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Like Spice, the wildly popular desti-
nation restaurant nearby, which made a
gift of food for this event, Ferrin Gallery
is a flagship for a newly upscale iden-
tity in Pittsfield, where Berkshire art-
ists, organizations such as the Storefront
Artist Project, and enterprises, such
as Berkshire Fine Handcraft, the city’s
Lichtenstein Center for the Arts, and the
Boreas Gallery, have built momentum in
recent years.

Leslie Ferrin, co-owner of the gal-
lery with Donald Clark, credits her cre-
ative entrepreneurship to her particular
DNA: her father is a businessman and
her mother is an artist. Brought up in the
lower Hudson Valley, with seasonal trips
to the Rhinebeck Crafts Fair, she identi-
fied the arts as what she calls “a sustain-
able career.” While still in high school,
she started to hand-build and sell pottery;
after graduating from Hampshire College
in 1979, she opened a studio and gallery in
Northampton, Massachusetts. There, and
from work with artistic communities from
Asheville, North Carolina, to Portland,
Oregon, she learned about the catalyzing
role the arts play in community revital-
ization, as documented in numerous eco-
nomic studies across the country.

Ferrin married in 1990, moved to
Croton-on-Hudson, New York, started
a family, and did a five-year consulting
stint with Celestial Seasonings, curat-
ing its teapot collection, running an an-
nual design competition, and authoring
a book, Teapots Transformed. In 2002,
she and Clark, an artist and business-
man who is the author of Making a
Living in Crafts, opened a gallery in
Lenox, Massachusetts. Ferrin moved
to the Berkshires in 2006, purchasing
and refurbishing an 8,000-square-foot
nineteenth-century factory building in
Cummington, Massachusetts. It contains
live/work space for the building’s co-
owner, Ukraine-born artist Sergei Isupov,
the home Ferrin shares with her children,
and what she laughingly refers to as the
business’s “worldwide headquarters.”
Eighty percent of that business is con-
ducted on the Internet, by phone, and
at art fairs in Miami, Chicago, and New
York. The remaining 20 percent is walk-
in traffic. Since 2002, her business has
increased five-fold, with a healthy surge
after opening in Pittsfield. “Each physi-
cal move gave us the opportunity to grow
in the direction that the market has been
developing,” Ferrin says.

Faced with the expiration of the gal-
lery’s lease in Lenox, Ferrin and Clark de-
cided that the business should purchase
its own space. At first, they focused on
Lenox, because of its quaint downtown
and strong summer season. But, she says,
“We wanted greater visibility, a space
to load and unload trucks. The num-
bers and physical logistics in Lenox just
didn’t work.” Attracted by Pittsfield’s
urban ambiance, building inventory, and
vibrant artistic community, the team
began to look for space there. The tim-
ing could not have been better, coincid-
ing with the development of Pittsfield’s
Cultural Plan, the New York-Vermont
Creative Corridor, and the Berkshire
Blueprint, a regional planning initiative
that identifies the cultural economy as a
primary growth sector.

Having sold the Northampton gallery
early in 2006 and having recently closed
the Lenox gallery, Ferrin says, “Pittsfield
has all of the infrastructure you need to
run a business like ours, including high-
speed wireless Internet. There could not
have been more support here, public or
private,” citing the mayor’s staff and the
city’s office of cultural development as a
“huge advantage to anyone working in an
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arts-related business.”

While Ferrin and Clark were working with the head of Pittsfield’s Storefront
Artist Project, Peter Dudek—an artist represented in We Are Here—on the Cultural
Corridor plan, Dudek introduced them to George Whaling, a leader in Pittsfield real
estate. Whaling was in the process of renovating and restoring the turn-of-the cen-
tury brick building at 433 North Street, with retail space on the ground floor and
twelve residential condominiums above. Whaling readily agreed to create a commer-
cial condominium for the gallery. “It’s a great model for people like us who have a
stable business and want to develop an asset instead of pay rent,” Ferrin says.

The Ferrin Gallery space in Pittsfield is 40 percent larger than its Lenox space
and is on one level, with a more open floor plan and higher ceilings—all a distinct ad-
vantage when displaying art works. Ferrin says, “Because Pittsfield has more square
footage and a basement for storage, we can centralize our warehouse and sales in one
locale. We can exhibit a wider range of art and develop parts of the market we haven’t
yet explored.”

For one thing, Ferrin notes, “I learned by visiting major art fairs and talking to
people like developer Craig Robbins at Art Basel Miami—you don’t make money
in the art business; you make money in the real estate business while you show art.
Instead of relying on walk-by traffic like in Lenox, we wanted to create a gathering
space large enough to help us support costs. We designed this to be an event space
with a kitchen for private, catered events for fifty to a hundred people.” The business
plan calls for the gallery to do one or two events a month even through the winter
months. During events in the gallery, “People can see the art and come back when
they want to buy. That’s an integral part of our marketing plan,” Ferrin explains. “We
are the first for-profit company to move into Pittsfield and show contemporary art.
The distinction for us is that we don’t fundraise like a museum or nonprofit does, so
we need to present work that’s accessible in terms of price and content.”

Because all of the artists represented in the We Are Here show are affiliated with
galleries in New York and Boston, Ferrin says, “Anybody who’s interested in the visual
arts can come and see a great selection of art being produced regionally. You don’t
have to be a serious collector to come in and engage in a discussion about work be-
ing produced here.” In addition to exhibits, Ferrin has organized special-interest art
tours of the Berkshires for visitors from Charlotte, North Carolina, and the support
group of the Smithsonian’s Renwick Gallery in Washington, D.C., and is doing special
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programs with the Crane Society, the Berkshire Museum’s
elite support group.

Besides having regional and broader reputations, the
artists Ferrin exhibits have roots in the Berkshires. Walton
Ford, recently the focus of a solo exhibition at the Brooklyn
Museum, is a local, as is painter Maggie Mailer, who origi-
nated the Storefront Artist Project, photographer Gregory
Crewdson, who frequently employs sites in and around
Pittsfield for his staged photo shoots, Georgia sculptor
Gordon Chandler, who has a family home here, and photo-
graphic artist Peter Kitchell, whose favorite subject matter is
abandoned buildings.

Pittsfield’s downtown has a diminishing number of these.
Ferrin is cautiously optimistic. The question moving for-
ward, she says, “is how to avoid pitfalls we’ve seen in other
places.” Though artists are known to lead the way in com-
munity revitalization, rising real estate costs in the towns and
neighborhoods they’ve improved can soon price them out of
the market. “There is so much
undeveloped space in Pittsfield TAKEAWAY
that the risk of the city losing
its creative base is low,” Ferrin f‘You don’t m.ak i
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