
AN INSTALLATION PROPOSAL by NEIL ARMSTRONG : general outline

INTRODUCTION : working title FREE TRADE

The piece I am looking to make is based around the general theme of cultural  integration, and what it 
means to ‘trade’ across borders and cultures. I want to examine the nature of this dynamic by looking 
at the past and present of two historically trade-linked cities; Newcastle upon Tyne and Malmö in 
Sweden.  

This framework will allow me to make an ambitious work that encompasses real life narratives, held 
together by more fictitious elements - in particular an extended narrated ‘heroic’ verse. I anticipate 
the final piece will be a subjective, hopeful, narrative journey expressed as a video and photographic 
installation; furthering exploration in my previous work of what it is to construct ‘history’.

Specifically, the east quayside of Newcastle’s river Tyne contains an area called Malmo Quay which is 
currently an open grassy area. This is imminently to be developed, ostensibly to visually mark the end 
of what has been significant development along this stretch of the river. 

Standing above this piece of land, with an elevated view of the river Tyne, is a pub called the FREE 
TRADE. The name of this pub is so called due to the fact that it (and Malmo Quay) in 19th century 
Newcastle, was situated just out of custom and excise jurisdiction, with the result that goods landed 
from abroad at this spot were not subject to local tax. 

In Charleton’s book of 1885 ‘A History of Newcastle upon Tyne’, whilst walking the Ouseburn valley 
and arriving at Malmo Quay, he describes the Scandinavian steamers arriving to discharge their 
cargoes. Malmö and Newcastle had well established trading links; people and cargo passed through 
and industries developed locally with an eye to export markets. Glass and pottery in particular from the 
adjoining Ouseburn valley, coal of course and, in return, potatoes, fruit, cattle, timber and, Charleton 
records, “loudly protesting pigs”.

I want to use this historical context as a means of examining wider contemporary issues. In some 
senses these two locations are relatively random seen from a contemporary point of view. Over time 
the links that were once there are less obvious. 2015 Newcastle sits differently in relation to Malmö. I 
may not now be aware of the imported pigs in such an obvious way, and yet I can watch ‘The Bridge’ 
on Netflix and experience the urban landscape of Malmö on the tv in my front room. I am aware of 
shifting perspectives over time, and yet I am also aware that we collectively confront very similar 
global issues and are joined by a whole  range of generic ‘shrinking world’ concerns.
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In this respect my installation is using ‘two foreign’ cities to represent ‘any two foreign cities’.

Having lived in Newcastle for a lot of years I am familiar with some of its history. Malmö I knew 
nothing of until I started looking into this project. One thing that struck me immediately was that 
Malmö has gone through a dramatic re-invention of itself over the last 20 or so years. The city of 
Malmö is internationally recognised as a flagship of successful urban development and re-invention. 
Home to a population of over 170 nationalities, Malmö has switched  from being a manufacturing based 
economy in decline to a forward looking knowledge based economy. It is not however immune from the 
problems which come with both the expansion of population and the integration of cultures.

My starting point is Malmo Quay in Newcastle and my journey is one between two ports, two cities and 
two intertwined histories.  

THE MAIN THEME

The piece will develop ways of working I have established in my previous work. Starting with the actual 
journey between two places, it will combine elements of documentary material with a narrated verse 
which I will write and present as a ‘fiction’ derived from ‘fact’. My journey - the people I meet - the 
experiences and stories I integrate into my own story will form the central theme of this verse and 
bridge the overall piece. 

The resultant narrative will be a construct combined from the varying perspectives encountered on this 
journey. Ultimately it will not be my voice but that of a fictional ‘character’ who will emerge from the 
lived experience of this project. This character will narrate an expanded form of heroic verse, which will 
drive the piece rhythmically and also provide a counterpoint to the ‘real world’ vignettes.

THE FORM IT WILL TAKE

In the very early stages of thinking this project through, I had envisaged an implied ‘never ending’ 
line of people - large format printed almost life size - with characters posed in ways that would reflect 
both the contemporary and the past ; perhaps referencing painting and sculpture from other ages. 
These people would be depicted as passing through time together, with actors representing a variety of 
‘others’ in different guises. 

As my thinking evolved, it became obvious that there needs to be a central live action aspect to the 
work in order to fully explore the narrative. This does not preclude aspects of the ‘staged’ approach 
apparent in my original idea. In fact that treatment will be incorporated into the finished installation, 
which will include a substantial photographic element. Both ‘factual’ and re-constructed ‘fiction’, it will 
reflect and converge with video.
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At this stage I am not sure whether the video will be shown single or multi-screen for installation 
purposes. In any case, I will produce a single screen version to fit the practicalities of showing in 
appropriate venues.

OBJECT RELATED

I see entry to the overall narrative to be through an examination of what has been before. To this end 
I am centred on the idea of using a number of key (as yet unspecified) historical objects as catalysts. 
Here I envisage the museum services will be an invaluable collaborator and I am keen in some way 
to incorporate pieces held in the current Tyne and Wear Archives & Museums collections, be they 
artefacts, works of art and craft, prints, industrial, architectural or photographic. I will use museum 
pieces and also contributor’s personal objects as ways of opening up and exploring the sub stories that 
will form the basis of the ‘facts’ that I will hold up alongside my narrative.

For example I recently came across a posting via the Shipley Art Gallery referring to the 19th 
century Sowerby glassworks in Gateshead, who employed Italian glassblowers to make their ‘art 
for the million’. Migrant workers producing work that would ultimately traverse the globe is a strong 
conceptual link into the piece and provides an opportunity for collaboration with the museum service.

An example of my object related writing in the AN ‘museum for object research’ (instigated by Sonia Boué) can be found here>> 

SPACES

Space and the absence of any contemporary development (apart from grass) was the starting point 
for my last project (AN project blog here>>) based around the now demolished Queen’s Rink Ballroom in 
Hartlepool. I am aware that the consideration of spatial environments and atmospheres will also be a 
significant factor in this project. 

An aspect of evolution which rapidly transforms a space is the act of building - or the lack thereof. 
When development takes place at a pace then spaces are very quickly transformed and new 
atmospheres replace the former. 

Newcastle quayside has been transformed over 30 years whilst still retaining echoes of its former 
industrial past. At the time of writing building work has yet to begin on the Malmo Quay site, however 
various preparatory activities have taken place which I have documented photographically as they have 
occurred so as to have a complete record. I am not clear as to how this will fit into the entire piece, 
but I know that the actual building process - the fundamental altering of that space - will be an overall 
theme within the narrative and a contributory factor to its further development. 

In architectural terms, recent urban developments in Malmö are seen as flagships for how people can 
use space successfully in sympathetic human-scale ways. Malmö is oft cited by developers across the 
world as an example of a city that has embraced successful, forward thinking urban design. 
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That being said, in many ways spaces that are neglected or uncertain in character can also be path-
ways into considering where the values of a society are placed. They, like objects, are also receptacles 
of memory and meditations on the future and will provide further gateways for exploration within my 
piece.

MAKING IT HAPPEN - THE PEOPLE INVOLVED

Tyne and Wear Archives & Museums Services will be pivotal to my artefact/ historical  research. I want 
objects and artworks in their collection to become central characters in a narrative of my own making. 
This could be mutually beneficial and perhaps also provide a potential venue to premier the piece in 
what could be a very synergic setting. Certainly I envisage an amount of time spent researching in 
local museum archives both in Newcastle and in Malmö.

A core element of the overall piece will come from the participation of others. I seek to involve people 
who are willing to tell their own stories of geographical transit or trade. Those stories may be first 
generation biographical accounts or passed down through generations in a way where they become 
part of a biography of an individual which, more widely, contribute to the narrative of a community. 
These stories will be incorporated into the overall ‘journey’ portrayed as vignettes. This was an 
approach I developed in the Rink project - where a sub story appears encapsulated in its own time-
frame as part of the whole.

Participants will be from a variety of age and ethnic backgrounds and should reflect the makeup of the 
population working and living in the river Tyne area. A comparable demographic in Malmö will also be 
involved.

I am currently in the process of  thinking about the best way of establishing links with other 
organisations in Newcastle as I want to instigate a diverse dialogue across age and ethnicity.  

It is important to emphasise that the structure is not yet fully formed and that I am also interested to 
include dance and music within the scope of this piece - where again I would be seeking collaboration. 
I am keen to develop relationships with other organisations who could both contribute and benefit from 
being part of this project.

I have already established a number of connections in Malmö and have a very positive continued 
dialogue with the department of culture at Malmö City Council. Inter Arts - a university associated 
organisation who offer support to visiting international artists in Malmö, are a potential collaborator for 
my research, and I am currently also party to e-mail dialogue with various other arts and urban space 
related Malmö residents and interest groups.

I am about to approach Newcastle upon Tyne City Council to see what input they may have. Newcastle 
upon Tyne and Malmö are in fact civically twinned.
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Carillion Igloo are the developers of the Malmo Quay site and I have an established dialogue with 
them in order to film and photograph the Malmo Quay development as it takes place over time. There 
is opportunity to show my finished piece in this setting when the building work is complete and, 
potentially, across other UK national sites of theirs. My preference however would be to premier the 
piece in a gallery or museum setting with in situ shows following on after.

Ultimately the piece will be produced and exhibited primarily in the UK, however I shall also be seeking 
venues in Malmö, and the nature of video online means it can be available for viewing globally and 
entered into international competitions.  

neil armstrong 2016
www.neilarmstrong.me
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