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London 2012 Cultural Olympiad and
Tourism Development
Kate Rodenhurst

Tourists engaged with the
London 2012 Cultural
Olympiad through a
number of potential routes,
including through major
visitor attractions and
destinations. As part of the
Institute of Cultural
Capital’s Evaluation of the
Cultural Olympiad, three
case studies were
undertaken to examine the
different approaches of
projects that identified
tourism development as a
key objective.
The projects case studied
here – CORE at Ironbridge
Gorge, Lakes Alive in the
Lake District and
Connecting Light on
Hadrian’s Wall – provide
examples of projects that
sought either to boost
existing forms of tourism or
generate new forms of
tourism, specifically in
relation to arts and cultural
activities.

Connecting Light, photo by Beatriz Garcia

Connecting Light
Hadrian’s Wall is a UNESCO
World Heritage Site, and forms
part of the frontiers of the Roman
Empire, the first transnational
World Heritage Site. The wall
spans 84 miles and is a hugely
significant archaeological site.
There are nine museums on or
near the wall which hold
archaeological finds from the area
within their collections. As such,
the care of the wall involves a
complex web of stakeholders,
including the Hadrian’s Wall
Trust which manages and
promotes the site, local
authorities, museum services and
landowners.
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Hadrian’s Wall, along with other
iconic British sites including
Stonehenge, Giant’s Causeway
and the Forth Bridge, hosted a
major commission as part of the
London 2012 Festival. This
approach contributed to
positioning the London 2012
Festival as a truly national
culmination to the Cultural
Olympiad, the importance of
these sites demanding an artistic
response which was visually
spectacular and yet sensitive to
their heritage. LOCOG
developed a shortlist of
international artists and invited
proposals, from which Hadrian’s
Wall Trust chose Brooklyn based
YesYesNo, a digital arts collective
working with lead artist Zachary
Lieberman. Technically and
artistically, the project would be a
first. No other open-air heritage
site in the UK had done anything
like this before, and all of the
technology was created bespoke
for the commission.
YesYesNo’s concept resonated
with the Hadrian’s Wall team for
a number of reasons. They
proposed creating 400 balloons,
which would be positioned at
intervals along 73 miles of the
wall, and which would change
colour in response to digital
messages sent by members of the
public. The audience consisted of
people who made a physical visit
to see the lights, some of whom
also took part in activity at
designated hubs along the wall,
and an online audience who
watched the livestream and sent

messages back to the project.
Hadrian’s Wall had run a very
successful project in 2010 which
illuminated the length of the wall
with traditional beacons.
Connecting Light offered an
opportunity to recreate that
experience this time using
innovative digital technology,
enabling people from all over the
world to participate. The theme
of the project re-imagined
Hadrian’s Wall as a metaphor for
borders and boundaries. This
theme enthused the Hadrian’s
Wall staff, as they were exploring
new approaches to the
interpretation of the site which
focused on it as a place of
multicultural meetings and
exchanges.
In addition to the core art
installation, which was funded by
LOCOG, Hadrian’s Wall Trust
secured funding from ACE to run
public engagement activities
linked to the project. This enabled
the Trust to explore with the
public some of their ideas about
re-imagining the Wall, and it
allowed them to populate the
website in advance with
community-created content, and
test the technology for
transmission of messages.
The project encountered huge
practical and technical challenges.
There were multiple landowners
and several project delivery
partners, with the various
museums along the route acting
as activity hubs for visitors on the
two nights of the installation. The
technical specifications became
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more and more complex; for
example, all of the balloons
needed ballast as they couldn’t be
anchored into the ground because
of the archaeology of the site. The
experimental digital technology
used did not always work
successfully, and providing
cabling and power in remote
locations was a challenge. The
installation was plagued by
unseasonably bad weather.
However the installation was
delivered very successfully. The
Trust estimates that around
30,000 visitors saw the work
during the two-night installation,
and online visits to the Hadrian’s
Wall website shot up over the
summer, with a 470% increase
during the period of the
installation. 2000 digital messages
were sent to the site over two
days. Fourteen artists were
involved in the delivery of the
workshops, which reached 600
local people, many of whom were
having their first experience of
participatory arts. This has
demonstrated the value of using
innovative interpretation
approaches to create interest in
the Wall. It has enhanced the
rebranding and repositioning of
the site as a place where there are
activities and things to do, as well
as being a destination for
walkers.

international visitor numbers.
Press coverage of the event had
an advertising equivalent value
of around £1m, and the
marketing campaign is estimated
to have reached 4 million people.
Organisers put this down to the
impact of the project’s association
with the Cultural Olympiad and
London 2012 Festival, both
because it would have been
impossible to deliver such an
ambitious project without the
funding and impetus offered by
the positioning of the event in
relation to the Olympic Games,
and because the link was clearly
beneficial in securing media
interest.
Hadrian’s Wall Trust are now in
the process of developing future
plans to continue to animate the
wall. They want to celebrate
Hadrian’s Wall as a multicultural
site, using the archaeological
record to show how people and
goods from all over the Roman
Empire came together in
Northern Britain. Current plans
include a music festival
celebrating traditions of countries
in the Roman Empire.
Storytelling projects and theatre
commissions will look at the
meaning of the wall today.
Connecting Light has encouraged
the Trust to be more ambitious,
imaginative and confident in
their future development.

While it is too early to assess the
legacy of Connecting Light,
Hadrian’s Wall Trust are hopeful
that over the longer term, the
project will boost their
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Lakes Alive
Lakes Alive is an outdoor arts
programme which ran from 2009
in locations across Cumbria. The
programme brought world-class
artists to perform at free,
accessible and family-friendly
outdoor events and festivals
across Cumbria, both in towns
and villages and at spectacular
rural locations. The programme
was aimed at refreshing the
tourist offer for Cumbria,
establishing it as a destination for
arts and culture. Equally, the
programme was concerned with
reaching a local audience and
encouraging them to participate
in the arts. Lakes Alive is now an
established programme in the
Cumbrian calendar, supported by
a growing loyal audience. There
is clear evidence that the
programme has had a positive
economic impact on the area,
attracting new visitors and media
attention.

Lakes Alive, photo by Beatriz Garcia

Lakes Alive is one of three Annual
Legacy Programmes
commissioned by the Legacy
Trust UK for WE PLAY, the
North West’s cultural legacy
programme for the London 2012
Olympic and Paralympic Games.
The programme was led by
Kendal Arts International, a
locally based arts organisation,
which at the time of the
commission in 2009 was
relatively new, but had some
track record in the sub-region,
particularly through the
establishment of Mintfest, an
annual street arts festival in
Kendal, in 2007.
Cumbria is heavily reliant on
tourism to sustain its economy,
and is known for its spectacular,
dramatic landscape and for its
rural, literary and artistic heritage
– it was the home of Wordsworth
and Ruskin, and attractions
themed around the children’s
author Beatrix Potter remain very
popular. Large audiences visit
agricultural shows across the
county. However the tourist
market is changing. The weekend
break market is growing, and
culture could potentially be a
strong attractor of short stay
visitors. The desire to change the
external image of Cumbria was a
strong driver for the local
authority and Cumbria Tourism’s
support for this project. Equally,
stakeholders were interested in
the potential of arts and culture
to strengthen the sense of
community in isolated rural
areas, and create new
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participatory arts provision. The
combination of spectacular
landscape and world class
outdoor arts events had the
potential, as Julie Tait of Kendal
Arts International describes it, to
be ‘cultural dynamite’ for the
regional visitor economy.
Lakes Alive’s overall audience
number, across a range of events
delivered in 2012 was 57,0001.
This was a decrease on 2011,
which saw a total audience of
50,000 participate in Lakes Alive
events alone. As with other large
scale outdoor events, poor
weather was a significant issue in
2012, and it is likely that the 2011
audience number would have
been exceeded in 2012 had one
major event not been cancelled
due to extreme weather
conditions. Audience research
carried out by Lakes Alive found
that the 2012 programme had
been successful in reaching a mix
of loyal and new audiences. An
estimated 17,000 people attended
their first WE PLAY event in 2012.
The programme attracted large
numbers of family groups, and as
a result 25% of the audience were
children.
The research also suggests that
the Lakes Alive team were very
successful in reaching both local
audiences and visitors to the
region. There was a roughly 50:50
split between those who lived
within 10 miles of the event and
A further 20,000 people saw On the
Night Shift, produced by Lakes Alive for
the WE PLAY Expo in Preston in
September 2012

those who lived further away. A
third of the audience lived
outside Cumbria, around 11%
were visiting from outside the
North West2. Most significantly,
around three-quarters of
audiences from outside the North
West and two thirds of
international visitors were in
Cumbria specifically because of
Lakes Alive. This suggests that the
programme met its aims, and has
been successful in attracting new
visitors to the region.
Lakes Alive sat alongside a wider
programme of events linked to
the Cultural Olympiad and
London 2012 Festival, including
the Connecting Light installation
along Hadrian’s Wall and the
Torch Relay. These events were
put together into a programme
which was promoted to tourism
based businesses through
distribution of posters and
wallcharts, so that they could
promote events to their
customers through word-ofmouth, an approach which was
thought to be considerably more
effective than traditional
marketing techniques. The events
were staged to showcase the
landscape, such as the arrival of
the Olympic Torch by boat on
Bowness by Lake Windermere.
Lakes Alive events were free to
enter, but estimates suggest that
the audience contributed £2.45
million to the local economy in

1

Figures are taken from the Lakes Alive
2012 evaluation report by Helen
Corkery.
2
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2012 via related spending on
refreshments, accommodation
and other shopping. In addition,
value was created for the local
economy through organisational
expenditure with local firms,
performer and volunteer
expenditure and in-kind support.
In 2012 therefore, the total net
economic impact of Lakes Alive
was just over £3.01 million.
Equivalent advertising value of
Lakes Alive’s media coverage was
£200,000. The longer-term impact
of the Cultural Olympiad on the
tourism sector in Cumbria is
likely to be felt in increased
media interest, resulting from the
county’s growing reputation for
staging contemporary events, and
a change in the look and feel of
Cumbria Tourism’s marketing
material, thanks to the creation of
a new archive of beautiful and
striking images from Cultural
Olympiad-related events.
Richard Greenwood, Head of
Policy and Research at Cumbria
Tourism, described the overall
impact as ‘impressive’. Lakes Alive
has been ‘a major impetus’
towards the repositioning of
Cumbria as a cultural destination,
‘putting it back on the map in a
contemporary way’. Cumbria
Tourism and Cumbria County
Council defined the legacy of the
Cultural Olympiad on the subregion in a similar way: it had
changed external perceptions of
Cumbria; and it was leading to a
change in the strategic approach
to regional development because
there was a growing
understanding of the value of the

arts. The programme had also
established Kendal Arts
International as a key strategic
driver in the cultural
infrastructure of the sub-region.
Those interviewed summed up
the impacts for Cumbria as:
• The Cultural Olympiad has
started to change perceptions of
Cumbria – both inside and
outside the county – as a
destination for ‘edgy’ and
contemporary events.
• The events support the marketing
of Cumbria as a family-friendly
and affordable destination,
because street theatre is free,
accessible and appropriate for
children.
• First-time visitors have been
attracted to Cumbria and are
likely to return.
• Tourism promoters have tested
new approaches to marketing the
region and have a deeper
understanding of how to promote
events and grow audiences.
• Positive media attention may lead
to a boost in visitor numbers next
year.
• Lakes Alive has ‘improved the
political climate for arts events’ at
a time when arts budgets are
facing significant cuts.

The success factors which
enabled Lakes Alive to have such a
significant impact were varied.
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Primarily, the most important
factor was the trust in which Julie
Tait and Kendal Arts
International were held by the
key regional stakeholders.
Supporting this point, Ian
Stewart, who sits on both South
Lakeland District Council and
Cumbria County Council,
described the decision to invest in
Lakes Alive as an ‘investment in
successful people’. The previous
success of Mintfest and the
existing positive relationships
enabled the local authorities in
the region to take a leap of faith
in programming international
artists which were unknown to
them. It is highly unlikely that a
new organisation with no
understanding of the region
could have achieved this.
Also significant was the ability of
Kendal Arts International to
produce high quality events on a
large scale, and also create
smaller and more intimate local
projects which ensured that Lakes
Alive was embraced by local
residents as well as visitors. For
local authorities, community
engagement and tourism
development sat side by side as
equally important objectives.
It was also important that Lakes
Alive was programmed by an arts
organisation rather than a local
authority events department, as
they placed emphasis on
attracting the best possible talent
to create world-class art, rather
than on economic or social
drivers. This meant that the
artistic quality of the events was

very high and an audience could
be built and sustained over time,
leading to positive impacts on
Cumbria’s reputation, and a
commitment to further support
from ACE, who were one of the
main funders of Lakes Alive
alongside Cumbria County
Council and Legacy Trust.
While it is too early to say what
impact the Cultural Olympiad
has had, and there is difficulty in
separating out the impacts of the
Games from recessionary trends,
there is confidence in the
direction of travel. Kendal Arts
International now have funding
to continue to roll out a Lakes
Alive programme for 2013, and
have NPO status. The strategic
focus will be on encouraging
international visitors to London
to include the Lake District in
their visits to the UK, and on
continuing to develop the
growing weekend break market.

CORE
Ironbridge Gorge is a World
Heritage Site in Shropshire,
which celebrates and protects an
area of Shropshire vital to the
Industrial Revolution. It is also
three miles from Much Wenlock,
a village with a close affinity to
the Olympic Games. Ironbridge
Gorge’s management team took a
strategic decision in 2008 that
they would theme and timetable
much of their exhibition and
public programming around the
London 2012 Games, especially in
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2011 and 2012. They exploited
opportunities to host high profile
events at Ironbridge Gorge, and
drew down funding for a range
of activities positioned within the
Cultural Olympiad, the highest
profile being CORE, a digital
installation by the US based artist
Kurt Hentschlager. This strategic
focus on the Olympics was
intended as a driver for the Trust
to innovate, to reach out to new
audiences, to highlight the
diversity of attractions and
scenery within the World
Heritage Site, and to strengthen
local partnerships. As a result,
Ironbridge Gorge Museums Trust
have become more open to
innovation in their programming,
and better linked to their local
communities. The programming
proved popular with visitors,
attracting new audiences to the
site. Furthermore, there is
confidence that the
unprecedented level of
international marketing and
communications activity that
came from participation in the
Cultural Olympiad will have a
long-term positive impact on
Ironbridge Gorge.
A wide range of London 2012
linked programming took place
at Ironbridge between 2008 and
2012, including:
• Hosting the launch of the
Cultural Olympiad in the West
Midlands
• Annual Open Weekend events
which encouraged local people to
engage with the Games

• Two major exhibitions, Our
Sporting Life: Sporting Heroes and
Our Sporting Life: Science of Sport,
which sat within the national
Stories of the World programme
• Partnership in the delivery of the
Shropshire Olympian Festival
• A family activity programme for
half term holidays run in October
2011 and February 2012, The
Games and Me, which featured
challenges such as the chance to
run against Usain Bolt using
green screen technology
• The passing of the Olympic torch
relay through Ironbridge, with a
crowd of 5,000 spectators.

Ironbridge’s highest profile and
most challenging Cultural
Olympiad project was Kurt
Hentschlager’s CORE, a
spectacular digital art installation,
shown on five screens along the
32m length of the site’s Engine
Shop. The work used interlinked
projections to create a series of
‘virtual aquariums’, in which
dynamic bodies in motion
interacted to create moving
patterns reminiscent of the
instinctive movement of shoals of
fish, or the choreographed
movement of ballet dancers.
The installation was a technical
challenge for Ironbridge,
especially as Kurt Hentschlager is
based in Chicago and production
meetings were held via Skype.
The project management team
received support via an emerging
partnership with FACT in
Liverpool, and from the Royal
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National Institute for the Blind,
which worked with them on
audio description of the
installation for the visually
impaired which had a very
positive reaction from visitors.
The Trust is keen to build on
these partnerships to run future
digital projects on the site.
The Cultural Olympiad has also
been a driver which has changed
the way Ironbridge Gorge
develops local partnerships.
Ironbridge intend to build on
their Young Curators Group,
which is still in its infancy but
was established through Stories of
the World.3 They will also
continue to work with local
creative agencies that made films
for them as part of the
interpretation of CORE.
While there has not been a clear
upturn in visitors which can be
directly attributed to Ironbridge’s
London 2012 Games-related
programming, visitor figures for
Games-specific activity at
Ironbridge have been high.
• 74,388 people visited the CORE
installation, a considerable
increase on Ironbridge’s target of
60,000 visitors.

• A further 54,000 visited the Sport,
Science, Life exhibitions in 2011
and 2012.
• Staff at Ironbridge were confident
that CORE, as a result of its
positioning and high profile
within the London 2012 Festival,
attracted a new audience of
contemporary art lovers to
experience the Ironbridge World
Heritage Site for the first time.
• 32% of visitors to Ironbridge
during the period of the CORE
installation had come specifically
to see CORE, and 23% of visitors
over the same period were first
time visitors to Ironbridge.

Participation in the London 2012
Festival positioned Ironbridge
Gorge within the Cultural
Olympiad’s international
marketing and communications
strategy, and there is hope that
this will have raised awareness of
the site amongst potential
overseas visitors. Proximity to
Much Wenlock also attracted
international journalists to visit
Ironbridge Gorge. There is
confidence that the decision to
focus on linking to the Games
and the Cultural Olympiad across
the whole site and the whole
visitor programme will have a
long-term positive impact on
visitor figures.

See Issue 3 within this Volume on the
Stories of the World programme, one of
the original Major Projects that launched
the Cultural Olympiad in 2008,
involving work with young people
acting as curators in museums across the
UK.
3
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