something
that is secure and strong, in order
to prevent theft as well as withstand
the elements of Sheffield. This is a
multi-year project, and we envision
this installation being developed
further and extended. Creating the
educational dimension of Neurone was relatively easy - there is
over-demand and undersupply of
competent programmers. Neurone
introduces code and engineering to
people who have never experienced
it before.

the level of light in the room - three
initial exercises, after which the
workshop participants already have
the skills to create whatever they
want. They can decide which sensors to use and then build and code
that device.

Pilot workshops have begun with
students, volunteers are being
trained to guide students, and
plans have been made to develop
the onsite installation. This has,
like the Furnace Park project as a
whole, taken longer than initially
planned for, but throughout the
project many lessons have been
learned. Evaluation will start
by asking the students if their
understanding of electronics and
electronic engineering has inWorking with Science Brainwaves,
creased. Each device is documentthe science communication group
ed photographically, with the code
in Sheffield, we are creating
workshops where volunteers act as uploaded onto our servers for other
people to build and iterate on.
hands off guides. Code developed
Already we have discovered that in
by workshop participants will be
pilot workshops the bar was set too
used in the final large-scale installow, and that with a group of A-level
lation. Learning outcomes for the
workshop include gaining an insight physics students we didn’t have to
into the code and components that spend quite so much time explainrun our daily lives. The phones we ing principles. Within an hour we
had devices that used motors, and
carry in our pockets are crammed
full of accelerometers, gyroscopes, flashed many different colour LEDs.
screens, speakers - so many inputs A brief will be created, along with
other material to assist in the runand outputs, but as a population
ning of workshops, which will be
we barely have an idea of how
these things work. It is not magic; continually updated and published
online at furnacepark.org/neurone.
it is the engineering of scientific
discoveries from university laboratories. We can communicate this
beautifully by getting hands on with Nathan Adams
resistors, cables and code. Get a
light to blink, change the blinking
rate, and then make it to respond to
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Designing
Together
Most urban decisions are made by
people you have never met - be it
city council executives or the board
of directors of a development company. These decisions are based on
information provided by a set of experts - urban designers, architects
and business consultants, based
on their research of a particular
area. This is how certain sites get
designation for a new park, housing
development or business district. In
this process “local participation” is
limited to a token consultation once
all the visions, architectural renders
and economic forecasts have been
carefully prepared. Their purpose
is not to adjust or fine-tune already
prepared schemes, but rather to
state the facts that a development
is going to happen here and you
better like it. In a lot of cases this
creates expensive spaces which
might not reflect actual needs.

With Furnace Park we saw an opportunity to try something different
- to create a physical space solely
through participation. An urban
experiment in designing, building
and programming. The idea was
not to have one single vision from
the start, but rather to develop it
through the life of the space with
project participants - be it artists,
researchers, community groups or
local residents. This way the space
would be more tailored to the local
context. It was important to make
the decision process visible and
transparent. We were hoping for
this approach to develop a sense of
ownership from participants from
the start.
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Decisions about physical infrastructure ara made through a series of
public workshops, where everyone
can contribute their ideas, with our
role as mediators and coordinators.
Programming would be developed
through the open call for proposals.
Last September we had help from
eleven MA architecture students
working on a Live Project to come
up with initial ideas for the space
and infrastructural requirements
for it. They wanted to know what
people would actually like to see
on that particular site if they could
have anything. More than 50 people
wrote down their ideas - from urban
garden, large bicycle parking &
space for BBQs to a “Large Lolly
Helter Skelter” (by child, age 8) and
a musical park. These ideas had
a number of themes - to create a
community garden, event space or
activity space.

During the following workshop a
range of these ideas were visualised with a model of how these may
look on the site, the idea being that
not one single proposal is better
than the other and that a range is
needed to make the space truly
exciting. From that, the site got broken down into possible areas where
these actions might take place and
what physical infrastructure would
be required to make them possible.
So now we have a gardening area, a
performance area, workshop area,
construction area.
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Currently we are running a series
of workshops to further develop
and build these infrastructure elements from scrap material already
available in the area from a large
number of manufacturing companies located around the site. So far
we have been experimenting with
shipping pallets and old scaffolding
planks. Each workshop focuses on a
single bit of infrastructure - signage, seating, planters - asking people to think how they should look
like and how to build them using
materials and tools available. For
these we try to present a number of
ideas, based on case studies from
around the world, to discuss their
merits or drawbacks and to come
up with a solution which would suit
our requirements and making abilities. Participants are then asked to
collectively design and prototype
their ideas. With a range of participants from students and artist
to architects, the ideas present a
interesting mix of thinking and offer
out-of-the-box solutions.

In this way the infrastructure is
developed around certain projects,
not the other way round. So far we
have been building pallet planters
for a gardening research project,
display boards for displaying poetry
and artwork and will be building
seating for outdoor film screenings.
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With this project we are trying to
show what is possible with few
resources and great genuinely great
ideas. A space where you can make
ideas into reality unlimited by traditional spaces or your own house.
Imagine vertical gardens, 100
seater outdoor picnics or cult movie
screenings. Activities which are not
possible in the usual public spaces,
because of prescribed qualities and
logistical or other constraints.
The project offers an opportunity to
test participative design approaches and raises further questions
about collective space development.
What is interesting is how many
ideas can the Furnace Park’s physical infrastructure actually hold? Can
it all eventually become self-managed or is curating and constant
supervision required?
Projects like Furnace Park show
that with a certain amount of effort
and ingenuity residents can make
things in their city too. It promotes
activism and a DIY attitude; it
develops ties between otherwise
disparate groups. If a group of
artists and young people led by
a French lecturer can create an
exciting urban space, what else is
possible?

Ivan Rabodzeenko,
Katja Porohina
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Furnace Park Garden
This project aims to make use of research in
the Faculty of Arts and Humanities in order
to develop a garden. The garden will become
a way of engaging people with our research
at a practical level. We will involve members
of the public in growing, tending and harvesting plants. We plan to bring history to life
by learning how plants were grown and used
in previous centuries
We are unable to dig into the ground at Furnace Park because of its previous industrial
use, not to mention the fact that it is covered
in thick concrete. We will therefore be building the garden in a series of self-contained
raised beds and filling them with compost.
Joe Moore, who volunteers with Engineers
without Borders, is overseeing the design
and building of the beds, which will have
reservoirs of water under the soil to ensure
effective watering. Joe, who is a graduate
student in the Department of Archaeology,
will also act as our Head Gardener throughout the project.

teenth-century kitchen gardening. Jack will
draw on research he has undertaken in the
library at Chatsworth about the nineteenthcentury gardens there. In consultation with
Joe Moore an ‘Urban Nineteenth-century
Kitchen Garden’ will be devised, investigating how vegetables were grown and eaten.
We will engage audiences with our research
research about nineteenth-century food and
encourage them to grow their own (heritage)
vegetables.
The researchers and MA students will be
working over the winter to draw up a list
of the plants that are required for the two
gardens. In early spring we will be putting
out a call to local gardeners asking them to
‘adopt’ and grow some seed for us, and bring
them along to be planted out at the appropriate time. We hope that the act of growing
and harvesting the plants will raise questions
about varieties grown in previous centuries
and how they were used in the home.

Further projects have been tentatively disIn 2013-2014 we plan to showcase two areas cussed for future years, e.g. Shakespeare’s
of Faculty research. These are:
garden and medieval food. We anticipate
that by ‘turning the clock back’ on our raised
beds in future years, we will be forced to
(1). Eighteenth-century Medicinal Garden.
Adam Smith, a PhD student in the School
think about when plants arrived into the
of English, will work with MA students to
gardens of Britain. For example, if we replant
undertake research on plants grown in the
our Nineteenth-Century Kitchen Garden as a
eighteenth century for medical purposes
medieval garden, which plants can we keep
and which must we re-home?
and create an ‘Urban Eighteenth-century
Medicinal Garden’. Adam has previously
worked with Nostell Priory on a project which Jane Hodson
investigated eighteenth-century medical writings and used those writings to run sessions
with school children about the history of
medicine. Links will be made to contemporary health via Professor Brendan Stone’s
research into the arts and wellbeing.
(2) Nineteenth-century Kitchen Garden. Jack
Rhoden, a postdoctoral researcher in the
History Department, will provide guidance to
MA students in undertaking research on nine-
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I want more green space in cities as
I think plants are important for our
well being. As a result I was really
excited to join the furnace park project and help make a garden within
the park a reality.

As the project coordinator for an
Urban Agriculture project led by
Engineers Without Borders it was
immediately clear we could help
with structures that had to be
built. Though these are just coming
together, designing in collaboration
with SKINN has shown how teamIt has been a longer process accessing the park than expected, but work leads to action. The project by
EWB had just completed raised bed
through the perseverance of those
construction to grow crops on the
who wanted to make the project
become reality we now have the set- Hadfield Building green roof.
ting for a new green space, which
The extension of growing space into
can be used by all.
one also designed for park-goers’
pleasure really allows for a future
of growing food alongside increasing city centre garden space which,
importantly, can be accessed by all.

The linking of research, art and
creating physical representations
of the two really grabbed me and I
knew how I wanted to be involved,
by growing plants within the park
to produce food whilst fulfilling the
aim of research and greening the
space further. After meeting Dr
Jane Hodson, the garden’s main
instigator, I discovered a direction
and really felt I could help produce
and instigate others to become
involved also.

Although the new garden within
Furnace park has only just started I
have great hopes for its future. We
have had to remove some existing
vegetation to allow essential work
on the park. This has left the space
less green than before. If we want
to have growth which is robust, we
have to think of solutions to provide
the plant space we require. With
many parties needing to make use
of the park to realise their aims, it
is going to be a challenge to provide
more plant cover and an impactful
garden demonstrating to all how
research adds to our world. This a
challenge I relish the thought of.
Joseph Moore
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www.furnacepark.org

