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Introduction 
  
This Blue Sky Ideas project is led by a group of volunteers from four important heritage sites 
located in the north east of England – Hadrian’s Wall, Ushaw Historic House, Chapels and 
Gardens, Belsay Hall Castle and Gardens and Durham Cathedral. Funded by Newcastle 
University working in partnership with commissioning agency Arts&Heritage, the Blue Sky 
Ideas project invites artists working in all disciplines to respond to these sites with 
extraordinary, impossible and ambitious Ideas for projects that cannot, in reality, be 
realised. This is an unusual opportunity for artists to think imaginatively, fantastically, 
without the usual limitations of a commissioning brief. From initial Expressions of Interest, 
one idea per site will be selected to appear on the Arts&Heritage website and a fee of £500 
be paid to the selected artists as well as profiling by Arts&Heritage.  
  
Each site brief invites you to think ambitiously and present the Contemporary Art Volunteer 
Ambassadors with visionary, unorthodox transformations of the extraordinary sites they 



have chosen to support by volunteering. We hope that you enjoy considering these fantastic 
heritage sites and look forward to seeing what you might do with them!  

Information about Hadrian’s Wall  

Hadrian's Wall, also known as the Roman Wall, Picts' Wall, or Vallum Hadriani in Latin, is a 
former defensive fortification of the Roman province of Britannia, begun in AD 122 in the 
reign of the emperor Hadrian. Running from Wallsend on the River Tyne in the east, to 
Bowness-on-Solway in the west, the Wall covered the whole width of the island, spanning 
northern England from the east to the west and dividing the north from the south.  In 
addition to the Wall's defensive military role, its gates may have been customs posts.  

‘Built to guard the wild northern frontier of the Roman Empire in AD122, Hadrian’s Wall was 
more than just a barricade; it was a vibrant and multi-cultural occupied military zone of 
mile-castles, barracks, ramparts, forts and settlements; sprawling almost 80 miles in length 
from the North Sea to the Irish Sea. The building of the Wall required vision and an 
outstanding level of engineering skill. Set amongst the wild beauty of Cumbrian and 
Northumbrian landscapes, it still impresses today and stands as a testimony to the power 
and reach of the mighty Roman Empire.’ (quote from Hadrian’s Wall Country 
website www.hadrianswallcountry.co.uk) 

Hadrian’s Wall would have been a rich, bustling, noisy and vibrant place. It was a border but 
it was also a place where borders crossed. Here soldiers and civilians from across Europe 
and North Africa met, traded and served together at the North Western frontier of the 
Roman empire. The east and middle section of the Wall was built in sandstone and the 
western section in turf and wood but within a few decades this section was also rebuilt in 
stone making it unique as the only stone boundary wall in the whole of the Roman Empire. 
It was approximately 15ft high and 5ft wide with gateways through the Wall with Roman 
mile (milecastles) and two watchtower turrets in between each milecastle. It has been 
estimated that in the wall alone there are 24 million dressed stones.  

Thousands of visitors come to Hadrian’s Wall each year and visit the impressive forts. 
Housesteads is one of the Wall’s best-preserved forts with the foundations of a hospital, 
barracks and flushable toilets still visible. Vindolanda presents an impressive Roman 
auxiliary fort, with a museum full of personal Roman army artefacts. Chesters is one of the 
most northern outposts and was a Cavalry fort with remnants of baths, steam rooms and 
officer’s quarters that can be explored.  
 
The Wall was an active military line for some 300 years with regiments of men from the 
auxiliary army’s infantry or cavalry manning each fort. Units are thought to have been 500 
or 1000 men strong. Camps of people would accompany each unit, although little is known 
of these communities and they weren’t permitted to settle between the Wall and the ditch 
(or Vallum) that ran along its length. These communities (called Vicus) provided the best of 
local produce and goods and life was rich for soldiers with pay to spend.  When the Romans 
left Britain, the Wall’s stones were repurposed to build local homes and other buildings.  



Why go to such an effort to build this permanent boundary? This is still an area of heated 
debate amongst experts today but most (not all) feel that it was not primarily for defence, 
but was more likely to have been built as a status symbol to Rome’s greatness and a 
monument consolidating Rome’s Empire, or for population control. In addition, it could be 
to increase income through taxation through the wall or to stop small scale raiding (much 
more likely than full scale attack).  

The most famous of all the frontiers of the Roman empire, Hadrian’s Wall was made a 
UNESCO World Heritage site in 1987.  

Artists are encouraged to think about Hadrian’s Wall in the widest sense – its history is so 
vast and impressive. Is it a construct, a division, a population controller? What about the 
voices that we do not associate with Hadrian’s Wall – but should? It was a rich multicultural 
population. What about the communities that lived around it? 

Key words or phrases   

Hadrian, hierarchy, humanity 

Architecture, atmosphere, artisans, altitude. 

Dreich, duration, division, deterrent, defence.  

Romans, reivers, rations, rules, rulers.  

Impenetrable, impassable, intimidating, impressive, isolated. 

Antiquity, armour, animals. 

Narrative, neighbours, noisy, noisome. 

Sea-to-sea, status, supplies, sanitation, soldiers, subjugation, strength, society. 

Women, warriors, work. 

Attacks, awe-inspiring, awful 

Legions, labourers, love, living 

Latrines, limits, lifestyles, lookouts, lively 

For further research there are numerous websites that give good information about 
Hadrian’s Wall. Here are some selected: 

https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hadrians-wall-and-housesteads-fort 
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/hadrians-wall/ 
https://hadrianswallcountry.co.uk/ 
 



Who can apply 
   
Professional visual artists, writers, performers, architects, designers, musicians, who are 
working in all artistic mediums are encouraged to consider the briefs for Hadrian’s Wall, 
Ushaw Historic House, Chapels and Gardens, Belsay Hall and Gardens and Durham 
Cathedral, and respond by describing what they would like to make at these sites if they had 
unlimited funds and no restraints set upon them (such as not touching the fabric of the 
building/landscape, planning issues etc.). Think big and outside of the box – these projects 
are truly Blue Sky and invite you to use your own individual creativity! We welcome 
responses from professional artists at any stage of their career.  
  
What to do next 
  
Send us your Idea. This needs to be a clear description of it (written or visual/sound etc) and 
why you have chosen to respond to a particular site. We are looking for Ideas that are site 
specific and we encourage you to seek out the unusual, the overlooked, the hidden and 
develop a project Idea that is ambitious yet rooted in the site’s location and context.    
As this stage is not funded, we are not expecting detailed proposals.   
  
The details that we require from you are:    

• Your name, contact details and website address if you have one   
• A short paragraph about your practice (up to 250 words)    
• Why you have chosen your site and what it is about it that interests you as an artist 
(up to 250 words)   
• Your response outlining what you would do.  This can include written word and/ or 
images, drawings, an audio file or a short film clip etc (up to 500 words; do not worry if 
you do not reach the 500)  
• Please send all of the above as one document / PDF when applying (with a second 
attachment if your application includes an audio / film file).   

   
How we will select and present your work online   
 
A steering group of nine volunteers who have completed a Newcastle University / 
Arts&Heritage project called Volunteer Voices will be considering all the responses, together 
with contemporary art curator and senior research associate Judith King. From the initial 
Ideas, four will be selected (one per historic site) and we will ask those artists for a little 
more information about themselves so that we can promote them via Arts&Heritage 
website and through social media. Each selected artist will receive £500. For previous 
examples of Blue Sky artistic Ideas please visit https://www.artsandheritage.org.uk/blue-
sky-museums/  
 
It is important to note that you don’t have to have had experience of working within a 
heritage context; we are more interested in showcasing your ambitious and creative 
responses to the history and location of each of our historic sites. As the Ideas will be 
presented on the Arts&Heritage website, they should be able to be presented in a digital 
form.  If selected, it is important that you agree to the proposal appearing on the website: 



this will mean we may not necessarily be able to protect your intellectual copyright, 
although Arts&Heritage respects that IP and copyright remains with the artist.    
 
We hope that this project will allow the volunteers who have committed themselves 
enthusiastically to continuing their foray into the contemporary art world to experience the 
pleasure of seeing how artists can change the way of looking at history. 
 
Deadline 
 
Please email all responses to Becky Orwin at becky@artsandheritage.org.uk by 5pm, Friday 
13 May 2022. 
 
We will endeavour to let you know whether your Idea has been selected by 20 June 2022. 
 

 

 
 


