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NUALA CLARKE REPORTS ON THE BALLINGLEN ARTS FOUNDATION, 
COUNTY MAYO, CURRENTLY CELEBRATING ITS 25TH YEAR.

Remote Resource 

CROSSING THE NARROW, one-car-wide Palmerstown 
Bridge, I feel as if I am crossing into another world. Past the hills 
of field patterns, the sea and Downpatrick Head come into view. 
Following the steep incline towards Ballycastle town, another hill 
rises up as a backdrop. On the right is a deep blue building with 
stone steps; I am once again at Ballinglen Arts Foundation. The 
distinctive, unique smell of wood, paint and turf greets me at the 
door. In 2007, I arrived from New York as a new fellow at Ball-
inglen, where I lived and worked in residence for the month of 
September. I returned frequently over the years, eventually relo-
cating to Ballycastle in January 2013.

The Ballinglen Arts Foundation was founded in 1992 by 
Philadelphia-based art dealers Margo Dolan and Peter Maxwell. 
Their impetus came from an abiding love and deep apprecia-
tion of north Mayo, Ballycastle and the local community. The 
aim was to bring professional, established and emerging artists 
of recognised ability, from Ireland and abroad, to live and work 
in north Mayo, in a way that would benefit both the artists and 
the community. The centre was developed slowly, initially inviting 
one or two artists and their families for long residencies, using the 
vacated primary school classrooms as studios and local cottages 
as homes. Sculptor Bill Freeland and painter Magda Vitale, as 
well as Sam Gilliam and his partner, were some of the first art-
ists to spend significant time living and working in Ballycastle. 
From the beginning, Ballinglen not only allowed but encouraged 
families and friends to come with artists or to visit them. Ar-
rangements are often made for school-age children to enrol in 
the local schools. As a result, almost 4000 visitors spend time in 
Ballycastle each year, providing direct socio-economic benefit to 
this rural community.

The new two-storey Foundation Building – designed by Peter 
Maxwell and completed in 1996-97 – houses the administrative 
offices and studios. A series of buildings, in keeping with the ar-
chitectural style of Main Street, creates a striking and memorable 
environment. The attention to detail and materials used set up an 
aesthetic entirely conducive to creativity. Each visiting artist is 
assigned a studio in the building. There are four functionally de-
signed studios on the top floor, with skylights allowing plenty of 
natural light. At the end of the corridor, there is a sunroom, oth-
erwise known as the drawing porch, offering views of the sweep 
to the sea, which never fails to enrapture. The print studio on 
the ground floor, again lit with natural light and insulated with 
wood cladding, is a well-equipped and gorgeous space to work 
in. Housing a significant collection of art and design books, the 
Dolan/Maxwell Library is a warm and quiet nook overlooking 
the street, which is perfect for research and creative centring. A 
vernacular courthouse, owned and renovated by the foundation, 
functions as the Ballinglen Gallery. The latest addition to the 
centre is a large workshop area in the garden, used for master-
class, workshops and other group learning activities. 

Ballinglen is governed by a board of directors comprising seven 
members from arts and business fields. The organisation is funded 
by the Irish Arts Council, Mayo County Council and private na-
tional and international donations. In 2013, due to funding cuts, 
Ballinglen began offering a two-week-long masterclass with paint-
ers Randall Exon and Jeffrey Reed. This has since evolved into a 
year-long programme of workshops taught by Ballinglen Fellows 
that attracts learners from around the world. The centre is staffed 
by two full-time local employees: Una Forde, Managing Director; 
and Christine Tighe, Buildings and Accounts Supervisor. Six par-
ticipants from the Rural Social Scheme are involved in the upkeep 
and day-to-day running of the facilities and cottages. Three volun-
teers were in attendance in 2017, including a library archivist who 
documented the donation by President Mary Robinson and Nick 
Robinson of their art book collection.

Ballinglen Fellows are given cottages for living and pur-
pose-built studios for working which are free of any charges during 
their first visit. Fellows are encouraged to experience the local rural 
community, its churches, shops, pubs and its people. The found-
ers believed that this kind of interaction “invigorates the spirit”, 
reminding us of what it is “to be a human being”. They found the 
landscape and weather uniquely inspiring and the community, 
equally so. A major component of the Fellowship Programme is 
each artist’s exploration of the north Mayo region. Each Ballinglen 
Fellow, as a condition of their first four to six-week residency, gifts 
a piece of work to the Ballinglen Archive. This work is regularly 
displayed throughout the building – in the Common Room, offices 

and hallways – and is occasionally exhibited in oth-
er venues. For example, over 40 artworks from the 
Ballinglen Archive collection will be presented at the 
Royal Hibernian Academy (RHA), Dublin, from 18 
January – 19 March 2018. 

Residencies are awarded to visual artists through-
out the world with professional standing in their 
fields (painting, printmaking, drawing, photography, 
sculpture) and emerging artists of recognised abil-
ity. A Fellowship Residency invitation is based on 
knowledge of the artist’s work and references. The 
residency application process is straightforward, and 
details are available on the Ballinglen website. No 
particular style is sought, as evidenced by the works 
in the archive, and the Foundation makes no cre-
ative demands upon residents, who are free to work 
in whatever way they wish. In my experience – and 
based on many discussions with new residents over 
the years – we cannot help being taken over by the 
environment. On a soft day, with mist on the hill, I 
think of one artist’s work, while the crashing waves 
and windblown days remind me of another. My prac-
tice is driven by abstraction and the things that are 
intrinsically known, but remain unseen. I find sym-
pathetic companions among the new and returning 
residents of Ballinglen. It is a unique situation to be 
in: both out in the most remote environment, yet in 
a creative hub of process and activity.

Working in close collaboration with the area’s 
national and secondary schools, as well as third 
level institutions, the foundation has developed 
a successful Schools Programme. I have taken on 
the role of Education Facilitator in the last few 
years. Each year, over twenty classes from local 
schools come to Ballinglen for a day of hands-on 
art-making and tours of the gallery and studios. 
As a resident, I looked forward to visits from these 
small, honest, engaged and curious children. I be-
lieve that it is important for children to see artists 
at work – it opens possibilities for them. This year, 
to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Ballinglen 
Arts Foundation, we are exhibiting prints made by 
the 450 school children who visited in 2017. On 
2 December we open the doors to the community, 
offering events such as craft workshops and studio 
tours with the five current visiting artists. A rela-
tively new programme of week-long workshops for 
adults has been organised by The Artist in Rural 
Ireland Fund for the last four years. These are led 
by internationally renowned artists who are fellows 
of the foundation, offering access to quality short-
term education. Details of the 2018 workshop pro-
gramme are available at: ballinglenworkshops.com.  

Ballinglen is a valuable part of the thriving visual arts com-
munity of Mayo – a county replete with many resident artists, a 
strong and innovative County Council Arts Office and a network 
of art centres that communicate well with each other. The Mayo 
Arts Collaborative consists of: Linenhall Arts Centre, Castlebar; 
Custom House Gallery, Westport; Áras Inis Gluaire, Belmullet; 
Ballinglen Arts Foundation; and Ballina Arts Centre. In 2016 
Catherine Marshall curated the exhibition ‘Kathleen Lynn: In-
sider on the Outside’ which ran concurrently in the five venues 
listed, displaying work by 13 contemporary Irish artists. 

Ballinglen plans to add another facet to its operation and has 
obtained planning permission for the construction of the Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art at the Ballinglen Arts Foundation. 
Ballinglen received a grant of €200,000 under the Rural Town 
& Regeneration Scheme and will begin in early 2018 with the 
demolition of an adjacent derelict building and the construction 
of a two-storey museum on Main Street in Ballycastle. It will 
consist of an exhibition space, education centre, print gallery, ar-
chive and meeting rooms. The museum will house the 630 works 
in the Ballinglen Archive and will ensure that the collection can 
be permanently available for the viewing public and for curatorial 
purposes. On 22 January 2018 at 2pm there will be a fundraising 
draw to match the funds awarded by the Regeneration Scheme. 
All work in the draw has been donated by Ballinglen Fellow art-

ists who are members of the RHA. You may purchase tickets to 
have a chance of winning a painting by one or more leading Irish 
artists. All proceeds from ticket sales go toward construction and 
every cent is needed: ballinglenmuseumfundraiser.weebly.com. 

Nuala Clarke is an Irish visual artist who relocated from 
New York to Ballycastle in 2013. 

Top: Randall Exon, Margo Dolan, 1999; oil on canvas

Bottom: Professor Randall Exon in Ballinglen Art Reference Library


