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Festival Profile

Artistic Foundations

Brendan Fox, Project Director / Curator for ‘Foundation14’ , profiles the Tullamore-based visual art exhibition, founded in 2013, which
has been devised as part of programme to develop a contemporary arts space for the Town.
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For decades the residents of Tullamore have worked tirelessly to
raise enough money to secure funding to build an arts centre; finally,
after a successful capital application to the government, they received
news that €2m would be provided for this project under the Access II
scheme. The idea behind the Foundation13 project and Foundation14
arts festival was to create an artistic and cultural foundation before
laying the physical foundations of Tullamore Community Art
Centre.1
In July of 2013, Offaly Arts Officer Sinead O’Reilly approached
me with regards to curating an exhibition in the absence of the arts
festival that previously took place annually in Tullamore. Due to the
economic situation at the time there were so many fallow commercial
spaces in the town centre that it made sense for us to utilise them. The
notion of breathing new life back into my hometown excited me, and
figuring out how to make that happen was a real adventure. It was
an organic, unforced process. We published a submission form on the
VAI website inviting artists to apply to exhibit with us and received an
overwhelming response. But we wanted to do more than simply exhibit work; we wanted to engage with the public, and thus formulated
an extensive series of talks and workshops.
We also felt that this would be a good opportunity to bring some
theatre to town, so Mirjana Rendulic’s acclaimed Broken Promise Land
was performed in an old office space. We realised that all that was
missing from our programme was music, so I contacted Get Ta France,
a small outfit of music promoters working locally. We booked the musician R.S.A.G (Rarely Seen Above Ground, aka Jeremy Hickey), who
nearly blew the roof off an old Georgian town house. Before we knew
it we had a really exciting arts programme on our hands.
In this first year, the nucleus of our team was minuscule and
our budget was even smaller, but our ideas were ambitious and we
understood that the only way to realise the project was to ask for
help. We approached the owners of commercial properties, who donated all the spaces for free. We assembled an amazing crew of local
volunteers, which comprised not only enthusiastic, energetic folk,
but also artists, carpenters, electricians and trades people who be-

lieved in the project to such a truly heartfelt extent that often they
would work 12-hour days to make sure a space was ready for the installation of the art work. We approached every business in town and
asked for anything they could give to the project. The response was so
generous and we received many gifts in kind.
We developed a guerrilla strategy for promotion by sticking
huge bright orange F13 vinyls on the 12 retail units late one night,
two weeks in advance of the opening. Suddenly everyone in town was
wondering what F13 meant. There was a real buzz and energy.
Last year’s Foundation14 was no different. In fact the notion of
energy is what inspired me to write the curatorial brief for Foundation14’s ‘-Battery+’ exhibition. In 2013 Foundation13 exhibited the
work of 30 Irish and international artists, including Nigel Rolfe, Lauralee Guiney, Andras Csullog and Dublin collective Basic Space. We
held 45 events and welcomed almost 8000 visitors through our doors,
including local community groups, entire schools and scheduled bus
arrivals from both Dublin and Galway.
We tried to figure out ways to involve as many different types of
local groups as possible. For instance, we invited the local Toast Masters group to our gallery and they each spoke for five minutes about
the artwork on show. We also worked with charities like Offaly Hospice, accommodating their annual coffee morning in our main gallery
space, and they raised over three times the amount they had raised
the previous year simply because we gave the event a more prominent
public space.
When we returned to Tullamore in 2014, 75% percent of the
spaces we had renovated the previous year were occupied by businesses. We had also evolved into a fully-fledged arts festival. Foundation14 involved the synergy of both local and external energy. In my
opinion, directing and curating a festival is quite similar to orchestrating a solo exhibition; each involves the culmination of imagination
and time, but most importantly energy. In fact all art is simply the
outcome of the energy expelled by the artist. It is the combination of
both the positive and negative results of process and experimentation.
In essence, the work is energy and therefore has a discernible power,

a corporal presence beyond its origins within the conceptual realm.
This notion informed not only my curatorial decision making when
selecting work through the submissions process, but also the artists
I chose to invite.
At its core I wanted the exhibition to illustrate the energy it takes
to realise any ambition, from an individual artwork to a lifetime goal.
Our failures define us more than our triumphs, but they also can steer
us in directions we never may have considered. I wanted the visual
narrative within the exhibition to explore this idea, to demonstrate
that a negative result can often inform a positive outcome. I considered the notion that ‘-Battery+’ was a microcosm of Ireland’s current
state – that often the absence of the energy of capitalism ignites the
energy of creativity. What draws me to any particular piece of work is
conflict and duality.
Last year our programme expanded significantly. The festival featured over 50 Irish and international artists, including Aideen Barry,
Thomas Brezing, Anita Delaney, Jonah King, Dejan Karin, Basil AlRawi, Paola Catizone, Paula Fitzsimons and Saoirse Wall. The exhibition also featured work by recent fine art graduates, which was shown
alongside Susan MacWilliam and Dr Kevin Atherton’s seminal work
Monitor Minder, from the from the 53rd Venice Biennalle, last shown
at Tate Modern, London.
F14 Awards were another important part of the project. Three
artists of outstanding caliber received recognition for their achievements: the Undergraduate Award was won by the amazing Avril
Corroon, who received €1,000 towards further development of her
arts practice; the F14 Critics’ Choice Award went to Andrew Carson,
who received a solo show in Nag Gallery, Dublin for 2015 and €500
towards realising his exhibition; Helen Mac Mahon received the People’s Choice Award of €500 for the most popular work, selected by the
public. It was hugely exciting to be able to reward these artists, all of
whom have the capacity to make an impact not only on the Irish art
world but internationally.
Although Foundation14 was anchored in the visual arts, it also
provided a platform for exciting new music. Last year we once again
teamed up with Get Ta France to source some of the best of Irish contemporary music, including Girl Band, recently lauded by the Guardian for creating “invigorating music with nods to Daft Punk and Nick
Cave” and the unforgettable King Kong Company, who, having rocked
last year’s Electric Picnic, came to Tullamore and blasted a disused
warehouse space in the town centre. We also took over the local cinema for a series of film screenings, hosted theatre nights, poetry recitals with award winning poets. Our extensive series of workshops and
curatorial talks accommodated both Junior and Leaving Certificate
Art students.
So, what’s in store for 2015? We are palpably excited for Foundation15 Arts Festival, as we have just received news that we will be
working with IMMA. This means we can offer an even more extensive and exciting international programme. The energy and support
we have received from all sides has been truly astonishing and the
constant evolution of the project means it will be different every year.
This really excites us and we hope to pass the excitement on to our
visitors and gratefully give back the positive energy we have been afforded. Foundation14 would not be have been possible without the
support of Offaly Arts Office, the Arts Council of Ireland, Tullamore
Community Art Centre, Claire Chaney PM and Lauralee Guiney, Artists Co-Ordinator.
Brendan Fox Project Director / Curator, Foundation 14 is a curator
and artist. Recent solo shows include: ‘Biopredation’, NAG at The
Cross Gallery, Dublin (2013); ‘Crossed Line’, KT Contemporary,
Dublin (2012); ‘Are We There Yet?’ Aras an Chontae, Offaly (2009).
foundation14.com.
Note
The architectural design for the centre has been chosen through a competition process which was
managed by the RIAI. The design team are A2 Architects with a design that is modern, practical and accessible. The building will accommodate a number of creative and overlapping uses and the internal
spaces are designed to be flexible in accommodating these. The centres proposed location is Kilbride
Plaza, Tullamore adjacent to the Heritage Centre and alongside the Grand Canal. The planned centre
will include a 250 seat auditorium, dedicated art gallery, cafe/bar, workshop, and a series of rehearsal/
meeting rooms. Further details: tullamorecommunityartscentre.ie

