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LAST YEAR,  SVA’S S ITE  FEST IVAL KICKED OFF 

WITH AN EXHIBIT ION THAT TRULY MADE OUR 

SMALL TOWN BUZZ.  OCCUPYING THE DISUSED 

FORMER HOME OF OUTDOOR RETAILER MILLETS, 

STAFF ONLY WAS CREATED AND CURATED BY 

A GROUP OF TWENTY-F IVE ARTISTS WORKING 

WITHIN STROUD’S CREATIVE INDUSTRIES.  THE 

SECRECY THAT SURROUNDED THE EMPLOYMENT 

OF THE GROUP’S MEMBERS ADDED AN AIR 

OF MYSTERY THAT CONTRIBUTED TO THE 

EXHIBIT ION’S POPULARITY,  BUT IT  WAS THE 

OBVIOUS TALENTS OF ITS ARTISTS THAT REALLY 

DREW IN THE CROWDS. 

Running for just over a week, Staff Only covered 

every ounce of available wall space within the old 

Millets building, creating a palpable excitement 

that didn’t just fill the exhibition space, but led 

to curious passers-by peering in through the 

shop’s large windows. For the artists, the positive 

response to their first exhibition as a group was 

extremely encouraging: “The opening night was 

crazy,” says Caroline Jaine, contributing artist 

and organiser. “Within ten minutes of opening 

we’d sold four pieces…I think all in all, we sold 

about £6000 worth of art and of course a 

percentage then went to the SVA, so that’s a 

brilliant thing.”

Despite working together in a creative 

environment, Staff Only was a daunting prospect 

for many of the exhibition’s artists, not least 

because it meant creating and sharing new work 

of their own: “What was nice about the Millets 

one was that it was the first time a lot of people 

had made their own work for a number of years,” 

says Caroline. “People were out of practice, they 

were quite used to making art for other people, 

but not for themselves so it was a bit of a test 

to see how we’d get on and see how it worked…

everyone was so daunted by it though, because 

we’re obviously very picky about what we do 

every day so getting your own art and showing it 

was really difficult.”

Encouraged by the exhibition’s success, the 

group are now planning to hold a second show, 

this time at Stroud’s Meme Art Bar Café, a 

venue that differs greatly to the first on one 

rather obvious level: “…there’s not much space 

compared to Millets so we decided to find a 

way of restricting people to a size. We’ve given 

everyone a vinyl record and we’ve told them that 

they have to either use the record itself or make 

artwork no bigger than the record and the sleeve 

– basically 12-inch square.”

This unique idea taps into the resurging popularity 

of vinyl and the exhibition’s new title recognises 

the group’s artistic brief whilst also offering a small 

nod to the secretive nature of their day jobs: “…we 

think it’s quite funny. There’s a lot of secrecy and 

confidentiality around what we do…so we’re now 

calling ourselves as a group Staff Only, but the 

exhibition is called Off the Record.” 

Though the concept is an interesting one, I can’t 

help but wonder if a restricted brief will impact on 

the work produced for Off the Record especially 

given the creative freedom the group were 

afforded first time round, but Caroline is quick to 

reassure me: “…a lot of them are illustrators and 

designers and they like a brief. I think the Millets 

one they actually found quite difficult.” 

A couple of weeks after our interview, my 

worries are assuaged further as Caroline kindly 

offers me a sneak preview of a handful of pieces 

due for presentation at the upcoming exhibition. 

Though the images she sends seem disparate at 

first, there are several strong threads that hold 

these artworks together: their size, their shape, 

their quality, but – perhaps most importantly – 

their originality. From Kasia Coleman’s acrylic 

and silver leaf on board to Ella Kenyon’s lino cut 

to Caroline’s own gloss and oil paint on vinyl, 

the materials utilised within these pieces, as 

well as the multitude of techniques employed 

to create them, are so diverse that it highlights 

both the creative individuality of each member 

of the group and the subjective nature of artistic 

interpretation.

It would be foolish to consider Off the Record 

as a follow-up to its successful predecessor; 

much like the talented group of individuals who 

have created it, Off the Record does not live in 

the shadow of that which has gone before, but 

stands firmly on its own two feet. As the group 

continues to evolve, new members join for the 

first time, benefitting from the experience and 

kindness of the rest of the collective: “…we all 

love each other, we’re a genuinely supportive 

group. If you’d said to me, work with a bunch 

of twenty/thirty artists I’d have imagined there 

would be fights, but it’s the nicest place I’ve ever 

worked…everyone’s so kind and relaxed and very, 

very laid back...” 

Stroud’s community is one that invites creative 

expression, supports artistic experimentation 

and nurtures those striving for an independent 

identity. The same could be said of Staff Only. 

This unique collective epitomises our town’s 

values; cut open Stroud’s creative heart and this 

is the artwork you’ll find. 

Off the Record runs from February 2nd to April 

16th at Meme Art Bar Café in George Street, 

Stroud. Don’t miss the launch party (a chance 

to meet the artists) on Feb 2nd and closing 

party (featuring Kasia Coleman’s band The 

Greyhounds) on April 13th.

Leah Grant is a writer and photographer with 
a keen interest in art and literature. On her 
blog, Bellyful of Art, you can find reviews of 
exhibitions, installations, dance performances 
and literary events as well as her own lovingly 
created pieces of short fiction artbellyful.
wordpress.com
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