Two buildings have been opened to the
public in Lincoln during May 2018.
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Culture is a Verb has equipped the
ground floor with basic Public
The public functions
functions for collective use;
and Public Time are
while also initiating a six month
designed and organised
pilot programme—known as
dialectically so as to allow for
Public Time—which offers
new connections between:
the public some initial activities,
art and the everyday, us and
setting a rhythm for making use
others, the local and the nonof the space.
local, inside and outside, the
abstract and the concrete, history and
the now, culture and politics.

street, on the edge of the town
centre, between uphill and
downhill—the buildings
cannot be
missed.

The buildings will
articulate local culture
through action. The
new public space
offered will be shaped
by those who use it.
Mixing, publishing and
amplifying the cultural
activities of Lincoln and
the nearby area.

Further, the two
buildings boast a total
of more than 24 rooms
and are connected:
making for plenty of
space to accommodate
a range
of activities.

Culture is everywhere, constituting
itself through the way we do things
together; be it food production,
banking, football or art. Therefore,
the starting question is not whether
we need culture, but what kind of
culture we have and what we want
for the future.
Culture is a verb. 24/7.

1. FRONT OF HOUSE
The yard between pavement and front door is furnished with a permanent outdoor bench, temporary roof and large
billboards to announce what is happening inside.

2. RECEPTION
The first room has been turned into a large
yellow ramp, which runs wall-to-wall. It
bridges the two buildings and sets up a playful
landscape permitting access. A room size map,
with Lincoln as its focus, is used to identify and
tag a range of local cultures and trans-local
connections.

3. LOBBY
The different economies and transactions involved in enabling and maintaining
the Mansions of the Future are listed and diagrammed across the lobby walls.
Sponsorship sits next to barter, free time next to cash.
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4. READING ROOM

5. RESOURCE SPACE

An informal library is co-designed by and shared with the Lincoln based art
collective General Practice.

A room filled with equipment and tools which can be used anywhere in the building to draft, design, build and publish.

Culture as a Verb
Ellen Mara de Wachter

To Slope
Artist Kathrin Böhm, who conceived Culture is a Verb,
an architectural intervention and inaugural public programme for Mansions of the Future, invited me to Lincoln in early July, as the UK basked in an extended heat
wave. This was just eight weeks after the launch of Mansions of the Future, an experimental initiative devoted to
fostering new forms of cultural exchange and production, conceived, curated and delivered by Thirteen Ways.
Mansions of the Future is located mid-way between the
downhill residential area of Sincil Bank and the rarefied
uphill environs of Lincoln Castle—which holds one of
the four extant copies of the Magna Carta—and Lincoln
Cathedral. Facing Lincoln train station, adorned with
flags and a welcoming billboard announcing upcoming
events and opportunities, Mansions of the Future greets
Lincolnites and visitors arriving into town.
The main attraction on arrival at Mansions of the
Future is the ramp Böhm has built in the space’s former
reception area. A vivid yellow three-level construction
made from smooth laminated plywood and glossy
powder-coated scaffolding elements, the ramp comprises multiple landings, and connects the two buildings
that make up the site. It also acts as a nexus for some
of the concerns Böhm has addressed in Culture is a
Verb, which include: commitments to fostering openness and access; celebrating simplicity and an ad hoc
approach to the actualities of our surroundings; and
facilitating connections between disparate groups
in society and their practised everyday cultures. On
the walls surrounding the ramp, an interactive map of
culture features Lincoln at its centre and spreads out
to cover the whole world, asking participants what
they add to the local culture, and inviting them to write
these thoughts down on a slip of paper and attach it to
the map. The accumulation of responses, penned in
different hands, exemplifies the informal aesthetics that
run through Culture is a Verb and is an indicator of the
sense of community it is fostering. Böhm’s project as a
whole suggests use and participation rather than simply
setting up conditions for spectatorship. Its pragmatic
approach extends to the economy of materials the
artist has used across the architectural interventions:
the main one being the laminated plywood of the ramp,
which recurs throughout the building, where it has been
fashioned into elegant wall-mounted and mobile storage units, simple tables and benches.
To Look Forward

6. PANTRY (top) and 7. Kitchen (bottom)
The former bank safe makes for the perfect public pantry. The shelves are slowly filling up with local produce,
ranging from Lincolnshire cold-pressed rapeseed oil to Polish lard.
* The Pantry idea stems from Myvillages’ 2011 Pantry
Food and drinks are used for public events.*
project for the House of World Cultures in Berlin.

Culture is a Verb marks the beginning of a period of
concerted self-examination for Böhm. She has designated 2018–20 as a phase of artistic self-assessment,
which she has called a ‘prospective’—literally, a ‘look-

ing forward’. Inevitably, this ambition also entails a
certain amount of looking back, which Böhm has done
by focusing on the two decades between the end of her
MA studies at Goldsmiths College, London in 1997 and
the moment just before she embarked on this commission. Böhm’s prospective initiative will involve indexing
past works and assessing which of her ideas are still
urgent and valid today and how they might be built
upon in the future.
It should also be noted that Culture is a Verb is one
of several projects through which Böhm is re-examining and re-applying the strategies she has developed
over the past 20 years. Others include The Centre for
Plausible Economies in Barking, East London, which is
dedicated to reimagining economic systems through
artistic practice—an ongoing concern in Böhm’s work; a
collaboration with Irish curator Paul O’Neill at Publics in
Helsinki to investigate publishing, politics and activism;
and two, still to be confirmed, projects through which
ideas and works will be reassessed publicly and collaboratively, in order to make a decision on what to reproduce as thinking-systems and conditions.
To Glue
Posters featuring distinctive lettering, formed from
strips of tape in a range of colours and widths affixed
to sheets of paper, are dotted around Mansions of the
Future. Böhm has been making these tape drawings,
which are also interspersed throughout this booklet,
since 2016. She makes them in parallel with other
works, as a way to organise and visualise thoughts and
space, and to find the right words to communicate her
ideas. Tape drawings are a key part of Böhm’s thinking
and planning processes and the pace of taping suits
this purpose, being ‘relatively fast
1 Unless otherbut too slow to tape everything’.1
wise specified, all
This booklet also makes use of
quotes are from the
Böhm’s
fade prints, another recurauthor’s personal
ring visual device in her work. In
conversations with
Böhm.
print, a fade is a gradual transition
from one colour to another via a
middle ground in which the two colours are mingled so
as to appear indistinguishable. The fade sets down a
process of change between distinct entities. In addition
to acting as a background for text, the fade is a useful
visual metaphor for the transdisciplinarity that runs
through Böhm’s artistic practice. Working across vastly
different fields, including: cultural production, architecture, business and fruit picking; Böhm shows that
culture is often a kind of ‘in-between’. She describes the
process of moving from one field to another as a ‘dialectic’, by which works can swing between definitions,
without becoming fixed one way or the other.
Böhm’s floor plan for the Mansions of the Future
celebrates the notion of ‘Economy as Glue’. If the reuse
of fade prints as booklet pages marks one kind of
economy, when it comes to Mansions of the Future’s
activities, several different modes of exchange are encouraged. While the organisation’s partners have given
funds, skills and time, the community-led activities help
sustain and maintain the building as a public space.
People share knowledge, prepare food, trade skills and

8 MEETING ROOM
A multifunctional space for meetings and workshops,
equipped with a large table, chairs, display shelves and
sky-like prints.

9 COMMONS ROOM
A multipurpose social space featuring tables on
wheels and families of chairs purchased from coproductions elsewhere.

discuss ideas. These examples of trade occur outside
the realm of monetary exchange, yet they are all forms
of economy. Economy has multiple meanings in Böhm’s
work: firstly as a field of inquiry within which she poses
questions about how economies operate, how we live,
survive and exchange goods and ideas. For Böhm this
is basic: ‘the making of space and the running of our
economy are things we are involved in on an everyday
basis.’ In a second sense, economy relates to an intentional avoidance of waste, for example, the devising of
multiple uses for a single material, as demonstrated by
the various applications of laminated plywood throughout the building. Or Böhm’s vast collection of prints
accumulated over two decades, which she uses and
reuses to various ends and refers to as ‘and millions and
millions’. In addition to this booklet, these prints have
been pasted onto the walls around the Mansions, which
range from the welcome billboard to the Meeting Room,
and also used as material for children’s workshops.
With Culture is a Verb, Böhm has also introduced
a mixed population of chairs into the building. Many of
these are the legacy of other project, made by various
groups, including the Spacemakers utopian regeneration agency; furniture designer Martino Gamper; the
Eco-Nomadic School; and the local artist group General Practice, who designed the furniture in the Mansions’ Reading Room. Examples of a chair designed
by the Italian modernist Enzo Mari, who encouraged
DIY furniture making, were remade during a workshop
led by artist DJ Simpson, and Böhm also has an idea to
create a ‘Lincolnshire’ chair at some point during her
residency. And some users of the space are bringing
their own chairs: one of the earliest groups to establish
a regular activity at the Mansions is a film club set up
for wheelchair users.
To Prepare
Mansions of the Future occupies the former offices of
the Lincoln Wagon Engineering Company (est. 1872)
and the adjacent house, which were later used by the
National Farmers’ Union. In preparing the space for
public use and developing the public programme, Böhm
drew on the notion of ‘public time’ posited by architectural theorist Katherine Shonfield (1954–2003). Böhm explains her own take on ‘public time’ as ‘those moments
when people can spend time in something they can tell
is public, but which is not like other public things.’ This
intriguing idea encapsulates the sense one gets when
learning about—and visiting—Mansions of the Future. It
is difficult to describe it in relation to existing art spaces,
and it is an unprecedented offer for a place like Lincoln.
This indeterminacy is partly due to the fact that the project is new, but there’s more to it than that. It is about the
intention and potential of the Mansions, as conceived
by Thirteen Ways, which seem to respond to specific
conditions within our society, which has recently undergone a series of rapid and unexpected social, economic
and political changes. Mansions of the Future, through
projects such as Culture is a Verb, seems to answer a
call of our times: a generalised need for community that
has arisen in parallel with the increasing atomisation
of society. But if the intense individualism of contemporary life is caused in part by the widespread uptake

of online modes of communication and exchange, it is
also a product of the societal shift towards a paradigm
of convenience in all aspects of life, and the correlating
problems of exclusion and deprivation.
Already, groups have started to respond to Mansions of the Future’s open invitation for Lincolnites to
use the space creatively and for the public good. So
far, a scriptwriting workshop, a sewing club, a theatre
company that offers opportunities to people with disabilities, and the Social Science Centre, which offers a
cooperative experience of higher education, are among
the groups to have established themselves at Mansions
of the Future. Böhm has launched a series of monthly
communal lunches, the first of which was prepared by
Mint Lane Café, a local community interest company
dedicated to serving low-cost meals, whose motto is
‘friendship through food’. Sixteen people from a range
of backgrounds and professions shared the meal and
discussed the topic of food. This was an appropriate
theme for the event, given that the county of Lincolnshire is one of the biggest food producers in the UK. At
these gatherings, food opens up a gateway to a discussion of culture, an area that might otherwise be deemed
too specialised or exclusive for a lay group to tackle.
Böhm has brought a light touch to her interventions
in the Mansions’ architecture, enhancing the facility’s
functionality, conceptualising a route through the
sequence of rooms and brightening the overall aspect
of the space. She describes her style as ‘particular,
but neutral and not overly designed.’ In the Meeting
Room, she has covered the walls with prints of abstract
washes in yellow and black, and light grey ink on white
paper. These coverings introduce a sense of fluidity
to the room, and also evoke the transitory nature of
the space: from a distance they resemble the informal shreds left behind when wallpaper is torn down
in the course of a renovation. The resulting space is
distinguished by its potential rather than being overly
determined by authorial intention.
To Make
The action of making things—of translating ideas into
actualities—plays a central part in the development of
Böhm’s ideas, so much so that she talks about ‘thinking things in the making’. Making involves countless
decisions about materials, scale, technique—the many
facets of art production that may be cursorily summed
up with a catch-all term such as ‘aesthetics’. Making
is also a way to think from the present into the future.
For Böhm, initiating things at a small scale, rather than
starting big, is an efficient way to allow for the further
development of successful projects. Böhm sees this
bottom-up methodology as a way of harnessing the potential of rapid making in the ‘here-and-now’ to generate
something substantial in the medium term, and maybe
eventually something permanent in the long term.
Culture is a Verb sees the launch of a summer
school exploring DIY Cultures, led this year by the curator Tom James. It will hopefully become an annual undertaking. Ideas and responses that emerge from this year’s
summer school can help guide the Mansions’ future
programme in unforeseeable ways. So, while Culture is
a Verb offers a physical frame within which to make and

build culture, it also provides a conceptual framework for
a longer-term consideration of key questions related to
common culture, belonging and collaboration.
To Build
In a recent essay about her practice, Böhm wrote that
‘even though I work and present myself as an artist, I
prefer to think of myself as a builder or a dealer who
acts within and across everyday situations.’2 Böhm’s
work often takes the form of
2 Böhm, Kathrin,
activities associated with fields or
‘Trade as Architecture:
traditions other than art, for examPublic Realming
ple the traditional farming tasks
Through Tangible
Economies’, in The
scything and making haystacks,
Social (Re)Production of or running a business such as
Architecture, (Oxon and
Company Drinks, which Böhm
New York: Routledge),
describes as ‘an art project in the
2017. p. 175
shape of a drinks company’. This
immersion in ways of working that might be familiar
from everyday life, rather than on a visit to a dedicated
art space, can be challenging to public perception and
understanding of her work and is something Böhm has
had to contend with over the years. As she puts it: ‘I
have to defend my practice on a regular basis and I have
become clearer about why something that doesn’t look
like art actually is art.’
While it is resolutely an art project, Culture is a Verb
also enables the production of new social structures,
and re-affirms existing groups. It allows for new models
of relationships and grassroots politics to be developed,
and operates with the belief that its immediate effect on
participants may eventually begin to cause an influence
on society at large. In this ongoing process, the hope is
that the micro-politics and personal relationships at play
inside Mansions can transfer to the world beyond its
walls, and allow the new models for society to be tested
in a wider context.
To Open
Communities, such as those within the city of Lincoln,
have bountiful resources in terms of the knowledge, energy and generosity of their members. But communities
also have needs, on material, political, economic and
social levels. The early popularity of Mansions of the Future—whose events calendar is filling up with a plethora
of activities led by existing and newly formed groups—is
evidence of the appetite for this kind of undefined and
open space. It is also an early indicator of its potential
for longer-term success.
Mansions of the Future seems open to growing in
unexpected ways and also to maintaining a degree of
informality. The challenge will be to preserve the current sense of freedom and to avoid becoming fixed in a
particular set of activities or ways of thinking. Mansions
of the Future will need to uphold its initial proposition
of culture as a verb, by continuously opening itself up
to new people and innovative forms of action. Culture is
a Verb is an invitation, but, as Böhm says, the invitation
is not so much ‘Come and see what we have done’, but
rather ‘Come and see what you want to do.’

Culture is a Verb by Kathrin Böhm
Essay by Ellen Mara de Wachter
Proofread by Endash Proofreading
Designed by An Endless Supply
Printed by Mission Print
Photography: Corey Bartle-Sanderson and
Thirteenways (back page).
Images © Thirteen Ways.
Culture is a Verb is the inaugural commission
of Mansions of the Future—a radical cultural
programme and experimental space for
everyday culture in Lincoln.
It is a Thirteen Ways programme investigating culture, power and democracy with the
people of Lincoln, national and international
artists.
We are adopting a dynamic & expanded
approach to culture, with our partners, who
believe that investing in culture affords agency and privileges ethical approaches to life.
Mansions of the Future is presented by
Thirteen Ways and the Lincoln Cultural and
Arts Partnership.
Funders & Supporters

mansionsofthefuture.org
brand16  brand10 @mansionoffuture

*Brochure printed on excess split fountain
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The pilot programme begins with
a regular, but expanding, rhythm:
weekly, monthly, seasonally and
annually.

The programme is called Public Time after the late
Katherine Shonfield’s suggestion that the quantity
and quality of time we spend with others in public
directly reflects the state of our society.

The programme runs alongside public
and semi-public events, organised
by groups and individuals, who can
book the various rooms for their own
activities, ranging from: film clubs
to study groups, meetings to
open mics. Use is free of charge,
activities must be communal and
not for profit.

4 The Haystacks series started in 2012 as irregular
nomadic events to talk about rural practices within
urban settings. Annual Community Haystacks (since
2013) take the talks to common land and combine them
with scything and haystack building.

WEEKLY

Monthly

Seasonally

Annually

Provisionally
scheduled activities,
which directly respond
to what users of the
building think the
building needs. All
sessions are drop-in
and hands-on.1

We are starting with
communal lunches
in the Commons
Room, using food—
its production,
consumption and
policies – as the
perfect common
denominator to
connect everyone
around the table as
experts.2

The seasonal events
program has been
developed to support
connections with rural
practices, realities and
histories that influence
and shape Lincoln.

The first week-long
Summer School
(2018) will address
DIY Cultures—ranging
from urban practices
to publishing—
bringing together
practitioners from
across the region,
co-curated with
Tom James.5

1 The idea for the ad hoc
building and making approach
was inspired by Cut&Paste, a
project by Böhm and Nicoline van
Harskamp for Pembury Estate in
Hackney in 2002.

2 Similar communal lunches are
held at Company Drinks HQ in
Barking, they are called Digesting
Politics and developed from an
initial series of shared meals to
talk about politics in public, set up
by the Keep it Complex—Make it
Clear collective in 2017.

The first seasonal
event is a Community
Haystack on the West
Common.4

Further, there
are monthly
evening events,
first sketched
out as
Friday
Sessions,
now
curated and
organised by the
Lincoln based
collective
General Practice.3
3 Friday Sessions are
dedicated to monthly
public presentations
and conversations amongst
practitioners, run by Public Works
since 2006.

5 Learning as a mutual exchange and a form of connecting local knowledge
to trans-local networks is also practiced in the Eco Nomadic School: an informal network of local initiatives across boarders and disciplines (since 2008).

