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Space for Art Case Study: Grizedale Arts

	Cost of project

Grizedale Arts estimates that over £4 million is required to redevelop the whole site, with about £350,000 currently allocated for the proposed new Education Centre.

Timing

2002-5

Dimensions

The whole building, comprising the renovated stable block, courtyard and attached new building measures 400 m2. The proposed Education Centre will be 10 m long by 9.6 m wide, with height ranging from 6.7 m to 3.9 m.


Project title

The Education Centre – Grizedale Forest, Lake District

Participants

The Forestry Commission. Grizedale Arts: director Adam Sutherland, deputy director Ceri Hand, and education co-ordinator Emma Bartlet. Architects: Charles Sutherland and Charles Hussey of Sutherland Hussey, Edinburgh.

Timescale

In 2002 the architects were appointed, and the Education Centre design submitted for planning permission. A project manager was appointed in 2003 to raise funds. It is hoped to have the Education Centre built and in use within three years, with the whole scheme completed within five years.

Location 

Grizedale Arts is based at the Grizedale Forest Visitors’ Centre in the heart of the Lake District. The working forest and related farmland stretch between Lake Windermere and Coniston Water. The forest and the visitors’ centre are owned and managed by the Forestry Commission. 

Number of visitors

The site as a whole caters for 100,000 visitors a year, 20% of whom come specifically for the art works. Between 8000 and 10,000 attend the three arts festivals organised by Grizedale Arts. The forest-based education programme attracts between 4000 and 5000 participants, with a further 1000 being involved in other educational projects. 

Background

The Forestry Commission established Grizedale’s arts programme 25 years ago as a way to link and develop the forest and the arts. An initial emphasis on performing arts gradually shifted towards the visual arts with a series of sculpture projects. Altogether, some 80 art works have been created and located within the forest; this activity has been overseen by the Grizedale Society. Together, Society and Commission manage Grizedale Arts as a visual arts organisation with charitable status. Some core funding is provided by North West Arts, and the organisation fundraises or sets up partnerships for specific projects. 

There are four full-time and two part-time staff: director, deputy director (embracing curatorial and marketing roles), education co-ordinator, forestry and community projects co-ordinator, plus a technician and accountant. 

Grizedale Arts aims to provide artists with opportunities to develop and produce new work. Artists are able to engage with the Lake District environment and with the local people and communities, including schools. The artists are also involved in the related education programme, using a variety of media, such as sculpture and photography.
Deputy director Ceri Hand says: ‘We are known in the art world to be at the cutting edge of innovation in the projects we do and how we work with people.’ This includes the process-based way in which the artists are able to work, using a variety and different combinations of media in their practice, and being challenged by the physical environment (the forest) in which they are living. All this feeds into their residencies with local communities and institutions, developing ideas that encourage creativity in those they work with. 

The linked and non-gallery-based education programme tends to be tailor-made for specific groups and artists. The emphasis is on quality more than quantity. ‘We still do sculpture in the forest, but we now have artists engaging with the environment in its widest sense and in different locations, including schools. But it is always as a response to the history and context of the Grizedale location.’

The Forestry Commission and Grizedale Arts see redeveloping the site as vital in terms of how people perceive the work that they do and how they convey their activities. ‘We constantly have to think how to engage with a very transient audience, who come more to walk and be outside than to encounter contemporary art. Our events seek to target some of this audience in exciting and unusual ways, such as our roadshows.’

The education strategy therefore seeks to embrace all age ranges, abilities and backgrounds; provide opportunities locally and in other parts of the UK; and offer opportunities that cross issues of contemporary visual arts, science, and the environment within the context of the forest and rural location. Although much of the education work therefore occurs in the forest, a dedicated education centre is badly needed to complement and enlarge this work, and to cope with the area’s variable weather. Currently, the education programme uses a hut shared with Forestry Commission staff who hold meetings and other activities there. This lack of exclusive use has proved unsatisfactory. Education co-ordinator Emma Bartlet explains: ‘We need an indoor space because it rains a lot here. It will reassure teachers concerned about risks, and help children to concentrate better. We also use equipment such as digital cameras and video which require clean, dry space.’

The visitors’ centre as a whole is to be redeveloped with new sites for café, shop, artists’ studios, offices and toilets to make such amenities more suited to visitors’ needs and, as with car parking, less intrusive on the environment. A Forestry Commission ‘masterplan’ has long existed for this work, embracing user groups, landscape architects and others involved in the site’s work. However, it was decided to start with a new Education Centre.

The project brief

Grizedale Arts decided to adapt an old stable block about a hundred metres from the main set of buildings. The existing building is a robust, vernacular structure, constructed in the 1920s, and while not listed, development is constrained by being within a national park. It forms an L-shape around a secure, west-facing walled courtyard. This would be ideal for outdoor activities that can be easily supervised.

The requirements for the new Centre include a digital room, wet and dry spaces, and especially a classroom. ‘We want space for at least 35 children in the classroom, with another outdoor space in the courtyard for a further 35 children. That means we can have two groups there at the same time. The building must be multi-functional and flexible. We don’t see ourselves as the only users of the space,’ says Ceri Hand. 

Visiting schools also want a boot/cloakroom and drying room for wet clothes. However, groups are, and will be, encouraged to eat in covered picnic areas in the forest or near the centre. Such requirements were compiled partly by studying how visitors currently interact with the site both in formal and informal educational activities. ‘We aim to encourage creativity and knowledge in the broadest sense and to develop that in all types and ages of individual,’ adds Emma Bartlet. Finally, it was agreed to retain the courtyard but with partial covering. 

The key considerations came down to precisely where to locate the classroom, and how best to highlight the importance of the relationship of the building (and its activities) with the forest around it. In effect, the idea is to make the Education Centre ‘a gateway into the forest’. One aspect of this is to use materials from the forest in the construction of the centre and to install sources of renewal energy.

The development process

In order to develop and revise the brief, Grizedale Arts carried out wide-ranging and lengthy consultations with local and regional groups and schools, as well as the variety of visitors who come to the forest and use its amenities.

The Forestry Commission decided to hold a limited competition for architects to ensure that they saw the full possibilities for the site and that the decision was an open and transparent exercise. From an initial list of seven architects, three were shortlisted. Each produced very different ideas. For example, one proposed knocking down the building; another wanted to use the courtyard for a major art work. 

In order to assess the quality of the three proposals, members of the steering group were asked to rate each one on a four-point scale of poor, OK, reasonable, and good, across ten factors:

· understanding of the sense of place

· understanding of the brief

· understanding the public and semi-private nature of the different user groups

· sustainability

· people movement – internally, and externally

· planning acceptability (e.g. use of the existing footprint of the building)

· clarity of presentation and thought

· personal aesthetic rating

· cost

· architects’ fees

This produced a clear winner in Sutherland Hussey. They did not resolve all the issues, but some of their solutions to the brief’s requirements ‘pleasantly surprised’ steering group members and made them see the new building’s potential in a fresh way.
The outcome

Sutherland Hussey had already been involved with Grizedale for about three years through an RSA Art for Architecture project and a marketing programme for the area as a whole. Charles Hussey explains: ‘The existing building could take most of the requirements for the Education Centre. But one thing that wasn’t manageable was the classroom. So a main task for the competing architects was to work out where to put it. We looked at two options: place it in the courtyard or behind the existing building and extending into the hill on which it is set. We went for the latter because of concerns about intruding on the current building and its setting.’ This was seen as the more sensitive approach and retained the courtyard which, being secure and attractive, would be better for children. ‘We also wanted to provide a classroom that spoke to sustainability and to the forest, as well as fulfilling the space requirements.’ In effect, the architects turned the focus of the building around, looking towards the forest rather than away from it.

This new-build classroom would be reached by two routes. One goes from the courtyard through a sequence of spaces inside the existing building with a door at the far end of the classroom leading to the trail into the forest. The second, ‘outside’ route goes up the hill via a ramp which introduces you to the forest before arriving at the classroom, and which orients itself down the valley and up into the forest, focusing on a huge monkey puzzle tree at the back of the building. ‘This solution tells a story of how the children would arrive and then be able to make use of the whole landscape.’

Once the two routes were decided on, the architects had to resolve the architectural problem of getting the children from the lower level of the existing building to the new classroom which was raised by 2.5 metres because of the nature of the land at the back. ‘We hope we have turned a problem into an opportunity because we see the ramp as resolving the physical problem of meeting disability requirements, as providing enjoyment, and as creating a usable space for play or exhibitions. So it is more than a means of getting from one place to another.’ 

Interestingly, the architects did not talk to the education staff before coming up with a design, arguing that ‘we had been given a very detailed brief, and our previous contact with Grizedale Arts had given us an understanding of what it was all about’. They also accepted the brief as it stood in terms of space requirements and so on. The ‘relatively minor’ modifications required, and the general support for the design, suggest that these approaches worked. Says Emma Bartlet, ‘They made me re-evaluate the site and how we would use it.’ Other important elements cited by the Grizedale Arts staff include the effective use of light coming into the building, good solutions to circulation around the space, emphasis on issues of sustainability, and the innovative use of the site to fulfil the demands of the brief and reflect an understanding of the organisation itself.

Designs for fitting out the interior have yet to be properly developed. But to date, says Ceri Hand: ‘We are happy with what the architects have done, and they are happy with the landscape architects who are involved as well.’ She concludes: ‘The next phase is likely to be much easier as a result of having gone through these consultation and competition processes.’

Key factors

For Grizedale Arts, the key factors in the success of the design are the consultation exercise, and ‘finding the architects who best understood both the site and the organisation which would be using it’.

Another key factor is how the chosen architects interpreted what is a very sensitive site, located in the centre of the Lake District and a forest. They therefore set out to maintain the discreet nature of the building and its location rather than make it the obvious main entry point to the visitors’ centre. ‘It didn’t need such an overstated approach,’ comments Hussey.

A third, underlying, factor in Grizedale Arts’ development is its relationship with the Forestry Commission which owns the site and its buildings. Each has different aims, objectives and ways of working, but they have to ensure effective working and decision-making relationships in order to deliver an education programme that embraces the work of both agencies in buildings that meet its specific needs. The most immediate problem was the amount of time that the Commission felt able to devote to the process of coming up with a suitable design for the Education Centre.

Lessons learned

The major lesson was that Grizedale Arts should have appointed a project manager from the start. ‘It would have speeded up the process, created proper timescales, and given responsibility to one person to drive the project on.’ This would also have improved communication between Grizedale Arts and the Commission. However, one benefit of not making such an appointment early on, Hand and Bartlet agree, was their close involvement in the extensive consultation exercise they carried out. ‘Going through that process has been very helpful to us and encouraged a democratic approach.’ 

After the Education Centre design was approved by the Grizedale steering group, the project was put on ice for some months because of the lengthy planning agreement process and the need to raise the funding. In March 2003, a project manager was appointed to take on these tasks. The big question for Grizedale Arts is whether the new Education Centre will be accepted as a suitable building for the Lake District national park. 

© The Clore Duffield Foundation

Grizedale case study

1
Grizedale case study

6

