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Brick and Mortar is a small business that runs arts hubs in Toronto. We run 4 venues that are 

available to artists, community groups, and creative entrepreneurs to create their own art or 

employment opportunities. We rent out the spaces on an hourly, daily, and weekly basis, and 

offer the basic equipment and support needed for most arts uses at-cost. We have commercial 

leases or partnership agreements at each location, and cover the costs of rent, TMI, utilities, as 

well as stocking the spaces with basic necessities (bathroom and kitchen supplies). We provide 

wifi, audio and lighting equipment. We opened the spaces with the belief that a lack of affordable 

and accessible space for creative workers was limiting the ability of the arts industry to thrive 

and create new important work. With the perspective afforded to us in managing this company 

and building relationships with hundreds of artists, we have discovered that although space is 

identified as the main problem, it is really more of a symptom. We have been repeatedly 

surprised to find that even if space is offered for free, it does not guarantee the type of success 

artists want and need, and does not motivate creation or employment. We have been analyzing 

this trend for the past five years. The report that follows is our perception of the industry that 

cultural hubs find themselves in, the role they play, the challenges they face, and where support 

is needed to move forward. 

What is a Cultural Hub? 

There are many different types of cultural hubs, but Brick and Mortar can specifically speak 

about the type of hubs we run, and envision as a future for the cultural industry. Our focus is on 

building a place where artists of all kinds can pursue entrepreneurial achievements to employ 

themselves. Approximately only half of the members of ACTRA (Alliance of Canadian Cinema, 

Television and Radio Artists) find work in a given year, and of those who work, their average 

income is around $11,269. Young members of Equity (the stage workers union) earned an 
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average of $5850 annually . There are no statistics for arts workers who are not represented by a 1

union, but we can guess that they work and earn less than those who are unionized.  

Artists tend to be more educated,  yet less employed, and earn far less than average Canadians . 2

This reality has led to a large group of educated, passionate people with limited opportunities to 

make an impact on the world, often working in professions that underutilize their skills in order 

to survive financially. We believe that this is why in recent years there has been a major increase 

in self-produced art. Advancements in technology have given artists access to free new modes of 

reaching networks, advertising, and building their own businesses, as well as making the 

equipment and programs needed cheaper and easier to access. With Facebook, Youtube and 

Google, you can market a show, learn how to build a budget, or reach an audience. With cheap 

and accessible camera equipment on the market, you can create professional quality film without 

the support of a Hollywood production.  

 

Brick and Mortar believes that this trend is the way to change the perception and myths that 

surround the idea of being an artist. We think that more needs to be done to reposition the 

“starving artist” as a thriving creative entrepreneur, and cultural hubs will play a huge role in this 

transition.  

 

We envision cultural hubs to be much like generator labs or entrepreneur co-working hubs. It is a 

do-it-yourself venue that provides the tools and community needed for creative startups to get 

started. We want to provide affordable space, but beyond that, guidance and programming to take 

creators from ideas to realizing their goals. By providing opportunities for artists to create 

employment for themselves, we want to help them find sustainable income, and work that they 

can enjoy and be passionate about. 

 https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/2009/01/03/artists_earnings.html1

 https://www.artscape.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Artscape-Strategic-Plan-2018-to-2022.pdf2
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Who We Serve 

The clients who book with Brick and Mortar can be categorized into 4 distinct groups:  

 

1.Commercial: The majority of our income comes from this category, even though it is the 

smallest percentage of our clients. These are groups who monetize the work they are doing in our 

spaces. Acting teachers, film instructors, dance instructors, and casting directors are a prime 

example. This group represents consistency for our company, as they work with us on a regular 

basis, and are able to afford space and the other resources they need for their company.  

 

2. Established Arts Companies: We work with many companies, big and small, and have built a 

rapport with the groups that persist year after year with the same name and mission. We have 

worked with companies the size of Stratford or Soulpepper, and small companies like 

Shakespeare BASH’d. These companies are important for our structure because they are 

consistent, and are able to afford space and resources. We rely on their continued business in 

order to stay open.  

3. Ad-hoc Creators: This is the bulk of our clients: individuals or collectives who are working on 

a by-project basis, which come in and out of existence quite quickly. This could be a group of 

professionals who decide to produce a one-time art gallery show, or a dance collective with a 

grant for a short term project. They are unpredictable, and easily discouraged. We never know 

how many of this type of creator we will get, and many end up cancelling their projects due to a 

lack of funds or support.  

4. Community/amateur hobby groups: These are groups who like to create as a hobby, and are 

not trying to do it professionally. They typically fundraise, to cover costs and no one involved 

gets paid.  

In order for arts spaces to be strong and to flourish as a successful business, it is important that 

there be returning clients. Retention is very important in any business, as it is easier and cheaper 
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to keep a client than to source a new one. For Brick and Mortar, our major challenge is an 

inability to retain customers. This is not because they go to a competitor: it is because the client’s 

company dismantles, or in many cases, the artist decides to leave the industry in search of more 

secure and meaningful work. It is very normal for a collective to come together for a one time 

project, and then never create together again. It is also normal for artists to “give up” after a 

certain number of years trying to earn a living in the industry. This leaves us in a position where 

we are constantly in search of new clients, and can never plan for the future. Some months we 

have huge bursts of activity, and then we go through periods where it becomes almost impossible 

to cover the basic expenses.  

 

Brick and Mortar is currently searching for ways to help build the large portion of arts 

professionals who work in a by-project basis into sustainable companies - and return clients. We 

believe that they require more support in order to bridge that gap. Failure often means a loss of 

money, a lack of reach, a lack of turnout, and a lack of recognition. Many groups will self-

produce a show, gallery, film, or pop up once, and then become discouraged by their failures and 

not attempt to do it again. 

Other Arts Hubs as a Case Study 

Since the creation of Brick and Mortar, we have seen dozens of other spaces running on similar 

models close their doors. In Toronto, we witnessed the closing of Unit 102, The Storefront, The 

Fort, Tree of Life Studios, Videofag, and others in the span of one year. There are two major 

reasons that these spaces failed:  

 

1. They are unsustainable as businesses, and do not receive funding as charitable organizations. 

Most grassroots arts hubs are run by artists who are not familiar with business practices. With no 

education in accounting, marketing, or managing, it is challenging for people to step into these 

positions. There is a shortage of funding available, as well as a lack of manpower within most 

small companies to apply for charitable status or to apply for grants. Without support of this kind 

it is vital that the spaces run like a sustainable business.  
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Prices are usually positioned extremely low, since the spaces are opened as passion projects 

aimed at helping the community. However, with pricing kept very low, the individuals who run 

the spaces are often unpaid, and must sustain themselves financially through other means. Many 

of the arts hubs we know of shut down because it was unsustainable for the founders to continue 

working full time hours without being paid for their work. When emergencies happen, such as 

damage to the space, equipment failure, or even just a slow month, there is no reserve for the 

company to rely on. In order to be a sustainable business, arts hubs need to budget and set their 

pricing at what they need in order to stay open, rather than what prices they would like to offer 

the public. Arts managers could also definitely benefit from business and management training. 

2. The clientele cannot afford to pay the prices needed to keep the arts hubs sustainable.  

Arts hubs instinctively want to keep their prices as low as possible, because they know their 

clientele. Spaces that charge more in order to be sustainable have to look for alternate clients and 

revenue streams such as event management or commercial tenants. In order for arts workers to 

afford even our very low pricing ($15-17/hr) they need to be able to envision a way to generate 

enough income to pay for it. Many groups feel that it is out of reach, or do not have any idea how 

they could grow a business that could afford to operate out of an arts hub. 

A Profile on a Model Client for Arts Hubs 

To imagine how Brick and Mortar could flourish is simultaneously to imagine how independent 

artists and companies could flourish. With a stronger community of companies with greater 

access to resources, arts spaces would have a more regular clientele, and could expect to generate 

enough capitol to thrive.  

 

In order to better understand what is needed to offer that support to the community, we met with 

Shakespeare BASH’d, a theatre company who has been working with us for the past 3 years. 

They are a prime example of creative entrepreneurs who are able to effectively use our spaces.  

 

Shakespeare BASH’d was founded in 2010. At the time, it was easier to find arts space for under 
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$20/hr. James Wallis (co-founder) told us that now, we are really the only rehearsal space 

available, aside from the large theatres which are either booked, or way out of their price range. 

Co-founders James and Julia Nish-Lapidus have spent the past 8 years building up their 

company. The name is well known in the community, and they successfully sell out all of their 

shows. They pay their company, although not as much as they would like to, and are able to pay 

for the resources they need - rehearsal space, performance venues, and comprehensive marketing 

plans. They believe that their success can be attributed to the time they spent slowly building up 

their company, and from Julia’s experience as a producer working for other companies. Julia and 

James both spoke to a lack of business training in the industry. In order to get started in the 

theatre industry, you really have to self produce - despite this reality, very little training is done in 

theatre school about how to start or run a company or produce a show. When there is a course 

included about the “business of acting,” the focus is primarily on grant writing. For small 

collectives starting out, securing grant money is very unlikely.  

Using this feedback from Shakespeare BASH’d, Brick and Mortar believes that the future of the 

arts industry includes a strengthening of the relationship between entrepreneurship and the arts. 

Right now, self producing is something that is learned through trial and error. Some people, like 

Julia, learn from their mistakes and experiences, and are given opportunities to be mentored. The 

vast majority simply give up. James and Julie said that they think the most vital need in our 

community is more training in the skills of self-producing and self-employment. We agree.  

What Role Can the Government Play? 

Funding for arts hubs would be great, and welcome, and would ease the process of remaining 

sustainable and keeping prices low. However, we feel that this change alone would not really 

alleviate the true problem. The struggle to operate an arts hub is reflective of the market it 

supports; the independent creators and companies who rely on the space need to be sustainable in 

order for the solution to work into the future. There isn’t enough funding to both provide 

financial support to arts spaces and all the companies who would use them, so we should look to 
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solutions that would make best use of what funds are available to build better scaffolding for the 

future of Canadian art. 

 

Our recommendation would be to focus on funding programming that builds artists skills as 

entrepreneurs. Some ideas of what this might look like: 

• Funding for arts-focused business courses, specifically in the areas of marketing and 

management. The skills that are valued in the private sector in reaching people, branding, 

selling, and marketing need to be brought into the arts world. These could come in the form of 

formal education, workshops, online courses, etc. They should be run by professionals outside 

the self-producing industry, to bring in expertise and new ideas. Too often workshops in the 

industry are offered by other artists who are themselves struggling to establish themselves. 

• Startup capitol for arts businesses, with a focus on sustainability. Grants are currently available 

for entrepreneurs (summer company, etc). These types of grants require the applicant to 

consider how they can make their business profitable and sustainable. Arts grants rarely if ever 

have criteria that involve sustainability. 

• Adapting curriculum in the arts to shift the myths around careers in the arts. Rather than 

associating the arts with financial instability and a lack or prospects, begin early on with 

concepts of viewing artists as entrepreneurs. The harmful stigma that associates the arts with 

poverty and meaninglessness pervades the industry. 

• Arts/business partnerships, where artists can mentor with professionals in private sector 

businesses to learn more about how that knowledge/skills can be applied to the arts. 

• Programming in innovation and launch pad style generators to get artists thinking outside the 

box about how they can use their skills to create meaningful employment for themselves and 

others. There is tremendous stagnation in the arts industry, with most creators still using the 

same model as was employed in Shakespeare’s time. Our industry is currently not looking for 

new innovative ways to reach people. There is no support, even in our formal training 

programs, for creators looking to try something new.
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