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There is no consensus on what defines an Artist Run Centre, a term that is used in Canada to describe artist initiated organisations. Internationally, structures, funding models, modes of criticism, and curatorial practices vary according to differing social, cultural and economic contexts. But central to these initiatives is a stronger role for the artist in determining culture, and the provision of creative spaces that offer an alternative to established public or private art institutions. Because the organisers, board of directors, or staff consist primarily of artists the interests and integrity of artistic practice theoretically are kept at the forefront of the organisation’s mandate.   

InFest was the largest gathering in North America of representatives from Artist Run Centres around the world. Spanning five days, it included exhibitions, discussion forums, a networking session, Artist Run Centre presentations, public tours, and an assortment of social events. InFest is an initiative of the Pacific Association of Artist Run Centres (PAARC). Founded in 1988, PAARC is one of several service organisations across Canada that functions for the benefit of individual working artists, and that establish, unite and promote Artist Run Centres. 

The focus was on exchanging ideas and strategies to advance artist run culture, generating a sense of community that transcends national borders, and encouraging international collaborations. The goal of InFest was to strengthen the presence of Artist Run Centres within cultural ecologies and the public imagination on both local and global levels. InFest was an event that expanded notions of what Artist Run Centres can be and contributed to defining their distinct position within the art system.

The conference included 250 delegates from over 30 countries, the most sizeable representation originating from Canada and the USA, with the third largest contingent from the UK. Europe as a whole was well represented, as was Eastern Asia, but both Africa and South America provided significantly small deputations.

Interestingly, presentations by two Artist Run Centres from these latter continents proved to be amongst the most illuminating. 

Johannesburg’s, the trinity session, established in 2001, is an independent contemporary arts production team practising in public art projects, project initiation  and production, curating, researching and critical writing. Specialised interest areas include urban development, criticism, and technology. 

Buenos Aires based Trama , established in 2000, organises debates, workshops, lectures and artist’s public projects. Their activities strengthen the links amongst the local artists’ community, make visible the mechanisms that articulate the production of art in peripheral context, and legitimise artistic thought in artistic and political spheres. Trama  makes visible, fluid and accessible a net of interrelationships amongst artists and intellectuals in the Argentine cultural scene, relating it to  regional and international scenarios and, at the same time, promotes the formation of different international exchange channels. 

These two remarkable institutions thrive amidst societies wracked by poverty and inequality. By utilising increasingly more available forms of new technology they are succeeding in establishing links with artists internationally in an affordable and accessible sequestration of what constitutes globalisation. By appropriating the communication channels which were once the sole tenure of technocrats they are successfully redefining notions of what constitutes global and local.
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