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Ut Pictura Poesis1

DURING A PUBLIC conversation with friend 
and fellow artist, Nick Miller, at The Model last 
November, Sligo-based painter, Patrick Hall 
(b. 1935) declared that: “I did not find paint-
ing – it found me.”2 Growing up in rural Ire-
land without electricity, Hall’s family home was 
illuminated by candlelight, which, he concedes, 
may explain why he has always been so interest-
ed in shadows. The artist recalled that painting 
allowed him to create a place of comfort, and 
to that end, he tenderly described painting as a 
“road through darkness.”

However, for Hall, it is not possible to speak 
about painting, because fundamentally, painting 
is its own language. In accepting this epistemo-
logical premise – that all discourse on painting is 
secondary to the primary act – I have set about 
assembling a themed issue which hinges upon 
the extraordinary insights of painters. It has 
been a privilege and a joy to read how these art-
ists feel about their medium and how it orien-
tates them in the world. This soulful and deeply 
reflective writing prompts me to consider that 
painters may in fact be the poets of the art world.

Reviving a discursive format which proved 
extremely popular during VAN’s 2020 sculp-
ture-themed issue, I commissioned a series of 
Artist Interviews between painters at differ-
ent career stages, with the aim of generating 
expanded discussion on the nature of contempo-
rary Irish painting. The resulting conversations 
produced exceptionally rich dialogue across 
a range of material and conceptual concerns. 
Dominique Crowley and Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh 
observe how painting exists beyond language, 
while Selma Makela and Fionna Murray consid-
er the idea that a painting can be a place in itself. 
Nick Miller and Salvatore of Lucan discuss the 
alchemy and melancholy of painting, while Ste-

phen Dunne and Serena Caulfield address its 
metaphorical landscapes. Ciarán Murphy and 
Merlin James consider the intimacies and con-
nections of painting, just as Diana Copperwhite 
and Cecilia Danell reflect on the ways in which 
painting pervades every aspect of life.

In numerous Member Profiles, we can 
observe the diversity of practice among VAI 
members, whose primary medium is painting 
– ranging from figurative, expressive or pasto-
ral approaches to abstraction and hyper realism. 
These profiles interrogate subjects as wide-rang-
ing as matter and objecthood; the phenomeno-
logical, embodied and felt sensations of painting; 
painting as a gesture of solidarity with minori-
ties, ‘othered’ communities, and their marginal-
ised histories; the painter as both hoarder and 
producer of imagery; and the relationship with 
painting that one maintains throughout life. 

Reviewed in the expanded 60th special 
edition of the Critique section are ten recent 
high-profile shows, which collectively attest 
to the scope and ambition of current painting 
and exhibition-making practices. These include: 
‘Patrick Graham: Taking Leave’ at Hillsboro 
Fine Art; Nano Reid, ‘Adamantine’ at High-
lanes Gallery; Mick O’Dea, ‘West Northwest’ 
at Molesworth Gallery; and Melissa O’Faherty, 
‘Turning It Over’ at the RHA Ashford Gallery.

Notes:
1 Ut Pictura Poesis is a Latin phrase meaning: “As is paint-
ing so is poetry.” See for example: Leon Golden, ‘Recep-
tion of Horace’s Ars Poetica’, in Gregson Davis (ed.), A 
Companion to Horace (Oxford, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2010)
2 A recording of the conversation between Patrick and 
Nick is available at themodel.ie

Joan Sugrue, The Fourth Earl, oil on canvas; image courtesy the artist. 

Kevin Mooney, Beast, 2020, oil, acrylic and distemper on jute; photograph by Jed Niezgoda, courtesy of the artist.

Mick O’Dea, Enforcers, 2020, oil on canvas; image cour-
tesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery. 

Mollie Douthit, No one’s sitting in your chair, 2021, oil on 
canvas panel, 30x25cm; image courtesy the artist and 
Molesworth Gallery.

Colin Crotty, Mountain, Dream, 2021, oil on linen; image 
courtesy the artist and Pallas Projects.

Mark O’Kelly, High-rise, 2021, oil on linen; image courtesy 
the artist and Pallas Projects.



Fingal, A Place for Art Fingal County Council, Tyrone Guthrie Centre  
and Bealtaine Festival Residency Award 2022 

Fingal County Council, in association with the Tyrone Guthrie Centre and the Bealtaine 
Festival are offering two, one month-long, residencies at the Tyrone Guthrie Centre  
in May 2022. The award aims to celebrate and support older artists at all stages of their 
careers working in visual arts and literature.

The residencies will offer a professional 
visual artist and a professional writer – 
working in any discipline – the opportunity 
to research or develop new work  
in response to the Bealtaine Festival theme 
of ‘Interdependence’, with the potential,  
if desired, to present work during the 
Bealtaine Festival in 2023.

To be eligible to apply, applicants must be 
aged 50+, have been born, studied, or 
currently reside in Fingal and be available 
from 1–31 May. Applications are welcomed 
and encouraged from artists from diverse 
cultural or minority backgrounds. 

For further information and to apply please visit:  
www.fingalarts.ie/news or www.fingal.ie/arts

www.fingalarts.ie/news
www.fingal.ie/arts

Closing date for receipt of applications: 
Friday 25th March 2022 at 4.00pm

FingalCoCo_VAI_Landscape_164.012x255.04mm_020222.indd   1FingalCoCo_VAI_Landscape_164.012x255.04mm_020222.indd   1 08/02/2022   13:5608/02/2022   13:56



26 February to 26 March 2022
Monday to Saturday 
10.00am - 4.30pm
www.art-environment.com

Uillinn:  West Cork Arts Centre
Skibbereen, Co. Cork
+353 28 22090
www.westcorkartscentre.com

Idir Sholas 
MA Art and Environment Graduate Show TH E 

M E R R ION
PLI NTH

A  P R I Z E  O P E N  T O  A L L  F O R M S  O F 
C O N T E M P O R A R Y  A R T 

///////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

We are pleased to launch our second 
edition of the biennial contemporary 
art prize The Merrion Plinth. As 
dedicated supporters of late 19th 
and early 20th century art, we aim to 
support living artists by sponsoring 
this prize honouring outstanding 
talent. We are inviting professional 
artists to enter this exciting new open 
submission competition which will 
take place every two years. Our aim 
is to provide a platform for artists to 
bring their work to new audiences 
and be seen alongside some of the 
great Irish artists of the last century. 
Our collection holds some significant 
artworks relevant to the history of 
Irish visual culture and our ambition  
is to promote the importance of visual 
art being made today.
€5,000 prize

The selected artwork will be 
exhibited in a dedicated area  
in The Merrion Hotel 

Open to all professional artists 
resident in Ireland, Northern 
Ireland and the UK

Open to artists in all visual art 
forms that adhere to guidelines

Please go to www.merrionhotel.com  
for further information and to 
download the application form.

The closing date for entries: 
8th April, 2022



OONAGH YOUNG GALLERY

READYMADE
4 ARTISTS X 2 WEEKS
OPEN CALL

HAVE YOU AN EXHIBITION READY 
TO BE INSTALLED IN A GALLERY?
IS THE WORK NEW?

If you answered yes to these questions and are 
interested in a 2 week solo show between 
late April and June 2022, please submit 
ONE PDF DOCUMENT containing:
1.  An exhibition proposal, 200 words max.
2.  7 Images or 3 short video/audio files
3.  A CV, 1 A4 page

SEND YOUR PROPOSALS TO 
INFO@OONAGHYOUNG.COM 
BY 10AM APRIL 2ND, 2022

Are you an artist working collaboratively
with a community? Are you an artist or 
community group with an interest in working 
on a collaborative, socially engaged project?
The Arts Council’s Artist in the Community (AIC) Scheme, managed by Create, off ers awards 
to enable artists and communities of place and/or interest to work together on researching, 
developing, and delivering projects.

Closing Dates

Round One: 28 March, 2022
Round Two: 26 September, 2022                          www.create-ireland.ie

Image: Otolith. Ruairí Ó’Donnabháin and the community 
of Cape Clear Island, Goldsmith Helle Helsner and Com-
poser Seán Ó Dálaigh. Photo: Debbie Scanlon

The Dock, Carrick-on-Shannon,
Co. Leitrim, N41 T2X2
www.thedock.ie
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Alfred Wallis: In Belfast & Memory

CORNELIUS BROWN DISCUSSES THE ALFRED WALLIS EXHIBITION 
CURRENTLY SHOWING AT THE MAC IN BELFAST.

THE IMAGINED JOURNEY has the clarity of 
daylight. A coach carries me beyond the con-
fines of County Donegal for the first time in 
two years. On the road to Belfast, I reread Peter 
Everett’s novel The Voyages of Alfred Wallis, Jon-
athan Cape, 1999. The city, as I navigate streets, 
startles; my life has been small and quiet for so 
long. I make my first acquaintance with The 
MAC. My step quickens as I near the evocative-
ly named Tall and Sunken Galleries. The exhibi-
tion is ‘Alfred Wallis: Artist and Mariner’. I am 
visiting old friends. 

I stayed home. Omicron has driven us back 
indoors, sealing us in, fencing us off from expe-
riences, people, and places. Alfred Wallis is the 
perfect artist for these times. His paintings brim 
with seas, schooners, lighthouses, shipwrecks, 
and the light and life of the coast. They were 
painted in confinement, however, by an old man 
looking back on earlier days.

Returning to my mind’s store of Wallis paint-
ings, I find myself an ageing man looking back 
towards carefree youth. During the last months 
of the twentieth century, IMMA brought Wallis 
to Dublin, pairing him with James Dixon for the 
exhibition ‘Two Painters’. I was working there at 
that time. The St Ives painter was unknown to 
me, but from the first glimpses as the paintings 
were being hung, I began to feel a peculiar lure. 
I fell into a routine of visiting Wallis each day, 
my lunch hour vanishing sometimes in front of 
a single tiny picture. With pure pleasure, I mem-
orised not only paintwork and images, but also 
holes left by outsized nails, hammered by Wallis 
into fragile works to hang them on his cottage 
wall, and the rough, uneven edges of plywood 
and cardboard that, it dawned on me, the artist 
used as intuitively as pencil or brush. 

Painting occupied only the final chapter of 
Wallis’s life, yet the heft of the book already 
written by the time he took up this hobby for 
company after his wife’s death, shaped entire-
ly the prodigious outpouring of creativity that 
came to him so late. Wallis was first a mariner, 
then a rag-and-bone man. A lifetime sepa-
rated the mariner from the painter, and it was 

Plein Air

across this divide that the artist gazed, filling 
his cramped dwelling with memory paintings. 
The rag-and-bone man continued the ethos of 
recycling materials, deriving his supports from a 
grocer who purposively set aside boxes. Another 
friend sold decorator’s materials, and from this 
source came the household paint that Wallis 
transmuted into the seas of his past.

First-hand accounts detail the poverty in 
which Wallis lived during his painting years, 
some voicing outrage. Fleas embedded in paint-
ings provide a permanent reminder of the con-
ditions amid which these works were created. 
Wallis ended his days in a workhouse, and nar-
rowly avoided a pauper’s grave. His cottage had 
two rooms, but the painter rarely ventured into 
the one upstairs, believing it had been taken over 
by the Devil and attendant spirits. Wallis slept in 
an old wooden box he had fixed on his settee to 
serve as a bed, as far away from his fire as pos-
sible, because at night the presences above sent 
messages down the chimney.

 The last Wallis painting I stood in front 
of was Death Ship, 1941-42, in the kitchen of 
Glebe House in Donegal, where it hangs as part 
of The Derek Hill Collection. I was at the end 
of a hellish year, struggling to appear normal. 
Wallis turned a key and flooded the chambers 
of my heart. I gasped as my eyes filled with tears 
mixing sorrow and joy. Swept to the source of 
my affinity with the old artist, I saw my teenage 
self – painting outdoors with cheap gloss, realis-
ing, as clouds metamorphosed, that memory and 
paint are natural comrades. 

The poet Hölderlin, who, assailed by poverty 
and schizophrenia, spent the final decades of his 
life, between 1808 and 1843, confined to a small 
octagon-shaped room furnished solely with 
desk, lectern, and bed, wrote that poets are holy 
vessels in which the wine of life is preserved. 
Alfred Wallis, in his grim room with scraps of 
cardboard and hard gloss paint, was one such 
vessel. Upon the wine of life his schooners float 
forever. 
Cornelius Browne is a Donegal-based 
artist. 

Alfred Wallis, Five ships in port with lighthouse, n.d., oil and graphite on card, 135 x 225 mm; © Kettle’s Yard, University 
of Cambridge.

Alfred Wallis, Grey steamboat, sailing ship and three fish with teeth, n.d., oil and graphite on card, 140 x 225 mm; © 
Kettle’s Yard, University of Cambridge.

Alfred Wallis, Small black steamer with lighthouse, n.d., oil and graphite on card, 152 x 227 mm; © Kettle’s Yard, 
University of Cambridge.

Alfred Wallis, Steamboat with two sailors, lighthouse and rocks, n.d., oil and graphite on card, 188 x 278 mm; © 
Kettle’s Yard, University of Cambridge.
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Salvatore of Lucan: So, how do you feel about us being paired together, as 
younger and older artists? 
Nick Miller: I’m happy. I’d seen your painting, Me Ma Healing Me, 2020, 
in the Zurich Portrait Prize before it opened, and it had an energy that 
interested me. I messaged you to say that if I was judging, I’d give you the 
money! That was our first contact. I like to jump cross-generationally, both 
ways. I mean, age doesn’t matter, but I am older. As we hadn’t met before, I 
thought the most real way to connect was by asking you to sit for a portrait 
in Sligo, then visiting your studio in Dublin for this conversation.

SoL: Did you enjoy painting me? 
NM: Yeah, I really did! Because of lockdown, I haven’t painted anyone new 
for a long time – it was curious and thrilling.

SoL: I only paint people I know and very rarely paint people I don’t. Do 
you have a preference? 
NM: As I get older, I worry less either way – if someone is willing to sit, 
anything is possible.  
 
SoL: Do you think you get to know people when you paint them?
NM: Yes and no. I’m a bit like Homer Simpson – I’m not sure what I 
learn, or retain beyond a painting. In portraiture, I am chasing a sort of 
alchemical transformation, a holding of life and energy in the materiality 
of paint. This is something I also sense in your work, but it is maybe driven 
more by composition, emotional intensity and a humour that you seem to 
embed in the material.

SoL: Yeah. My mate Glen Fitzgerald, who is a painter, was talking about 
alchemists and how he thought they were recreating the flesh or objects 
from paint. And I thought, “Oh that’s what I’m trying to do” and started 

Nick Miller, Portrait of Salvatore of Lucan, 2021, oil on linen, 46 x 41 cm, studio view, December 2021; photograph by Nick Miller, image courtesy of the artists. 

NICK MILLER AND SALVATORE OF LUCAN DISCUSS THE 
ALCHEMY AND MELANCHOLY OF PAINTING.

This Energetic Thing 
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looking into it. 
NM: To me, it’s an alternative art history, understanding how 
artists transform the energetic thing they’re trying to hold 
into inert material.

SoL: Do you think that’s the hardest part of painting, or do 
you think that’s a basic thing that painting needs? 
NM: It is just what it is. Personally I don’t know what art is 
without it; a way of approaching the world beyond yourself 
but also inside yourself at the same time.

SoL: When we were talking yesterday, I started thinking 
about the poem, Having a coke with you, by Frank O’Ha-
ra. There’s a video of him reciting it on YouTube, I’ll show 
you after. The question I want to ask is in the poem; there’s 
something kind of sad about the artist trying to capture this 
energy. Do you ever think about the act of trying to capture 
something as a sad thing? 
NM: Yes, we talked yesterday about melancholy in facing our 
awareness of a complicated and damaged world. A certain 
melancholy brings me to painting, but the activity itself can 
rescue me from sadness, towards joy. I’ve been reading a new 
book on the subject by philosopher, Brian Treanor, which felt 
like a homecoming.

SoL: You mentioned Melancholic Joy, Bloomsbury Publish-
ing, 2021 – that’s something I’m trying to get through as 
well, but also humour. If I could make a painting that could 
make someone laugh out loud, I would be so pleased. It’s 
very hard to do with a still image. Do you have an impossible 
dream for your paintings that spurs you on? 
NM: Well I guess alchemy is an impossible dream. I feel most 
alive when painting, and I hope I leave that in the work. I 
sometimes worry that I don’t care if a painting ever sees the 
light of day. My father was like a hermit; he spent 40 years 
in a studio and barely showed any work, so I have that in my 
genetics. He was only interested in what happened on the 

easel. 
SoL: For me, that’s the bit I don’t enjoy as much. I really like 
coming up with ideas and composing pictures, but when it 
comes to the painting, I’m always terrified and sort of sulky, 
or stressed about how much work there is for me to do, to 
realise this idea that I’ve come up with. 
NM: I really get that. I’ve had to learn to let painting do me, 
more than me do it. You spend a lot of time composing in 
preparation of painting. I find that very interesting. Why and 
how do you do that? 

SoL: My earliest experiences of painting were by my uncle, 
who painted from the age of 17 to 25 but never pursued a 
career as an artist or exhibited – they were all essentially sur-
realist paintings on the walls in my house growing up. My 
family are not huge on talking about emotions, but when I 
looked at his paintings, I’d always be trying to read into them 
and get some kind of clue to an emotional state, or some 
meaning or insight as to what was happening in the family, 
or some sort of secret. So, when I come up with a compo-
sition, part of it is trying to give someone the feeling that 
something has happened before or is going to happen after 
or that there’s a little secret. I like paintings that strike my 
imagination. 
NM: Do you literally embed meaning and secrets in them?

SoL: I do yeah, a bit – the idea that someone could read 
something into it that isn’t there. On one hand, I’m trying to 
illustrate it and on the other, I’m trying to conceal something 
in it. 
NM: I don’t often like illustration in painting, but I really 
admire the dangerous path you tread with narrative in your 
work. 

SoL: I know when I’m bad, I’m really bad. Because of this, I 
feel I can miss by a long way. 
NM: Missing is good; there are new ways forward with 

everything, including painting. Wasn’t this conversation sup-
posed to be about our materials?

SoL: Ah yes, so is there a colour you can’t paint without?
NM: Probably Old Holland’s Scheveningen Purple-Brown, 
often mixed with Old Holland Blue Deep and flesh ochres. In 
portraiture, it is to do with the recesses of the face, like nos-
trils or ear holes – it helps make flesh that’s alive but disap-
pearing. And for you?

SoL: Similar in painting flesh. It’s the Quinacridone Gold-
Brown from Williamsburg. I use it for the bits that aren’t 
shadow but don’t hit the light and I mix it a lot with the 
Payne’s Grey-Violet by Williamsburg too, which is a similar 
combination to the ones that you use, actually.

Salvatore of Lucan’s new solo show opens at Kevin 
Kavanagh Gallery, Dublin, on 31 March. 
@salvatoreoflucan

Nick Miller’s two-person show with Patrick Hall opens 
at Hillsboro Fine Art, Dublin, on 9 June, followed by 
‘Still Nature’ at Art Space Gallery, London, in 
September.
nickmiller.ie
@nickmiller_studio

Salvatore of Lucan, Me Ma Healing Me, 2020, oil on canvas, winner of the Zurich Portrait Prize 2021; image courtesy of the artist and the National 
Gallery of Ireland.

Nick Miller, Portrait of Salvatore of Lucan, 2021, oil on linen, image courtesy of the 
artist.

Salvatore of Lucan, Me being an arse, 2021, installation view, Public Arts Space 
Juraplatz, Biel; photograph by Enrique Muñoz García, courtesy of the artist. 
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Art Pervading Life 
CECILIA DANELL AND DIANA COPPERWHITE CHAT ABOUT 
THEIR PAINTING ROUTINES.

Cecilia Danell: How do you start a painting? Do you do any 
preparatory drawings? Do you have an idea beforehand or 
does it all happen on the canvas, as it were?  
Diana Copperwhite: I do a mixture of things. I’m always 
looking for information and I do use things stored up in my 
head; I also take photos and use found photographs. Some-
times I start a drawing as kind of a map for the painting, 
which evolves in its own direction. I never want them to be 
straightforward, so it’s mixture of pulling things from differ-
ent places. For me, it is important that it becomes this com-
pletely separate thing that you can’t locate in any one direc-
tion. 

CD: I noticed your early work is more figurative. 
DC: Yeah, I think it started out that way because I’m really 
interested in the world, and in how things relate to each oth-
er. It wasn’t a deliberate decision but happened organically – 
sort of like translating music visually or dealing with memory 
and ideas of perception. It morphed from there to something 
more abstract. 

CD: In your paintings even nowadays, I can see spaces and 
figures – are they deliberate or is it my mind trying to inter-
pret shape? 
DC: It is impossible to make a painting without making those 
relationships. If you’re looking at something in low light, or in 
a dark laneway, you don’t fully see it and your mind scrambles 
to try to give it meaning because we’re wired like that. You 
can’t put a mark beside another mark in a painting without it 
being read as deliberate.

CD: There is a sensory reality, a subjectivity, to the way we 
perceive things in the world. One of the things I love about 
your work and that I’ve been introducing into my own work 
more and more over the years, is the idea of arbitrary colour 
relationships – colours that aren’t really there, producing a 
kind of sensory experience.
DC: That comes from looking at the world. I always look at 
light, and light sources and how that works and how white 
light is made from the spectrum. Under certain circumstanc-
es, like an oil slick or a rainstorm, it refracts the light, and you 
start to see colour. That almost seems more real than white 
light, in a way. There can be gaps in perception versus real-
ity, and painting is another reality that doesn’t have to cor-
respond.

CD:  I get a chance to use colours from the other end of the 
colour spectrum, and shapes that aren’t there through drips 
and abstractions. 
DC: You introduce those ideas in a figurative way and then 
you break the figure-plane relationship. You might use drips 
of blue and pink in this idyllic landscape and it’s almost like 
a portal to another reality. That’s kind of what I’m interested 
in as well – taking these ideas about how one perceives things 
and opening up this huge space for the imagination.

CD: I sometimes work in a backwards way, where I retain the 
shapes rather than cover them up. The longer you work, you 
realise you can’t keep the background as it is, as it would look 
unfinished, and you have to work over it. 
DC: Then you see it’s not nature anymore, it’s a painting. 
That’s the fun part of painting – it’s of itself; it’s a painting. 

CD: John Berger said that a painting, unlike a photo, doesn’t 
capture a moment but contains all the time it took to paint 
it and all the future moments when it will be looked at – so 
it’s timeless, in that sense. In your work, we can definitely see 
that process; we can trace the edges of the painting and see 
the layers. 
DC: I think when I’m painting, I’m looking for something, 

but I don’t know what that is. I keep going and that’s why 
there are so many chops and changes, layers, starts and stops; 
I want it to be gravity-free, like another reality. 

CD: I used to get asked “when do you know a painting is fin-
ished?” I would say that it’s when nothing takes focus unduly; 
when the eye travels and doesn’t get stuck. Sometimes one 
colour can be just a fraction too intense and that takes the 
focus.
DC: Exactly, because the overall painting has to work! I find 
when I’m painting – and you probably get this as well – early 
on if it works really well, that’s not a good thing because you 
get kind of attached to something and you have to learn to 
let it go.

CD: It can be really daunting to take that step, because you 
can mess it up entirely. You know that if you don’t, it will be 
an okay painting but if you manage to do it and it works, you 
bring it to the next level. 
DC: Usually when it’s not a good painting at the beginning, 
you have to work really hard to make it better. You don’t go 
in for your dinner and think “that’s great, that’s working”. No 
– it’s a mess.

CD: In terms of scale, when you make smaller works, you call 
them ‘anti-portraits’ and they’re very close up and abstract 
at the same time. When I’m making small works, I do kind 
of close-ups of nature. This is a different way of approaching 
it and I would never personally make a landscape in small 
scale.
DC: Well, it’s a different thing, small paintings… It is kind of 
like a release from the large paintings because there’s so much 
going on in them – it’s such a balancing act. Smaller paint-
ings are nice and succinct; it’s like making a sentence that 
keeps going, like punctuation with commas and full stops and 
adjectives.

CD: You can manoeuvre things within large paintings. 
When I work wet-on-wet, I can focus on a certain area and 
keep going without needing to let things dry, because I can 
move onto something else. I hate when you’re in the studio 
and you’ve got something you’re doing later that day, and you 

get really into it, and you’ve mixed all the paints up… 
DC: That is very frustrating, because you need to stop… I 
time myself. I have to really go at it, and I don’t know what’s 
going to happen. I have to be very alert, but you can’t sustain 
that level of alertness and focus for that long. I set my alarm 
for half-hour intervals, so I’m completely without distraction. 
Then I leave for ten minutes and come back and do the same 
thing. 

CD: I find it really hard to work in the morning; I really only 
get going around 2pm. Sometimes you feel like it’s a hard 
slog but then when you’re about to finish up, you just want to 
fix one little thing and the time flies. I photograph my work 
as I go along. However, I often look at my work in bed and 
then if something doesn’t work, I can barely sleep! It’s on 
your mind constantly.
DC: I do the same! If you look at images on phones or devic-
es you can work out what’s wrong with them. You can see an 
overview, as if you were in a gallery standing back, instead of 
being obsessed with one area. The paintings are like people, 
following us around! That’s because they kind of just pervade 
life. 

Cecilia Danell is a Swedish visual artist based in 
Galway. Her current solo exhibition, ‘Tactile Terrain’, 
continues at the Luan Gallery until 3 April. She is also 
showing in the Hennessy Craig Award Exhibition at 
the RHA until 21 March. 
ceciliadanell.com

Diana Copperwhite is a visual artist based in Dublin. 
She is a member of Aosdána and is currently 
showing at Snite Museum, USA, as part of ‘Who Do We 
Say We Are’, an exhibition of Irish art, with an 
upcoming solo show at 532 Gallery Thomas Jaeckel, 
New York, in September. 
dianacopperwhite.net

Both artists are represented by Kevin Kavanagh, 
Dublin. 
kevinkavanagh.ie 

Diana Copperwhite, Confluence of thinking, 2021, oil on canvas, 120 x 120 cm; image 
courtesy of the artist.

Cecilia Danell, The Old Radar, 2021, oil and acrylics on canvas, 125 x 125 
cm; image courtesy of the artist.
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Paintings As Places
SELMA MAKELA AND FIONNA MURRAY HAVE A 
CONVERSATION ABOUT PAINTING.

Selma Makela: In many of your paintings, it seems as if you 
are both inside and outside. You repeat motifs, which I guess 
all painters do as a visual language, but you also pay attention 
to often unnoticed or overlooked things. The images of the 
parks are so familiar to me since, like you, I spent my child-
hood in those parks – my only sense of nature in London. 
I realise now that places like Hampstead Heath were con-
structed idylls. Your park paintings fill me with a memory 
of this idyll, but also, the idea that a painting can be a place 
in itself.

Fionna Murray: Yes, that notion of a painting being a place 
in itself was very strong when I was making the watercolours 
– the sense that the space that you create is a parallel reali-
ty. The painting is prompted into being by the world, but it 
also has a life of its own. The nature of paint as a medium 
evades certainties and of course that’s what makes the process 
unexpected and what makes you want to embark on another 
painting. Maybe the places that we first experienced as chil-
dren have an essential influence on our visual vocabulary. Like 
you, the London parks formed my notion of a rural space, 
albeit a constructed one. 

I have a quote in my notebook by Albert Camus, who said 
that one’s life “is nothing but a long journey to find again… 
the two or three powerful images upon which his whole being 
opened for the first time.” It does feel like that sometimes, 
when I ask myself why I am painting. Is it a need to make 
sense of those powerful visual memories from those forma-
tive places? And I wonder is that stronger when you have 
moved to another country from where you grew up? The dis-
placement makes you want to gather those fragments of that 
other place into the contained space of the painting. And you 
have to do it again and again because the idyll evades us. 

Does this resonate for you in terms of your paintings? 
There is a vastness of scale within your small works and your 
places often seem to be on the edge of somewhere. The figu-
rative elements, whether human, architectural or animal, are 
a small but necessary part of the atmosphere of the paint-
ing. The weather is palpable as in say, Precipice, 2018. With 
an economy of means you seem to capture the experience of 
being caught in a snowstorm, physically and maybe meta-
phorically, out there on the ice.

SM: Place is such a huge thing when you have emigrated, 
and even more so when one’s parents also emigrated. I can 
relate to this relationship to place, and the idea of the paint-
ing as a place, having had to negotiate four distinct cultures 
whilst not being fully part of any. Formative images for me 
were childhood trips to visit family in Finland and up past 
the Arctic Circle. This experience of no night and expansive 
space has never left me and has definitely informed my visual 
language. These images are also muddled with car journeys 
across Europe to see family in Cyprus. 

I have often looked at weather and geological processes 
as a language to dissolve fixations on nations and borders, 
which become meaningless when facing a climate emergen-
cy – and dare I say, viruses! But as much as paintings can be 
a distinct place, I am always curious about the relationship 
of paintings to each other. The pigments are like capsules 
of time, often made from ancient earth minerals. So when 
I make a series of paintings, I see them as nuanced arrange-
ments of multiple, oblique and entangled perspectives, rath-
er than self-contained works. I think that’s why I never frame 
work; I think of them as fragments of time and images. 

FM: These sentiments echo my own, in terms of how I see my 
paintings – as fragments that are in a kind of dialogue with 
each other. It is intriguing to see how pieces work together 
and set up their own narratives; how arranging the paintings 
at exhibition stage is an integral aspect of making a body of 
work. In terms of imagery, I too may start off with a general 
idea for a painting, possibly taken from a photo or a collage, 
but the process of making really does push you into accept-
ing that certain imagery has to be painted over – even the 
bits that are working! – so that the thing comes together as 
a whole. In fact, over time, I prefer some of the slightly awk-
ward paintings more than the ones that have a harmonious 
quality to them. Maybe it’s because they have struggled more, 
in order to be seen. In a small way, the act of embarking on a 
new painting, or any work of art, is an act of hope, that maybe 
we can do it better this time.

SM: I like the idea of painting being an act of hope. I rarely 
work on one painting at a time; I have a lot of paintings in 
process and just pick one up, work on it for a while and move 

on. I like to see them as scraps of paper – I mess them up and 
am not precious about any of it, in the hope that a freedom 
will be possible in the marks. Then sometimes, something 
amazing can happen: you get what I call a ‘gift painting’ – the 
one that falls through fully-formed in minutes, sometimes 
on an unused canvas but mostly after many other layers. 
Does that make sense? 

FM: Absolutely. However, those paintings that feel like 
gifts can only come about because of all the previous work; 
it builds up a flow. I remember Philip Guston saying in an 
interview about how boring it is to see yourself putting paint 
on, which I recognised, and thought was very funny. He said 
that at some point something grips on the canvas, and you 
have a few hours where there’s some kind of release – where 
your thinking doesn’t precede your doing. It does feel like a 
painting can form itself during such moments.  

SM: I do wonder sometimes, why we are bringing more 
objects and things into the world. But after this pandemic 
and the screen fatigue so many of us have felt, the fact that 
paintings need to be seen in the physical world is such a 
relief. Maybe they locate us to that moment and place for a 
while in the looking. 

FM: Yes, post-pandemic I am looking forward to seeing new 
exhibitions in actual places in the physical world! 

Fionna Murray is an artist based in Galway city and is 
represented by The Eagle Gallery, London.
@fionnamurray

Selma Makela is an artist based in Galway. She is 
currently working towards a solo exhibition at The 
Whitaker Museum and Art Gallery, UK, opening in 
October 2022.  
@selmamakela 
selmamakela.com 

Fionna Murray, Boa, 2019, oil and acrylic on canvas, 30 x 35 cm; image courtesy the artist and The Eagle Gallery. Selma Makela, Coastal Watch, 2021, oil on canvas, 28cm x 34cm; image courtesy of the artist.
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Dominique Crowley: I think you resist being prescriptive and literal in 
your paintings, which also extends to talking about your work. In some 
ways, I think you’d rather leave it open and let the works speak for them-
selves. Would you agree?
Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh: Oh, a hundred percent. Methodology is hugely 
important; we’re process-based – it’s everything. But if you and I were to 
sit down as contemporary painters and discuss methodology now, in my 
opinion, it doesn’t seem to be enough. 

DC: Painters often find it difficult to talk about their work. There’s some-
thing about painting that resists being put into words. It’s beyond lan-
guage. 
SM: Absolutely. Going forward, we can’t forget that. We don’t have to 
commit or over explain. I’m very interested in the chronology of the work; 
how I work in seriality. It’s about our day-to-day commitment in the stu-
dio – how your relationship with those four walls exists and why. Even 
sitting and doing nothing – that’s actually important too. When you learn 
not to interrupt or interfere with the surface of the painting. There’s an 
awful lot of silence in my studio. References have to be kept to a minimum 
because there’s a tsunami of images and information around us all the 
time. To excessively discuss the essence of painting or to over analyse it – 
this is symptomatic of having too much information around you. 

DC: I’ve recently realised that writing about the ideas that influence the 
paintings can stand on its own. For me, this avoids my compulsion to 
explain the paintings. You have a strong relationship with text and lan-
guage in your practice. Take for example, the title of your recent show, 
‘STRUCHTÚR’, in Kevin Kavanagh Gallery (3 – 26 February).
SM: Structúir is a visual word; it means structure in Irish, and that’s what 

Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh, STRUCHTÚR XI, 2021, oil on panel, 30x40 cm; image courtesy of the artist and Kevin Kavanagh Gallery.

SINÉAD NÍ MHAONAIGH AND DOMINIQUE CROWLEY 
REFLECT ON THE NARRATIVES OF PAINTING.

Beyond Language 
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these paintings are. They’re semi-industrial. I made a com-
mitment to that title. The Irish language is wrapped up in 
my identity. I use canvas as a vehicle for research but also use 
those words to describe my place in a known world, or even 
beyond that. I’m only in the business 20 years, but I’ll look 
back and examine those words as recurring motifs and vessels, 
to revisit the pictorial matter and narratives in those works. 

DC: I have been making a series of paintings about our rela-
tionship with nature, involving several connected but differ-
ent approaches. I like the idea of creating a set of coordinates 
to use as a jumping off point. Ultimately though, the paint-
ing process is hugely important. 
SM: I’m constantly mining my materials and resources. For 
me, visual progression has to happen. It’s not a static thing; 
if you’re led by materials, things will evolve. The first time I 
saw your work was in the RHA Annual exhibition in 2020. I 
was particularly struck by your unusual composition and also 
your use of resin.  

DC: That six-panel painting, ‘Telemorphosis’, was very much 
the backbone of my MFA research. It was made as a frieze 
around the walls of my studio in NCAD. I was research-
ing the Anthropocene and wanted to make a panorama of 
people in nature. All the figures are seen from behind or the 
side, as if unaware of being closely observed. I got to have 
fun using photography tropes, such as cropping and focus. I 
also added swipe arrows as digital icons. In the end, I decided 
they weren’t screen-like enough, and poured a resin coat over 
each one, which made them highly reflective. I was delighted 
that the work was bought by an international collector based 
in New York. 
SM: What interests me is why you would leave one estab-
lished career to begin another. The career path of an artist is 
not very clear or obvious. You’ve come from something very 
structured, reasoned and science-based to something that is 
almost the opposite. 

DC: I’m still adjusting. I enjoyed my previous career, but I 
couldn’t do either art or medicine by halves. Peer support is 
very important in medicine. Painting is a solitary pursuit, 
but there is connection and an outward perspective too.  
SM: It’s part of an international language – there’s a big 
world out there. One of the best things about social media is 
that we can connect with people beyond the island. 

DC: That’s what I love about Instagram; you can see other 
people’s work. It’s not the same as seeing it in the flesh but 

you can discover new approaches, processes and ways of rep-
resenting. 
SM: It’s like window shopping with something more emo-
tional attached to it. That’s only going to enhance the visual 
arts community. Artists are becoming more independent of 
gallery structures. I thought the Artist Support Pledge was 
also very positive; galleries were closed but artists worked 
together. 

DC: It’s probably going to change the relationship with gal-
leries. Our relationship with social media is also going to 
evolve. 
SM: I’m not that curious as to where it goes at the moment. 
I’m only curious about what’s on my easel, or what’s in front 
of me when I’m revisiting my questions about landscape. I’m 
worried about how I’m going to archive my work and where 
it sits in the canon of semi-abstract landscape paintings. And 
yes, it’s Irish but I’m alongside other artists as well. There are 
different conversations now. Things are freer. 

DC: I am interested in the environment and focus my 
research on mapping the cultural conditions that have 
brought us to this point of multiple crises. Would you con-
sider yourself in conversation with any specific artists at the 
moment? Have you been inspired by specific abstract land-
scape painters?
SM: I don’t think too long. Joanne Laws was discussing my 
painting as a sort of deep mapping, in that they’re being 
etched or re-shaped. When people bring conversations to the 
work, that’s relevant.

DC: When you think of the map, you think of time as well as 
space, and the charting of a journey. You recently launched 
another two volumes of Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh in print, which 
is also a form of archive. These publications will be a fantastic 
way to chart your life through your paintings.
SM: Yes – I love printed texts. I think they’re important. I 
printed a selection of work – nearly 300 paintings published 
across four volumes. It’s a kind of chronology from 2004 to 
2020, but again, it’s only a small sample. The work has a dif-
ferent life in print, and I love that. 

DC: It’s interesting that you consider not just the present, 
but how your bodies of work will exist in the future. I’m 
interested in that too. We both use formats that have been 
around for centuries and that will endure. 
SM: Yes, it has a beauty that drives us to connect with it. I 
connected with your use of materials in your screen paint-

ings. They have a tension to them. It possibly comes from 
using these traditional materials in response to contemporary 
technology. 

DC: The surfaces are braced wooden panels which I make 
myself, so they are a bit primitive looking. In my mind, they 
look like future artefacts or relics. I love how Brian Dillon 
speaks of our future as ruins. Then there’s the digital image, 
which is a powerful subject in itself. Someone somewhere 
discovered that humans have an involuntary physiological 
response to looking at onscreen images. At some point in 
the future, people will identify this era as a cultural turning 
point. My paintings try to reflect this point in time. 

Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh’s next solo show will take place 
in Rathfarnham Castle later this year, followed by 
an exhibition in the Custom House Gallery in County 
Mayo in 2023. 
sineadnimhaonaigh.com

Dominique Crowley will have an exhibition with her 
mother, artist Vicki Crowley, in Kenny’s Gallery in 
Galway in September 2022, followed by a solo show in 
Hillsboro Fine Art in Dublin. 
dominique-crowley.format.com

Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh, STRUCHTÚR III, 2021, oil on panel, 35x46 cm; image courtesy of the artist and Kevin Kavanagh Gallery. Dominique Crowley, Capitalocene, 2020, oil, acrylic, and acrylic resin on paper; image 
copyright and courtesy the artist.
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The Impulse of the Work 
CIARÁN MURPHY AND MERLIN JAMES CONSIDER THE 
INTIMACIES AND CONNECTIONS OF PAINTING.

Ciarán Murphy: There’s something in your work that brings 
to mind the scenario of recounting a shared experience with 
another. There might be some points of connection; some 
shared mutual understanding or recognition, while on the 
other hand, points where the connection fades. As a viewer 
of your own work, does this description resonate with you 
at all? 
Merlin James: That question of what we know or don’t know, 
recognise or don’t recognise, in a work of art is at play on lots 
of levels: representation/abstraction, tradition/innovation, 
and so on. I’m conscious all the time, of pushing on from 
what I know, qualifying the familiar with the unfamiliar. Our 
consciousness probably always consists of that mix of expec-
tation and qualification. So, the question becomes how does 
this pertain in a special way for art? I think some of my work 
certainly invites a ‘solitary’ or ‘lonely’ mood. While it might 
refer to (or be read as referring to) my private experience, it’s 
also about the inherent situation of the artist, and the view-
er of art. Sometimes the emptiness, the depopulation, of my 
images help evoke this. Equally, the paintings depicting fig-
ures, even more than one figure, address the question of rela-
tionships, and how relationships are partly seeing the other as 
the self, as the known, and partly as the stranger. 

A more general caveat to all of that is that the message 
of my work has never been one of inevitable alienation. I 
think the impulse of the work is to connect, to seek intima-
cy and affirm its attainability. That might even be intimacy 
with objects (art objects especially) and with environment, 
and certainly intimacy between human beings (including 
between artist and viewer in some way). 

Maybe related to that is the appearance of animals and 
birds in my paintings over the years, which I note in your 
work also. Is there something about consciousness and 
human or animal ‘being’ going on there for you?

CM: I think you describe this wonderfully. Perhaps it’s this 
recognition of a separation or gap within oneself and with 
other people or objects, that forms a necessary precondition 

for intimacy or connection. And yes, my interest in animals 
is related to this phenomena; something is there, present, but 
can’t be fully ‘disclosed’ somehow. I also think this has paral-
lels with looking at images more generally, a kind of ‘yet to be 
revealed’ quality. 

I’m wondering if you are a reader of books? Or if you 
would have certain writers or genres who might resonate 
with your art practice?
MJ: I don’t think of myself as well read. I’m haunted and 
daunted by all that I’ve never read. I was dyslexic as a kid, 
so reading and writing came late and came hard. But then 
I ended up writing a lot on art; and of course I do read. But 
I certainly don’t read much theory, for example. I suppose I 
trawled through some critical theory back in the 80s – Der-
rida, Foucault, Deleuze and the ‘New Art History’ as it was 
called at one point. Some of it was stimulating at the time, 
but not much sank in deep with me. I feel a little bit closer to 
some 19th and 20th-century German aesthetics. With phi-
losophy in general I always suspect I’m not really getting it. 
If I do understand an idea I always think: “surely it can’t be 
that simple”. 

I love to read novels, but my reading is very patchy. I’m 
a slow reader and never have enough time. I guess at some 
point I’ve read a lot of ‘classics’, the 19th-century Russian, 
English and French heavyweights. Sometimes I’ll get a bug 
for one writer. It might be genre stuff, like all of Chandler or 
Simenon. Or I tend to read what comes my way by chance. 
I’m just reading the third of a crime trilogy by Nicola White, 
who’s a Glasgow-Irish writer. Glasgow has a huge crime fic-
tion scene. There’s something very non-narrative in my paint-
ing I think, that puts it in another category from literature 
for me. However, the idea of genre itself interests me a lot; 
genre is a huge factor in my painting, so how genre operates 
in literature interests me. 

The other thing is reading poetry. It’s often poets who 
happen to come my way; I’m reading the latest collection by 
John Freeman – a poet living in Wales. And Harry Gilonis 
– a London poet. I feel painting is closer to poetry than to 

prose, and I’m especially interested in reading the criticism of 
poetry, which I take as my model for writing critically on art. 

CM: Do you have a set rhythm to your working day? Tidy 
or well organised studio? Do you paint in the one position 
standing or sitting? 
MJ: No set rhythm. Productivity fluctuates, but I’m mostly 
working. Sometimes writing keeps me out of the studio for 
a while. I’m trying to edit and re-work some of my essays on 
art, as a book, and I recently went a month hardly painting, 
which is unprecedented. 

I have racks of paintings going back to the 80s, and I have 
one long ‘working’ wall, covered in paintings, some in progress 
and some from different periods for comparison. I’m always 
taking paintings out from the racks, rotating the hang. Then 
works might come back from an exhibition or from a gallery 
that’s been holding them, so I’ll reacquaint myself with those. 
I rarely start painting before noon, and I often work into the 
early hours. I’m very messy and untidy. I work until the studio 
is like a bomb site, then, I’m ashamed to say, I pay someone to 
clean up. I can’t tidy the studio myself; there’s a psychological 
block there. I never use assistants to actually make any aspect 
of the work, but for studio clean-up and building mainte-
nance, I do have help. My studio is right behind the house, 
so I can get in there any time. It’s been good through Covid 
in that way. 

Ciarán Murphy’s exhibition ‘Solid Gone’ is currently 
on view in Grimm Gallery, Amsterdam. His travelling 
exhibition ‘Merrily, Merrily, Merrily, Merrily’ is on 
view at The Model, until 13 March and is showing at 
the RHA Gallery in September.

Merlin James lives and works in Glasgow. He is rep-
resented by the Kerlin Gallery, Dublin, and shows with 
Sikkema Jenkins Gallery in New York. His solo exhibi-
tion at The Philadelphia Art Alliance continues until 4 
March. 

Ciarán Murphy, Hare, 2006, oil on canvas, 24 × 28 cm; image courtesy the artist and Grimm gallery, Amsterdam. Merlin James, House and Cloud, 2014, acrylic, wood and mixed media, 72 x 56 cm; image courtesy the 
artist and Kerlin Gallery.



Visual Artists’ News Sheet | March – April 2022

15Artist Interviews

Surface History 
SERENA CAULFIELD AND STEPHEN DUNNE DISCUSS THEIR PAINTING 
PRACTICES AND RECENT WORKING METHODS.

Serena Caulfield: I don’t think we need to talk about the 
pandemic too much, though it’s probably quite important 
for the context of this conversation. I found myself drawing 
from the stuff around me and within me, rather than pull-
ing ideas from other places. I became very disciplined and 
focused, perhaps as a way, initially, to make sense of what was 
happening. Living at home with my Mum and sister togeth-
er, for the first time since we were in school, conjured lots of 
memories and stories, which began to feed my work quite 
quickly. Have you found your working methods changing 
recently?
Stephen Dunne: Luckily, I’ve been really productive because 
a lot of distractions have been pulled out of the way. I was 
already in a kind of lockdown, due to having three young 
daughters, including the chaos of twins. I’d left Temple Bar 
Studios and then started working in my studio in Cavan, 
working around other constraints, but that kind of suited 
the work in lots of ways too. Putting paint on, letting it dry. 
Where in the past you’d maybe fret about it or push it round 
a bit more, I was forced to leave it and come back to it later, 
so layers and things built up quite quickly, keeping as much 
immediacy as possible.

SC: It was great in lots of ways, for me. Pre-pandemic I was 
living in London, flying home to Wexford every few weeks 
to do a burst in the studio, and then back again! It just wasn’t 
conducive to making progress in my career or making great 
work. I moved back in March 2020 and threw myself into the 
studio. That has been really beneficial to me and my studio 
practice. It’s just a different kind of focus, isn’t it – a sort of 
recalibration?
SD: It’s a sort of collapsing moment. There’s so much in flux. 
When we’re in it, we can’t see it for what it is. So, my approach 
was to try and experiment as productively as possible – break 
a few rules, be irreverent.

SC: You mentioned that you start work on your paintings 
without a reference image – with nothing. Does that mean 
that an image emerges from what came before, or how does 
your process usually come about?
SD: I like to begin from absolute zero, just marks or ran-
dom colours, maintaining energy, each new element build-
ing into a catastrophe of sorts, uncontrolled. Then at some 
point a kind of rescue operation intervenes to make some-
thing coherent. There’s already so much on the blank canvas, 
potential, historical noise. There are no photos or reference 

material; perhaps I should use them more. I take a lot of pho-
tographs though, mostly landscapes and through the process 
of composing, editing and looking through the frame, a large 
amount of information gets stored in my surface memory, to 
be ransacked later. Looking at your work, I’m curious about 
the importance of art historical references. Are they an arma-
ture to twist into something new, or a deliberate undermining 
of something?

SC: They are both. When I was a small child, we had a 
Brueghel painting over the fireplace. When I asked my 
mother about it, I said: “I remember, it was big and it had 
animals in boats!” She said, “No Serena, it was a really small 
painting.” My childhood recollection was totally wrong – it 
couldn’t have been small, because how else would they fit the 
animals in?! I love the idea of using art history as a way to play 
with power, particularly as a female artist. There are ideas of 
ownership and art for the poor or lost, as well as being a way 
for me to discover more of my family history and to learn 
about an art collection my great grandfather had. I’ve been 
reimagining these paintings with elements of things that are 
familiar to me, while incorporating local myths and stories 
about my family home and the locality, childhood memo-
ries, and pure imagination! There’s also, like you, an inherent 
interest in mark-making and colour, and a surface history, 
which has always been present in my work.
SD: Do you see each work as part of a wider narrative? How 
do the associations between multiple works combine?

SC: Absolutely. I have adopted a multi-strand approach to 
making my work and I find it really interesting to see how 
the conversation emerges between paintings. What happens 
when one sits next to another, and how the narrative chang-
es depending on the context, the space, the use of paint or 
colour. Brushstrokes sometimes become characters in a way, 
and each gains its own ability to talk to the one next to it. 
Maybe conversation happens amongst paintings in the stu-
dio or gallery, though I hope that each painting has its own 
story to tell, too. Perhaps each artwork can be seen as a frag-
ment of a bigger picture. You seem to work in multiple ways 
too, with different lines of enquiry. What’s the motivation 
for you, and how does it all fit together?
SD: Recently, I’ve been making landscapes inhabited by oth-
erworldly yellow birds, hinting at the canary in the coal mine, 
something vulnerable or fragile. Stuck on trees, immobile, 
waiting within a hyper-colourised environment. Inhabiting 

something akin to ‘The Zone’ in Tarkovsky’s 1979 film, Stalk-
er. There’s an invisible toxicity around them while they wait 
together for brighter days. They are trying to balance a joyous 
epiphany of landscape and togetherness with a hidden more 
uncertain core. A few years ago, I built a powerful PC to run 
various high-end 3D software, as a somewhat different line of 
enquiry, something to do when you hit a wall with painting, 
or as a way to make static drawings and ideas more fluid. I’ve 
been making experimental animations and digital catastro-
phes as well. With painting I’ve been working on a larger 
scale, building layered and more complex metaphorical land-
scapes inhabited or haunted by mythic and nomadic histories. 
This is an attempt at realising something material, physical 
and charged with energies that are both contradictory yet 
ultimately emancipatory.

Serena Caulfield was shortlisted for the Zurich 
Portrait Prize 2021, which continues at The National 
Gallery of Ireland until April and at Crawford Art 
Gallery until July. Caulfield’s solo exhibition will also 
open in July at Wexford Arts Centre. 
serenacaulfield.com

Stephen Dunne is exhibiting as part of ‘Oh Whistle and 
I’ll Come’, which opens at Superweakness, The Hague, 
The Netherlands, in spring 2022, and in ‘A 
Generous Space’, continuing at Hastings 
Contemporary, England, until April 2022.
stephendunne.org

Stephen Dunne, Stasis/Schism diptych, 2021, 110x90cm, oil on linen; image courtesy of the artist. Serena Caulfield, Ghosts in the Garden, 2021, oil on canvas; photograph courtesy of the artist. 



Visual Artists’ News Sheet | March – April 2022

16 Exhibition Profile

Beginnings 
NICK MILLER REFLECTS ON THE LIFE AND WORK OF PATRICK HALL.

“If the Angel deigns to come, it will be because you 
have convinced her, not by your tears, but by your 
humble resolve to be always beginning: to be a 
beginner” – Rainer Maria Rilke1

ANGELS OFTEN FIND themselves in Patrick 
Hall’s work. 

Over more than thirty years as a friend and 
fellow painter, I have come to recognise in 
Patrick a real embodiment of Rilke’s “humble 
resolve to be always beginning”. It manifests 
both in life and in the strange alchemy of paint-
ing in the studio. When I first encountered his 
work in Dublin in the mid-1980s, I was in my 
twenties with my own dreams of painting. I had 
very little understanding of what drew me to 
the awkwardness and difficulty of his work; all I 
could really intuit was that they somehow tran-
scended the constraint of ‘pictures’ and entered a 
realm of ‘art’.

Patrick’s work arises from a life lived with 
what he describes as a ‘certain unknowingness’ 
and from a metaphysical journeying, mostly 
made in uncommon solitude. In a world that 
celebrates the outward achievement and the 
spectacular, he turns away to dwell with begin-
ning intent, always re-entering the studio with 
a temperament that waits silently with work, 
allowing it to emerge without force or grasping, 
into the world. 

Hall draws energy both literally and meta-
phorically from the deep well of ‘no-thing’ that 
can be understood to reside at the heart of the 
self. Some years ago he described this in an 
interview with the art critic Hans Ulrich Obrist: 
“Energy itself is non-linear; you’re going in every 
direction and more at the same time. Also you’re 
going more inward than outward, and there are 
no paths, there are no lines, it’s a circling into 
the heart of things. It’s being, just being, outside 
of space and time”2. Maybe, this understanding 
has become a little more tangible for us all, after 
nearly two years of dealing with a pandemic, sit-
ting more alone with our own energetic realities, 
and facing the strangeness of the fragile illusions 
we construct in the lives we inhabit.

At 86, Patrick has been largely confined to 
his house and studio in rural County Sligo for 
a number of years, only made more absolute 
during Covid-19. I have observed his response 
to the realities of ageing and health – rebuilding 
against the odds his capacity in body and mind – 
he inhabits the difficulties of his time, engaging 
with work to see what is at play. The relationship 
to art changes as the journey to the adjacent stu-
dio is something of a herculean physical task, as 
the awkward boulder of self is levered inch by 
inch towards moments of sanctuary that can be 
found in creative practice. Sitting at the drawing 
table, that boulder is transformed and weight-
less. Brush in hand, life is absorbed into work 
and back into life without expectation, as begin-
nings and endings can become one.

My visits in normal times are social, but as 
early Covid-19 restrictions took hold, it also 
became a task to deliver food. In hindsight, it 
was a gift; to break lockdown each week and 
drive the 35 km across deserted roads and police 
checkpoints, to spend Sundays in company and 
to focus elsewhere. The silver lining of unplanned 
time working in his studio evolved as an adven-
ture in the possibilities of now – in his work, and 

in my own. The regularity of the visits allowed 
me the sustained opportunity over nearly two 
years to engage more deeply with him through 
portraiture, as I have frequently attempted over 
thirty years.

As the impetus grew to present this show for 
The Model, the unfamiliar rhythms and contexts 
of this particular time allowed me freedom to 
root in dusty folders and drawing books in his 
studio, finding works that somehow survived a 
lifetime. I found myself curious and touched by 
elements in his early work. In London, draw-
ings of his first studio on the Kings Road in the 
late 1950s. In Spain, landscapes from his solitary 
excursions in rural Malaga and the interiors in 
Madrid, as he began to more clearly inhabit art 
for himself in late 60s and early 1970s. And then 
settling back in Dublin from the late-70s, as he 
established himself again at home in Ireland. 

In curating this show, I am pulling a loose 
thread of energy between his more literal begin-
nings as a painter, to the more metaphorical 
possibilities of now – found in some new and 
ongoing ‘working drawings’ – neither finished 
nor unfinished, but just taken from this time. I 
have also included some documentary photo-
graphs of a short-lived commission for the com-
munity hall of Terenure Synagogue in Dublin, 
based on Tree of Life (1976-77) catching my 
eye in part due to my own background, but also 
recognising his early affinity with biblical and 
spiritual sources. The show includes just one 
large painting, Two Stones, 2019, re-working a 
piece that that somehow epitomises the strange 
freedom, process and courage at the heart of his 
life’s work. 

It is 15 years since his retrospective exhi-
bition also presented by The Model, ‘50 Years 
Painting’, beautifully curated by the artist Isabel 
Nolan. This current exhibition has a more mod-
est intent, bringing into light a small selection 
of mostly unseen drawings and other works, 
many made without the intent to exhibit, just 
moments, feeling a way into art, life and spirit. 
They are the beginnings that are held equally in 
his work today as then, and in the internal ener-
getic dance between life and death. 

Nick Miller is an artist based in County 
Sligo.

Notes:
1 Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet (Leipzig: 
Insel-Verlag, 1929).
2 ‘Energy Is Not Linear: An interview with Hans Ulrich 
Obrist’, first published in Michael Dempsey and Logan 
Sisley (Eds.) The Quick and the Dead (Dublin City Gallery 
The Hugh Lane, 2009).

Painting Patrick Hall, Sligo Studio, Sunday 15 October 2021; photograph by Nick Miller, courtesy of the artists. 

Patrick Hall, Working Drawing 5, 2021, ink and watercolour on paper; image courtesy of the artist and The Model.
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David Eager Maher, Hotel Regina, 2021, oil on panel; image courtesy of the artist and the Oliver Sears Gallery.
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Mick O’Dea, ‘West Northwest’ 
Molesworth Gallery
4 – 27 November 2021

“Drawing transparently reveals the level of depth, 
understanding and curiosity of the practitioner. It’s 
an essential tool to hone, in order to pursue vision.” 
– Mick O’Dea 

MICK O’DEA PAINTS with honesty and pre-
cision. He has spent some 40 years painting 
portraits of friends and family, as well as more 
formal commissions. The Molesworth Gallery 
exhibition, ‘West Northwest’, presents a retro-
spective of sorts, comprising 32 oil paintings and 
acrylic on fabriano works, ranging in scale from 
the modest to the dramatic. The show combines 
tender portraits of friends with landscape paint-
ings of the West and Northwest of Ireland, and 
history paintings, the result of O’Dea’s research 
into the Vandeleur Evictions in County Clare in 
1888.

O’Dea is a familiar face on the Dublin art 
scene as a member and former president of the 
RHA, where he set up the RHA school. One 
of his many spells of teaching brought him to 
NCAD where he promoted the value of obser-
vational skills. He has a passion for drawing and 
puts his formidable draughtsmanship talent to 
good use, presenting historical and contempo-
rary subjects in an unpretentious and relatable 
manner. 

‘West Northwest’ is testament to O’Dea’s 
gregarious nature and his sense of connection 
between people, place and culture. Residen-
cies in Ballinglen in Mayo and visits to the 
Inishlacken project in Galway are an essential 
part of O’Dea’s practice. The artist speaks of 
the big skies and the lure of the wild Northwest 
landscape, which have enticed artists such as 
himself, Una Sealy, Donald Teskey, Pat Harris 
and Martin Gale to work there. 

The key painting in the first gallery is a 
portrait of the late Tim Robinson, a well-
known cartographer and writer, specialising in 
the topography of Connemara. Viewed from 
behind, Robinson faces a large picture win-
dow that frames a view of his beloved Conne-
mara landscape. Robinson was involved in the 
Inishlacken project and many friends from the 
project are immortalised here.

Spells at the Vermont Studio Center and the 
cultural impact of his American study and trav-
els have also left their trace on O’Dea’s works. 
Junction has a cinematic quality and begs a 

comparison with American landscape painting. 
O’Dea traces the human presence on the land; 
the verticals of the telegraph poles contrast with 
the horizontal road, as linear habitations draw 
you on a journey up to the village. 

O’Dea’s fluid use of line drawing is effort-
lessly employed in these works. Acrylic is deftly 
applied in transparent washes in contrast with 
opaque layers to model the forms of the rural 
landscape. The saturated colour palette echoes 
O’Dea’s concern with the effects of media, in 
particular the role of colourised film in translat-
ing the Irish experience for American audiences 
during turbulent times. 

The artist brings to life a key turning point 
in Irish history when the media were able to 
draw attention to incidents almost as they hap-
pened. The press coverage of the time served to 
bring attention to the cause of the Land League 
and eventually forced the British establishment 
to discontinue the evictions of poor families. 
Research on the uniforms revealed the pres-
ence of ranking officers from varying British 
regiments called in by the landlord Vandeleur 
to enforce the evictions. The landlords, having 
served in the army themselves, took full advan-
tage of their military connections. 

Eviction Party, 2021, and Enforcers, 2020, 
hang in the upstairs gallery on opposing walls, 
fastened by way of a wooden baton. The epic 
unstretched canvases take up almost the entire 
wall, hanging against the Georgian wood pan-
elling, evocative of a gentleman’s club. O’Dea 
has paid particular attention to the details of the 
brightly coloured uniforms. The technicolour 
representations of the military regalia visually 
reinforce the social separation with the ordi-
nary people. Shiny emblems on hats identify the 
RIC and the British regiments of the Sherwood 
Foresters in red and the King’s Hussars in blue. 
The elaborate fonts resemble those which might 
be used for a vaudeville play or travelling circus, 
undermining the seriousness of the occasion. 
The ‘Eviction Party’ stands deep in conversation, 
apparently atop a dung heap – the circus has 
finally come to town. 

Beatrice O’Connell is a visual artist 
working in painting and media currently 
studying on the MFA in NCAD.

Mick O’Dea, Tim, Acrylic on Fabiano paper, 56 x 76 cm; image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery. 

Mick O’Dea, Eviction Party, 2021, oil on canvas (195 x 150 cm); image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery.

Mick O’Dea, Northwest, 2020, oil on canvas (51x61cm); image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery
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Nano Reid, ‘Adamantine’
Highlanes Gallery
15 October 2021 – 19 February 2022

THE RETROSPECTIVE OF Drogheda native, 
Nano Reid (1900-1981), is not just an exhi-
bition; it is a legacy. ‘Adamantine’, which fills 
the two floors of the Highlanes Gallery build-
ing, presents a lifetime of work, displaying the 
progression of her distinctive painting style and 
comprising a sensory balm that is full of colour, 
gesture, mysticism, and organic richness. 

The different gallery spaces function as a 
dispersed narrative, with each room offering 
vignettes of the artist’s life, centred on the mas-
sive timeline placed on the altar of the lower 
gallery. With paintings ranging from her early 
realistic portraits to gestural abstractions, this 
exhibition presents an artist who was in dialogue 
with twentieth-century Modernism, while culti-
vating a unique style that engages with Irish life, 
landscapes, people, history, and mythologies in 
provocative ways. 

Her depictions of Drogheda town life pres-
ent layered perspectives, with many images con-
veying outward viewpoints, such as from a win-
dow looking down into the streets like a skewed 
bird’s-eye view, or looking in, as in her painting, 
The Bottling Store. This painting in particular 
compresses perspective, with the depicted room 
presented as a formal mix of squares, lines and 
triangles, melding into a layered ambiance. The 
cluttered sensations of the eponymous bottling 
room contrast with the door to the left of the 
image, the most distinctive feature being a set 
of keys hanging from the lock. These qualities 
exude a sense of distance, implying a position of 
being elsewhere while looking in – a character-
istic that correlates to the challenges she faced in 
her lifetime as a woman painter in an art world 
rife with gender inequality.

While the upper galleries presented Reid’s 
town scenes and portraits, the tone and qualities 
of the work shifts in the lower galleries. These 
paintings exude a saturation of organic matter, 
with an emphasis on the Irish landscape. Images 
take on a more abstracted quality, as the bright 
hues of the street scenes are swapped for rich 
browns, greens, and other earthy tones, through 
which Reid expresses her interests in ancient 
Ireland and its mysticism. 

Rural scenes, such as A Remote Corner and 
Old Stables, convey snippets of farm life, where 
the presence of figures including horses and 
humans, mingle with the background, high-

lighting their entanglement with the landscape. 
Gestural swirls meld perspective differences 
into an affective impression of the land. Early in 
Summer is a medley of browns and greens with 
light blues, not so much presenting an image of 
seasonal shift but offering a sensory play that 
captures the distinct characteristics of that time 
of year, so challenging to put into words. 

Thick brush strokes contrast with scratch-
es into the paint, carrying traces of her process 
through its texture. The fullness of this painting 
is starkly contrasted by the monotype, simply 
titled Landscape, situated next to it, which car-
ries only minimal traces and ghostly illusions on 
the paper’s surface. Such juxtapositions can be 
found throughout the exhibition, highlighting 
the range of Reid’s techniques.

Just as the paintings collapse spatial distinc-
tion, time pools in some works, as Reid paints 
what she perceived in the present, enriched by 
drawing on ancient Irish history. At the same 
time, there is a stretching into the future as the 
images continue to resonate with our current 
moment. For instance, the oil painting The Wren, 
conveys figures immersed in a medley of reds, 
blacks, and blues. Several figures emerge from 
the luscious background, reduced to a series of 
lines, with one moving towards another across 
the image plane. 

The painting’s colours and organic entangle-
ment evokes Amanda Coogan’s recent body of 
work, ‘They Come Then, The Birds’, presented 
at Rua Red as part of the Magdalene series, 
inspired by the Wrens of Curragh. This group 
of outcast women lived a makeshift commu-
nal existence, situated near a military camp at 
the Curragh in County Kildare. Comprised of 
live and performance-to-camera, installation, 
sound, and drawings, ‘They Come Then, the 
Birds’ involves a multisensory overload of per-
forming women, enmeshed in their landscape 
and cloaked in rich red layered garments that 
mingle with the yellows and greens of the furze 
bushes. Despite the differing times and media of 
these works, both spill over their frames through 
affective super-saturation. 

EL Putnam is an artist and writer based in 
County Westmeath. 
elputnam.com 

Nano Reid, ‘Adamantine’, installation view; image courtesy of the Reid Estate and the Highlanes Gallery. Nano Reid, Ancient Cave, oil on board, 60.9 x 76.2cm; Private Collection, courtesy of the Reid Estate.

Nano Reid, View from the Artist’s Window, oil on canvas, 50.5 x 40.5cm; Private Collection, courtesy of the Reid 
Estate.
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Mark Swords ‘Tribuna’
RHA Gallery 1
26 November 2021 – 23 January 2022

I’D SAY THAT Mark Swords’s paintings are good 
examples of paintings that never quite settle 
down. I’d say that, except I don’t think Swords’s 
paintings are good examples of anything. As 
physical objects, and as mechanisms for carrying 
images and signs, his paintings can seem at war 
with themselves and also, perhaps, with some 
unspoken authority. Refusing to do what they’re 
told, declining to become this or that, Swords’s 
paintings set more bad example than good. They 
are often brash, yet difficult to define; materially 
insistent, but sometimes with a thrown togeth-
er look that might as easily fall apart. Individual 
works refuse to coalesce, seeming, instead, to be 
in constant chatter with their surroundings. Dis-
obedient and distracted, like the titular ‘Brain’ 
in a well-known Monty Python film, Swords’s 
paintings are “very naughty boys”.

Perhaps in response to this unruliness, ‘Tri-
buna’ is a self-contained structure at the cen-
tre of the RHA’s vast expanse. The wooden, 
octagonal form is stoutly buttressed, as though 
armed against pressures from within. Unlike 
the closed-off ‘Tribuna’ in the Uffizi Gallery in 
Florence – upon which the installation is loosely 
modelled – this crucible is open, a single door-
way leading into a wraparound space, with banks 
of bright lights burning overhead. The interior 
walls and floor are made of reflective silver insu-
lation panels, complimented, here and there, by 
panels of chalky pink and pistachio green. Splat-
terings of paint suggest some of the floor has 
been transplanted from a messy studio. Blasted 
by the reflected wattage all round, this compact 
cynosure causes you to spin. 

Turning quickly at first, then more slowly as 
the centrifugal force subsides, the viewer will 
also find paintings here. Static objects of vari-
ous sizes, hung high and low, salon style, though 

the overall effect is more carnivalesque. There is 
no list, no way of identifying individual works, 
except, of course, by sight. There is a painting 
with scissored palm fronds sprouting from a 
dense bricolage. Its dark background hosts fili-
grees and swirls of stuck-on flowers, the entire 
assemblage bordered by painted arabesques. 
Teeming with life, this garden of earthly delights 
is also dead, like black felt pinned with a col-
lection of exotic butterflies. Turning again – the 
viewer is the hub – a more heavily painted work 
contains assorted planets and a dinosaur, a dis-
ordered cosmos, the tangible weight of paint and 
the irrefutable weight of stars. Further rotating 
and glancing upwards to one’s right, there is a 
painting of submerged chevrons, with a small 
motif near the top that looks curiously like a key. 
Turning the key, we are in The Red Studio, 1911, 
but Matisse’s suburban atelier has become dis-
tinctly en plein air. One extraordinary painting 
appears whited out, its dense foliage of multi-
hued marks laboriously obscured and adulter-
ated. Drained and leeching, its anaemic colours 
seem pressed against the white sheet of a furi-
ously embattled ghost. 

In previous exhibitions, the artist’s evident 
curiosity has drawn him towards figures as 
diverse as James Joyce and Hank Williams. As 
a painter, his thoughtful informality suggests 
unlikely combinations too; the patterned sen-
sitivities of Édouard Vuillard, for example, and 
the space-candy hubris of the American painter, 
Chris Martin. A tall painting, with patches of 
fluorescent yellow and a constellation of wonky 
stars, is bordered by a pound-shop mosaic. I 
imagined the Danish artist, Tal R, incongru-
ously spliced with the romantic symbolist, Gus-
tav Klimt.1 All of these artists make their own 
worlds, and Swords is a world-builder too. In 

Mark Swords, ‘Tribuna’, installation view, The RHA; photographs by Ros Kavanagh, courtesy the artist and The RHA.

Mark Swords, ‘Tribuna’, installation view, The RHA; photographs by Ros Kavanagh, courtesy the artist and The RHA.

an early exhibition, ‘Mosaic’ at Kevin Kavanagh 
Gallery (31 July – 4 August 2012), a work called 
Shed (2010-12) conflated the sites of manufac-
ture and display. Later on, in his exhibition at 
Temple Bar Gallery + Studios, ‘The Living and 
the Dead’ (14 April – 17 June 2017), his instinct 
for staging expanded to take in the exhibition 
space as a whole. Entirely draped, gallery walls 
became enormous paintings, their populations 
of smaller, individual works bursting with the-
atrical motifs.

It feels appropriate that Swords should appear 
so powerfully here at the RHA. Not because 
of an affinity, but on the contrary, because his 
work speaks so eloquently against any notions 
of academy. It does so without resource to satire 

or any form of critique, but by force of its own 
personality, and without need of validation for 
what it is not.

John Graham is an artist based in Dublin.

Notes:

1 This painting is called, Quelle Etoile (2020) and along 
with one or two others, appeared previously in ‘Portico’, a 
two-person exhibition with Mark Swords and Tanad Aar-
on at The Complex, Dublin (14 – 28 May 2021).



Ronnie Hughes, ‘Isobar’, installation view, The MAC; photograph by Simon Mills, courtesy the artist and The MAC, 
Belfast. 

CritiqueVisual Artists' News Sheet | March – April 2022 

Ronnie Hughes, ‘Isobar’ 
The MAC, Belfast 
8 December 2021 – 13 March 2022

RONNIE HUGHES’S SOLO show, ‘Isobar’, com-
prises 21 works on canvas, linen and plywood 
(from 2020 and 2021) as well as a series of 11 
works on paper (from 2015). The former range 
considerably in size, the largest of which are very 
large indeed (214 x 183 cm). It is this fluctuation 
in scale, as well as the joyous colour palette, that 
strikes one immediately on ascending the stairs 
to The MAC’s Upper Gallery.

As a title, ‘Isobar’ is significant. Not in its 
meteorological sense, but rather in how the art-
ist views it as a ‘conceit’, a drawing of something 
imaginary that “we’ve conjured up to create a 
kind of structure in the world”. The works in 
this show are full of structures – grids, lattices, 
clusters, networks. Of interest here also, when 
considering some of the pieces, is this human 
attempt to pin down something which in nature 
is in constant flux and extends beyond the con-
fines of wherever we choose to point our obser-
vational instruments at, in any given moment. 

The paintings’ surfaces retain traces of their 
evolution; raised hard edges bear witness to 
elements that have been painted over, having 
shifted in scale or position during the painting 
process. Thus, one assumes that once an initial 
armature has been established, or at least ten-
tatively agreed upon, that much of the extraor-
dinary number of choices to do with colour and 
balance (and imbalance) are worked out empir-
ically on the surface of the canvas, rather than 
being predetermined. Surfaces also show subtle 
differences in transparency and finish; some ele-
ments appear matte, others have a glossy sheen, 
while others still achieve a Perspex-like translu-
cency – the luminous and explosive Surge, 2020, 
contains all three of these variants – a result of 
Hughes’s experimentation with pigment and 
co-polymer medium, with layering and glazing. 

Several of the canvases share a similar frame-
work and operate as pairs, at times with surpris-
ingly different outcomes. In Blink, 2021, and 
Dazzle, 2021, for example, the latter, as if step-
ping behind a tapestry, is like the muted verso 
of the former’s recto of rectangles, squares and 
spots. Even more surprising is the pairing of 
Palimpsest, 2021, and Waltzer, 2021. The former 
is a graphic series of overlapping letters in ticker 
tape lines with a subtractive colour relationship 
(incidentally, the painting strikes a distinct note 
in an otherwise cohesive grouping of works 
until contextualised by the ‘Artificial Birdsong’ 
drawing series in the second room). Palimpsest 
began life as an alternative version of the sim-
ilarly-sized Waltzer but evolved very differently 
– the dot on the letter ‘i’, appearing several times 
and echoing the dot-covered Waltzer next to it, 

perhaps the only clue to their shared beginnings. 
Waltzer is reminiscent of the scattered con-

tents of a hole-punch receptacle. On closer 
viewing, however, one sees that the coloured 
spots on a muted teal background are not placed 
randomly but rather carefully arranged in a 
series of overlapping pairings. Yet the overlaps 
are uneven, in some instances the upper spot 
revealing at least half of the one below and else-
where only allowing a thin sickle to peep out. As 
with many of Hughes’s works, once you think 
you have identified the underlying structure or 
system at play you immediately see the excep-
tions – the artist’s deliberate frustration of our 
assumptions that threaten to destabilise the 
structure. It is tempting to pick out these nug-
gets: the lone grouping of three dots in a can-
vas full of two-dot pairings (Judder I, 2021); the 
single crooked vertical in a dense lattice of right 
angles (Within I, 2021); the one slightly offset 
spot in Dazzle, and so on. Yet to do so, to treat 
these elements solely as compositional tricks, 
is reductive. Of more importance is how they 
operate on us semi-consciously, bringing vital-
ity and movement. They are the little anomalies 
that make the works more fascinating, where 
Hughes has “let nature intervene […] to create 
something that’s just much more interesting to 
look at”. 

Thicket I, 2021, and Thicket II, 2021, are a mesh 
of overlapping and intersecting lines of primary, 
secondary and tertiary colours on an off-white 
background. They are like schematic diagrams, 
yet do not fulfil this function. Their structure is 
not entirely contained within the borders of the 
canvas and the points where lines converge are 
each treated differently. The eye tries to resolve 
the structure, to see it in a single comprehensive 
state but cannot – there is too much movement 
going on. Other works, with Op-Art borrowings 
of waves and grids, have this sense of movement. 
However, this pair in particular seem to have 
the potential to expand in space – as if we were 
viewing a small section of a larger whole beyond 
the canvas borders – and in time, as if the work 
were a frozen frame of a structure in constant 
movement and reconfiguration. 

The masterful use of colour throughout is a 
joy to experience, especially at the time of writ-
ing in the depths of winter. All of the works 
presented in ‘Isobar’ reveal themselves slowly 
and reward prolonged viewing and repeat visits. 
Just don’t expect them to sit still before you look 
again. 
Jonathan Brennan is a multidisciplinary 
artist based in Belfast.
jonathanbrennanart.com

Ronnie Hughes, Surge, 2020, Acrylic co-polymer on plywood (44 x 40.5 cm); photograph by Simon Mills, courtesy the 
artist and The MAC, Belfast. 

Ronnie Hughes, Dazzle and Blink, both 2021, Acrylic co-polymer on cotton (each 213 x 153 cm); photograph by Simon 
Mills, courtesy the artist and The MAC, Belfast. 

Ronnie Hughes, Towers I, 2021, Acrylic co-polymer on cotton (183 x 153 cm); photograph by Simon Mills, courtesy the 
artist and The MAC, Belfast. 
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David Eager Maher, ‘Pinked’
Oliver Sears Gallery, Dublin
18 November 2021 – 28 January 2022

DAVID EAGER MAHER’S ‘Pinked’, at the Oli-
ver Sears Gallery, provides welcome respite from 
the deprivations brought by COVID-19, with 
its abundant colour, texture and visual intrigue. 
Displayed along a mid-height ledge that traces 
the perimeter of the gallery, each of the eight 
featured works comprises an oil composition on 
panel, mounted against a coloured background 
within a painted frame. Motifs and patterns dec-
orate the latter, ‘pinking’ the periphery – which 
refers to cloth cut with a scalloped or zigzag 
edge. 

The integrated unity of the painting, back-
drop and frame, and the richness of their form 
and content, invoke the aura of the precious art 
object. Colour has long been a vital element 
of Eager Maher’s visual language, and while it 
seems, here, to be amplified and its impact is 
immediate, the overall effect sidesteps being 
garish. Surfaces are sensitively modulated with 
often unexpected juxtapositions of tone.

On each support, a neon hue (most often 
pink) has been streakily applied to form a 
semi-transparent ground that peeps through 
rough edges and heavier paint layers. Sometimes 
this is used to establish formal contours; one 
part of what reads as a carefully prescribed lex-
icon. Another recurring element is a contrived 
use of shadows that lend depth to otherwise 
planar spatial constructs. Together, these set up 
tensions and establish rules that can be broken, 
as the artist works through relationships of sim-
ilarity and difference. 

In All Day in the Morning, a blue-orange 
sequence of triangles and diamonds wraps 
around from the side of the frame to land as 
black-green patterning at the front. Its com-
position, as in many of the works, adopts a 
two-thirds/one-third format, the lower part 
a muted arrangement of tessellated stars and 
crosses. Above this, an animated pattern forms 
the backdrop to two flattened classical objects, 
a neatly decorated Greek black-figure pot and 
a bust rendered in a maelstrom of diluted green 
and brown. The latter evokes the undoing of an 
iconic ordered form, while overall linear/paint-
erly contrasts echo art-historical vacillations 
between the stable and the chaotic. 

Similar classical iconography is repeated in 
all but three of the remaining paintings where, 

compared to other works, their contextual set-
tings are pared back. Some are destabilised by 
a vertical or horizontal ‘slicing’ (divided in two, 
their parts skewed), and most are portrayed in 
wan monochromatic tones that align with the 
long-held but mistaken belief that their ancient 
referents were intended to remain as unadulter-
ated marble. In turn, what were later discovered 
to have been often polychrome finishes resonate 
with the exhibited works’ overall presentation. 

The genre-mingling in All is Falling sees a 
stylised landscape – anchored by an ‘irradiated’ 
orange tree – combine with a tiny still life fea-
turing fruit, while two floral paintings, Gloaming 
Folding and In his dream he thought to himself, I 
must remember this are opulent workings of cool 
blues and purples. In the first, dense blossoms 
formed from impasto daubs emerge from a flat 
patterned vase, while sculptural depth is con-
veyed in the second by the incongruous addition 
of congealed palette scrapings.  

This collaged element adheres to an oblique-
ly inset ‘painting-within-a-painting’, which 
features a fragment of a classical arcade and 
recalls the uncanny perspectival play of Giorgio 
de Chirico’s metaphysical period. The looming 
influence of Matisse is readily acknowledged, 
and most evident in Hotel Regina, which has 
been named for one of the French artist’s homes. 
It recreates in paint the lively cut-outs Matisse 
made in his later years, and these embellish both 
the frame and the main composition.

Passing through the National Gallery 
after viewing ‘Pinked’, aspects of David Eager 
Maher’s works seemed to leap from the walls: the 
use of complementary reds and greens in Rod-
eric O’Conor’s Bretonne, the spatial distortion 
and patterning in Pierre Bonnard’s Le Déjeuner, 
the impasto blooms, patterned vase and shadow 
in William Nicholson’s Flowers and Gloves, and 
the decorative motifs in Picasso’s Still Life with 
a Mandolin. Given his clear interest in the art of 
the past, it is possible some of these examples 
rank among his influences. If so, they have been 
processed not as a hodge-podge of appropria-
tion, but as visual cues for what comes across as a 
thoughtful and art-historically engaged practice.

Susan Campbell is a visual arts writer and 
researcher.

David Eager Maher in his studio; photograph Simon Lazewski, image courtesy of the Oliver Sears Gallery

John Kennedy, ‘Edgelands’
South Tipperary Arts Centre
14 January – 19 February 2022

THE ROAD HAS long held appeal for writers 
and artists. The modern motorway throws up 
such powerful imagery, as it cleaves through 
the countryside, that an artist might dismiss it 
as a subject. But it is this everyday familiarity, 
underpinned by the metaphorical weight of the 
journey, that makes Kennedy’s latest group of 
paintings, ‘Edgelands’, so appealing. 

Everybody recognises a road trip. Most of us 
have known bleak landscapes.

And they are bleak – watery skies hover over 
black roads edged with dirty slush; potholed, 
puddled tarmac disintegrates; black trees bristle 
in snow-covered fields. Across these expans-
es, trucks travel, headlights faint in a spatter of 
snow, billboards loom, an overpass is silhouetted 
black against the dusk. These spare, industri-
al shapes, cut-outs on muted landscapes, cre-
ate tension which is given body by the shallow 
perspectives that tilt a nod at the picture plane. 
Perhaps because of this, the billboard pieces, like 
Kino Fahren or Skärm, where the shapes are sim-
plest and sharp-edged, are most effective. 

Kennedy’s work, extending the perspective to 
the canvas edge – the road, the trucks – intro-
duces movement, which, while sacrificing some 
tension, suggests narrative and draws in the 
viewer as it evokes the low hum of continuous 
traffic, the thunder and thump of ever-turning 
wheels. 

It’s not just perspective that gives Kennedy’s 
work heft. The artist’s use of a clear varnish that 
dapples the surfaces of most works, giving life to 
tarmac, snow, metal, adds weight too. The texture 
is not uniform across each work, or even across 
a canvas, the artist manipulating it by degrees, 
creating regular and irregular patterns, sanding 
it back to create a heaviness, as in Union Dusk, 
or allowing the texture to stand proud, to throw 
tiny shadows which in Passive Attack imbues the 
petrol blue of the billboard with a metallic pres-
ence and suggests an imminent clearance. The 
muted tones are likewise enhanced by the var-
nish and allows richer colours – umber, cerulean, 
gold – to burn through where the paint thins, as 
in War Against the Poor. 

This texture also serves to bring the view-

er closer by implying the presence of a wind-
screen marbled with rain. In The Secret’s Secret, 
where the double arc of the windscreen wiper’s 
path is visible on the canvas surface, this device 
is perhaps over done but Kennedy manages to 
get away with it, because the work is more let 
down by the painted dashboard which seems 
undecided in style, lying somewhere between 
photorealistic and naïve. Indeed, anywhere man-
made shapes are less emphatic, less certain – in 
the wobbly streetlamps in Towards All Thresholds 
or the not quite convincing car in Niva – the 
tension loosens to a large degree. More satisfy-
ing are the works where the painter, instead of 
exposing his hand, stops short before the bottom 
edge or side of the canvas, revealing the drips 
and dribbles of the process.

The last two works, The Trees Weren’t There 
and Military Alphabet, are a departure, so to 
speak, from the road theme. The viewer’s nose is 
no longer pressed against a windscreen. Instead, 
we gaze across a dark empty space at the bright 
trees and the sky outside, framed in the grid 
of an industrial window. The contrast between 
the organic and the manmade is recalibrated 
here, the trees closer, the sky more contained. 
The window frames, drawn at an angle with-
in the canvas, like the billboards, create some 
interesting illusions but again where the artist 
ventures from the rigidity of the shape – intro-
ducing open windows – the tension is broken. 
Perhaps this is intentional, and these works 
feel like a striking out. The very elements that 
weaken them, as with the previous work, add to 
the sense of a journey being attempted, rather 
than objects produced, and this only adds to the 
show’s appeal.

With the road as a theme, an artist always 
risks a blow-out, but Kennedy’s considered use 
of a limited range of colour, shape and media, 
and his willingness to allow the subject matter to 
speak for itself, reflects a refreshing thoughtful-
ness and honesty. ‘Edgelands’ was worth the trip.

Clare Scott is an artist, writer and 
researcher based in the southeast.

John Kennedy, Road to Norilsk, 2021, oil, mixed media on linen; photograph by John Kennedy, courtesy of the artist 
and South Tipperary Arts Centre
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Melissa O’Faherty, ‘Turning it Over’ 
Ashford Gallery, RHA
14 January 2022 – 06 February 2022

‘TURNING IT OVER’, by Melissa O’Faherty 
at the Ashford Gallery, explores botanical 
and landscape themes in a fully primed arse-
nal of semi-abstract paintings that whirr, pop 
and detonate mini effl  orescent explosions of 
squelchy paint over the canvas panels. Th ere is 
a phenomenon – “something about paint and 
painting”, that, despite being confi ned to the 
“fairly limited convention of liquid paint on fl at 
grounds”, makes painting a profoundly fl exible 
and romantic tool of expression available to 
communicate the human condition1. In cosmic 
terms, how this works is a bit like dark matter or 
Maslow’s theory of belonging, that despite being 
purely hypothetical, they are accepted because 
without them the universe makes no sense. 
Painting in all its genres is essentially primal, 
as a rudimentary hand produced artform and 
conceptually in its manipulation through style 
and language and in the case of abstract paint-
ing, it’s notional. A self-refl exive intuitive and 
cognitive process of capturing notions through a 
notional medium became the holy grail of twen-
tieth-century abstraction. O’Faherty describes 
this with a sense of modest wonder stating: “the 
act of making an image and a physical object 
with permanence like a painting, from seeming-
ly nothing more than canvas, pools of paint and 
imagination still feels surprising to me just like 
a magic trick and it is this unexpectedness that 
motivates me…” In ‘Turning it Over’, O’Faherty 
bears this out in her measured and gentle facility 
to create this magic. 

Th e exhibition comprises sixteen oil on can-
vas panels that are slim and taut with fi nely 
woven canvas that are neatly fi nished with pre-
cision edging in deep indigo. Th ese basics are 
the foundation upon which O’Faherty builds 
her canon. Th roughout the exhibition she daubs, 
squelches, drips, scrapes and applies plenty 
of loose brushwork mingled with exquisitely 
rendered botanical features of grasses, fronds, 
leaves, ferns, and translucent fl owers in an arts 
and crafts style. Th is choreographed potage of 
abstract and trompe-l ’œil elements are paint-
ed onto backgrounds that sink into depths of 
fi eld that are as sublime as they are illusory. Th e 
surfaces of the panels invite close inspection 
to decipher this alchemy. From the proximity 
of a fl ower bouquet in a vestibule space to an 
over-head sky-light view of an endless cosmic 
expanse, O’Faherty’s spatial confi gurations are 
felt rather than observed. 

Colour and tone aid in sculpting perspec-
tive but these components are more impressive 
at jolting the plants into hallucinatory fl utters. 
In Cyclamen, Still Dawn and Arching Pampas 
streaks of black paint skid and slide around foli-
age being battered by the elements. In Under You, 
red and yellow fl owers waft in the dark waters of 
a lake fl oor. O’Faherty’s disorderly shallow pools, 
spills and drips of paint capture the tension that 
suspends delicate plant life under the weight of 
gravity and atmospheric pressure. 

‘Turning it Over’ alternates between interi-
or and exterior space, taking place in domestic, 
landscape and cosmic realms. Bouquet is a jum-
ble of spritely fl owers within arm’s reach, placed 
on a shadowy hint of a table. Night Sky, and 
the more controlled Lucien’s Flowers punch out 
autumn colours picking up artifi cial light against 
a deep umber background, echoing the dark dra-
ma of Nature Morte. Orchideae, 2021, and Luc-
ien’s Flowers foreground exotic fl oral decoration 
that from some angles are framed as fl at tapes-
tries. Blue Garden, is a satisfying feat of chromat-

ic and compositional abstraction suggesting the 
comfort of longevity in frayed environments and 
muted tones of gentle decay. 

Lake Side’s, 2021, light dims with cold damp 
air breaching the land, bearing the fatigue of a 
seasons end in the sodden detritus of summer 
foliage. Depth and structure are literal as the 
lake’s edge and distant horizon are clearly visi-
ble. O’Faherty tentatively taps into the rich vein 
of Irish landscape painting but creates enough 
bluster and froth to hold the threshold of 
abstraction. In Chasm, 2021, falling autumn ten-
drils fade and whither while losing their grasp of 
a ghostly white entity.

Yello Mountain and Lunar, 2021, explode 
with exponential cosmic energy, combining 
backgrounds of distant billowing clouds, rocks 
and the night sky, rendered in trompe-l ’œil and 
overpainted with disconnected splodges and 
daubs in white, black and pink paint. Th e ten-
sion between the illusion of the background and 
the physicality of the surface draws attention to 
O’Faherty’s process. It compels closer examina-
tion again, to sense the textures, glazes, veined 
pools of thin paint, gloops of inky black, to feel 
the grain of the fi nely woven canvas repelling 
and absorbing paint in diff erent places, to enjoy 
the precision edging and observe the smooth 
pink and peppermint-coloured blobs. Th ese are 
paintings to live with: complex, deliberate, con-
ceptual, considered and hard won. Th ey repre-
sent O’Faherty’s commitment to the integrity of 
her painting instincts. 

Carissa Farrell is a curator and writer 
based in Dublin.

Notes:
1 From ‘Something About Paint’, by Carissa Farrell, Irish 
Arts Review, November 2013-January 2014.

Melissa O’Faherty, Orchideae, 2021, oil on canvas; photograph by Ros Kavanagh, courtesy of the artist.

Melissa O’Faherty, L-R: Lake Side, 2021, oils, Light Years, 2021, oils, Chasm, 2021, oils, Lunar, 2021, oils; photograph by Kate Bowe O’Brien courtesy of the artist and RHA Gallery.
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PLAYFUL TOPICS, SHARP colours and magnetic details run through a 
multitude of paintings in Molesworth Gallery’s Winter Group Show. One 
of the most striking works is Helen Blake’s Love is a Luxury, 2021. Solid 
colours are zig-zagged in blocks of pinks and purples, while creams and 
browns overlay detailed pattern that peeks through. Blake’s Awake in the 
Night hosts another prominent arrangement, revealing slits of bright and 
skinny forms. At first, it may seem this work shares properties with British 
artist, Bridget Riley’s geometric compositions; yet where Riley distorted 
perception through pattern, Blake deepens conversations between pat-
terned forms. 

Leaning into more figurative work, Gabhann Dunne’s A Child’s Pride 
depicts a floating stag. Gestural antlers are locked into a solid mass of 
white. Speckled with colours, the marks’ frozen movement is somehow 
faster that the eye can comprehend. Dunne’s Goldcrest and Dunnock are in 
a far corner of the space, both moving out from each other, as if spectacular 
in flight. Firework feathers are small in scale and proud in tone; a playful-
ness is here. Probably life-size, they are perched in position. It is easy to 
picture them flitting around the room or flying straight out of the window, 
to circulate Molesworth Street’s built environment.

A strong pairing of Gillian Lawler’s Edgeland III and Transition III 
holds firm in the space. Chequered skies are represented in both works, 
appearing as upside-down floors, a combination of interior and exterior 
realms. The compositions signify some form of a landscape, with green 
abstracted mountainous bases peaking a little off centre. Beams of light, 
almost volcanic, emerge. In Edgeland III, crisp, icy hues move upwards, 
while Transition III appears as a dystopian, Ballardian environment. 
Megan Burns’ Altered Space 0.28 and Altered Space 0.29 are hung as a pair 
between two windows. These sharp and angular works have a dynamic 

Sean Molloy, The Purlieu Man, oil on canvas, 90 x 120 cm; image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery.

MOLESWORTH GALLERY, DUBLIN
9 DECEMBER 2021 – 28 FEBRUARY 2022

Winter Group Show
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relationship, suggesting that they might suffer if 
separated.

A work that stands out as having a magical, 
secret ingredient is Sean Molloy’s The Witch of 
Endor (2020). Small in scale and precise in con-
tent, a figure points to a ghostly being. A temple 
in the background echoes Greek mytholog-
ical scenes, found in the paintings of Baroque 
landscape artist, Claude Lorrain (c.1600-82). 
A couple of horizontal neon orange lines assert 
themselves amongst the painting. A potential 
third figure exists in traces of dots, as if about 
to vanish, or viewed while the complete image is 
waiting to load.

Mick O’Dea’s Sea Mist (2020) generates a 
horizontal band of cloud, demarking two sea-
sons in one day. The sea mist is a veil providing 
a distinctive tone against the vivid mountain 
and clear skies. Another work of note is Maeve 

Helen Blake, Love is a Luxury, 2021, oil on linen, 70 x 100cm; image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery.

McCarthy’s Autumn Hydrangeas, whose colours 
are warm enough to make the scene glow – a 
tribute to autumn light without actually show-
ing any sky.

Persona (2021) by Threadstories is the only 
photographic piece in a show of paintings. It 
depicts a subject wearing a wool-knitted mask 
with protruding tongue. What might be scary 
has, instead, a more humorous, soft and playful 
quality. Strong pinks and creams in the wool 
have an impressionist sensibility, and the close 
relationship between the human skin and wool 
is effective. In Shane Berkery’s almost illustra-
tive work, The Rain and Everywhere Else, a figure 
holding an umbrella seems to inhabit an interior 
space – yet there are also suggestions of exterior. 
The polka dot umbrella is rendered flat; the dots 
follow a grid rather than echoing a curve. The 
title has a heaviness to it, and the figure seems to 

be carrying a weight of some kind. 
Mollie Douthit presents three fantastic, 

small-scale paintings, shown together but strong 
on their own. Cake Aged 14, Cake Age 6 and 
Jewels are aerial view compositions, describing 
tabletop scenes. Cake Age 14 is a dark brown, 
sculptural offering, while Cake Age 6 has more 
buoyancy through decorations of colourful char-
acters such as Ronald McDonald. Jewels shows 
a bowl of cereal with chopped banana, spoon in 
action and decorative motif on the bowl. While 
all three paintings depict something enjoyable 
to eat, there is a lingering sense of unforgiving 
isolation.

Group shows and seasonal exhibitions that 
bring together several practicing artists (in 
this instance, mostly painters) are a welcome 
reminder of the vibrant work happening in stu-
dios across Ireland. This selection of work makes 

me consider the moments when these artists 
must have seized the perfect light or worked 
until they stopped noticing time pass.

Jennie Taylor is an art writer living and 
working in Dublin.

Gabhann Dunne, Dunnock, oil on gesso panel, 20 x 15cm; image courtesy the artist and 
Molesworth Gallery.

Shane Berkery, The rain and everything else, oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm; image courtesy the artist 
and Molesworth Gallery. 

Maeve McCarthy, Autumn hydrangeas, oil on linen, 60 x 70cm; image courtesy the artist and Molesworth Gallery.



Critique

Ian Gordon, ‘The September Paintings’ 
Regional Cultural Centre, Letterkenny
23 October – 11 December 2021

A ‘PLEIN AIR painter’ based in Dunlewey, 
County Donegal, Ian Gordon lifts his land-
scapes directly from the environment surround-
ing his studio. He has been described as the 
“best artist of the Donegal area” – an expression 
that ties in with the dedication, rigour and com-
mitment he applies to the county’s depiction. In 
every moment, he is Donegal; there is no text 
where he does not mention his relationship with 
looking, seeing, improvising in this world to find 
the “emotional certainty to pull together a reso-
nant image.” 

For the month of September, Gordon battles 
salt, wind and rain, achieves triumph and victo-
ry to produce a tremendous body of work. The 
oil paintings hang chronologically, dated and 
framed, with certain boards centred in compli-
mentary coloured backgrounds and other works 
framed directly at the edges. Accompanying 
Gordon’s ‘September Paintings’ is a book of dia-
ry entries, responding to the experience of each 
day’s work. The writing is printed with a type-
writer font. Some pages have an accompanying 
image. These entries do much to inform the 
viewer of the hands-on, technical difficulties of 
creating paintings such as these. He talks about 
the trivial aspects of the everyday, infringing on 
his ability to work: 

“Saturday 11 September: A small painting 
only this morning as there is a full agenda of 
shopping and meeting Annie from Boston off 
the bus from the airport.” Another invites the 
viewer to witness the often-overlooked drama 
and comedy of the process, a Peter Sellers-style 
scenario in the menology: “Years ago I would 
have created a muddy painting. I would have 
stepped on my brushes and got paint on my face! 
Cursing out loud all the time … it is what it is ... 
And strangely it’s worked out fine.”

There is a very important and personal 
reminder at the beginning and end of the jour-
ney: “Sometimes you have to lose the red tree” 
and “Consider the return to the studio with a 
canvas on which delicate paint like soft butter 
is vulnerable to any smudge, and a mischievous 
wind trying to fling it to the ground. That’s 
the excitement!” There is a generosity of spirit 

in Gordon’s writing, showing not only his nec-
essary travails but fascinating insights into his 
theories of composition, draughtsmanship, and 
colour theory. 

In October 2006, Gordon undertook his first 
rigorous painting ‘journey’, when he tasked him-
self with making a painting each day for 31 days, 
outdoors in the Donegal landscape, to honour 
the centenary of Paul Cézanne’s death. He 
wished to recognise the contributions Cézanne 
made to the development of abstraction and 
cubism but also to the field of painting itself. 
Upon first glance at Gordon’s more recent exhi-
bition, there are instant comparisons to Cézanne 
in the plane construct and the angular freneti-
cism of stacked matter against calming walls of 
flat paint. Indeed, we are reminded of Cézanne’s 
own writing on these matters: “The landscape 
thinks itself in me and I am its consciousness” or 
his aspiration to “SEE the odour” of the world.

There is red underpainting peeking through 
Gordon’s boards, beautifully lit and arranged as 
they were by the gallery. The mild ballast holds us 
against some jagged stalactite of oil and coloura-
tion of Mount Errigal. It is crucial however to 
note that this is not some Cézanne imperson-
ation. Whilst the paintings work in homage in 
some instances, Gordon is entirely present in 
this body. We see it in the unusually high inch of 
sea-sky horizon in a ‘classic cliff location’; or in 
the charming, singular uprightness of the tele-
graph poles running through other landscapes. 
The single dictated scribble of a bright yellow 
oil bar under a forest awning denotes the writer. 

The trees from 22 September are wilder than 
any French landscapes barring the Fauves. The 
persistent handled fluorescent blue of the rocks 
on Port Arthur beach are that of fresh, contem-
porary, twenty-first-century art. Gordon pulls 
off two feats with his project: painting out-
doors daily in Donegal to create a huge body 
of painted and printed work; and adding to the 
canon a fresh, stylish and authentic exhibition 
– an answer to any question on the relevance of 
painting. 
Christina Mullen is an arts writer and 
researcher based in Donegal. 

Ian Gordon, 30 Sept. The last painting. Bad weather means I take two days. So much to think about just with tree 
trunks. Leaves are a whole other story. I will be back for sure, 2021; photograph by Regional Cultural Centre, image 
courtesy of the artist.

Patrick Graham, ‘Taking Leave’
Hillsboro Fine Art, Dublin
21 October – 20 November 2021

WE LIVE IN uncertain times, and nothing is as 
it used to be. We need a certificate to have a cup 
of coffee, a mask to get on a bus. A visit to an 
exhibition is not like any other.

Patrick Graham’s ‘Taking Leave’ presents a 
series of 14 works in acrylic and ink on paper, 
each 84 x 102 cm. The predominant colour is 
a chalky, washed-out grey. A recurring motif 
is the figure of a bird, drawn in rough lines in 
paint (pink, brown, white). Another is the shape, 
again merely an outline, of a human figure – 
headless? head bent? – seated or reclined. Clas-
sical columns appear in several works, as does 
the phrase: “Somewhere Jerusalem”. The most 
salient feature, however, is the letters, L, A, R, K, 
M, B, placed and often numbered in such a way 
as to leave no other reading possible than ‘lark’ 
and ‘lamb’. Indeed the lark is frequently refer-
enced elsewhere in quotes such as: “The lark in 
the morning she rises [from] her nest”. 

Encountering these elements for the first 
time is akin to being handed a page of text in 
which certain words have been redacted. To 
make sense, you have to fill in the blanks; to fill 
in the blanks, you need to know the language. In 
Graham’s case, this is not a far-fetched analogy; 
indeed, art writer Jarrett Earnest has written of 
Graham’s ‘lexicon’. But making sense requires 
contextual knowledge and this is missing in this 
exhibition: there is no catalogue, there are no 
labels.

Why is this so? Well, it may be that Gra-
ham’s status is such that no explanation is need-
ed. One website alone provides the following 
encomiums: “Recognised by Ireland as a ‘Liv-
ing National Treasure’… Graham… can take 
his place among the great masters spanning the 
Renaissance to the present day”1. Those who 
have followed this trajectory over decades will be 
familiar with the tropes and themes of Graham’s 
work, and will no doubt make contextual con-
nections almost instinctively. Although even for 
the cognoscenti, there may be surprises. These 
works are much smaller than Graham’s norm 
(180 x 350 cm) and he has used acrylic paint and 
ink – both factors determined to some extent by 
the constraints of lockdown.

A lack of overt contextual information, while 
unusual, certainly forces the viewer to take the 
works at face value, a process which has its own 
challenges. What am I looking at? What am I 
looking for? The latter question demands differ-
ent answers, depending on the viewer’s position. 
As an artist, I am often curious about the ‘how’ 
of a work; but as a gallery visitor, I may be more 
interested in the ‘why’. What was discombob-
ulating about this exhibition was that neither 
question really took hold – my curiosity was not 
sufficiently piqued. This surprised me, and raised 
a new question: Why not?

The horse raced past the barn fell. This sentence 
is known linguistically as a ‘garden path sen-
tence’, in which one’s initial expectation is not 
met, so it must be re-interpreted to get the cor-
rect meaning. And this is what ‘Taking Leave’ 
does. It confounds your expectations of an exhi-
bition and requires you to re-view it from a dif-
ferent perspective. 

This perspective suggests that the works 
are reflections of the artist’s internal processes 
during a particular time. They are not seeking 
to communicate or engage with the viewer – 
an interpretation supported by the absence of 
any contextual information – but rather act as 
a record of the artist’s thoughts, ideas, recurring 
tropes in no particular order or relationship, a 
stream of consciousness rendered onto paper. 
Viewing the works feels like coming across a 
personal journal left open on a table; you are not 
expressly invited to read, but nor are you asked 
not to. And if you do, you will not learn much 
more than you already know. The question you 
are then faced with is, do I want to know more? 
The answer, like so much in these bizarre times, 
may not be quite what you would expect.

Mary Catherine Nolan is an artist, art 
writer, and occasional lecturer in 
linguistics.

Notes:
1 Robbie Goodrich, ‘Texas National 2013, Pat-
rick Graham exhibition to open April 13’, 25 
March 2013, sfasu.edu 

Patrick Graham, Taking Leave (2), 2021, acrylic and mixed media on heavy paper, 84 x 102 cm; image courtesy the 
artist and Hillsboro Fine Art. 
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CLONES ARTISTS’ STUDIOS 
STIÚIDEO EALAÍONTÓIRÍ CLUAIN EOIS

Non-residential studios and workspaces available for 
professional artists.

The Old Post Offi  ce
The Diamond, Clones, Co. Monaghan

To apply, visit: monaghan.ie/arts/clonesartiststudios
Deadline: 30 March, 2022                   @artsinmonaghan

Luan Gallery, Elliott Road, Athlone
Tues – Sat 11 – 5pm Sun 12 – 5pm 
090 6442154  @luangalleryathlone

Browse over 140 works of paint, print, encaustic, mixed media, drawing,
photography, ceramics, jewellery & textiles online at

www.athloneartsandtourism.ie/artfair

Visit Luan Gallery’s fantastic showcase of works by 82 Midland artists

ART FAIRLUAN GALLERY

Luan Gallery Art Fair is supported by Creative Ireland and Westmeath County Council

Photo Credit: Ross Kavanagh

Exhibition continues to 30th January 2022

LUAN GALLERY Luan Gallery, Elliott Road, Athlone | www.luangallery.ie
Tues–Sat 11–5pm Sun 12–5pm Tel: 090 6442154 info@luangallery.ie

Tactile TerrainTactile Terrain
Cecilia Danell

RAPTRAPT
Hilary Kinahan

Rooted to the LandRooted to the Land
Rosemarie Langtry

3 Solo Exhibitions until Sunday 3rd April

Rosemarie Langtry Ethereal I 2021
Oil, wax and mixed medium, 84 × 84 cm

Hilary Kinahan Barn #2 2021
Collagraph, monoprint, 20 × 20 cm

Cecilia Danell Ballinglen Larch 2021
Oil and acrylics on canvas, 120 × 120 cm

www.highlanes.ie 

We Are Here
5 March – 19 April

Tuesday - Saturday
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“WHAT WAS ZAGREB like?” people asked me, after spending four nights 
in the Croatian capital on the occasion of the 6th Biennial of Painting, 
which included an exhibition entitled ‘Dubliners’, curated by Pallas Proj-
ects’ directors, Mark Cullen and Gavin Murphy. To say Zagreb is like 
1990s Dublin is understandable but incorrect. It’s a more monumental 
city. Architecture and history loom large, along with its tall people. I saw 
only one H&M, no Starbucks or McDonalds, but they are on their way 
with Ryanair’s imminent invasion. For now, Zagreb is as beautiful as a 
city can get, in that scarred kind of way. On our visit it was experientially 
marked by a recent earthquake, COVID-19, and a history of successive 
wars, as recent as 1995 – the final year of the Croatian War of Indepen-
dence, the aftershocks of which can still be felt in the dusty facades and 
dark concrete stairwells, like the one that led to the apartment I shared 
with exhibiting painters, Mark O’Kelly and Colin Martin. 

Thinking back, my presence in Zagreb was as an extra. I was there to 
chair a public conversation with several of the exhibiting artists on the 
Sunday night before our flight home. I had already fulfilled a commis-
sion to write a substantial essay on the subject of painting, which critically 
explored painting and the painter vis-a-vis ‘the city’. The city angle was 
prompted by the curatorial criteria for the selection of artists for the bien-
nial, which, in its five previous editions, has used the European city as a 
way to define and demarcate painting practice within a given national art 
scene. In the act of writing, I discovered something could be philosophi-
cally gained from the identification and definition of painters and painting 
shepherded within a given city and, more specifically Zagreb’s Meštrović 
Pavilion, colloquially known as ‘the Mosque’ –  the site of the biennial.

On the opening night we witnessed the Mosque under lights and the 
attention of a large audience of Croatian artists, most of whom were par-
ticipating in the Croatian Association of Visual Artists (HDLU) members’ 
show upstairs in the pavilion. The HDLU – the artist-run organisation 

Installation view, ‘Dubliners’, 6th Biennale of Painting, HDLU, Meštrović Pavilion, Zagreb; all photographs by Juraj Vuglač, courtesy the artists, Pallas Projects and The Croatian Association of Artists (HDLU).  

JAMES MERRIGAN REFLECTS ON ‘DUBLINERS’ AT THE 6TH 
BIENNIAL OF PAINTING AND THE ENIGMAS IT PRESENTED.

Remembering Zagreb 
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who invited Cullen and Murphy to curate ‘Dubliners’ – is a 
mix between Dublin’s Pallas Projects and the RHA. Framed 
by the pavilion’s large metal door, the HDLU president, the 
resident Irish Ambassador, Ruaidhri Dowling, and Mark 
Cullen gave speeches and acknowledgements. Afterwards, 
large speakers guarding the door pumped out music. The 
upbeat atmosphere was incongruous to the strange tone of 
the pavilion, and the silence of the paintings that lay beyond 
in the cylindrical galleries.

The Meštrović Pavilion (given back to the HDLU in 
1990) has served as a space for exhibitions and art events 
since 2006. The pavilion is unlike any other exhibition space 
I have ever experienced. We complain in this country about 
the design-heavy art centres with their geometric panoply 
of angles and glass. The Meštrović Pavilion dispenses with 
angles for evasive curves. ‘Dubliners’ artist, Sonia Shiel, said 
something insightful about how the curved walls provoke 
your body to keep moving rather than stand still. 

Upon entering the pavilion’s main door, the vestibule is 
flanked on either side by stone staircases that lead to the 
HDLU members’ exhibition, a dizzying salon-hang of paint-
ings, shoulder-to-shoulder, floor-to-ceiling. ‘Dubliners’ was 
set inside the main ground-floor gallery, an open-top cylin-
der, as wide as it is high, looking up and out at the night sky 
through a dome of round glass tiles. The space is both phys-
ically overwhelming and metaphysically unnerving. Voices 
bounce from one curve of the room to the other, making you 
a bad listener or accidental eavesdropper. 

Cullen and Murphy’s curation was a cousin of their annu-
al Periodical Reviews at Pallas Projects, but on a monumen-
tal scale. I questioned, in the commissioned essay, whether 
they would they leave paintings to fend for themselves on 
the walls or take a more expansive approach in a space that 
was first designed for sculpture in the 1930s. The inclusion 
of Tanad Williams’s and Tom Watt’s bespoke timber units 
to display both paintings and artists’ books (alongside a copy 
of James Joyce’s Dubliners) answered my question. The floor-
bound positioning of Orla Whelan’s mosaic of interpretative 
painting-stretcher corner-keys, and Harry Walsh Foreman’s 
freestanding figures, helped to fuse walls with gallery, rath-
er than wall-bound paintings lined up before a Goya firing 
squad. But there were sacrifices: the paintings that decorated 
Williams’s and Watt’s gallery furniture became part of the 
furniture. When I asked a HDLU member about the pre-
vious Leipzig edition of the biennial, he shared that con-
tra-Leipzig, he was excited at how the Dublin contingent 
had activated the floor. 

On the final day, Mark O’Kelly and I visited the Croa-
tian Museum of Modern Art. There, we got a real sense of 
the Western art influences – from Pop to Conceptualism to 
Neo-Expressionism – that infiltrated Croatia when freedoms 
came and went from war to war. It began to make sense why 
Brian Maguire’s crumbling war-torn edifices, Patrick Gra-
ham’s man vs myth maelstroms, and Mark O’Kelly’s strange 
(for him) sculptural and awkward figuration were at home in 
the pavilion. O’Kelly remarked that the striking difference 
between painting in Croatia and Ireland was down to tonal 
technique. But we can’t forget the tone that latently pervades 
the culture of a place, a historical tone that has its own light 
and shade beneath paint, canvas, stretcher and painter.

That night, during the panel conversation, the subject of 
the studio crisis that beset Dublin City was discussed, and 
with that, the practical insecurities of being an artist in the 
world. As a provocation I kept emphasising the identity of 
the ‘painter’ to the panellists, as opposed to the ‘artist’, in the 
same way the Zagreb Biennial was exclusively dedicated to 
painting. I wanted to know what it was to be a painter in a 
Heideggerian sense. The tools, the daily grind, the day in and 
day out, the isolation, the aloofness, the individualism that 
defines the painter rather than the social fluidity of the artist. 
Questions from the floor opened things up, such as: “What 
was the biggest risk you took for your art?” or “Was the use of 
painting as a base medium for teaching art the best pedagog-
ical instrument for experiment in other mediums?” But I am 
still left with unanswered questions regarding what it is to be a 
painter. I don’t think painters appreciate the growing enigma 
they present in a less and less enigmatic world. 

James Merrigan is an artist, critic and editor based in 
Waterford City.
smallnight.org

Top and Bottom: Installation view, ‘Dubliners’, 6th Biennale of Painting, HDLU, Meštrović Pavilion, Zagreb; 
Middle [Left]: Brian Maguire, Apartments Aleppo, 2016, acrylic on linen; [Right]: Sonia Shiel, The Narrows’ Escape, 2021, oil on canvas, wood, and cotton flock; all 
photographs by Juraj Vuglač, courtesy the artists, Pallas Projects and The Croatian Association of Artists (HDLU).  
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Abstraction As A Felt Sensation 

I OFTEN THINK of my practice as an accumu-
lation of thoughts and decisions that ultimately 
communicate a narrative. How this narrative 
evolves is a mixture of spontaneity and planned 
design. Despite having studied painting, both 
in my degree at Loughborough University and 
my masters at Glasgow School of Art, my prac-
tice up until 2018 largely concerned sculpture 
and installation. I created narrative spaces that 
sought to entice the viewers in acts of humorous 
vulnerability through various arrangements of 
breaking plaster floors, hanging latex and sus-
pended glass. 

Throughout 2017 and 2018, I started cast-
ing rectangular plaster pieces with embedded 
abstracted shapes and forms – paintings with-
out paint – using the rectangular format as a 
boundary. However, frustrated by my systemat-
ic approach and driven by a desire for a more 
uncontained expression, I began to use paint. 
It offered escapism to my previously structured 
approach. I became somewhat fixated by paint 
as I yearned to understand it, often humbled 
when my ideas fell short to the complexities of 
the material.    

As we entered the pandemic in early 2020 
and with upcoming art opportunities post-
poned, I was able to paint without pressure or 
intended outcomes. It gave me time to properly 
become acquainted with paint, to experiment 
and to move away from a set of applied formulas 
towards a more liberated expression. During this 
time, I enrolled in the Turps Banana Correspon-
dence Course, engaging in regular and in-depth 
conversation regarding compositional form, sur-
face qualities and their contextualisation with 
my mentor, Andrea Medjesi.

It was a time of experimentation in my prac-
tice in which numerous paintings found their 
way into the studio’s ‘naughty corner’, facing the 
wall and shunned from the viewpoint. I learnt 
to surrender to expectation, often adjusting my 
process on a whim, as I moved from one painting 
to another in times of ‘stuckness’. It was through 
this methodology that I began to develop a 
series of abstracted paintings for a solo show, 
‘PING PONG’, at the Linenhall Art Centre, 
County Mayo, from August to October 2021. 

In this show, I examined the process of 
abstraction through a transition of narratives. 
A starting point for form, line and colour 
stemmed from daily fleeting observations from 

my surroundings, documented in notes and line 
drawings. Visually, the paintings presented a 
paradoxical riddle; on one hand the process was 
planned and ordered, while on the other it was 
unpredictable and precarious in areas. The sur-
face of the paintings acted as the arena where 
the ephemera of our daily existence is played out 
in all its uncertainties, as each work attempted to 
make sense of a tiny fragment of time.

As a current artist-in-residence at the RHA/
IPUT Wilton Park Studios (September 2021 to 
2022) my work continues to examine narrative 
through the realms of painting. Interested in 
the role of the human psyche in art and inspired 
by Jungian psychology, I explore the aspects of 
unplanned intent that become disguised and 
mingled within our pre-meditated composi-
tions. I consider how abstraction can operate as 
a felt sensation that goes beyond any linguistic 
description – a language that when put into 
words, can often become contrived and loaded. 

In terms of plans over the next few months, 
I am grateful to have received funding from 
the Arts Council of Ireland Agility Award and 
Monaghan County Council, as I work towards 
exhibitions such as the Craig Hennessy Award 
Shortlisted Exhibition in February at the RHA, 
and solo exhibitions at the RHA Ashford Gal-
lery in April and at So Fine Art Editions in early 
2023.

Sarah Wren Wilson is an Irish artist based 
between Dublin and Mayo whose work 
examines abstraction through a transition 
of narratives. 
sarahwrenwilson.com

Sarah Wren Wilson, ‘PING PONG’, installation view, Linenhall Art Centre, August 2021; image courtesy the artist and 
Linenhall Art Centre. 

Not Now Death, I’m Painting

I reckon it’s more important to be committed to 
something than anything else to do with that thing. 
That you eat it, breathe it, look at it, listen to it. You 
must do that, all the time. If it hasn’t got to do with 
that and it’s not enhancing that thing, steer clear of 
it, go away from it. It’s not doing anything for you. 
Get serious, for God’s sake. Don’t waste any time.

– Patrick O’Connor (1940-2012)

IF I COULD stand up in a room, raise my hand 
and say, “My name is Alan Raggett and I am 
a contemporary landscape painter”, I just might 
do that. It was a realisation 44 years in the mak-
ing.

It shouldn’t have come as such a surprise, as I 
have had an elemental attraction to forests, trees 
and the landscape from a young age, growing 
up in the countryside of County Kilkenny. We 
played in fields and woods every day. We disap-
peared mid-morning and returned home close 
to dinner time. I guess it was a different time, 
and I am now, a new emerging artist who gets to 
use old clichés like that. 

We followed animal tracks, we fished using 
a  jam jar full of worms as bait, and we followed 
streams thinking we would find their source. I 
always believed it was just at the horizon. I think 
that belief started my love affair with where the 
land meets the sky, because almost all my paint-
ing comes back to that imagined line. In the 
studio, the placement of the horizon is one of 
the first decisions for any freshly gessoed surface.

When I was asked to write this piece, I hap-
pily agreed, but was apprehensive, not for any 
lack of belief in my practice – more because I 
believe I am hindered by words while trying to 
talk about painting. In asserting that all painting 
is ultimately about painting itself, it is almost 
pointless to talk about painting. In my practice 
of making, I am talking to myself firstly and 
then subsequently to an unknown viewer, but, 
between those two points, I am talking to other 
painters and the viewer is of little relevance. 

What I will say is that I am interested in 
things I can’t understand; that painting over 
failed paintings reveals a truth to me. I watch 
the work surface, come to life and die, again and 
again, like it is creating its own history. Soon I 

won’t obsess as much about it, because it will 
have taught me something that I didn’t under-
stand. Armed with that new knowledge, I will 
move on to problems in the next painting, and 
the current piece will release its grip on me. We 
will no longer belong to each other. This is an 
esoteric daily activity. 

I have worked hard, and I have been lucky 
enough to make a living from making and caring 
for art works for the past 19 years. During that 
time, I took a break from my practice to set up 
an art handling business, working for many of 
the country’s top galleries, museums, and uni-
versities. The plan was to run the business for 
three years, then appoint a manager to take over 
and get back into the studio. The recession in 
2008 had different ideas and my three-year plan 
became an eight-year reality.

In 2012, the painter Patrick O’Connor 
passed away. He was a friend, a sometime men-
tor and he gave me bad coffee, which I always 
drank. I met Patrick in 2004 when we shared 
our first studio space. The opening quote is from 
an interview in the book published alongside 
his last exhibition before he passed away. I was 
hanging shows full time when I read these lines 
and knew immediately that I had to get back to 
the studio. It took me a further four years, but I 
returned to my practice in 2016.

My physical studios have changed numerous 
times, but the practice grows daily because, for 
me, it always comes back to painting. And soon, 
they will also say: “Did you know, he was a really 
good technician too?”

Alan Raggett is a Dublin-based contempo-
rary landscape painter, who paints most-
ly landscapes in portrait format, with the 
support of his partner Ciara and two chil-
dren, Quinn and Líadan.
alanraggett.com

Alan Raggett, Untitled, 2022, oil on linen; image courtesy of the artist.
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Indo-Persian Miniature 

I AM A CORK-BASED, Pakistani-born, emerg-
ing visual artist. My parents wanted me to 
become a doctor. I got admission to pre-medi-
cal, but quit for art education at The College of 
Art and Design, University of Punjab, Lahore. 
Initially my parents resisted but later supported 
my passion. 

After my masters, I joined the National Art 
Gallery, Islamabad as Programme Organiser for 
three years, and later worked with Alhamra Arts 
Council, Lahore, as curator for a year. Mean-
while I was undertaking a studio-based PhD 
with Punjab University but unfortunately after 
studying for four years, I was unable to submit 
my final thesis, due to marriage and emigration. 
After living for two years in the UK and for sev-
eral years in France, I moved to Ireland. I com-
pleted an MA in Modern and Contemporary 
Art History, Theory and Criticism at UCC. 

Working from home during lockdown suit-
ed me well. I shifted to Indo-Persian miniature 
painting, a discipline deriving from a rich tradi-
tion of book illustration and storytelling. I am 
interested in hybrid cultural experience and my 
work exists in the milieu of two distinct societ-
ies. I want to communicate with Irish or Euro-
pean society in my native visual language about 
the world I am experiencing. My work revolves 
around themes of slavery, feminism, colonisa-
tion, migration and displacement. Religious 
imagery often features in my work, from the 
Buddhist symbol of the Lotus to depictions of 
suffering in the Pieta. 

My current work focusses on the control of 
women by state or society, and cultures of vio-
lence, shame and patriarchy. My work is also 
inspired by the language and spiritual aspects of 
Persian poetry. Phrases that are commonly asso-
ciated with a woman’s unacceptable or rebellious 
actions, considered misdeeds or sins, include 
“she got the nose of her family chopped off ” or 
“she is playing with the turban of the family”. In 
my work one can see indications of such loaded 
or controlling language. 

Like other miniature artists, I craft my own 
brushes with squirrel tail hair. Many of the 
colours I make by myself from organic or nat-
ural resources. Tea and coffee washes, Gum 
Arabic, honey, gold, silver, Lapis Lazuli, Mala-
chite and Azurite are commonly used, alongside 
high-quality readymade materials. 

During lockdown at the start of 2021, I 
exhibited virtually at LHQ Gallery, Cork, in 

a two-person show, ‘Constellation’, with art-
ist Carol Reid White. Some of the artworks 
I created for that show were selected by Seán 
Kissane, Curator of Exhibitions at IMMA, for 
the ‘Narrow Gate of the Here-and-Now’ – a 
year-long, museum-wide exhibition showcasing 
the IMMA Collection. This was a remarkable 
opportunity to exhibit my work among leading 
contemporary artists. I was commissioned to 
participate in Dublin Arts and Human Rights 
Festival by Smashing Times in October, and 
that same month, I exhibited in RHA Annu-
al Exhibition for the first time. I am a recipient 
of the Arts Council Ireland Agility Award and 
Next Generation Award 2021.

I am interested in promoting South Asian 
identity in Ireland, so have independently estab-
lished the Ireland-Pakistan Arts Exchange. I 
gathered Pakistani artists working in Ireland 
via an open-call and personal connections and 
exhibited their work virtually with the support 
of the Embassy of Pakistan in Dublin. Under 
the mentorship of staff at The Glucksman, I am 
currently developing plans to bring the work of 
Irish artists to the Karachi Art Biennale – Paki-
stan’s most high-profile international art event. 

As Creative Producer-in-Residence with 
Cork County Council (supported by Creative 
Ireland), I am working on a South Asian com-
munity-based project, the ‘South Asian Com-
munity Museum’. Under the same project, I 
secured a residency with Uillinn West Cork 
Art Centre in December. As recipient of the 
Dilkusha Award, I finished a yearlong course 
with Cork Printmakers in December. Currently 
I am participating in a professional development 
programme, ‘Project Intensive’, with Project Art 
Centre.

Future projects include ‘Multicultural Cui-
sine’ with The Guesthouse and Good Day 
Cork, supported by local business and Cork 
City Council; ‘Connection’ for Pluck Projects 
(curated by Sarah Kelleher and Rachel Warri-
ner) during Cork Midsummer Festival 2022; 
‘With Other Matter’ curated by Naomi Drap-
er, at Roscommon Arts Centre in July; and Art 
Nomads ‘Souk Bazar’ – a participatory and col-
laborative film project funded by Arts Council 
Ireland.

Amna Walayat is a visual artist based in 
Cork.
amnawalayat.com  

Amna Walayat, Self Portrait - Shame Series # 2, 2021; 
image courtesy of the artist.
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Amna Walayat, Self Portrait - Shame Series # 1, 2021; 
image courtesy of the artist.

A Gesture of Othering 

PAINTING IS TO be considered a form of lan-
guage. I find text and the spoken word to be 
limiting when trying to express my thoughts or 
opinions. Creating a painting can be this consid-
ered discussion with oneself on a certain subject 
matter. It allows for contradictions, no matter 
how well researched or considered. Personal 
views cannot hide in brush strokes; it is a public 
declaration to the world about how you see it. 
Honest, vulnerable and beautiful, painting is a 
universal language.

Therefore, I don’t subscribe to the traditional 
limitations of what a painting should be. I find 
it restrictive, keeping within the boundaries of 
‘paint on a canvas’. This stance stems from my 
relationship with the ‘traditional’, which has 
historically not accommodated for minority 
expression. Speaking as a queer person, I can-
not help but draw parallels to conformity. Why 
limit expression?  Why repeat conversations that 
have been told generation after generation in a 
uniform way? Why not help redefine it to be 
inclusive?

My practice explores issues of queer identi-
ty through the relationship between figuration 
and the politics of representation. I focus on 
LGBTQIA+ issues through the figure and often 
include three-dimensional objects in the paint-
ings – a gesture of ‘othering’ the art that mirrors 
the subject matter it investigates. Painting, and 
portraiture in particular, is associated with the 
iconography of power (for example, through 
depictions of politicians and religious figures), 
and consequently with mainstream world-
views. By invoking these associations, it makes 
an ironic comment on the subalternisation of 
the existence of the LGBTQIA+ communi-
ty, and simultaneously illuminates the invisible 
amongst us. 

To date, this approach towards creative 
exploration has allowed me to stand out 
amongst many other talented visual artists, both 
nationally and internationally. Placing a metal 
rod over my painting, Man and Subject (2018), 
had Ashurst Emerging Art Prize judges asking 
questions. That minimalist inflection of material 
to an otherwise traditional painting drew peo-
ple in and from there, allowed a discussion on 
the value of the ‘hyper-masculine’. The piece was 
transformed from a proportionate, colour bal-
anced painting into an artwork that captures a 
topic of importance in contemporary discourse. 

Following this, I shaped a neon bulb in 
response to meeting a young man who impressed 
me with his strength. After sitting down and 

talking with him, I knew the work required a 
new energy, a material that was powerful and 
alive, something that was beyond the capabili-
ties of pigment and oils. Dylan is ainm dom… 
(2018) was shortlisted for the Zurich Portrait 
Prize 2018 and put the identity of transgender 
people in the National Gallery of Ireland with-
out hidden symbolism for the first time. It now 
sits in the Crawford Art Gallery, reminding the 
public of their value within our society. 

During 2020, like many artists, I had no 
access to my studio and spent too much time in 
my head. I began revisiting experiences of sec-
ondary school and how they shaped my adult-
hood. My mentor suggested undertaking psy-
choanalysis sessions and I began understanding 
these feelings of self-preservation through dis-
association. Deflecting and compartmentalising 
queerness to fit in with hetero/cis social norms 
just to avoid conflict, visualised itself as a tug-of-
war between a past and present self. The physical 
presence of the rope in Attending Colaiste (2021) 
converts a mental obstacle into reality. It takes a 
situation that crippled me and makes it easier to 
reconcile. Further to that, by occupying the same 
space that the viewer is present in, it gives them 
access to the work and helps break down stigma 
around mental health. It’s inconceivable in hind-
sight to think the piece would be as successful if 
it was restricted to a two-dimensional surface. 

In fact, I am sure none of these pivotal points 
in my career would have occurred without an 
outsider perspective approach to painting. I am 
currently working on a new solo show exploring 
the effects of isolation and removal of safe spac-
es for queer people through various media, both 
old and new. I am also working with Cork Pride 
as their artist-in-residence and expanding my 
practice to collaborate with other contemporary 
artists who inspire me.

Stephen Doyle is a Cork-based visual artist 
working from Backwater Studios.
@stephendoyleart
stephendoyleartist.ie

Stephen Doyle, Attending Colaiste, 2021; image courtesy the artist. 
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Embodied Movement 

I AM A painter and arts educator based in Wick-
low who graduated with a BA in Visual Arts 
Practice from IADT in 2009. Since graduation 
I have been awarded the Arts Council’s Agil-
ity Award, an Artlink’s Bursary, Wicklow Arts 
Office funding, and a studio and mentorship 
award from Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown Arts 
Office. In 2014, I helped to found Outpost 
Studios in Bray, which later received the Arts 
Council Visual Artists Workspace Award, and 
delivered a commission for Wicklow Arts Office 
to commemorate the centenary of women’s right 
to vote in 2018.

I am currently enrolled in the Turps Corre-
spondence Course, London – an online mento-
ring programme for painters at all career stages 
aimed at supporting and invigorating their prac-
tice. Mentors provide informed critical feed-
back on students’ work. The course is structured 
around five written responses from mentor to 
mentee, painter to painter, over the course of a 
year. The process is deliberately slow and consid-
ered to allow for absorption and reflection. My 
mentor is the painter John Bunker, co-founder 
of instantloveland.com, a website dedicated to 
exploring the histories and potential futures of 
abstract art. The course has already expanded the 
framework of my practice to situate me within 
an international community of painters. 

I have exhibited widely in both group and 
solo shows and initiatives throughout Ireland. In 
my studio I am currently reflecting on my most 
recent solo show at Mermaid Arts Centre in 
Bray in 2019. My materials consisted of oil paint, 
un-stretched canvas and linen. I also worked 
with porcelain as a surface for my work. My 
palette and mark-making processes contradict 
and disrupt these traditional surfaces. I dripped 
and poured glaze onto the porcelain and made 
wands. I previously employed these tactile pro-
cesses in earlier work using bitumen as a mate-
rial, exploring viscosity and notions of yielding, 
both in material and the physical body. In doing 
so, I am allowing the material to become per-
formative, while also exploring themes of ritual 
prevalent in the dialogue around contemporary 
painting.  

This body of work was the result of a dura-
tional study of embodied movement and dance 
and attempted to articulate uncommon expe-
riences alongside the everyday. Painting and 
recording these observations became an import-

ant methodology for my work. In doing so, I 
am observing the gap, the untouched moment, 
inside and outside the boundaries of materi-
al. When I paint, I am working out aspects of 
surface – what is exposed or closed, hidden or 
revealed. I draw beforehand in notebooks and 
also on the surface of the blank canvas. As an 
arts educator, I use a wide variety of materials, 
from print and clay to textiles and weaving. My 
notebook work consists of small drawings, pal-
ette tests and other ideas. 

I am developing a new body of work for a 
solo exhibition in The Courthouse, Tinahely, 
County Wicklow, in 2023. This new work con-
tinues my study into embodied movement and 
dance as a research tool for my painting enquiry. 
It harks back to a period of research I undertook 
at the Royal College of Surgeons in Dublin, 
where I discovered the term ‘Pia Mater’ whilst 
learning about the nervous system and parasym-
pathetic nervous system. This is a medieval Latin 
term that translates as ‘tender’ or ‘soft mother’. 
It comes from Stephen of Antioch’s transla-
tion in the twelfth century of the work of Hali 
Abbas, a Persian physician and psychologist of 
the Islamic Golden Age. In anatomy, Pia Mater 
is a thin, fibrous and almost invisible membrane 
that covers and protects the brain, spinal cord 
and spinal fluid. This term invoked imagery that 
became evocative and poetic for me as a start-
ing point to coalesce a wide range of interests in 
dance, somatic and embodied movement, paint 
and language. 

I made a series of drawings on site. My draw-
ings focused on areas of movement and recep-
tion within the body, the hip joints, the sacral, 
and the tiny bones inside the ear. Tenderness, 
how we listen, and how we observe became my 
focus. I will use photography and video to doc-
ument my body in dance and movement as a 
starting point for this series of paintings.

Joanne Boyle is a painter and arts educa-
tor based in Wicklow. 

Vibrant Matter 

But when we sit together, close… we melt into each 
other with phrases. We are edged with mist. We make 
an unsubstantial territory.1 – Virginia Woolf

ART PRACTICE OFTEN sits here, I think, mak-
ing an unsubstantial territory, things sitting 
close to others, gathering into a form that pro-
duces a particular frequency of shifting infor-
mation. I think about painting’s language being 
situated here, as an intricate system of knowl-
edge production. The ‘building’ of painting, lay-
ers of material and support, force me to consider 
the physical matter of it, and how this matter 
offers itself. To think of painting as stark matter 
is somewhat awkward; it becomes unsure of its 
identity. 

I primarily make abstract paintings and 
three-dimensional objects that appear to echo 
distinct behaviours of the painted surface. I 
develop obsessive sensibilities towards a partic-
ular tint of colour, dust or appearance of paint 
on a surface, the weightiness of something or a 
repeated shape. I try to push painting to break 
the bounds of its two-dimensional pictorial 
plane, venturing outwards from here to make 
sculptural objects that extend from a ‘painterly 
place’. During this process, a slippage occurs 
that affords me a position from which to better 
interrogate how matter holds and offers up its 
information. I’m curious to what is issued forth 
from matter, and at which point it stretches out-
wards, reaching to other disciplines to propose 
its intelligence, in this instant, existing on the 
threshold of what we know and the possibility 
of what we do not.

American theorist, W.J.T. Mitchell, notes: 
“Objects are the way things appear to a subject 
– that is, with a name, an identity, a gestalt, or 
stereotypical template…Things, on the other 
hand, …[signal] the moment when the object 
becomes Other…”.2 There is a fleeting moment 
when an object becomes noticeably othered and 
vibrant. A formal painting holds this moment 
internally I think; it invites you into its intimate 
space, contained by its structural edge, held in the 
act of representation. Objects assert themselves 
outward. They wear their qualities externally as 
a condition for entering into conversation with 
them. Working between these boundaries I 
use humble materials, cement, raw canvas, clay, 
paint and written word to make up the abstract 
encounters that I present. To propose, to ask for 
relation to, to not know in public. I try to con-
sider matter through different lenses – the social, 

the spiritual, the physical, perhaps.
After studying and living abroad, I spent sev-

eral influential years working in Berlin before 
attending the Master’s programme in Art and 
Process at the MTU Crawford College of Art 
and Design in Cork. For the final show and a 
consequent solo exhibition at Lismore Cas-
tle Arts’ St Carthage Hall in November 2020, 
I presented groupings of painting and objects 
that explored ideas around interacting mat-
ter and correspondences between human and 
non-human forces. More recently, I borrowed 
the title ‘Tropisms’ from an experimental novel 
by Nathalie Sarraute, for a body of work shown 
at Clonakilty Arts Centre in September 2021. 
I was taken with Sarraute’s use of anonymous 
characters and objects as ‘containers’ to describe 
sensory action. I was also influenced by Timothy 
Morten’s concept of Hyperobjects,3 setting out 
to make a series of ‘hybridised painting objects’, 
further exploring ideas around sensory research.

I am a grateful recipient of the Arts Council’s 
Visual Arts Bursary, allowing me a concentrated 
period of research and collaboration, culminat-
ing in the production of an artist’s book. I will 
invite contributions from individuals in fields 
such as physics, architecture, language stud-
ies and anthropology to investigate how their 
material explorations, together with art practice, 
correspond to imagine a different register of 
knowledge. From here, I expect new concepts to 
evolve for a practice-led PhD I wish to under-
take in the next few years. I am also working 
with peripheries MEET this year, a blended 
correspondence programme concluding in a 
group show at Periphery Space in Gorey School 
of Art, Wexford, in June.

Natasha Pike is a visual artist working 
between Cork and West Cork. She is a 
member of Backwater Artist Group and 
Network.  
natashapike.com
Notes:
1 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (London: Vintage, 2000) p7.
2 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010) p2.
3 Objects so massively complex and extending beyond the 
understanding of space and time that we can only concep-
tualise them, as they are not directly available to our senses 
for comprehension, as discussed by Daniel Schmachten-
berger, The Jim Rutt Show, podcast, September 2020, jim-
ruttshow.com

Natasha Pike, We make an unsubstantial territory, 2020-21, acrylic on board and dresser hooks; photograph by Dara 
McGrath, courtesy the artist and Clonakilty Arts Centre.
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Joanne Boyle, No Beast, 2019, oil on linen; photograph by Paul Tierney, courtesy the artist and Mermaid Arts Centre.
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Revenants  

FOR CENTURIES, IRISH art history was a ghost 
story. Between the Middle Ages and the ear-
ly-eighteenth century, while histories of paint-
ing were being developed elsewhere, there is 
little evidence of visual culture in Ireland. The 
question of how a contemporary Irish paint-
er might come to terms with this absence, has 
been central to my practice, since studying for 
an MFA a decade ago. 

The research provoked by this question has 
influenced the work I have made since. This 
research has included texts relating to history, 
mythology, postcolonial theory and folk tradi-
tions. Historical connections between Ireland, 
the Caribbean, and South America have been a 
great source of fascination. These links reveal a 
great deal about Ireland’s complex relationship 
with Empire. This history of migration may 
also perhaps allow for the possibility for some 
kind of retrieval. Can a speculative art history be 
found in the hybridity of diaspora?

In 2012, when I was nearing the end of my 
MFA in NCAD, these questions and ideas were 
beginning to inform my work. I was then invited 
by my tutor, Robert Armstrong, to participate in 
a group exhibition he was co-curating at Temple 
Bar Gallery+ Studios. The show, ‘Making Famil-
iar’, focussed on contemporary painting practice. 
This was an amazing opportunity to exhibit in 
the context of some really exciting contempo-
rary Irish and international artists, and I jumped 
at the chance.

I have been very fortunate that a continu-
ous thread of exhibitions has since followed. 
In 2018, I participated in EVA International – 
then the largest platform for my work to date. 
Later, James Clegg, curator of exhibitions at 
Talbot Rice Gallery in Edinburgh made con-
tact. Having seen my work at EVA, he invited 
me to participate in ‘Pines Eye’, in early 2020. 
This exhibition examined different philosophies 
and subjectivities related to the natural world 
and ecological crisis. It was a dynamic combi-
nation of artists, including Beau Dick and Ana 
Mendieta. 

In 2020, Carissa Farrell, then director of 
Excel Arts Centre Tipperary, commissioned 
me to make a body of work related to the his-
tory of Halloween. Funded by a Commission 
Award from the Arts Council, this opportuni-
ty allowed me to further research my interests 
in Irish cultural migration. It also provided the 
time and space to make work on a larger scale 

and to explore new painting materials and tech-
niques. These recent works combine oil, acrylic 
and distemper on jute. These materials bring the 
historical and the contemporary together. Jute 
has historical associations with global trade and 
so, the movement of people and culture around 
the world. The research investigated the his-
tory, mythology and folklore of Samhain and 
Halloween, and how the festival shapeshifted 
depending on its location in time and space. The 
resulting paintings were exhibited as ‘The Erlish 
Tide’ in October 2021.

The “cult of the head” in early Celtic culture 
has inspired an ongoing series of work. The head 
was considered a site of spiritual and psychic 
power in pre-Christian Ireland. Early versions 
of this series formed the basis of ‘Twilight Head 
Cult’, a 2016 solo exhibition of my work in 
the beautiful high-ceilinged space of Ormston 
House in Limerick. The making of the work for 
this show coincided with a move from Dublin 
to Sample-Studios in Cork, where I have been 
based ever since. 

These strands of migration, a lost art histo-
ry and notions of the head combined again in a 
solo show, ‘Fragments of San Borondon’ in the 
Triskel Arts Centre in 2019. The works in this 
show could have been read as found artefacts 
from an unknown island with a hybrid Hiber-
no-Caribbean culture. This was the first time 
that I explored the notion of art making from 
multiple perspectives. Utilising different mate-
rials, I made a number of artworks as if from 
the same fictional community, but from dif-
ferent artistic personae. I aim to explore these 
ideas further for two solo projects in 2022, in 
Cork with Sample-Studios, and later in the year 
at MART Gallery in Dublin. Revenants, the 
first publication dedicated to my work, is also 
planned for 2022. Designed by Pony Ltd, it will 
include new texts by curators, Sarah Kelleher 
and Seán Kissane. 

Kevin Mooney is an Irish artist based in 
Cork. His solo exhibition with 
Sample-Studios will open in St Luke’s 
Crypt, Cork on 5 May.

Kevin Mooney, Blighters, 2018-2021, oil on canvas; photograph by Jed Niezgoda, courtesy of the artist.

Transitions in Scale 

THE STARTING POINT for every painting I 
make is ideas about colonialism, particularly in 
an Irish or British context. I read history books 
and gather historical visual material and texts, 
press clippings – anything that may spark an 
idea. From there I will do sketches on paper or 
tablet, working out what I don’t know and what 
I can’t figure out through rational thought. The 
themes that run through the paintings do not 
drive the work; rather, the work is about my rela-
tionship with making paintings. 

As Philip Guston came to believe, painting 
is “a contest between a subject and the plastic 
form”. In the act of painting, the conversation 
happens directly between the senses and the 
physical marks on the canvas, bypassing the 
conscious altogether. It’s an intuitive response to 
mark-making – the accidents, the drips, spills, 
and blobs that happen when the brush is applied 
to the surface. 

A couple of years ago, Irish artist, Philip 
Lindey, asked me to take part in a research tri-
al he was carrying out for his doctoral thesis, in 
which he asked a group of artists to stop using 
solvents to thin oil paint, and taught us how to 
replace it with chalk, oil and pigment. Velázquez 
and Rembrandt used this technique to achieve 
translucency with thick layers of paint. Although 
it took me a long time to achieve the results I 
wanted on the painted surface, because I usu-
ally work with paint the consistency of melted 
ice-cream, it was one of the best changes I have 
made to the way I work. 

I had my first solo exhibition in 2015, four 
years after I graduated from college. It was a 
steep learning curve for me, and I made lots of 
mistakes, but it was very worthwhile, both for 
professional and personal growth. In 2016 I took 
part in the Marmite Prize for Painting V, which 
was exhibited in Block 336, London, and the 
Highlanes in Drogheda, where we were treated 
exceptionally well. I really love the ethos of this 
prize, as it was founded by painters for painters. 
It was a great opportunity to meet and connect 
with other painters and artists, both in Ireland 
and Britain. 

I have always felt a great need to talk to 
other painters about their work and I read a 
lot of books on artist’s writings (currently, Roy 
Oxlade’s Art and Instinct, 2010, Trans-Atlantic 

Publications). In 2017 I was invited by Rosalind 
Davis to exhibit in the Collyer Bristow Gallery 
in London, which again was a great opportu-
nity to connect with other artists and curators. 
Also in 2017, I took part in the Contemporary 
British Prize for painting (that year in London) 
and undertook a residency in Cill Rialaig, which 
gave me the time to pause and reflect on the pre-
vious year. 

Over the years I have been an orbital mem-
ber of Engage Studios in Galway, which means I 
have an offsite studio. We get together for group 
exhibitions; the last one that I was involved in 
was ‘Benchmark’ in January 2020 at the Linen-
hall, Castlebar. The support from fellow artists 
during the preparation for that exhibition was 
really important to me. 

During the last two years, I have focused 
more on the work itself. My work was generally 
very small in size and usually completed on a 
horizontal surface. Everything was within arm’s 
reach and my field of view. But I felt I needed 
to change the scale of the work and started to 
work on much larger canvases, stapled directly 
to the studio walls. The studio is small, so even 
stepping back from the work to get an overall 
view can be difficult. This transition has been 
challenging but worthwhile. However, I tend to 
stall halfway through the larger paintings and 
will often staple another piece over it to start off 
another canvas until I can go back to it. Some-
times it takes time or maybe a different frame of 
mind to resolve a work, so it’s better to let it sit. 
My future plans are to start applying for exhi-
bitions for next year, as I am looking forward to 
seeing my new work in a bigger space. 

Joan Sugrue is a visual artist based in 
County Galway. Working with oil on 
traditional grounds, she aims to engage 
with the language of painting as well as its 
historical traditions, shifting between 
representational and process-driven 
modes of depiction.
joansugrue.com

Joan Sugrue, The Hem is Loose, 2022, oil on gesso board; image courtesy of the artist.
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Sian Costello: Performing Apparitions 

SIAN COSTELLO IS a painter based in Limer-
ick city, currently working from Wickham Street 
Studios. Sian graduated from Limerick School 
of Art & Design in 2020. There she began her 
innovative practice, incorporating performance, 
analogue photography, drawing, painting, and 
video elements. Since graduation she has forged 
a position within the landscape of contemporary 
painting, with projects ranging from portraiture 
to book illustration, as well as collaborations 
with textile artists, fashion designers and radio 
stations. Recent work centres on the female lived 
experience and seeks to interrupt the historically 
passive position of the life model. 

Sian’s latest series of paintings, ‘Rapture of 
the Sisters’, was first exhibited in Detroit Stock-
holm Gallery, Sweden, last June in collaboration 
with curator Alice Máselníková and in associa-
tion with the artist-run collective, Flat Octopus. 
The exhibition ran again from December 2021 
to January 2022 in Sample Studios, Cork, as part 
of Connect 5. 

This body of work is influenced by her per-
formance piece, Dress Rehearsals for the Appari-
tions of Saint Veronica (2020), during which she 
designed and constructed a large camera obscura 
– a stage of privacy and revelation – which she 
used to record a life drawing class. She filmed 
the ritualistic process of the model preparing for 
the class, and the intimacy of undressing and 
redressing. 

This performance was in part an ode to the 
eponymous Saint Veronica, who used her veil to 
wipe the face of Jesus on the road to Calvary. 
The action of the bodily imprint, the sweat of his 
skin pressing into the veil, purportedly imbued 
it with healing powers. The imperfect pressing 
of body, the symbolic effect of touch, and its 
indelible residue turned to relic, are ongoing fas-
cinations for Sian. As we engage with the fluid 
forms and the softly held yet contorted figures 
which populate many of her works, the transfer 
of human mark and its mythical powers seem to 
interrogate the actions and traditions of painting 
itself. Sian is interested in painting as a mode 
of capture. For her, the indelible mark of the 
hand – suspended through the gestures of the 
body – is both an act of translation and a potent 
function of painting. 

‘Rapture of the Sisters’ also responds to a 
painting by Rubens, The Rape of the Daughters of 
Leucippus (1618). In a process of re-enactment 
and corporeal research, Sian takes on life mod-
elling, moulding her own body to echo the con-
tortions of the original model. A painting of two 

halves, she takes on personas of both painter and 
model, intertwining them to interrogate the lex-
icon of classical painting, subverting its histories 
and traditions through her embodied process. 

Reflecting back on the footage – abstracted 
through the primitive focus of the handmade 
camera – the softness of memory fills in the tacit 
knowledge of her body. A collision of documen-
tation and muscle memory becomes the primary 
material to begin painting. Fundamentally, the 
artist uses corporeality as a method through 
which to explore the inherent violence of this 
subject matter. Her lived experience, physicality 
and interruptive gestures aim to liberate the pas-
sive female form, depicted in the Old Master’s 
hand. 

Sian’s works will also be presented in ‘girls, 
girls, girls’, a major new exhibition, curated by 
fashion designer Simone Rocha, which opens at 
Lismore Castle Arts on 2 April. This exhibition 
will explore the position of the female gaze and 
centres on female practitioners who interrogate 
experiences of femininity and the multi-layered 
and subversive characteristics contained within 
feminine identity. The presence of the artists’ 
body lingers across this exhibition, designed by 
Rocha to bring these diverse artists into conver-
sation with one another. As Sian continues to 
examine the relationship between painter and 
model – and associated elements of voyeurism, 
vanity, and intimacy – it will be interesting to 
see how the personal agency and power of the 
female figure, in particular her embodied lived 
experience and how this permeates her new 
works Wishful Self Portrait 1-3 which will be on 
display in Lismore Castle Arts in April. 

Circling back to Saint Veronica and her 
imbued relic, the material of the paintings them-
selves will linger in the gallery space as an index-
ical mark of the artist’s body, matter imprinted 
with human contact suspended in time as a relic 
of presence, gesture, and embodied feminine 
identity occupying the contested space of the 
self-portrait. 
 
Theo Hynan-Ratcliffe is an artist who is 
currently studying Art Writing in Glasgow 
School of Art. 
@ theo_hynanratcliffe_
Notes:
1 Connect 5 is a partnership initiative between GOMA 
(Waterford), Wickham Street Studios (Limerick), 
Engage Art Studios (Galway), BKB Studios (Dublin), 
and Sample-Studios (Cork). 

Sian Costello, Girl in a Field of Rapeseed, 2020, oil on canvas; image courtesy of the artist.

Sian Costello, Andrew’s Aunt, 2020, oil on canvas; image courtesy of the artist.

Sian Costello, Jahida and Jayna, 2020, oil on canvas; image courtesy of the artist.
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Embodied Knowledge

THE STARTING POINT for my paintings is 
an encounter; one which holds a significance 
that shifts or expands my world in a way that 
may initially be felt more than understood. The 
activity of painting, the reciprocal actions of 
responding and reacting to the building up of 
marks made by familiar gestural rhythms with 
brushstrokes, fingers or palette knife, follows the 
energy of this initial experience. It also includes 
an open position for the painted image to move 
in unexpected directions. 

I have found Merleau-Ponty’s embodiment 
theories of art helpful in understanding these 
wordless yet meaningful actions. He drew paral-
lels between the act of painting and our primary 
ways of engaging with the world – through our 
bodies and senses – that the encounter between 
the painter, the canvas, the emerging artwork, 
and the immediate context reveals something 
about these fundamental interactions. He sug-
gested that each person has a unique way of 
moving towards the world and making meaning, 
beginning at birth. Over the lifetime, this rich 
store of embodied knowing and knowledge – a 
repository of sensorimotor experiences, memo-
ries and emotions held in the body – continues 
to expand and to also support verbal language 
and more reflective reasoning. Merleau-Ponty’s 
account seems to suggest that the deep satisfac-
tion gained by immersing oneself in painting 
perhaps lies in the ways in which it draws out an 
embodied response from the core of who we feel 
ourselves to be.

Journaling in the studio is helpful in devel-
oping themes and following up on ideas, recog-
nising parallels between the direction my subject 
matter is taking, and current issues or dilemmas 
I am working with. This practice was facili-
tated by earlier studies in psychology and the 
role of spontaneous imagery and visualisation. 
For example, a series of still life paintings for a 
solo exhibition in 2012 became steadily more 
disrupted and felt increasingly ‘in place’. They 
satisfied the more the arranged objects lay awry 
and were ‘visited’ by birds, and the leaves and 
random bits and pieces that I collected outside 
and threw over the table. In retrospect, the beau-
ty and messiness of these paintings provided a 
close visual resonance to issues around change 
and loss that I was experiencing at the time. 

An invitation to take part in an exhibition on 
the theme of ‘diaspora’ provided a platform to 
explore personal experiences of moving with my 
family from South Africa to Ireland, the process-
es of uprooting, transitioning, disconnection and 

settling in. This was explored through images of 
propagation, dispersal and planting, mirroring 
activities that were happening in our new home. 
Recently, while gardening, I unearthed a num-
ber of flints which unexpectedly evoked a vis-
ceral response, when the shaped indented stone 
lay neatly in my palm. The encounter felt like an 
invitation, a connection with an almost tangible 
bodily presence which was somehow reassuring. 
A few months later a similar encounter occurred 
at Kilcooley Abbey, when I was viewing detailed 
stone carvings of the medieval tomb effigy of a 
knight and his dog, and other intriguing stone 
friezes, including a mermaid with two fish. 

The outcome of that visit has been an ongo-
ing series of paintings which incorporate sculp-
tural elements from the Abbey with portrait 
paintings of family members. One of these por-
traits, Knight of Kilcooley, 2021, was shortlisted 
for the Zurich Portrait Prize 2021. I was able to 
continue exploring this felt sense of an intersec-
tion and connection between past and present 
ways of being in the world during a one-month 
residency at the Burren College of Art (BCA) in 
October 2021, funded through an Agility Award 
from the Arts Council of Ireland. The residen-
cy was a rich learning experience and included 
inspiring mentoring support, stimulating inter-
actions with other artists in residence, and an 
informative lecture series.

I am currently working with images inspired 
by the Burren’s extensive store of intricate stone 
carvings of holy crosses, tomb effigies, sculptural 
heads, Sheela na Gig figures and a petroglyph. 
Some of these paintings are layered with ref-
erences to issues of climate change and guard-
ianship of the environment, themes evoked by 
the ecological focus of the BCA and the ancient 
Burren landscape. 

Dr Julia Mitchell is an artist who has 
co-facilitated and researched 
studio-based art groups in mental health 
settings. 
juliamitchellpainting.com

Julia Mitchell, Knight of Kilcooley Abbey, 2021, oil on canvas; image courtesy of the artist.
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What Makes Me A Painter 

AT AGE 11, I was transported by my own hand 
into the space of a drawing. I was grateful for an 
activity that would allow me to forget and sub-
side worry about whether I would have someone 
to sit beside at lunch; that’s the primal reason I 
started this gig – it brings me closer to the pres-
ent, even if now I am painting about the past.

I have been painting for nearly 20 years; over 
this period, it and sleep have been the two con-
stants in my life. Painting has been a compan-
ion – a touchstone, helping me through deaths, 
celebrations, and periods of loneliness. I have 
adjusted my process over the years to best suit 
my circumstances at any given point. I have 
worked from photos and abandoned it. I have 
worked from life and abandoned it. I am cur-
rently working from memory and will probably 
abandon it. What feels like a new summit is that 
I am starting to see parts of my practice circle 
around itself; modes of working I left behind are 
reappearing in ways that feel useful, fresh and 
honest. This is the larger point I am thinking 
about these days – to define myself as a painter 
is beautifully broad. 

The first time I destroyed a body of work, 
it was liberating. A curator told me during a 
phone conversation: “Now, you’ve become your 
own artist”. The joy of a studio that was empty, 
ready to be filled with uninhibited directions. 
This feeling soon migrated from excitement into 
worry, so I got to work chasing a new thought 
with paint.

More recently this occurred again. Around 
the end of 2020 my work started to go downhill. 
I could see the disinterest and complacency, but 
still had a burning desire to paint. The rock-bot-
tom this time didn’t feel as tough; I had been 
down this path before. From experience, I knew 
the way to solve it: acceptance, trial, error, and 
consistent work. The key in this method though 
is being gentle. Lightly holding my ideas and 
letting them fail and grow. I can’t remember a 
defining moment in this transition of process 
(working observationally from life to memory). 
The realisation that I allowed it just to happen 
is comforting. The conscious awareness that I 
am consistently circling back to similar themes 
around memory and personal biography has 
made painting even more enjoyable.

Possibly, the most important and repetitive 
reminder I need is that making is best when 
fueled by quirky internal enjoyment. This grants 
permission to abandon all too often self-im-

posed rules and regulations. Feeling this free-
dom requires being in the realm of darkness and 
searching – spaces of vulnerability.

Painting is slow. The name of the activity is 
defined by the medium, so it remains at the pace 
it always has been. Tubed paint was the latest 
major technological advance in my line of the 
medium. So, in our cultural climate, the slug-
gishness and learning curves of paint can easily 
become more frustrating and seemingly more 
impossible than ever. Daily, I put trembling 
faith in the idea that my efforts will show me 
something I didn’t know I was searching for. 
Enduring long, painful stretches of making full 
of emptiness, presumptions, and at times disin-
terest, requires what I believe is a sick pleasure 
in pain. But then, unannounced, I am given a 
moment in the studio where stars seem to align, 
offering an internal feeling of satisfaction that 
can’t be quantified. In my delight I smile, giggle, 
and say “fuck you” to the work, because it’s like a 
lover that has me trapped in its emotional grasp. 
I will always come back for more. 

Years of making color charts, attending life 
drawing sessions, moving to places where I have 
more time and space for my practice, putting off 
plans to get more time in the studio, sacrific-
ing relationships, attending residencies to build 
experiences and connections, investing in edu-
cation, and following intuition when it might be 
the least sensible thing to do. This is what makes 
me a painter. 

Douthit is an oil painter interested in 
depicting personal memory. She is based 
in West Cork. 
molliedouthit.com

Mollie Douthit, Three Bears, 2020, oil on panel; photograph by and image courtesy of Mollie Douthit.
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Great Work in Marginal Places 

I DESCRIBE MYSELF first and foremost as a 
painter, where the substance of paint informs 
other processes in my practice as a visual artist. 
In 2003 I made the decision to leave my career 
in cultural heritage management to become a 
fulltime artist. I probably could not have picked 
a more difficult time with the responsibility of 
four small children and a move from Dublin to 
Cavan, which was then described to me as a ‘cul-
tural backwater’. 

But I am reminded of a conversation between 
Alex Katz and Theo Dorgan in IMMA in 2007, 
as part of the ‘Alex Katz: New York’ exhibition. 
The artist said he learned to paint in a field on 
the outskirts of New York; he travelled there by 
train over a period of years to look at the same 
place and paint it continuously. This reinforces 
for me the belief that a field can teach you how 
to paint and that great work can be made in 
marginal places. 

I do occasional studio residencies away from 
the responsibilities of home and to reconsider 
my work from a distance, so as to return ener-
gised by a new thought or process. I have been 
awarded international and Irish residencies 
over the years including: Carpe Diem in Kochi, 
India; the European Leonardo Programme at 
Tartu Print and Paper Museum, Estonia; and 
Cill Rialaig and The Tyrone Guthrie Centre in 
Ireland. On a self-made residency to the US, I 
was introduced to water-based mono-printing 
with master printmaker, Tony Kirk, who col-
laborated with artists I admire, including Wolf 
Kahn and Kiki Smith.

The work which started at the residency in 
Kerala, India, led to two solo exhibitions: ‘This 
is where I belong, this exact spot’ at Farmleigh, 
Dublin, in 2017; and ‘Outside the urban’ in 
Axis Ballymun in 2018, which was a return to 
my childhood neighbourhood. In both of these 
exhibitions, I explored my adoption and mixed 
race Irish-Indian inheritance through a series of 
paintings in oils and watercolours. I have been 
working in watercolours for a few years with 
group shows in The Bankside Gallery London, 

the Palace of Arts Krakow, OED Kochi, and 
the Mall Galleries, with recent shortlisting for 
the Sunday Times Watercolour Competition. In 
2019 my work received the Annual Watercolour 
Society of Ireland President’s award. 

Watercolour encourages a greater freedom 
for me to go with the paint, to work to a scale 
outside myself and to work into a three-di-
mensional and moving space. Under lockdown 
I began swimming in the local Lough Ramor. 
The feeling I have in the uplift and uncertain-
ty of the lake water, is the same feeling I have 
when I paint. There is a lightness and lack of 
control inherent in watercolour and these qual-
ities inform the new temporary installation and 
underwater photography processes I am pres-
ently exploring. These new ways of working 
also seem more reflective of the lost time we are 
living in at the moment. I call this work ‘The 
Epilimnion’ – being inside and also marginal to 
the lake, to the landscape and to myself; being 
both an immersed participant and an observer at 
the same time. A self-portrait of sorts. 

I do self-portraits at significant times in 
my life and some are held in public collections 
including the OPW Dublin, UNESCO Paris, 
and the Ruth Borchard Self Portrait Prize, Lon-
don. These are studio observations on myself as 
a painter, mother and woman in contemporary 
Ireland. I feel through the lasting medium of oil, 
these will go forward into time. Recently I saw 
two exhibitions by women artists which includ-
ed powerful self-portraits – Maria Lassnig’s 
solo show, ‘Ways of Being’ at the Albertina in 
Vienna, Austria, and Helene Schjerfbeck in the 
Royal Academy in London. In 2022 I will have 
solo shows at Hambly & Hambly in Dunbar 
House, Enniskillen, and at Jehangir Art Gallery, 
Mumbai, India. 

Michelle Boyle is an artist and 
occasional curator with an academic 
background in Cultural Anthropology and 
Landscape Archaeology.
michelleboyle-artist.com

Michelle Boyle, View to the German’s house, 2021, oil on canvas, 1.5 x 2.2 m, on location Lough Ramor, Cavan 2021; 
image courtesy of the artist.

Hoarder of Images 

ONE BUILDING IN Belfast defines two import-
ant moments in my practice. The first was in 
2012, two years after finishing a painting degree 
at Belfast School of Art, when a group of art-
ists set up LOFT in the top floor of a neglected 
building on North Street. It was a dusty shell 
of a space that, with time and dedication, was 
welcomed into the wider artistic community in 
Belfast. This was my foot in the door. Having a 
studio space in the city centre and hosting events 
meant that the work being made was being seen. 
The second moment was the day in 2016 when 
we were given three weeks’ notice to leave the 
space. Gentrification is leaving its mark on the 
city and LOFT was just one of many casualties 
over the years.

At the time, it was devastating. Leaving the 
artistic community and studio friends behind 
and moving my studio back to South Derry, all 
felt like major steps backwards. With hindsight, 
moving my practice back home allowed me to 
have space and time to develop the work in a 
more cohesive way than what was happening 
previously in Belfast.

Since moving home, my way of working has 
not changed. First and foremost, I must confess, 
I am a hoarder of images. From newspapers to 
magazines to online articles, even family photo-
graphs gathering dust in the attic aren’t safe. This 
has always been the case. From here, sketching 
happens and happens quickly at first. The bones 
of the drawings are scuffed out in pencil and 
then adjusted and amended at a slower pace 
with pen. Removing the graphite once finished 
leaves a permanent image that looks immediate 
and spontaneous but has actually been carefully 
considered.

These sketchbook studies are then cloned 
onto acetate which are projected onto what 
will be the painting surface and marked out 
with charcoal. At any one time, there are three 
translations of the one image. Each with their 
own quirks and flaws that can’t be helped in the 
movement from pen to marker and then to char-
coal. Different beasts.

At this stage, there can be multiple images 
from differing sources projected up onto the 
blank canvas – creating new narratives that 

otherwise could not exist with the drawings 
separated. Drawing elements go hand in hand 
during the painting stage. Areas of oil paint are 
applied and, when needed, the charcoal line sits 
alongside. At times, they complement each oth-
er and fit seamlessly together. At others, they jar 
and that can be just what the work needs.

As I said, this way of working, of collecting 
imagery and building up the image from page to 
canvas, hasn’t altered much. What has changed 
is time. I feel that moving home to the country-
side has allowed the slightly slower pace of the 
surroundings to seep into my studio space. There 
are moments for taking a breath. Of stepping 
back and considering a line, looking at hues. 
Of allowing a layer to dry before rushing onto 
the next. Maybe this has happened due to a few 
more years under the belt and so was going to 
happen naturally anyway.

In the space of six months, I had the fortune 
of having two solo exhibitions. The first, titled 
‘Bardo: An Unknown Country’, was present-
ed in October 2019 at the Ards Art Centre 
in Newtownards. The second, ‘Confessional’, 
opened in the University of Atypical Gallery 
in Belfast one week before the first lockdown 
of the pandemic in March 2020. Having shows 
so close together proved a challenge but when 
COVID-19 struck and the world slowed down, 
the chaos of the previous months seemed a dis-
tant memory. Being afforded more time in the 
studio was a silver lining that wasn’t expected. 
It allowed me to continue my practice, aiming 
to keep the work open so that the viewer’s own 
experiences complete any fractured narratives 
that may arise.

Brian Kielt is a visual artist currently based 
in South Derry.
briankielt.com

Brian Kielt, History Repeating, 2021, oil and charcoal on canvas; photograph by and image courstesy of the artist.
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Marriage Story 

AS I WRITE, two 6ft by 6ft paintings lean against 
my studio wall, here in Dublin City. They will 
soon be collected by a courier and taken to The 
RHA, to be displayed in the Hennessy Craig 
Award Exhibition, which opens to the public 
on 18 February. I have been shortlisted for the 
award along with nine other artists who work in 
painting. It has been an interesting few months, 
as I have challenged myself with a number of 
things – a new subject matter (flowers), a chang-
ing colour palette, and a larger scale. As someone 
who is slight and five foot, four inches in height, 
it has been particularly satisfying to make work 
that is larger than me, and which really demands 
my attention. 

The pandemic both disrupted and enabled 
my creative expression. At first, I was distracted 
and thrown off course by the closure of medi-
cal museums, which house source material for 
my paintings of human organs. Using flowers 
as a starting point for paintings had been on 
my mind for years, but I didn’t have the head 
space to explore this. Thankfully, what I initial-
ly thought was an obstruction to my work was 
actually the permission I needed to get started 
on the flower paintings. My first was of two 
white roses – my favourite.

Flowers fascinate me because I see them as 
sculptures that are alive, going from full bright 
bloom to a crispy, paper-like form that turns 
inwards, always held up on a stem. They are like 
bodies too. Sometimes they have a lot to say; 
sometimes they are very quiet. Most of my flow-
er paintings started off with a memory relating 
to a person in my life, usually female. I photo-
graph and keep flowers that have been gifted to 
me. I often think about flowers that were at a 
particular event on a particular day. I’ll ask lov-
ers and friends what type of flower they like the 
most.

I often make drawings first. I like to place 
flowers close together and imagine that they are 
characters in conversation. When I am painting, 
I seek out contrast in colour, as well as subtlety. I 
also like a sense of separation between the flow-
ers and the background, and I tend to build up 

heavy layers of paint and texture. By the time the 
painting is becoming resolved, there has usually 
been so many adjustments made to colour and 
shape that I have ended up far away from what I 
thought it would look like. The painting will still 
remind me of the person I was thinking about 
when I started. To me they are like love stories or 
love letters, no longer happening in real life, but 
the narrative continues in the studio. 

Last summer was very busy for me, as I 
co-organised an exhibition, called ‘WE CAN 
DANCE’ in West Cork, alongside Susan Mont-
gomery, Aileen Murphy, Sarah O’Brien, Mollie 
Douthit and Sinéad Ní Mhaonaigh. It was one 
of the most rewarding and satisfying activities of 
my career so far for a number of reasons. Self-or-
ganised and very egalitarian, the exhibition took 
place in two beautiful wooden structures on a 
piece of land, surrounded by trees. People came 
from far and wide to see it, and we managed to 
safely have an opening, performance events, a 
talk and a two-week run, all during the pandem-
ic. It was a time when we felt like nothing was 
happening and the art world was sleepy, so tak-
ing action ourselves and seizing the opportunity 
of good weather and relatively manageable covid 
restrictions was the best thing to do. It started 
with a phone call between Susan Montgom-
ery and I in mid-June and by late-September, 
we had opened the show. Sara O’Rourke wrote 
a beautiful accompanying text, entitled Watch 
Them Dance, and Jesse Jones facilitated an artists’ 
talk with students from the BAVA degree pro-
gramme on Sherkin Island. 

Now as spring draws closer, I am planning 
new paintings and processing what I have 
learned in recent months. I think of painting as 
a marriage. I’ve made a commitment to it, and I 
have a responsibility to participate in this rela-
tionship, this dialogue, this intimate connection 
to image-making. 

Chanelle Walshe is an artist living and 
working in Dublin.
chanellewalshe.com

Chanelle Walshe, Night Walk, 2022, oil on canvas; photograph by Kate Bowe, courtesy the artist. 
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The Power of Things

MY WORK CONSISTS predominantly of obser-
vational figurative oil painting and drawing. 
While my output can be divided into three 
main strands – object studies, portraiture and 
life painting/drawing – it is the object study ele-
ment, observed directly from life, which is at the 
centre of my practice.

Objects have meaning. In the 2010 BBC 
Radio 4 programme, A History of the World in 100 
Objects (Episode 100), presenter Neil McGregor 
of the British Museum talks of “the power of 
things to connect us to other lives across time 
and place”. This power of things is key to my 
work.

In school I was drawn towards this direct 
observation of objects and people. I began stud-
ies in Foundation Art in Belfast in 1994. In 
1996 my self-portrait was selected for the RUA 
Annual Exhibition in Belfast and won a prize. 
The prize was sponsored by the Belfast-based art 
dealer, Michael Flanagan, who became pivotal 
to my career some years later. 

In 1998, I graduated from Belfast School of 
Art with a BA Hons in Fine Art, specialising 
in painting. After six months on unemployment 
benefits, working on my paintings in a bed-
room/studio in Belfast, I was approached again 
by Michael Flanagan, who offered to buy any 
paintings I produced. These were then exhibited 
and sold through Michael’s gallery, The Emer, in 
Belfast. This meant that if I completed a paint-
ing, I knew I would get paid. This arrangement 
with Michael continued for the next ten years, 
until 2009. Without this amazing support from 
the beginning of my career, it would have been 
financially much more difficult to establish 
myself as an artist. I will always be grateful to 
Michael, who sadly died in November 2021.

In 2000, I moved to Dublin where I have 
been able to continue working full time as an 
artist. I have continued to regularly submit work 
to the RHA and RUA annual exhibitions. They 
have been an invaluable way to present my work 
to a larger audience. In 2017, I was elected an 
associate member of the Royal Ulster Academy. 
I am currently working towards a solo exhibition 
in June 2022 with Solomon Fine Art in Dub-
lin. This will be my sixth solo exhibition with 
the gallery and will present a new collection of 

object studies.
The process of painting these works begins 

when an object presents itself as something that 
will translate well into paint. This single object 
or a group of objects is carefully placed on a flat 
neutral surface, allowing slight reflections and 
shadows which interact to throw subtle tonal 
contrasts. The object is cast in a softly muted 
northern light, evenly spread but with a clear 
indication of its source.

A preliminary drawing is completed accu-
rately and precisely. Based on this drawing, a 
composition is decided, and a canvas is made 
up. The size of the canvas is determined by the 
object’s size – the painted object will be the same 
size as the real object. The exclusion of extrane-
ous environmental features neutralises any nar-
rative contexts which might over-sentimentalise 
the object.

The object is then meticulously rendered 
on the canvas over a period of days in an ini-
tial layer of instinctive painting. A second layer 
is then painted from life to make any necessary 
adjustments. When the bulk of the information 
has been painted from life, I then progress the 
work using my own judgement and artistry to 
improve, enhance, emphasise and edit. Colour, 
tone and line are balanced over a period of 
months – without further reference to the sub-
ject – as the painting requires. Technical skills 
and aesthetic judgements interact to allow the 
object to stand on its own within the painting, 
creating a powerful focus within a simple com-
position.

The intention is that the resulting images 
are deadpan – without sentimentality – tan-
gible, tactile, distinct and convincing. They are 
arranged with the sparsest of spatial markers, 
devoid of allegory or affectation. The resulting 
paintings amplify and extend the presence of 
the subject depicted, inviting the viewer to bring 
their own experiences to the subject. In giving 
focus and distillation to the objects their pres-
ence and potency is increased and they hold a 
solid delicacy.

Comhghall Casey is a figurative artist 
based in Dublin
comhghall.com

Comhghall Casey, Vessel, 2021, Oil on Canvas; photograph courtesy of the artist.
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Look At Us, We’re Here
CATHERINE MARSHALL DISCUSSES THE WORK OF PAT CURRAN.

IRELAND IS A funny place. Often, we celebrate 
people who come to art-making late in their 
lives, usually ‘discovered’ and introduced to the 
mainstream by an establishment fi gure, so long 
as they come from islands off  the coast, preferably 
if they speak Irish and are thought to represent a 
particularly ‘Irish’ culture. Of course, the work of 
the Tory Islanders is important but the artworld 
needs to embrace other, less picturesque pockets 
of Irish society too. Inner city communities have 
also been cut off  from the mainstream but in 
more challenging, less romantic ways. Th eir art-
ists have to work even harder to gain admission 
to the canon of Irish art. Th anks to Common 
Ground and Pallas Projects , one of those artists, 
Pat Curran, has recently had his fi rst solo show, 
in a pivotal artist-led space, right at the centre 
of his familiar community, yet recognised within 
the artworld.

Pat called his show ‘Home’ and fi lled it with 
paintings, emanating directly from his experi-
ences of inner-city life, poverty, homelessness, 
unemployment, substance abuse, as well as the 
community spirit and neighbourliness that 
enabled people to survive the hardships of such 
places. Pat has two audiences in mind: those in 

the artworld in which his work will have to fi nd 
a place; and the people of his community with 
whom the artworld has not bothered much in 
the past. To quote the artist: “Our people were 
not welcome in galleries unless they were in the 
paintings.”

Pat’s local audience – the people from Rial-
to, Fatima Mansions and Saint Michael’s Estate 
– who are represented in his paintings are not 
interested in the fancy footwork of the artworld, 
and they have been so inadequately represented 
by it in the past that they won’t settle for any-
thing less than complete honesty from one of 
their own. Pat knows this. He paints them as 
he knows them, on the balconies of the fl ats, 
hanging out washing in the yard, loitering on 
street corners, skinny dipping in the canal, danc-
ing brazenly on car-bonnets. To press his point 
home, he paints, not on canvases, but on dis-
carded wood panels, old book covers and other 
recycled materials, all of which carry a history 
related to the narratives in his work, while form-
ing part of a strategy to subvert the preciousness 
of art history. 

“My paintings… refl ect on the wider conver-
sation of social justice and cultural expression”, 

Pat Curran, Are You Looking?, 2019, oil on PVC; photograph by Louis Haugh, courtesy the artist.

Pat says, and he hopes “this work will contribute 
to and expand a social archive through paint-
ings of life in Dublin city, particularly the loss 
of social housing and fl at life”. Despite its pov-
erty, fl at life was a good one for him growing 
up. It spelled sharing and friendship, where his 
mother and another woman on the same bal-
cony shared a washing machine and their kids 
happily pushed it from one fl at to the other as 
required. He is determined to show all aspects 
of it, the innate decency of the people alongside 
the diffi  culties of their lives and to document 
it because that history has been eradicated by 
urban re-development, the erasure of the fl ats 
and scattering of the families who once enliv-
ened them. He wants his paintings to say, “Look 
at us, we’re here”, even as their history is being 
wiped off  the slate.

Some kids survive the harshness of life on the 
streets by somehow making it into music or the 
performing arts or football. However, it has been 
a perennial problem for visual art under capital-
ism that we can look at social problems from the 
outside but we haven’t, until now, enabled those 
who have lived through the unemployment, the 
drugs, or the street fi ghting to paint their direct 

experience of it. Th at is what makes Pat’s exhibi-
tion at Pallas so signifi cant.

Pat grew up in Dolphin’s Barn and went to 
Ballyfermot Senior College and NCAD, grad-
uating with an MFA in 2014. He participated 
in the Citizen Artist award 2016-18 with Com-
mon Ground at Kilmainham Court House and 
is currently Artist-in-Residence at Common 
Ground in Th e Lodge, Goldenbridge Cemetery, 
Dublin 8.

Catherine Marshall is a curator and art 
writer, former head of collections at IMMA 
and co-editor of Art and Architecture of 
Ireland, Twentieth Century (2014).

Pat Curran, Chute, 2021, oil on PVC; photograph by Louis Haugh, courtesy the artist.
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One of Many 
JANE MORROW INTERVIEWS JENNIFER TROUTON AT QSS, BELFAST. 

Jane Morrow: Jennifer, you’ve recently had a major touring 
solo exhibition, ‘One of Many’, comprising over 100 works – 
oil paintings, embroideries, textiles, and artefacts. The scale 
and timing feel inherently intertwined with the struggle for 
abortion rights. 
Jennifer Trouton: For a long time, it felt like a quiet protest. 
I’ve been entrenched in making this hugely emotional work, 
thinking about how this is women’s history which must be 
recorded. It’s also personal because it’s about me as well. And 
it felt like I was still doing what I’d always done – what so 
many women do – which is circling around it, never talking 
about it. These are common stories. We should share them. 

JM: With a focus on painting, can I ask you about your pro-
cess? 
JT: I’m not a painter’s painter. I’ve never approached a canvas, 
or any work, not knowing what I’m doing, or what it’s going 
to have on the surface. It’s entirely content driven, feminist 
work. But the stories of all these big issues can’t be told in a 
single piece. I don’t set out thinking “I’m going to make over 
one hundred pieces”; I explore the subject organically. 

JM: You’re not ‘just’ a painter either, in that you work across 
multiple media – what determines that? 
JT: I never refer to myself as a painter. 80% of my work is 
painting, but it’s also embroidery, or collages and assemblage 
– things that were ascribed to women and that were seen as 
women’s work, women’s subjects, and women’s craft. I make 
work that appears, on the surface, to be very pretty, but there’s 
a very dark subtext. 

JM: I wanted to ask you to elaborate on the beautiful surfaces 
of your work that lure the viewer in, and then – within the 
exhibition format and interpretation panel – you confront 
them with the ‘inconvenient truth’ of the works’ content. 
JT: I’ve had so many people message me to say how much the 
work resonated with them. They say, “we’d never shared our 
stories before”, or “I brought my daughter, and we had this 
conversation for the first time”. That’s what I always wanted 
for this work – to open a conversation. It’s also making people 

consider that even though something is beautiful or well-exe-
cuted, it can still have political weight or value.

JM: Can you tell me a little about your colour palette? 
JT: I consciously selected a very nostalgic palette for this 
work. It’s got a lot of very muted, very retro – 1950s, 60s, and 
70s – pinks, greens, dusky blues. A mustard, a brine. They 
all marry, running through the shelves, the paintings, the 
embroideries, and the colour blocking that I create on the 
walls behind the works as well.

JM: Your painting extends beyond the canvas, connecting 
the works via a subtle network when they are in exhibition 
form – can you say more about that?
JT: Women are resourceful. It can be a matter of survival. In 
the case of abortion networks here [in Northern Ireland], it’s 
incredible how it was all connected. And the trace of that is 
represented through a quiet little grid. It’s a very thin line, 
tonally just slightly darker than the wall it’s painted on, so you 
don’t see it at first. These networks helped women to find a 
way out of their situation, and the grid line takes the audience 
on that journey. 

JM: In line with a lot of the messaging currently around 
abortion campaigns – ‘abortion is normal’, and ‘we all love 
someone who has had an abortion’ – your work literally refers 
to, and also feels like, home. 
JT: The idea of home is probably one of the strongest things 
in my work. I’ve taken everyday objects and domestic space 
and repurposed them to be both familiar and unfamiliar. In 
the earliest days of this series, the work was very much about 
the objects – things like soaps and needles and herbs in tea. 
Recently, I’ve brought them together along with coded imag-
es of female patron saints – ones that represent marriage, 
childbirth, and childhood. Midwives, too. 

JM: Politically and socially, this struggle continues – do you 
envisage a time where this series of work feels resolved? 
JT: That’s not the point of it. Artists aren’t here to answer 
questions or to resolve things. We’re just here to shine a light 

on them or at least express our experience of things.

JM: I am always drawn to work that appears to be one thing 
but does another – whether that’s materially, thematically, or 
linguistically…. when something ‘everyday’ is deployed for 
other purposes. 
JT: Women took everything available to them and they 
repurposed those things into weapons and to ward against 
attacks on their bodily autonomy. The church used to try to 
control where women could go – or even live – because of the 
plants and herbs that were available to them nearby, which 
could be used for women’s health. You would be shocked at 
how many plants have a dual purpose and how many can be 
used both for fertility and for an abortion. I spent about a year 
writing an artist statement that didn’t use the word ‘abortion’ 
because it’s so loaded that even I had hesitancy in using it. 

JM: You’ve mentioned a few times [in our longer conversa-
tion] that you have a lot of shoulder pain from painting. I 
thought that the VAN readership might relate to your expe-
rience. How do you work around that? 
JT: Drugs [laughs]. My bad shoulder has come about because 
of painting daily for 30 years. I do worry – it’s an all-consum-
ing fear – that I’m going to not be able to continue. I have 
cortisone injections. Another artist in the studio is helping 
me to come up with a kind of elbow rest, which should help. 
But for months, I just did embroideries. I’m a thinker, but I’m 
also a maker and I don’t outsource anything. If I can’t paint, I 
don’t know who I am. 

Jennifer Trouton is an award-winning visual artist 
currently based in QSS Studios, Belfast. Her work 
has featured in group exhibitions both nationally and 
internationally.
jennifertrouton.com 

Jane Morrow is an independent visual art curator, 
writer, and PhD researcher with a specialism in artist 
development.
janemorrow.com

Jennifer Trouton, ‘One of Many’, installation view, Naughton Gallery, Belfast, September 2021; photograph by Simon 
Mills, courtesy of the artist and Naughton Gallery.  

Jennifer Trouton, ‘One of Many’, installation view, Naughton Gallery, Belfast, September 2021; photograph by Simon 
Mills, courtesy of the artist and Naughton Gallery.  
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Enclosed Garden 
VANESSA JONES OUTLINES THE EVOLUTION OF HER PAINTING 
PRACTICE TO DATE.

I AM A figurative artist painting in oils on canvas. At 40 years 
old, and with a six-year-old in tow, I just completed my MFA 
in painting at NCAD. As a graduate, I was shortlisted for the 
2021 RDS Visual Art Awards and was thrilled to receive the 
R.C. Lewis-Crosby Award, as well as the RDS Mason Hayes 
& Curran LLP Centre Culturel Irlandais Residency Award.  

My decision to return to art college was pivotal. I had 
graduated from the George Washington University in Wash-
ington, DC, in 2003 with a BA in Fine Arts and Art History 
and had every intention of going onto graduate school for 
painting, but year after year I thought: “It can wait.”  Despite 
not taking a direct path to a consistent arts practice, I can’t 
regret any of my decisions that got me to this point. After 
graduating from college, I worked at the Frick Collection 
in New York and, later, at IMMA in Dublin. In these arts 
administrative roles, I encountered a wide range of art world 
experiences, from just being able to work near a Duccio or an 
Ingres, to liaising on press materials with Brian O’Doherty.

But when I gave birth to my daughter in 2015, all of my 
priorities shifted. It seemed that motherhood pushed my 
practice forward, front and centre, so I enrolled at NCAD 
and was fortunate enough to receive funding from the Eliz-
abeth Greenshields Foundation in Canada. I’m not sure how 
successful I’d have been without their support. The financial 
relief freed up time and headspace to make work.

I was into the first year of my MFA when lockdown hit. At 
the time, I was skirting around Jungian ideas of the feminine 
and fairy tales, but I was still painting small domestic mother 
and child self-portraits. The paintings were very intimate and 

almost iconlike, but in lockdown, their domesticity felt too 
familiar and almost didactic. Without any sense of time or 
schedule, I tried to make lockdown a period for reflection, 
research and reevaluation. The pandemic led to obvious asso-
ciations with medieval plague. In turn, this helped focus my 
research on the medieval walled garden – a symbol of isola-
tion and protection that suited the collective moment. The 
whole idea of the hortus conclusus was all very Jungian and 
integrated nicely with the feminine as well.  

For my MFA, I ended up creating a series of eight self-por-
traits, entitled Self-replicating Self-portraits. In them, I made 
direct references to western painting but also to my Korean 
Heritage. There was a strange primordial and feminine syn-
chronicity between the east and west that I embraced. My 
painting Clam Girl was inspired by both Botticelli and the 
female Korean Haenyeo divers, and in all of my paintings, 
it seemed that the Eastern integration brought something 
more dangerous and ruthless to the softness of my Western 
art historical references. It was a serendipitous combination 
that I really liked.

I also repeatedly used self-portraiture in the series of 
paintings, which began unintentionally. It wasn’t until the 
paintings were hanging all together, lined up like a procession 
or frieze at the RDS Awards exhibition in the RHA that I 
saw a relevance to my self-portrait. My individuality seemed 
to disappear in the repetition, and it allowed the paintings to 
embody something beyond my own likeness. And where each 
iteration of myself started as an exploration of the feminine, 
the series as a whole seemed to have more to do, in the end, 

with beauty: its duality, danger and even its neurobiological 
connection to the earliest parts of ourselves. Despite beauty’s 
post-modern dismissal, I think that this is where my practice 
sits currently – in the exploration of beauty, in instinct and 
the subversive.

I am currently looking more closely at the medieval Uni-
corn Tapestries in a collaboration with French tapestry artist, 
Bettina Saroyan, supported by the Arts Council’s Agility 
Award. The series of tapestries have inspired both of our 
works for its enigmatic play with the secular and religious, 
order and nature as well as beauty. The collaboration should 
be further strengthened by the fact that I will be in Paris at 
the Centre Culturel Irlandais this summer.

My journey back to art practice has been a fortunate one. 
Alongside the RDS Awards, I was shortlisted twice for the 
Zurich Portrait Prize at the National Gallery and was highly 
commended for my 2021 entry. I am finally making a career 
out of what I love to do and, last September, joined the Paint-
ing Department at NCAD as an Assistant Lecturer.  

Vanessa Jones is an American-born, 
Dublin-based visual artist working in oil on canvas.
vanessajonesartist.com

Vanessa Jones, Bowmen (self-portrait), 2021, oil on linen, 185 x 140 cm; image courtesy of the artist. Vanessa Jones, Cabbage Baby (self-portrait), 2021, oil on linen, 80 x 60 cm; image courtesy of the artist.
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Fail Better

At times failure is very necessary for the artist
And it reminds him that failure is not the ultimate 
disaster
And this reminder liberates him from the mean 
fussing of perfectionism
– John Berger1

LOOKING AROUND MY studio there seems to 
be no discernible pattern or logic to the way 
things have ended up. A random chaos reigns. 
Abandoned and finished paintings of all sizes 
lean against the walls, nudging each other for 
attention. Found objects clutter shelves – stones, 
a fox skull, sea glass, shells, wine bottles, sun-
baked ceramic shards, a child’s broken toy – 
all arranged in arbitrary chronology. Boxes of 
sketchbooks dating back to the 1990s are piled 
high. Paint-stained, dogeared art books lay 
spread out like maps from a lost expedition. I 
recall my father, abstract painter John O’Leary’s 
wise words: “Painting is like hunting for a fabled 
creature that may or may not exist.”

I took a circuitous route to get here. After 
four years of art college in Sligo, I failed to get 
into NCAD in 1991. Disillusioned, I went off 
rambling briefly about France, seeing great mas-
terpieces up close for the first time in Paris. I 
eventually ended up in Barcelona, working on 
a building site. Wandering the city, I became 
familiar with the surreal, magical eccentricities 
of the Gaudi buildings. I regularly visited the 
Tàpies Museum, Joan Miró Foundation and the 
Picasso Museum, educating myself by experi-
encing artworks first-hand. All of these institu-
tions were within walking distance of where I 
lived. 

Returning to Ireland, I felt fired to resume 
my artistic ambitions. What followed was a 
crash course in DIY artistic survival, aided by 
fellow artists and generous supporters along 
the way. Exhibiting regularly around Ireland 
and internationally led me to focus my methods 
and discipline the wilder impulses in my work. 
I soon realised that without commercial dead-
lines, I might be lost forever down the artistic 
maze of endless possibilities. 

Despite all my props and memory aids, with 
drawings and photos to hand, painting remains 
a dogged, nose to the grindstone activity that 
seems to lead the deluded optimist further down 

a blind alley of their own obsessions. True there 
are revelations and insights along the way to 
obscurity, but each day you start anew. The chal-
lenge of the blank surface stares back at you, say-
ing things like: “Do you think you can come up 
with something new?” 

I recall another mentor, the much-missed 
Sean McSweeney, who used to play games with 
unfinished canvases in his studio. He would read 
the paper for a while, sitting with his back to the 
paintings, occasionally glancing over his shoul-
der, waiting for them to give him an excuse to 
resume work. 

In my own painting, I explore repeated 
motifs and subjects built loosely around visual 
experiences, sifted from the real world around 
me. Drawing is the basis to all my paintings, and 
I use it as a way to mediate ideas, to investigate 
and explore. I’ve often sketched outdoors but 
I’m a studio-based painter. The studio is a work-
shop where I can make mistakes, mess about, 
play with themes, let the imagination take over, 
edit down or expand paintings. Often figures 
will emerge as a central focus. Interiors can run 
into open air landscape studies. ‘Static’ or insular 
imagery gives way to a sense of motion and dis-
tance as paintings react against each other. Long 
stretches of bright colours become toned down 
overtime. 

Colour has always been a central focus. It 
can heighten emotion and atmosphere, by its 
absence or presence. I use the palette knife to 
create a scored strata of textural paint on the sur-
face. It is a slow, uniquely awkward method of 
building up layer on layer. A painting acquires its 
own history of mark-making. Process takes over. 
Spaces become as important as solid shapes. If 
it all works out, there is a sense of harmony and 
achievement. Then you start from scratch all 
over again, following Samuel Beckett’s advice to 
“fail again, fail better.”

Cormac O’Leary is an artist based in 
County Leitrim.
cormacolearyartist.yolasite.com

Notes:
1 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin Books, 
1972)

Cormac O’Leary, Argenteuil Revisited (after Monet), 2021, oil on canvas, 97 x 117 cm; photograph by Dickon Whitehead, 
image courtesy of the artist. 

Ghosts of the Revolutionary Past 

MY WORKS ARE a type of fictionalised his-
tory painting which use the interplay between 
documentary and fictive elements to open up 
contemporary readings of certain cult moments 
in the past, while offering a space for critical 
reflection. I enjoy storytelling and glean tales 
and anecdotes from bohemia and other counter-
cultural histories, spanning a wide range of time 
periods but drawing on fin de siècle and literary 
themes in particular. 

There is a tendency in my paintings for 
anthropomorphic distortions of inanimate 
objects and architecture acting somewhat like 
apparitions, with the anti-heroic characters who 
inhabit the paintings often fluidly verging on 
cartoon. When these absurdist or improbable 
elements succeed, they transform the depiction 
from its documentary source and elicit an emo-
tional entry point – whether that be tragic, com-
ic, or empathetic.

A small oil painting made in 2020, entitled 
This wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death, 
either it goes, or I go, is inspired by an account of 
Oscar Wilde’s last words, as he lay on his death 
bed in a Paris hotel, and contains just such appa-
rition. I was drawn to both the tragedy and the 
comedy in the scene and even more so when I 
learned that Oscar was only forty-six when he 
died, a broken man. For me, the piece walks a 
line between fact, fiction, and dream. 

A work from 2021, entitled Plus ça change, plus 
c’est la même chose, is like a ghost of the revolu-
tionary past. The scene depicts the very moment 
that the commemorative column to Napoleon 
in Place Vendôme in Paris was pulled down by 
The Communards, directed by none other than 
Gustave Courbet. 

The painting Vampiros Warholas (2021) is a 
fictional scene at Andy Warhol’s silver factory in 
the mid 1960s. and is painted how I imagined 
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec might have painted 
it had he been around. I am fascinated by War-
hol’s enigmatic presence at the centre of the fac-
tory that was a social artwork in itself, a radical 
oasis for the misbegotten in society at the time 
and a microcosm of wider social revolutions to 
come.

Reading Thomas Mann’s, The Magic Moun-
tain (1924, S. Fischer Verlag) has led to me 
make a number of paintings. The novel seems 
very pertinent to current events with its physi-
cal and metaphorical backdrop of an epidemic. 

It also contains themes and ideas that resonate 
with the political and social concerns of today. 
Most importantly, I was intrigued by how the 
characters in the book act as cyphers for the 
philosophical and ideological possibilities for 
the twentieth century, as I am attempting some-
thing similar with the characters in my paint-
ings. 

The language of my paintings has evolved 
over time to a type of semi-cartoon style that 
incorporates elements from the history of paint-
ing – ranging from Édouard Manet, Edvard 
Munch and Henri Matisse through to Philip 
Guston – but contained in a singular coherent 
architectural scene. 

In terms of materiality, recently there has 
been a transition from stretched canvas to paper 
that has somehow made the work feel less pre-
cious in the making. This has led to a newfound 
freedom using oil paint on oil paper or a combi-
nation of ink, watercolour, and gouache on pho-
tographic paper. I enjoy the fluidity that can be 
achieved and the incorporation of chance hap-
penings on these glossy surfaces. 

I am currently working on several private 
painting commissions and making large-scale 
limited edition giclée prints of a selection of my 
works. I am also exploring painting in a series, 
so as to delve deeper into some of the epochs 
I have recently explored, and to create more of 
a dialogue and counterpoint between individual 
works. 

Recently I read that on the storming of the 
Bastille during the French Revolution, there 
were actually only seven prisoners incarcerat-
ed, including James F.X. Whyte, an Irish-born 
‘lunatic’ who was suspected of spying, Auguste-
Claude Tavernier, who had attempted to assas-
sinate king Louis XV 30 years previously, and 
the infamous Marquis de Sade. This seems like 
a good subject for a future painting right there. 

Paul Doherty lives and works in London, 
where he completed an MFA at Central 
Saint Martins in 2016. He splits his time 
between working as an architect and 
making paintings and drawings. 

Paul Doherty, Vampiros Warholas, 2021, ink, water colour and gouache on photographic paper; photograph by and 
courtesy of the artist.
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Perseverance is Key
KAYE MAAHS REFLECTS ON HER WORKING METHODS.

THE SUN IS shining, and I am sitting in my studio that 
smells of oil paint – a smell I relish. I say studio; really it is 
our guest room. I really need a dedicated studio space, but for 
now this will do. Isn’t this what we artists do? We adapt to 
whatever life throws at us. 

The pandemic certainly has thrown more than enough at 
everyone over the last two years, and we all have had to adapt. 
I was already blindsided before the first lockdown. I spent the 
first part of 2020 recuperating and now live with permanent 
nerve damage. A bitter pill to swallow and yet I feel I got 
off lightly considering what other people went through. I am 
grateful though that I got the right neurologist and had the 
best support team around me. 

Honestly, there were days when I wondered if I would ever 
paint again. For those that don’t know me, I came to painting 
late, only graduating from college in 2015 at the age of 45. I 
consider myself an emerging, early-career painter – one who 
really only found her groove the year after college. I am a very 
physical painter. I can stand for hours on end, and when I put 
the earbuds in, I have a tendency to go with the flow of the 
music. I admit I am not averse to dancing around the studio 
either. Whatever it takes! I usually complete a painting in 
one sitting and if I am not happy with it, I will erase it. This 
is how I roll as a painter, and I love it. So, as you can imagine, 
returning to painting with nerve damage was slow and pain-
ful. Nevertheless, I have learnt to adapt, and work with the 
condition rather than against it, happy that I still can paint.

With everything postponed or cancelled, I got time to 
find my strength, learned to pace myself, and got back to the 
basics of painting. 

Nature has always been my touchstone, so I struck a bal-
ance between painting and spending time outside. Given the 
limitations of travel during this period, I went back over pho-
tos taken of places where I had been. These photos help spark 
the work; however it is my intuition I follow when painting. 
Memories and feelings feed my work. I am a studio-based 
painter. I like the solitude.

I have a strong work ethic that I credit to my parents, so 
I kept going and I kept painting. I did miss my family, my 
painterly friends and going to exhibitions. For me nothing 
compares to standing in front of an artwork, especially if it is 

a painting. Nevertheless, it was great to see galleries and art 
organisations adapt and see supports put in place for artists. 

Towards the end of 2020, I admit I felt a little lost. It hap-
pens to the best of us. Then an email popped into my inbox 
from glór in Ennis. They were offering the Clare Artists’ 
Mentoring Scheme in conjunction with Creative Ireland and 
The Arts Council. Although I dithered for a bit, I crossed my 
fingers and toes, and asked Una Sealy RHA to be my men-
tor. Thankfully she said yes. I like Una; she is a hardworking 
talented painter, who shoots from the hip and says it straight. 
Honesty is a trait I admire most in people. I rolled the dice 
and thankfully we got selected! 

Having Una Sealy RHA as a mentor meant hard work 
and she pushed me to go big. Also in the mix was the ser-
vices of life coach, Mary Byrt. The direction and support of 
these two professionals was invaluable. With the wind in my 
sails, I applied for the Arts Council Agility Award in ear-
ly 2021, looking for support while developing a new body 
of work from my time in Iceland, supported by the Thomas 
Dammann Junior Memorial Trust Award. This is where I am 
currently at. My body may be in Ireland, but my mind is lost 
to Iceland. To date the works are small, but I am slowly going 
up in scale – watch this space! 

Kaye Maahs is a painter based in the Burren, County 
Clare.
kayemaahs.com

Kaye Maahs, Achill Garage, 2021, oil on paper; image courtesy the artist.

Kaye Maahs, Big Mountain Achill, 2021, oil on paper; image courtesy the artist.

Kaye Maahs, Kerry Gorse, 2021, oil on paper; image courtesy the artist.

Kaye Maahs, Church Mountain Farmstead, 2021, oil on paper; image courtesy the artist.
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Work and Vision 
RÓISÍN O’SULLIVAN REPORTS ON HER TONY O’MALLEY RESIDENCY IN CALLAN. 

DURING THE SUMMER months of 2021, the gardener came 
to the Tony O’Malley residence to give the private garden 
some much-needed attention. The long periods of lockdowns 
over the previous eighteen months had left the lush grounds 
wild and overgrown. Amongst the peaceful and untamed gar-
den, the birds and various garden creatures had made this 
place of stillness their home. After two days of hard work, 
the wilderness began to take shape again and amongst the 
lined birch trees, shrubs and flowers revealed a quote carved 
in stone: “Never be swayed by anything but your own work 
and vision.”

These were the words of Tony O’Malley – a phrase he 
had lived by without falter. The gardener knew Tony and 
his wife, the artist Jane O’Malley, very well. He remembered 
Tony making art for himself and his own pleasure. Tony 
was described by the gardener as an artist who never sought 
success, but when he did achieve it, he took it with grati-
tude and never let it affect his dedication to his work. While 
developing the house into an artist residency, Jane had Tony’s 
quote engraved in stone to preserve his legacy. These words 
are especially pertinent in today’s climate, when it’s easy to 
get overwhelmed by the many decisions we juggle each day 
to survive as artists. It’s a pragmatic and resolute reminder 
to focus on what is most valuable for an artist – the joy of 
creating.

The words sit in the tranquil space in Callan, where Tony 
O’Malley once lived. The house and garden still hold many 
features of the O’Malley Family, such as the preservation of 
the small shop the family ran at the entrance to the house. 
The old shop counter is still in place and the shelves still hold 
the letter stamp set and boxes, labelled “sewing needles”. The 
residency house and location are a very unique and special 
place for an artist to reflect, research and make new work. 
It has also become part of the vibrant community of Callan. 

It was late April 2021, when I moved to Callan to begin the 
prestigious 12-month residency. It was certainly an unusual 
time to relocate, with the strict COVID-19 lockdown still 
very much in place. I had never been to the town before my 
move, but I somehow had the impression that it had a strong 
arts community, which it certainly does. In my first few weeks 
there, when many businesses were still not open, I found the 
locals to be very friendly and welcoming. They had many tales 
and memories of the young Tony O’Malley growing up in 
the town and coming back later in life, painting and drawing 
from the many scenic walks in the area. It wasn’t long before 
I learned of the many community arts festivals and projects 
buzzing through Callan. In addition to the Tony O’Malley 
Residency, the town is also home to KCAT Arts Centre, 
Equinox Theatre, Workhouse Union, Trasna Productions and 
Fennelly’s Independent Cultural Coffeehouse, to name a few.

Over the summer and autumn, I spent many days walking 
the scenic routes of Callan, taking photographs at The Moat 
and the Abbey Meadow, two beautiful areas of Callan with 
unique historical contexts that are connected by the Kings 
River. The Abbey Meadow holds the impressive ruins of the 
Augustinian Friary, built in the fiftienth-century by the But-
ler Family. The rectangle-shaped ruins of the old friary have 
many striking ornate features that bring a sense of wonder 
and curiosity about the history of Callan. Only a short walk 
away on the other side of Bridge Street is The Moat, also 
known as the ‘Motte-and-bailey’. The impressive moat hill 
once held a castle at the top, built in 1217. The hill remains 
with impressive views of the town and a nature walk wrapped 
around the floodplain, where many birds and wildlife can be 
spotted.

Tony O’Malley often sketched and painted directly from 
his beloved hometown of Callan, and it is easy to see why 
he was so inspired. The summer and autumn months here 
brought long days of vibrant natural colours, both streaked 
across the skies and amongst the wild flora and fauna. Walk-

ing in The Moat area during the summer evenings, you could 
hear the songs of birds as they swoop low amongst the trees 
and plants. The evening sunsets made the land glow and each 
day brought something new and exciting to see. In addition 
to taking my own photographs, I began to collect items such 
as flowers, feathers, leaves, and stones from The Moat. As my 
abstract works are intuitively inspired by the landscape, it felt 
natural to begin taking inspiration from the local area. In the 
studio now, I am making new paintings and drawings, while 
also continuing to experiment with my interest in found 
wood, burning and carving into wood surfaces, and using ele-
ments of woodcut block printing. 

During these winter months, I have continued document-
ing the changing seasons in Callan and am curious to see how 
my work continues to be influenced by this area. In the com-
ing year, my new work will be displayed in a solo exhibition at 
Triskel Arts Centre, curated by Miguel Amado.

Róisín O’Sullivan is a visual artist and current 
artist-in-residence at the Tony O’Malley Residency in 
County Kilkenny.
roisinosullivan.com

Róisín O’Sullivan, Dusk, 2020, oil on sanded found wood, 30x30cm; image courtesy of the artist.

Róisín O’Sullivan, Summer Birdsong, 2021, oil on plywood, 27cm x 22cm; image courtesy 
of the artist.
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CIAS at 60 
BRENDA MOORE-MCCANN INTERVIEWS MARY PAVLIDES, 
CHAIR OF THE CONTEMPORARY IRISH ARTS SOCIETY. 

Brenda Moore-McCann: Mary, 2022 is the 
60th anniversary of the founding of the Con-
temporary Irish Arts Society (CIAS) in 1962. 
Who were the original founders? 
Mary Pavlides: Basil Goulding (Chairman, 
businessman and art collector), James White 
(art critic, Director of the Hugh Lane Gallery 
and National Gallery of Ireland), Cecil King 
(artist), Michael Scott (architect), Stanley Mosse 
(miller and sculptor), Robert Figgis (Member 
of Friends of the National Collections and the 
Royal Dublin Society), George Hetherington 
(Director of The Irish Times), Anne King-Har-
man (artist), Serge Philipson (businessman).

BMM: What were the aims of CIAS and why 
is ‘99’ its logo?
MP: In the early 1960s, Leo Smith (Director of 
the Dawson Gallery), Cecil King, Patrick Scott 
and Stanley Mosse were discussing the difficult 
plight of artists in Ireland, where exhibition 
opportunities were rare and collecting limited. 
They believed that the situation might be par-
tially relieved by setting up a society (similar 
to the Contemporary Art Society in the UK), 
that aimed to purchase works by living Irish art-
ists for distribution to public collections, many 
of which were underfunded. They asked Basil 
Goulding if he would be prepared to launch the 
society. Goulding accepted and set up a coun-
cil of nine of the CIAS. Each gave ten pounds 
towards the purchase of a Patrick Scott painting, 
Still Water (c. 1962), which was then given to the 
Hugh Lane Gallery. 

This process was to continue for another 
12 years, during which time 33 artworks were 
purchased and donated to the Hugh Lane Gal-
lery. This was made possible by funds from the 
expanding membership of the CIAS. It should 
be remembered that the CIAS was unique in 
being the only organisation at the time dedi-
cated to the annual purchase of new works by 
young Irish artists. With regard to the logo, the 
original nine members had given themselves the 
target of recruiting 99 members by inviting col-
lectors, architects, artists and critics interested in 
contemporary art to join the CIAS for a fee of 
ten pounds a year. This was achieved by 1973.

BMM: Can you outline the kind of works col-
lected? Were they predominantly paintings? 
MP: The CIAS database shows a range of 
artworks purchased from living Irish artists 
over the last 60 years. The collection includes 
oil paintings, watercolours, sculpture, photo-
graphs and prints. From 1963 to 2004, the Arts 
Council supported the CIAS as part of a Joint 
Purchase Scheme. This enabled the CIAS to 
purchase more art as the Arts Council funded 
up to 50% of the purchase price. Through the 
scheme, CIAS purchased 116 individual pieces 
of significant art, mostly paintings. Included 
was the work of such artists as Patrick Collins, 
Nano Reid, Gerard Dillon, Anne Madden, Evin 
Nolan, Patrick Graham, Felim Egan, Anita 
Groener, Vivienne Roche, Willie Doherty, Seán 
McSweeney, Basil Blackshaw, Elizabeth Cope, 
Janet Mullarney and Carolyn Mulholland, 
together with so many other exciting artists who 
are now household names. 

BMM:  Which kinds of institutions were given 
works? 
MP: The CIAS is a voluntary body entirely 
devoted to encouraging Irish artists and pur-
chasing their work for dissemination to insti-
tutions countrywide. In late 2020/2021 CIAS 
commenced an audit of various galleries, muse-
ums, universities, college, hospitals, theatres 
and schools to which work had been presented. 
Good progress was made until Covid-19, but we 
hope to complete the audit in the coming year 
and to follow up on institutions that have not 
yet responded.

BMM: Does the CIAS do other activities 
besides collecting and distributing artworks?
MP: Yes. Although members pay an annual fee 
of €40, they also pay an additional €10 to attend 
various outings arranged by the CIAS. The funds 
raised are used not only to purchase art but also 
to fund our annual Emerging Artist Award at 
the RHA Annual Exhibition, and our Degree 
Show Purchase Awards at the National College 
of Art and Design, Belfast School of Art, and 
Technical University Dublin. 

The CIAS has no paid employees as all Coun-
cil members are volunteers. The only expense is 
the preparation of accounts for the Annual Gen-
eral Meeting, which is held in the United Arts 
Club, Dublin, followed by a talk by a guest speak-
er and dinner. All members receive a twice-year-
ly newsletter that lists outings arranged for the 
following six months. These outings (usually two 
per month) consist of visits to artists’ studios as 
well as private and public collections throughout 
the country. A guide from the gallery is always 
at hand and we arrange lunch for participants. 
CIAS also attends the Kilkenny Arts Festival, 
Wexford Opera Festival as well as a trip to Bel-
fast every year. In addition, Council member 
Brigid Connaughton, arranges trips abroad for 
members. In 2018 we had a memorable trip to 
St Ives, Cornwall, and in 2019 to Glasgow. This 
year we are planning trips to Clifden, Connema-
ra, and Nice, France. 

BMM:  Do you remember the ‘Sense of Ireland’ 
exhibition in London in 1980 at which works on 
paper from the CIAS were shown? What hap-
pened to those works subsequently?
MP: Yes. I remember the CIAS ‘Collection of 
Works on Paper’ exhibition, shown at the Ange-
la Flowers Gallery in London as part of the 
‘Sense of Ireland Festival’. The exhibition came 
from the decision of the CIAS Council in 1978 
to buy less expensive works on paper for a period 
of six years, in order to expand its collection. The 
entire exhibition was subsequently presented 
to University College Dublin (UCD). In 2020, 
CIAS received written confirmation from UCD 
that these works were listed in the UCD Art 
Collection with provenance given to CIAS.

BMM: The fiftieth anniversary of the CIAS was 
celebrated by the ‘Siar 50’ exhibition at IMMA 
in 2006. It showed 100 works consisting of pur-
chases together with members’ own works. Do 
you agree it gave the public a greater insight 
into the decades of behind-the-scenes work by 
the CIAS?
MP: Yes. It was a wonderful showcase for Irish 
art and the work of CIAS. To emphasise the 

Society’s policy of selecting works by younger 
artists, the exhibition generally showed works 
from early in an artist’s career. Works purchased 
by CIAS included paintings, photography and 
sculpture by artists Robert Ballagh, Patrick Col-
lins, Barrie Cooke, Michael Cullen, Michael 
Kane, John Minahan and Carolyn Mulholland. 
‘Siar 50’ was further celebrated with a book that 
included photographs of the works in the exhi-
bition, a foreword by IMMA Director, Enrique 
Juncosa, and essays by Professor Campbell Bruce 
(HRHA and Chairman of CIAS), Catherine 
Marshall (Senior Curator and Head of Collec-
tions, IMMA) and art critic Aidan Dunne. A 
DVD, conceived and coordinated by Professor 
Bruce and directed by Joe Lee was also pro-
duced, some copies of which are still available.

BMM: Given that there is now a multiplicity 
of ‘Friends’ groups associated with major gal-
leries and museums, do you think that the role 
of CIAS is no longer required compared to the 
situation 60 years ago?
MP: The role of CIAS has undoubtedly changed 
to an extent, but as already said, the policy of 
supporting emerging artists is unique among 
art organisations, so I think that CIAS still has 
a significant role to play in Irish culture. And 
we still find institutions more than willing and 
enthusiastic to receive works from CIAS. For 
example, in 2021 we had discussions with the 
President of TU about a permanent loan from 
our collection, as well as giving permanent 
loans to the Museum of Literature Ireland and 
Kilkenny and Wexford Hospitals. Prior to the 
pandemic, other permanent loans to business 
hubs and hospices were discussed. We hope to 
renew these in 2022.

BMM: What is the current membership of 
CIAS? Are they still mainly people from the 
business world, like 60 years ago?
MP: The membership presently stands at 145. 
We have a wonderful group of members from 
many different disciplines, and a wide range 
of ages from young artists in their mid-20s to 

middle-aged and mature people. Many are art 
collectors, or those interested in learning more 
about art, but all are supporters of contemporary 
art and artists. Many of our members are artists 
anxious to support emerging artists. The Soci-
ety’s friendly informal atmosphere welcomes 
and values all its members. To enable young 
people and the elderly to join CIAS, the Society 
has always had a policy to keep the annual fee 
low. However, it is essential to hold and increase 
membership to enable CIAS to continue sup-
porting emerging artists.

BMM: What are your plans and ambitions for 
the future of CIAS? 
MP: My ambition is to facilitate and encourage 
Council members to strengthen the Society. The 
Society only functions because of the commit-
ment and dedication of the Council and my 
gratitude to them is endless. This year Council 
members are planning a number of exhibitions 
to showcase some of the art purchased by CIAS 
over the last 60 years. I want to increase mem-
bership and ensure that each and every member 
feels valued and appreciated and understands 
the difference their contribution will make to 
emerging artists. I also want to continue the 
outings which are invaluable to informing and 
educating members about contemporary art 
through their own visual experience. Finally, I 
want to continue to present art as permanent 
loans to many more organisations around the 
country.

Brenda Moore-McCann is a medical 
doctor and art historian based in Dublin. 

Mary Pavlides is Chair of the 
Contemporary Irish Arts Society (CIAS).
contemporaryirishartsociety.ie

Lijuan McQuillan, Tree Hole, 2020, oil on canvas; image courtesy of the artist and the Contemporary Irish Art Society.
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SOLSTICE ARTS CENTRE 
Navan, Co.Meath, C15 KWP1

solsticeartscentre.ie
046 909 2300

There is a forest in 
my backyard but my 

house is built from 
trees grown far away

Curated by Aet Ader, Helmi Marie 
Langsepp, Mari Möldre & St. John 

Walsh 

2929 January - 25 March 

The Golden Fleece 
Award: 21 years

Curated by Aisling Prior

23 April - 4 June

(L) ‘Butterry Building’, Robert Bourke Architects and (R) ‘The Bricoleurs’, OGU 
Architects © Aisling McCoy

Image: courtesy of the artists 

SAVE 10% OFF SUBSCRIPTION 
RATES TO THE IRISH ARTS REVIEW
ONE-YEAR SUBSCRIPTION FOR VAI MEMBERS NOW €44! 
BOOK A SUBSCRIPTION TODAY

Email: subscriptions@irishartsreview.com
Tel: +353 1 676 6711 

WWW.IRISHARTSREVIEW.COM

€ 1 0  ( S T G £ 9 )SPRING (MARCH-MAY 2022)

THE JOURNAL OF FINE ART, DESIGN, ARCHITECTURE, PHOTOGRAPHY, SCULPTURE, HERITAGE, DECORATIVE ARTS AND CRAFTS

              

O’Donoghue
              

O’Donoghue
Hughie

An Arts Council funding 
scheme for individual 
artists with disabilities.

Round 1 
Opens: 14 March
Deadline: 16 May 
at 4pm

Round 2
5 September
Deadline: 01 November 
at 4pm 

Download application forms, guidelines and  
Easy Read information from 14 March here: 
www.adiarts.ie/connect

Contact: connect@adiarts.ie

Arts +
Disability
Connect





summerschool@imma.ie
+353 1 612 9900 
imma.ie 

This interdisciplinary programme will be 
of particular interest to artists, students 
and graduates and anyone with an 
interest in the subject of self-determination. 
Deadline for applications 8 April.

Art and Politics #4  
Self-Determination

There will also be a 
programme of online talks 
open to the public.

        IMMA
INTERNATIONAL
SUMMER
      SCHOOL
2022

20 June – 8 July

The LAB Gallery 
Spring Programme
2022
AT THE STILL END OF THE WORLD
AN EXHIBITION BY EXPERIMENT! SCULPTURE AWARD WINNER 
RORY TANGNEY.
IN PARTNERSHIP WITH FIRE STATION ARTISTS’ STUDIOS AND 
SCULPTURE DUBLIN

WILD ACCUMULATIONS
KAREN EBBS

DECK
CLAIRE HALPIN

PREVIEW 3RD MARCH 6PM TO 8PM
EXHIBITIONS CONTINUE TO 23 APRIL 2022

The LAB Gallery, 
Foley Street, Dublin 1
01 222 5455

artsoffi  ce@dublincity.ie 
thelab.ie
@LabDCC 
facebook.com/TheLABGalleryDublin
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IRELAND’S ART BOOKSHOP
4 Temple Bar Street, D02 YK53, Dublin, Ireland.

thelibraryproject.ie – 00353 897058784 – info@thelibraryproject.ie   
Monday-Friday 11-6pm  •  Saturday & Sunday 12-6pm  •  Closed Bank Holidays
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