
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Artist Commission 
Houghton Hall Park, Bedfordshire 

 
 
 

On behalf of its client Chalk Arc Initiative and site owner South 
Bedfordshire District Council, HAPPEN is seeking an experienced 
artist to deliver an exciting new commission as part of the Chalk Arc 

Initiative in South Bedfordshire.   
 

The appointed artist must have a proven track record in the 
successful delivery of public art projects. 

 
The total value of this commission is £15,000. 
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1. Context 
 
1.1 The Chalk Arc 
 
The Chalk Arc Initiative provides a vision for “Green Infrastructure” in South 
Bedfordshire and Luton. It aims to develop a strategically planned, and closely 
managed, network of accessible green spaces.  The initiative has been made possible 
by £1.6 million of Growth Area Fund awarded by the Department of Communities and 
Local Government (CLG) in 2006. 
 
The Chalk Arc Initiative will deliver new access routes, enhanced landscapes, 
increased biodiversity, better recreation facilities, and increased awareness about the 
history of these environments. A central ambition is to link existing open spaces with 
new ones, and in doing so connect urban and rural areas.  It is intended to meet the 
needs of both existing and new communities in Luton and South Bedfordshire. 
 
This is the first artist commission to emerge from the Chalk Arc Initiative, and it is 
hoped that it can act as a case-study for future commissions. 
 
1.2 Houghton Hall Park 
 
Houghton Hall Park is situated to the south east of Houghton Regis, between the town 
centre and the outskirts of Dunstable (Ordnance Survey Sheet 166, grid reference 
TL025235).  Owned by South Bedfordshire District Council, the site is accessible on 
foot from Houghton Regis, or by car, and is open to the public at all times.   
 
The park consists of approximately 17.5 ha of open grassland with widely spaced 
mature trees.  Once a private estate to Houghton Hall (a Grade II listed building 
constructed in 1700), the park has since been gifted to the community.   
 
During 2004 South Bedfordshire District Council carried out habitat improvements at 
the site through the creation of five acres of wild flower meadow.  The flower-rich 
meadow created at Houghton Hall provides visitors with opportunities to see species of 
wild flowers that they might otherwise not encounter very often.   
 
Despite recent progress in improving the area, it remains poorly served in terms of 
community amenities.  Both client and owner wish to address this, although given the 
largely natural environment, approaches are required that have less overall impact on 
the immediate environment, whilst still allowing for public interaction.   
 
The District Council has been looking at how it can improve the site for the benefit of 
the local community, whilst still retaining the qualities associated with a parkland 
landscape.  In April 2007, the Chalk Arc Initiative agreed to part-fund a proposal for 
enhancing the park and increasing site opportunities and multi-functionality.  The 
funding has been set aside for a range of enhancements including new interpretation, 
new surfaced paths and the creation of a new ‘woodland path’ within an existing 
woodland.  One condition of the woodland path provision was that a public art work 
should form part of the overall proposal. 
 



1.3 Poetry Places 
 
In early 2000, poet Ann Sansom was engaged by South Bedfordshire District Council 
to work for ten days with the local community, through the Poetry Society’s ‘Poetry 
Places’ residency scheme.  The aim was to raise the profile of Houghton Hall Park as 
part of an Urban Parks Regeneration Programme.  
 
While the park is of natural and historic interest, it was (at the outset of the project) 
seen as inaccessible and unwelcoming. The poet worked with local community 
members to explore, through poetry, what the park means to them, its history and its 
development from private ownership to public space. A series of postcards was 
produced with lines of poetry from local school children and photographic images from 
the Park. 
 
It is the Chalk Arc Initiative’s intention that some of the poetry produced during these 
sessions should be incorporated in the new artwork. (NB copyright for these poems will 
remain the joint property of Ann Sansom and project participants.)   
 
 



2. The Commission 
 
2.1 Aim 
 
The principal aim for this commission is to create a permanent and robust artwork, 
relevant to its locality, that will help to attract visitors to the site, and increase their 
enjoyment of it as a place for relaxation and contemplation.   
 
2.2 The Site 
 
The specific site for the 
commission is within an open 
clearing within the Eastern 
Woodland, located towards 
the rear of Houghton Hall.  
The artwork could also be 
situated either at the heart of 
the clearing or along 
pathways to the clearing. 
 
The clearing will become a 
prominent feature within the 
Park, designed for ease of 
public access and situated 
within close walking distance 
from the main ingress/ 
egress routes. 
 
Comfrey can be found in 
abundance at the site, as 
well as other species 
including deadnettle, goose 
grass, ground elder, cow 
parsley and stinging nettle. 
Native tree species include 
common beech, ash, oak, 
and elder (shrub). Common 
introduced species, including 
sycamore and pine, are also 
found.  
 
There is a large area available to the artist/s to install artwork, although there is no 
obligation to design work to fill this overall space.  The clearing will allow for access 
routes from perimeter through to its centre area.  
 
 
 

 
Aerial view of site location 

 



2.3 The Artwork 
 
Overall concept 
The artwork can be hard landscaping or a stand alone feature but must be robust in 
nature.  It can be designed to enhance, or accentuate, an existing natural feature and 
can be either practical or purely decorative. It could, for example, be a collection of 
large standing stones that fit with the wooded character of the site, although that said 
the client does not wish to limit the scope for creativity.   
 
Poetry (see 1.3, above) could be incorporated into stand-alone artworks, path features 
and surfaces at the entrance to the glade, or could also be included at the entrance to 
the wood itself. 
 
Scale 
The artwork should be of sufficient impact and scale to act as a ‘draw’ for members of 
the public to explore the space.  A guiding principle behind this commission is that 
there must be something for visitors to the woodland to ‘discover’.  
 
Relevance to location 
The work must be relevant and sympathetic to its immediate surroundings as well as its 
wider location.  The appointed artist may want to research themes and imagery that are 
specific to South Bedfordshire, drawing on local traditions or its rich social and 
industrial heritage.  Alternatively, s/he may wish to pursue an abstract design that 
responds to the site as a place for recreation, relaxation and enjoyment.  The work 
should reflect the features and colours of the surrounding environment and 
architecture, possibly through the use of locally sourced materials. 
 
Permanence 
The work created should be ‘permanent’ in the ‘forever and a day’ sense of the word.   
It will need to be very robust, as vandalism can be a major problem at this site, as well 
as being extremely difficult to move, weatherproof, and straightforward to maintain. 
 
Local suppliers 
Where possible, the artist should use local suppliers and contractors in order to benefit 
the local economy. 
 
Ownership and maintenance 
Artworks that emerge from this commission opportunity would become the property of 
South Bedfordshire District Council upon receipt at the site, and thereafter would be 
maintained, where relevant, by the District Council with the aid of maintenance funds 
provided by the Chalk Arc Initiative.  The originator of these artworks would retain 
copyright in the works, as outlined in the Copyright Designs & Patents Act 1988, unless 
otherwise negotiated through mutual agreement during an exchange of contracts. 
 



Indicative examples 
The client has provided the following examples as an indication of its early thinking, 
however these should not be regarded as prescriptive: 
 

   
 

    
 
 
2.4 Community engagement 
 
The artist will be expected to provide opportunities for members of the local community 
to contribute their ideas and feedback, in order to gain an element of local ownership.  
This might take the form of workshops with local schools and voluntary groups. 
 
2.5 Local artist development 
 
A key element of this commission is the mentoring and supervision of a Bedfordshire-
based “assistant artist”, selected by HAPPEN from its Artist Development Programme.  
This competitive programme is one of HAPPEN’s key strands, supporting talented local 
artists who are seeking to develop their professional practice. 
 
The assistant artist will work alongside the lead artist over the period of the 
commission, and have opportunities to input to the creation of the artwork as well as 
learning from shadowing the lead artist.  The assistant artist’s fees and expenses will 
be paid separately by HAPPEN. 
 



3. Implementation  
 
3.1 Budget 
 
The total net budget for this commission is £15,000.  The artist will be expected to 
provide a detailed budget breakdown (see Implementation Plan, below), which should 
include: 
 

• The overall artist’s fee (including design, community engagement, mentoring of 
local artist, fabrication and project management) 

• Materials and fabrication costs 

• Installation and transport costs 

• Insurance cover 

• Value Added Tax 

• Contingency 
 

Payments for the commission will be in three staged phases, subject to negotiation and 
mutual agreement.   
 
3.2 Implementation Plan 
 
The following is intended as the starting point for discussion with the appointed artist.  
The timetable will be influenced by the artist’s availability as well as the overall 
Houghton Hall Park project.  However, it is very important that the final art work should 
be installed by the end of March 2008. 
 
Stage Description By end 

Artist selection The artist will be appointed following a panel interview 
of shortlisted applicants. 

August 2007 

Contracting and site 
visit 

The artist will visit the site, and receive a set of 
detailed plans relating to the site.  Once all parties 
have authorised the contract the engagement will 
begin.   

September 
2007 

Community 
engagement 

The artist will hold creative workshops with community 
groups. 

October 2007 

Design options and 
selection 

The artist will present at least three outline design 
options to the panel.  Each will have a clear rationale 
indicating how it would meet the requirements of the 
brief, and a budget breakdown.  The panel will select 
one to be taken forward. 

November 
2007 

Final design approval The artist will work up the preferred option to final 
design stage.  The client will approve the final design. 

December 
2007 
 

Creation of art work The artist will arrange for the fabrication of the work 
according to the design specification. 

February 
2008 

Site preparation Necessary site preparation and groundworks will be 
undertaken. 

February 
2008 

Installation  The final work will be transported to the site and 
installed. 

March 2008 

Launch The work will be launched as part of the overall 
Houghton Hall Park project. 

March 2008 

Debrief and delivery of 
documentation 

The artist will attend a final review meeting with the 
client and HAPPEN, and deliver written and 
photographic documentation. 

March 2008 

 

 

 



3.3 Roles and responsibilities 
 
The appointed artist will be responsible for: 

• The development of the overall concept 

• The design, fabrication and installation of the artwork, including liaison with the 
client on site preparation 

• Supplying photographic documentation of a standard suitable for publication 
(the resulting portfolio to be made available to [the client] and HAPPEN on a 
royalty-free exclusive-license for use in its promotional activities or literature) 

• Managing all associated expenditure for realising the artwork, including meeting 
all relevant and linked legal, financial or audit requirements, and operating 
within the agreed budget 

• Day-to-day liaison with HAPPEN 
 
The Chalk Arc initiative will be responsible for: 

• Promoting the commission, tying in with any planned awareness raising events 

• Preparing the site for installation 

• Managing any sub-contractors involved with the wider creation of the green 
infrastructure improvements at Houghton Hall Park 

• Obtaining planning approval and meeting all current Health & Safety / legal 
requirements 

 
HAPPEN will be responsible for: 

• Recruiting and contracting with the lead artist 

• Day-to-day liaison with the lead artist 

• Providing the artist with advice and assistance as necessary to realise the 
commission (e.g. information on local suppliers, potential workspaces, 
temporary storage facilities and technical support) 

 
 



4. Artist Selection 
 
4.1 Selection Criteria 
 
The appointed artist will be the one who, in the view of the decision-makers, best 
satisfies the following criteria: 
 

• Proven track record in working collaboratively with stakeholders to deliver high-
quality public art projects 

• Excellent understanding of contemporary artform practice, coupled with an 
awareness of current thinking surrounding intellectual access issues 

• Excellent negotiation and relationship-building skills 

• Ability to deliver high-quality outputs within tight constraints in terms of 
resources and timescale 

 
4.2 How to Apply 
 
You are invited a full C.V. and a letter of application outlining your interest in the project 
and how you meet the selection criteria, by either post or email (see contact details 
below).  Please also indicate your availability for interview in the weeks commencing 
20th and 27th August. 
 
Where relevant this should be supported by examples of previous work on 35mm 
slides, photographic prints or in a digital format.  (If you require these to be returned, 
please provide a stamped addressed envelope.)   
 

The deadline for submissions is 9am on Thursday 16th August 2007.  The following 
Monday, we will invite up to three shortlisted artists for an interview (exact date to be 
confirmed). 
 
 
Jon Boswell 
Director, HAPPEN 
The Smithy 
The Village 
Old Warden 
Bedfordshire 
SG18 9HQ 
 
Tel: 01767 626460 
Email: jonb@bedsrcc.org.uk 

 
 
 
 
 


