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This is an overview of an initiative designed by myself and Diana Baur at the Inside Out Art 
Projects CIC called “Art Works”. This initiative is designed to bring the business side of art 
into greater focus and help Oswestry position  itself to benefit from what this niche sector 
has to offer.

What does this sector have to offer? Let me start with the following observation: Oswestry 
has an artist-based creative economy worth well over £1 million annually1.

This figure may come as something of a surprise to those who don't have much contact 
with the creative industries as a whole, but those of us who are involved in this sector 
recognise that this figure of one million pounds is extremely conservative: the real figure 
locally may well is be a lot more than that.

The “Creative Industries” are businesses that involve the arts: dance, film, television, 
animation, design, etc. The artist-based portion of this is about people like sculptors, 
painters, designers, dancers, choreographers, musicians, photographers. I'm going to be 
primarily talking about visual artists – painters, sculptors, etc. - but what I have to say 
applies equally well to dancers, musicians, writers, etc.

This artist-based creative sector includes me – I'm a specialist illustrator working in the 
field of archaeology and history; it also includes Diana Baur – she's a former teacher who 
did a fine art degree at Wrexham and now sells and exhibits internationally.

And we're very much representative of the hundreds of painters, sculptors and 
photographers working in and around Oswestry and the region whose contribution to the 
local economy is largely hidden and dispersed. 

So that's who we are – what is “Art Works”?

Perhaps it's best to start by saying what it is not. It is not just an overly-ambitious, 
expensive one-off project or exhibition or art trail; it is not about artists looking for handouts 
from business, and it is not about creating a further level of arts bureaucracy.

The best way to illustrate what “Art Works” is to look at three case studies – three ways in 
which this initiative has already successfully brought artists and businesses together to the 
benefit of both.

The Hand at Llanarmon is a four-star, double rosette-awarded country Inn at the end of the 
Ceiriog valley, just 12 miles from Oswestry. 

The Hand features in such guides as Alastair Sawday's Special Places to Stay, the Good 
Hotel Guide, the Michelin Guide, the CAMRA Good Beer Guide; they're also a Welsh 
Rarebits Hotel of Distinction, and an Historic Hotel of Europe.

The current owners, Martin and Gaynor DeLuchi, together with their head chef, Grant 

1 200 artists x average annual sales of £1,000, annual spending of £4,000 on studio rent, courses, equipment, etc. This is a  
conservative estimate but one that can be readily defended.
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Mulholland, have worked hard to create a distinctive reputation which relies on local 
character and feel.

Part of this distinctive and local feel includes local art. The Inside Out group put on two 
large-scale outdoor exhibitions centred on The Hand which drew over 2,000 visitors, and 
since then has exhibited for four years in the restaurant and reception area. In addition, 
several local artists – including Diana – have used The Hand as their base for participation 
in “Helfa Gelf”, the annual North Wales art trail. The direct result has been the arrival of a 
completely different kind of visitor – the art tourist – to the Inn.

What began as a simple offer of exhibition space has developed over four years into a 
genuinely mutually-beneficial relationship. The Inside Out art group has sold hundreds of 
pounds worth of art through The Hand, and in exchange, “local art on the walls” is now 
something that regularly finds its way into the guidebooks and reviews as yet another 
example of The Hand's local, community feel. What's more, this relationship is growing in 
importance as artists are now exploiting the “art-friendly” reputation of The Hand for 
courses, open studios, art trails and other events.

This case study flags up the first important point about art and business working together: 
there is the potential for developing long-term relationships which create a new kind of  
business model.

Late in 2009, we were introduced to George and Sue Whitworth, who owned a small light 
industrial building on Coney Green. They were looking for new tenants for some of their 
empty units, and we were looking for gallery and studio space. 

George and Sue were enthusiastic about the prospect of filling the empty units with artists, 
and so we put together a bid to the Arts Council to turn these empty units into a multi-
purpose Arts Centre, complete with gallery space and studio, working and teaching space 
for eight artists. Unfortunately, we put in our bid in less than a fortnight before the Arts 
Council announced that it would no longer be funding any new projects whatsoever, and 
that in future their budget would be less than 25% of what it had been.

But... less than eighteen months later, and what do we find? That the Cambrian Buildings 
now houses a gallery space and studio, working and teaching space for eight artists – with 
more knocking on the door every day. Artists working there have taken up commissions, 
got involved in projects, and started teaching because of the fact that they're now working 
in town rather than hidden away at home. Despite the lack of Arts Council funding, there's 
still a lot of revenue coming into the building through these artists.

This case study flags up, firstly, how important it is to meet needs on both sides. We 
needed  space for artists to work, teach and exhibit –  George and Sue needed long-term 
tenants; we were able to very specifically meet the needs of the artists with the needs of 
the property owners.

Secondly, it's important to recognise that creative sector has an approach to business 
planning which is sometimes counter-intuitive and organic. George and Sue, 
understandably, were nervous when we failed to get our Arts Council funding, and 
assumed that the whole idea of getting artists into the building was over. We knew 
however that our market – the artists who needed space to work in – would respond 
positively, not negatively to the lack of funding. In the end, the property owners came to 
trust our understanding of the sector and the end result was the successful realising of the 
initial plans. 
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And thirdly, it's crucial to give credit to the importance of interest, excitement, atmosphere 
– buzz; the kind of networking the creative sector does well. We were able to generate the 
right kind of interest in the building by exploiting the artistic grapevine.

The right kind of buzz about the building helped convince artist Bob Knowles that it was 
worth him turning his storage unit there into a classroom; it helped convince Warrington 
artist Tony Roberts to set up his glass kilns on the ground floor; it helped convince a group 
of artists to take over our gallery after a year and turn it into a cooperative exhibition space. 
This buzz continues to push demand for working space in town.

The first two case studies have been primarily about the “economy” of the creative 
economy – unlocking the economic potential of a link-up between businesses and artists. 
My third case study is much more about the “creative” part of the creative economy, and, I 
think, demonstrates some of the unique possibilities that art-business partnerships may 
offer.

Back in October, when we first had our art and business ideas, we thought we would 
encourage artists in the Inside Out group to take inspiration from local businesses in 
Oswestry.

So I went to Fineline Tattoos Studio on Oswald Road, just opposite the old station. I 
introduced myself to the tattooist, Rena Fincham, and since then have been going in once 
a week to sketch people while they've been getting their tattoos done.

For someone in my line of work, being able to spend three or four hours a week sketching 
and drawing people and activity is invaluable. This is my “research and development”. My 
creative side has benefitted enormously – not something I anticipated when I began.

But what of Rena and the tattoo business? What's the benefit been to them? Well, 
although we didn't realise it when I began, I have a range of skills and techniques from 
design to typography, modelling to rendering that can have real application in tattooing. 
We've only just begun to look at this, but already the studio is making use of things that I 
know about in ways neither of us anticipated, using them as the starting points for new 
products and new services. 

So here's another important lesson on the creative side of these link-ups:  serendipity: the 
most significant benefits - such as skills-exchange - are not always predictable.

So what can we learn from these case studies?

I've extrapolated from studies some broad examples of the way in which an Art Works 
initiative could create new, mutually-beneficial relationships between artists and local 
businesses in Oswestry.

The Hospitality Industry has much to offer in the way of venues to artists for meetings – 
Inside Out meets in the Willow Cafe and in Radio; BVA often meets at The Walls. But also 
venues for courses and classes. Winter is the indoor, teaching time for a lot of artists, 
which could usefully fill a gap in a business' calendar. And, as with The Hand, local artists 
are a way to reinforce local identity. Relationships with local artists could lead to 
collaborations on hospitality “furniture” - things like décor, signs, beermats, etc., or linking 
art events with seasonal or special pub, hotel or cafe events.

Retail and art link most naturally through craft, and retail outlets can stock related craft 

3



items made by local artists. Retail can also be linked to art through related art “services” - 
portrait painters or photographers in clothing shops, house painters in real estate agents, 
custom graphic designers in car showroom offices, etc. Want something different for your 
window display? Ask a sculptor if they've got something unique you could put your glasses 
or pork pies on, for example. Again, it's about offering artists something and getting 
something in return – unusual exhibition opportunities in exchange for buzz, interest; it's 
about turning a single retail point into a portal for related products and services from a 
parallel sector. 

Offices, like hospitality venues and retail outlets, can offer exhibition space. Offices can 
have a lot of under-used wall space that can be used to build relationships with  local 
artists and their work.

My experience at Fineline Tattoos has demonstrated to me the extraordinary potential of 
industry and business as a creative resource. Opportunities for artists and students in 
sketching visits, informal residencies and so on is something that really should be exploited 
more fully. 

Artists need affordable space to work. As at the Cambrian Buildings, we've already 
established that artists can be good tenants, and that they can build from individual lets to 
create interest and “buzz” that stimulates demand. Artists are also undemanding tenants. 
Often, the more basic and unfitted a space is, the better.

Property owners might consider renting empty garages or sheds to an artist – or a 
collective of artists – as studio and working space. Real-estate agents and insurance 
companies should put themselves in a position to exploit this demand, too. 

Local government is also a property owner – spaces like the Guild Hall, for example, might 
have potential for exploitation for the arts. There's also a lot more to be done with local 
government's help building on the work done by Footfall, and liaising with organisations 
like 3space with regard to using empty shop premises as pop-up galleries and working 
spaces.

At the end of the day, art and business working together simply needs to keep in mind a 
few basic principles for it to succeed:

• it's not about creating expensive, top-heavy, expansive new plans – it's about 
working with what's already there to create new markets, new opportunities and 
new value.

• It's not about making a fast buck, nor is it about one-off exhibitions – it's about 
developing long-term, collaborative business models, allowing partnerships to 
develop organically, meeting needs on both sides

• Using the creative sector's ability to generate “buzz” and exploring the possibility 
of significant but unanticipated benefits such as skills exchange

So where is this going? What might be the result of a successful initiative like Art Works?

There's been a lot of talk recently about including art as part of Oswestry's identity, its 
brand.

We know art can do this. Beyond the balance sheet, the cultural economy is highly 
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innovative, community-minded and motivated: a dynamic that can become a powerful local 
brand – think of St. Ives, Tate Liverpool, Gateshead.

Building meaningful links between artists and business creates a sense of community, and 
that sense of community creates a sense of identity which attracts art tourism, stimulates 
the growth of specialist retailers and specialist industries, and creates jobs in galleries, 
education and social enterprise – which creates an “artist-friendly” town.

Unlike other towns in Shropshire, Oswestry is in a position to offer something unique to 
artists. Oswestry's existing identity as a market town is one based on a very diverse base 
of small independent businesses and entrepreneurs – which is exactly what artists are.

By treating artists not just as social and cultural partners, but as business partners, their 
economic activity as much as their “buzz” could be brought naturally into that existing 
market town identity.

When talking about issues such as economic diversity, viability and growth in Oswestry, it's 
worth remembering that there is this hidden economic sector that has a lot to contribute to 
– as well as a lot to gain from – that conversation.

“Art Works” is about starting the dialogue that leads to those links.

Our goal is that businesses – through bodies like the Chamber of Commerce – and artists 
– through organisations like Inside Out, Borderland Visual Arts, The Project Space, ODSA, 
The Qube – start to work on relationships and projects that make art and business two 
sides to the same coin.

Art - “the arts” - is often only given credit for the “soft” contribution it makes to social and 
cultural growth; I think the key to “Art Works” as an initiative should also be a recognition of 
that £1 million pounds I mentioned earlier, and the “hard” contribution art can make to 
economic growth.

www.insideoutart.co.uk
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