Report: Site-Specific Exhibition

Name: Steve Allison
Site Specific Exhibition Title: Foxtrot Hotel
	Rationale 

	
Swansea Airport has a long and chequered history. The airport opened in 1941 as part of the war effort and was originally known as RAF Fairwood Common. It operated as a military airfield until 1949 whereupon it was largely neglected until 1957 when the name was officially changed to Swansea Airport. Many residents of Swansea hoped that the airport would provide opportunities for economic growth. Unfortunately, various attempts at attracting commercial flights to and from Swansea have been less than successful. Fairwood common is a site of importance for nature conservation, a part of the Gower Commons Special Area of Conservation and a site of special scientific interest. Had it not been for the war effort, it is unlikely that planning permission for an airfield would ever have been granted on the site. It is most likely that should the site fall into disrepair, it would never be redeveloped. The preservation of the airport is important for the South Wales aviation community as well as the local community as it hosts various leisure activities. The café, which doubles as a restaurant in the evening, is used by locals, even those who have no aviation affiliation.

The airport has experienced turmoil in recent years. Whilst the facility is owned by Swansea City Council, it is leased to an operator. Recently, in 2023, the airport lost its license due to safety concerns and a lack of maintenance by the operator. The council was involved in a legal battle with the leaseholder, which resulted in the lease being terminated. A group of aviation enthusiasts joined together and took over the management of the site with the intention of regaining the license and generally restoring the airport to its former glory. The new management team have put significant effort into publicising the facility and attracting visitors. The airport team was happy to host the exhibition as a way of creating awareness of the facility. We were privileged to be offered the space for the exhibition as well as outstanding support and publicity. Therefore, the exhibition created a symbiotic relationship between the two parties.

The recently revived airport hosts flying schools, a skydiving operation and several privately owned aircraft. The airport provides Swansea with an important link to the country’s general aviation scene. It is used by many of the display teams during the annual Swansea airshow. The site has been used as a setting for television and film productions further enhancing its cultural significance. It carries symbolic meaning with tension between preservation and development. 

As a group we wanted to highlight the importance of the airport to the community and the involvement of the community in the preservation of the facility. The airport is the gateway to the Gower and as such is not only important to aviation enthusiasts but the surrounding community. It preserves the open space, which allows the locals use the facility, in particular the café despite having no aviation affiliation. The site also hosts community events such as car shows. The group agreed that the exhibition theme should be related to the history, the importance of the airport to the community of Swansea and its place in the landscape. 

My exhibition piece was created as a link between the airport and the Gower, the conservation area and how the two sit together in harmony. The work shows how the two are inextricably linked and yet have separate uses. By using an older Google Earth image the viewers were invited to explore changes over time. The viewers were able to traverse the terrain of the site walking over a smaller version of the area. The piece allowed the viewers to experience a pilot’s eye view as if seen from the air. It reinforced the connection between air traffic and people who use the facilities on the ground, joining the flying and ground-based communities together.





	A Summary of the Research


	
I used three primary research methods on the project. Archival research was used to gain an understanding of the site, its history and its place within Swansea and the community of Swansea. This involved trips to the archive to find maps, documents and images, which provided a greater understanding of the site. I read as much as I could about the history, not just the war time but recent history and the challenges the airport has faced over the years.
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Secondly visiting the site and meeting the people who work there provided an insight of what the airport is being used for now and how the people feel about it. Conversations with airside staff as well as café staff were hugely valuable in understanding how the community interacts with the airport. It also gave me an insight into the passion the staff have for keeping the airport alive. Once it has gone, it could be gone forever. From these conversations I decided I wanted to create a piece that would show the airport as a whole and how it fits into the surrounding area.
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Thirdly, I researched several artists for inspiration into what the work would be and how it would be made. I wanted the work to show the entire area, and I felt that having visitors interact with the work would create a link between the site and the work. I wanted to use a photograph taken from the air, using a drone. As this was not possible, I researched artists that use other methods to create purely conceptual work.

My initial thought was to use a drone to photograph the area. I discovered it is against the law to fly a drone at an airfield, so that was not an option. I turned to Miska Henner for inspiration, which took me out of my comfort zone. Previously all my projects have relied on photographs I have taken myself. Mishka Henner is an artist that makes use of the internet and uses freely available images to make some of his work. He has made work using satellite images captured from sites such as Google Earth. I decided I would use a Google Earth image to create my exhibition piece. I discovered that Mishka Henner is also a photographer so he uses those skills to frame the area of the satellite image he uses. This helped me when creating my own capture from the satellite view.
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Furthermore, I looked into the work of Federico Winer as he is an artist that explores human interaction with nature using satellite imagery, which aligned with my project. His projects use highly detailed satellite images to create fine art images, which challenge the viewer to consider human impact on the landscape. His work inspired me to upscale my image as the finer detail makes the work more immersive.

[image: Aerial view of a building
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Finally, I was inspired by Antoni Gaudi because of his use of fragments of ceramics in some of his work. Whilst my idea was the opposite, rather than collect broken pieces and place them together, my piece was designed to look as if it had been dropped and broken into pieces. The finished work however had a similar look. Moreover, Gaudi’s work spoke of sustainability through his use of discarded materials. My work also conveyed the importance of the natural area, as a conservation site, surrounding the airport.
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	Techniques Developed for the Production of Your Body of Work


	
Having visited the site the first time, looking at the space and talking to the staff, I arrived at a concept reasonably early on in the process. Nevertheless, there was significant development of the project over the weeks. I wanted an immersive piece that the viewers would interact with and the scale would therefore be important. I also wanted the piece to speak of the connection between the airport and the surrounding area. The airport is important to the community and yet the community is privileged to have the airfield, which is on a site of nature conservation. The airport has had a fragile history and could have been lost to the community on various occasions over the years.

I decided that an overhead image of the area would be the way to convey the message. The image would be on the floor so the visitors would literally be walking across the airport and the surrounding Gower.  The initial idea was for the image of the airport to wear out over the period of the exhibition, leaving an empty area and showing a sense of loss should the airport not be there.
[image: A map on a table
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I printed a sample image and taped it to the floor to see how it would degrade with people walking across it. A second image, printed on vinyl was also stuck down to test the durability. The initial idea was to cut the airport out of the vinyl and replace it with the image on paper. That way, the surrounding area would survive while the airfield image would degrade. The tests proved that the vinyl would survive foot traffic unharmed as imagined, the paper however did not degrade in the way I had hoped.
[image: A map on the floor
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During the tests I decided to have a full-size section printed to get a feel of how the work would look in place. The first print was poor quality, which usually would not matter as the viewer would be further away if it was a wall mounted image. The viewers of this work would however be no further than six feet away, depending how tall they are. I decided I would need to upscale the image, which is something I had not done before. I spent some time reading and watching YouTube tutorials learning how to upscale in Photoshop. It took a few attempts of trial and error before I managed to get the result I wanted.

[image: A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Having decided my original idea was both impractical and was not really the message I was trying to portray, I started working on new ways of exhibiting the work. I decide that I wanted to show the airport as a permeant structure in the area rather that something that would disintegrate. This was to reinforce its place in the area and its importance to the community. I decided to show the airport as being the central element with all of the other elements of the Gower separated but in close proximity. I decided that the image would be cut into pieces based on the existing landscape. The cuts followed roads, tree lines and other topographic features. The visualisations for this required a photoshop image with each cut as a separate layer. This was a new technique that I had to learn as I had not used Photoshop in this way previously. I employed the services of Daf, who taught me the process, and I was able to generate the final result. It was then clear that the best way to print the work was as individual pieces based on the photoshop layers.
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My initial ideas involved having images of aircraft and birds on the walls to show air traffic and nature using the area in harmony. After the second site visit, it became clear that the additional images would possibly distract or at best be lost in the space due to the items already on display in the space. It would possibly have worked in a white wall gallery but not in the area I was exhibiting in. Nevertheless, I feel the piece worked well without the additional images.
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	Individual and Group work overview


	
My contribution to the exhibition was very much in a ‘management’ type role. Joe and Suzanna have well developed skills in graphic design and chose to take on the roles of creating marketing materials. Cae chose to take on the role of social media manager. I used the skills I have in continually making suggestions, providing ideas and input to the designs and content produced by the team. I took on the role of creating the risk assessment as it was the last unallocated task and I have had experience with health and safety in the past. I wrote the exhibition statement and made sure that everything was ready in a timely manner. I feel as a team we worked well together. I feel the team appreciated my input and ideas.

[image: ]


The most challenging aspect of the project was the physical location. Due to the travel time, it involved a planned trip each visit. It was not possible to stop in between lectures or on the way in from the station. The layout of the building restricted options for presenting work. Whilst that was overcome by tailoring the work to the space, it was nevertheless a challenge. Despite having installed a mock up of the exhibition the previous week, once the final piece was installed, the café manager wanted some of the pieces moved as she said it extended too far into the café. The issue was resolved amicably by having a polite conversation and reaching agreement. 
The most difficult aspect of the work was the scale of the piece. I wanted it to be immersive and fill the space. This resulted in having to upscale the image, which was something I had never done before. The size and the design of the work meant that it had to be printed in 4 sections and cut into pieces. I was unsure how to produce the prints and required a workshop session with Daf, learning how to create the final photoshop file. The team worked well together and there were no real disagreements. Team members having other commitments presented a challenge and some of the site visits were made at short notice. Being flexible and managing time made things easier. 

Managing the group and keeping a close eye on deadlines and milestones are skills that I learned during the project. Diplomacy and clear communication were further skills which will be helpful in the future. Finally, negotiating with and being sensitive to the expectations of the site owners was a valuable experience.






	Evaluation of the Exhibition
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I feel the exhibition was a success, addressing both the history of the site as well as the community that uses it now. The feedback from visitors was very positive and there were lots of questions asked as visitors engaged with the work. The people that work hard to keep the airfield viable were appreciative of the recognition of their efforts. Airport staff as well as visitors posted images of the exhibition on their social media. Using fragments created a more immersive experience as the work filled more of the space without losing any of the effect. The fragments drew viewers attention to areas which they might otherwise have ignored.
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The exhibition was well received by both staff and visitors. The work provided many talking points. Some were interested in what each piece represented. Some were interested in topography and what features lie within the area adjacent to the airfield. Others were interested in the history and pointed out structures that were built as part of the war effort. Having the installation on the floor meant that all visitors walked across it. Most stopped and spent some time looking down at the work and contemplating it before asking questions. Children interacted with the piece by holding model aeroplanes and pretending to be flying over the area. They were able to experience the view of a pilot and were able to interact with the work even though they may not have understood it.

One of the areas I feel I need to improve is getting work in the public eye by posting on social media. Not just the end result but the process of experimentation and making the work. I do not see myself becoming a site specific artist exclusively but there may well be projects where a site specific intervention best conveys the message. I have enjoyed the experience and feel that, should the opportunity arise, I will have the skills and confidence to create a site specific installation.
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