
Visual Artists' News Sheet | May – June 2020

19ProfileProject Profile

‘FOLK RADIO’ TOOK place at X-PO, Kilnaboy, County Clare 
in February, as an analogue radio station broadcasting for two 
weeks on 87.9FM. Led by artist Tom Flanagan, the work 
was commissioned through Clare County Council’s Gaining 
Ground Public Art Programme 2017–2020. Project curator, 
Anne Mullee, talks to Flanagan about the process of making 
‘artist-led’ radio.

Anne Mullee: In your collaborative practice (with Megs 
Morley) you’ve previously examined the idea of embedded 
or embodied landscape. In comparison to your past projects, 
what was the approach for ‘Folk Radio’?
Tom Flanagan: I wasn’t thinking about this project in the 
same way as I approach my other collaborative work, which 
often involves sustained periods of intensive research, devel-
opment and production around a set of ideas or concepts and 
can have very little community engagement. I think social-
ly-engaged work requires a very different approach; it has to 
have a certain fluidity and can’t be predetermined in the same 
way. It’s interesting that you mention our previous work and 
the embodied relationship with landscape and drawn associa-
tions. ‘Folk Radio’ made me consider my last socially-engaged 
commission with Megs Morley, called Aughty (2011), which 
had a similar duration and took an observational approach. 
We used film as a process of research and engagement, 
exploring the Sliabh Aughty region in East Galway and 
East Clare over eighteen months. That work was influenced 
both by the relationships formed through the duration of the 
project and our growing understanding of the place. There’s a 
lot of similarity to this process that I engaged with for ‘Folk 
Radio’. Community-based public art projects are always a 
challenge, and you have to be open for a project to develop 
and evolve along with the relationships between the people 
and place over time. I was very lucky in the sense that there is 
very strong creative group already engaged with X-PO. As an 
artist, I think it’s one of the great privileges to be welcomed 
into these communities and be given access to their world. So, 
I think that while I had developed a concept for the project, 
it was its organic expansion and input from participants that 
really dictated the outcomes.

AM: You describe the project as ‘artist-led radio’. How do 
you see that sited in relation to sound art, radio art or even 
‘art on the radio’?
TF: In terms of the radio station being ‘artist-led’, I consid-
ered my role here to broaden the concept of what radio is, or 
what it can be, and how it can be utilised in a different way. 
That approach is reflective of the X-PO project itself, as a 
space that poses questions around traditional ideas of com-
munity and place. Terms such as experimental radio or radio 
art didn’t quite feel right because I didn’t want to be prescrip-
tive as to what was going to happen. It had to be respon-
sive and come from that community. I wanted participants 
to have an open mind to the possibilities and methods they 
could take. I created a framework and thinking around radio 
and its relationship to the landscape, and within that, it was 
up to each individual what form or approach they wanted to 
explore. But the core driver was the facilitation of the X-PO 
community to develop and explore the creative potential of 
broadcast radio as a means of expanding the unique cultural 
space that the X-PO occupies in the landscape of the Burren. 

AM: The works are really diverse, perhaps reflecting the pop-
ulation of the area, which comprises people of many different 
nationalities, with a range of interests, specialties and expe-
riences of life.
TF: One of the amazing things about radio is that it’s a 
uniquely democratic medium – it is omnipresent and open 
to all. I think what really excited me about the potential of 
this project was the idea that ‘Folk Radio’ could occupy an 
alternative listening space for cultural engagement. We had a 
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multitude of responses and approaches – ranging from some 
very experimental material, produced by artists like Tanya 
Harris and students from Burren College of Art, to a more 
traditional programming format, including live music, inter-
views, conversations, documentaries and so on. In some cases, 
we ended up with durational audio works, like the work by 
William Hederman, who spent over six months gathering 
field recordings of the sounds of the GAA pitch next to his 
backyard, creating a mesmerising soundscape piece. In the 
end there were over 85 participants in the project, whether 
they were directly producing programmes or engaged in oth-
er aspects.

AM: And your approach to ‘Folk Radio’ was reflective of 
that?
TF: Absolutely. One important aspect of the project for me 
was making visible the activities of the X-PO. So, through-

out the year I documented and broadcast every event, field 
trip, talk, music session and workshop I possibly could, as well 
as initiating focused projects exploring the various groups 
that use the space, such as the mapping and singing groups. 
Working with artist and X-PO founder, Deirdre O’Mahony, 
we also explored the four archive projects housed there, tak-
ing them out of the building and into people’s homes through 
radio. I would like to think that following on from ‘Folk 
Radio’, albeit an artist-led and unconventional radio project, 
that if a community radio station happens at the X-PO, it’s 
going to take some influence from the experiment that pre-
ceded it. We’ve opened the door of possibilities and there’s no 
better community to explore that potential. 

AM: How do you feel the project has informed your own 
practice?
TF: It’s really opened up a new vessel for my creative practice. 
It’s a medium I’m going continue to work with. Though I’ve 
taught radio production for many years, I’d never brought it 
into my art practice. But experiencing the possibility of the 
medium to empower communities through this project has 
stimulated a lot of thinking and conversation about the fea-
sibility of creating further alternative forms of community 
expression in Ireland. So, it is absolutely a medium that has 
become a central aspect to my practice, and one I look for-
ward to developing and expanding in the near future.
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