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Introduction 
 
We are currently in a time of transition from a relatively compact affiliated international 

art world to a global field of practice in the process of unification. This globalization of 

the art world manifests itself most visibly in the more than sixty biennials of 

contemporary art now operating worldwide, over forty of which have been established 

since 1980.1 The far-flung locations involved and the mobility of participant artists and 

curators testify to the concrete reality of a global art world.2 However, recent research 

points to the significant disjuncture between this image of the art world as a place which 

has been thoroughly globalized and the continued power of a select few geographic 

centres to steer the financial, conceptual and formal interests of art discourse. Larissa 

Buchholz and Ulf Wuggenig demonstrate for example that the sum of shares of artists 

from outside of Anglo-Saxon North American and Western European countries has 

never exceeded 11%, with only a 3% increase in 35 years of the “age of globalisation.”3 

Analyzing the identities of artists represented in today’s biennials vis-à-vis their places 

of residence, Chin-tao Wu concludes that the large majority of the global artists 

participating in today’s biennials furthermore live in New York and Western Europe.4 

How are we to consider this discrepancy?  

Infrastructural developments can and have taken place relatively quickly in art 

circles worldwide following increases in economic capital and an expanded global art 

market. The existence of digital and new media art has alleviated many of artists’ 

previous logistical barriers to participation in the international art world. Moreover,  

e-technology has secured a steady flow of discursive and visual information, hampered 

only by poor and government-censored access in some locations, and more seriously by 

                                                 
1 “Did you know?” All You Want to Know about International Art Biennials. Consulted: July 2010. 
<http://www.aaa.org.hk/onlineprojects/bitri/en/didyouknow.aspx> 
2 For some further insight into the issue of globalization in the art world see, for example, Mercer et al 
(1998), Meyer (2003), Lee (2003) and Enwezor (2003a; 2003b).  
3 Buchholz and Wuggenig have used the Capital Kunstcompass, a digital system that maps the symbolic 
capital and economic worth of artists for market purposes, as a means of testing the relative agency of 
global artists in current and past discourse (2005).  
4 Wu notes for example that until recently over 90 per cent of the artists represented in Documenta were 
from Europe or North America. The first really significant change in figures occurred with Okwui 
Enwezor’s Documenta 11 in 2002, when the proportion of Western artists fell to 60 per cent, a situation 
that continued in the 2007 edition. However, the proportion of those non-Western artists living in North 
America or in Europe was almost 100 per cent in 1982 and still remained at 76 per cent during 
Documenta 11 twenty years later. Wu divides Europe into East and West in her analyses, pointing out that 
the number of dominant countries in question is even smaller than it might appear. Buchholz and 
Wuggenig also single out London, Cologne, Paris and New York (2009). 
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language barriers. Yet the structural realities associated with cultural capital are more 

difficult to shift. A select few nations, rich with “great” art of the past, still have the 

authority to determine criteria for artistic quality in the present. These were the first to 

enter into artistic competition with the result that their national masterpieces came to 

form the basis of definitions of (great) art. This departure point lent the nations in 

question unevenly accumulated levels of cultural and symbolic capital that few other 

nations could ever compete with in the past or present.5 That these were also the former 

colonizing nations both proliferated and deepened the authority of these artistic 

definitions globally, which were often taken to define culture as such.  

Since the formation of national canons in the 19th century, nations have 

continued to measure themselves against one another and to establish hierarchies and 

relations of dependency; a situation which has created a complex and durable design 

(Casanova 2004: 83). The notion of modern art was based on this linear understanding 

of art history, which impeded the possibility of addressing the co-presence of 

heterogeneous histories and temporalities with the result that art from outside of the 

dominant art-producing centres was seen to have to catch up. Today, works from all 

over the world that wish to be accepted as contemporary are still expected to revolve 

around points of reference that are informed by (the most recent) debates in the 

dominant art centres. The implication is that artists from outside of these locations still 

have to catch up, despite the current existence of well-established centres of artistic and 

critical discourse production in nations all over the globe. Symbolic conflict over the 

aesthetic and conceptual paradigms of the global contemporary art world is thus 

foreclosed.  

Cultural capital is held most obviously in an objectified form in art works, 

museum and library collections, as well as in its institutionalized form in the highly 

valued qualifications that prestigious universities and academies confer. Yet it also 

exists in an embodied state in the form of long-lasting dispositions of mind and body, 

which are passed from one generation to the next. Because the social conditions for the 

                                                 
5 In Distinction Pierre Bourdieu, who coined the term symbolic capital, defines it as “a reputation for 
competence and an image of respectability and honourability that are easily converted into political 
positions as a local or national notable” (2006: 291). In an essay on the forms of capital, he describes 
symbolic capital as “capital – in whatever form – insofar as it is represented, i.e., apprehended 
symbolically, in a relationship of knowledge or, more precisely, of misrecognition and recognition” 
(1986: 258). It presupposes the intervention of a socially constituted cognitive capacity.  
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transmission and acquisition of embodied cultural capital are more difficult to recognize 

and pinpoint than those of objectified cultural capital, it is predisposed to function as 

symbolic capital – that is, to go unrecognized as capital as such, but rather to be seen as 

individual competences (Bourdieu 1986: 244). Without foreclosing the existence of 

varying levels of artistic talent, attention to uneven levels of cultural capital points to the 

unequal value attributed to different artistic dispositions. It points to the a priori 

privileging of certain critical positions, media, and aesthetic approaches, and the 

devaluing of others.  

People in positions of privilege typically acknowledge, legitimate and reproduce 

the common opinions of the dominant art centre as self-evident. This obscures from 

conscience and practice even the acknowledgment of other possible means of 

production. It is the power of this self-evidence, rather than the force of consciously 

undertaken acts of cultural exclusion, that forces arists who do not share these 

dispositions and values to choose between adopting discursive positions that relate 

disjunctively to their lived experience, or maintaining what is appears to others to be an 

anachronistic approach or mindset. This prior demand for adaptation to certain cultural 

and artistic norms is most concretely visible in the overwhelming tendency for global 

artists who are active participants in mainstream art discourse to already reside in 

Europe or the U.S.  

Curators play a central role in this process of value-making. They are among the 

most important time-keepers of the “universal artistic clock” which judges whether 

artists are behind or contemporary, and hence they provide my main focus (Casanova 

2004: 103). Standard professional curatorial practice aims to ensure a positive critical 

reception of the work of the artists in question and (intentionally or not) to increase the 

market value of their work. In order to achieve this, curatorial framing often involves 

highlighting aspects of an art work or artist’s oeuvre that are appealing to current art 

discourse preferences and thus evidently contemporary This in turn means a sidelining 

or overshadowing of aspects that are less appealing to the field in the dominant art 

producing centre and that can appear anachronistic. The visible relationship to dominant 

narratives can lay claim to more prestige and therefore career success for the artist and 

the curator, and often does. Yet, unwittingly, the side effects of the most professionally 

successful curatorial framing are often culturally hegemonic. What goes unsaid is that 
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the rhetoric speaking positions and references that are unappealing to the dominant 

centre often relate to artistic, cultural, social and political discourses and histories from 

outside of the dominant art producing centre, the value of which is not even considered. 

The foreclosure of other definitions of artistic interest severely undermines art’s role as 

a “cultural container” (Smiers 2005: 11).  

Curators have always been cultural brokers in this respect, but under present 

conditions their agency has greatly expanded. Burgeoning literature tells us that the role 

of curator has shifted from its prior meaning of “carer of the collection” – a task 

associated with connoisseurship, questions of authenticity and historical attribution – to 

a figure with almost as much agency as an artist in terms of generating the conditions of 

meaning for art works.6 A clear division between the work of the artist and that of the 

curator has also become practically impossible in cases where curators plan projects 

together with artists and/or integrate artworks into the curatorial concept at the moment 

of their production. Moreover, the curator has largely usurped the previous symbolic 

position of the art critic as taste-maker. This partly takes place because of the 

unprecendented growth and acceleration of the pace of the art market, which means that 

art works are now exhibited and bought before they have even been written about. 

There is currently much debate over the relative agency of the curator and artist in the 

determination of art’s content.7 Yet the tacit symbolic contract of professional 

discretion means that the specific content of the small but significant moments of 

conflict and power struggle rarely comes to light.  

                                                

All of this takes place against the background of the current expansion and 

professionalization of the curatorial field itself. Curators’ own self-understandings are in 

a process of transformation. Not surprisingly perhaps, curatorial practice is now seeking 

its histories, philosophies and theorizations of its many outcomes.8 Yet, due to the 

 
6 For a general discussion of this changing position see Heinich and Pollak (1996). Harald Szeeman’s 
exhibition When Attitudes Become Form (1969) is seen as definitive in this respect. See Obrist (2009: 80-
110) for an interview with Szeeman that outlines his curatorial career.  
7 See Verwoert (2005) for a discussion of the relative symbolic position of the artist vis-à-vis the curator 
from the 1960s to the present and Cooke (2008) for further insight into this debate. See also Arriola 
(2009/10) and O’ Neill (2009/10) for discussion of collective and collaborative curating; currently 
emerging alternatives to traditional artist-curator relationships. See also Mouffe (2007) on art activism.  
8 A growing amount of literature and a recent spate of conferences attest to this emerging field of study. 
Recent publications include Drabble and Richter (1999), Beech and Wade (2000), Thomas (2000), Hiller 
and Martin (2001), Thea (2001), Marincola (2001, 2008), Pingen (2003), Townsend (2003), Möntmann 
(2005), O’ Neill (2007), Rand and Kouris (2007), Altshuler (2008, 2009), Obrist (2009) and O’Neill and 
Wilson (2010). Staniszewski (2001) and Noordegraaf (2004) focus on the issue of curatorial display 
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globalization of the art market and the rise in importance of the independent curator, it 

has become the norm to address curating in isolation from the particularities of situated 

art histories and socio-cultural discourses or what I call its “locatedness.”9 Moreover, 

curatorial history as it is currently being written revolves around a relatively small 

number of exhibitions that took place in Western Europe and the U.S. after 1960 along 

highly specific lines of artistic thinking. This unhinges curatorial discourse from an 

important problematic being discussed in the discipline of art history right now – 

namely how to move from a discursive structure based on national art histories to a 

globalized art history or discourse and how to do so vis-à-vis the entrenched dislocated 

“Story of Art.”10  

The rejection of locatedness in curatorial discourse is related to a general 

consensus that explicitly representational curating – curation that takes artists to be 

representative of particular national or cultural origins – is passé. This attitude reflects 

confidence in the fact that artists worldwide share the language of art that has been 

proliferated through global biennial curating. It is also a response to the after-affects of 

identity politics discourses of the 1980s and 1990s which, while opening the way for 

greater inclusion of global artists, also showed explicitly representational curating to be 

essentializing and offensive. As I see it, the central issue in the present is no longer the 

inclusion of global artists in the cultural field, as it was in identity politics discourse, but 

rather how the value of cultural production is defined and determined and in whose 

interest. I want to ask if there is space to work against these professional norms and the 

culturally hegemonic force of Value as defined by the Western canon that inform them, 

in order to enable more symbolic conflict over the definition of artistic quality itself. It 

                                                                                                                                               
specifically. Recent conferences in London alone have included Landmark Exhibitions: Contemporary 
Art Shows Since 1968 held at Tate Modern, from 10-11 October 2008; Exhibitions and the World at 
Large, April 3 2009, Art and the Social: Exhibitions of Contemporary Art in the 1990s, 30 April 2010 and 
The Contingency of Curating, on May 21 2010, all held at Tate Britain.  
9 Biennial curators have increasingly developed their narratives to reflect a greater sense of site-
specificity. There is however a limit to the locatedness of discourse that is acceptable. Take for example 
the 2002 Shanghai Biennial, which, despite its stated curatorial focus on urban developments in China 
and their consequences for society, was criticized internationally for its dominant focus on Chinese artists, 
who made up almost half of those represented. Instead, most Biennials pride themselves on their cultural 
diversity – the number of artists and the range of countries they come from. See also Identity Theft: The 
Cultural Colonization of Contemporary Art, a book of essays that address the question of whether 
contemporary artists are in a position to resist incorporation in corporate and political discourses (Harris 
2008). See Oguibe (2004) for a specific analysis of African artists vis-à-vis the system of the art market. 
See Smiers (2003) for analysis of the protection of cultural diversity in the arts in a globalizing time. 
10 See Elkins (2006) and Zijlmans (2007) for examples of this discourse.  
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goes without saying that there can be no return to the identity politics discourse in the 

present. Let me briefly recall its shortcomings before considering what kind of 

alternatives might overcome them. In addition I will address the ways in which 

globalization and the merging of the cultural and economic sectors have shifted the 

stakes of identity discourse in the present.  

Most detrimentally, by suspending the necessarily tenuous situatedness of 

individual artists and the possibilities of negotiation and play in identity formation to 

foreground the social urgency of global artists’ inclusion, the curators behind the 

identity-driven exhibitions of the 1980s and ’90s often sacrificed the resonance of much 

of the art work on view.11 The aesthetic and conceptual content of works was 

overshadowed by the all-too-heavy burden of “representing” identity, with artistic 

representation and political representation conflated into one. This meant, among other 

things, that identity politics seemed to be of political concern alone. It seemed to 

provide little in terms of aesthetic interest for mainstream art. Furthermore, it soon 

became evident that a seamless relationship between the represented and the (curatorial) 

representation was impossible. This emerged in practical terms through the negative 

reception of explicitly representational exhibitions and in theoretical terms through the 

work of poststructuralist authors.  

As we know, the outcome of identity politics discourse in the art world was 

often a politically correct quantification of fixed identities. There is no doubt that there 

was subsequently a greater level of inclusion of artists from outside of Europe and the 

U.S. in international art discourse. Yet I have suggested that the impact on the agency of 

those artists to co-define the terms of art discourse was far less substantial. Identity 

politics discourse rather entrenched an existing polarization of positionalities within art 

discourse, with art works from outside the North American/Western European axis seen 

as located (and inherently political) and those within the axis assumed to be culturally 

neutral (and apolitical). This conception persists today in the construct of “cultural 

diversity,” in which certain national cultures continue to be the unspoken measure of 

cultural neutrality against which cultural otherness is defined.12 This binarity has been 

                                                 
11 In my formulation I draw on Charles Wright’s review of the 1993 edition of the Whitney Biennial, a 
central object of analysis in identity politics critique of curation (2004).  
12 The framing of the politics of culture as a question of cultural diversity becomes more problematic in 
light of philosopher and cultural theorist Slavoj Žižek’s observation of the concomitant culturalisation of 
politics as the ideological basis of neoliberalism. He points to the current tendency to frame social and 
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upheld in recent curatorial conferences, which address questions of location or identity 

as if they are only relevant to non-Western nations.13 Nations are clearly not the only 

cultural container. Yet their centrality to processes of canonization, and thus to the 

accumulation and maintenance of cultural and symbolic capital, makes the recent 

denigration of the national referent in contemporary art discourse problematic.  

Crucially, identity politics discourse neglected to address the identity of 

institutions. Without the wider situating of identity issues within the institution of art 

itself, and curatorial discourse in particular, the emphasis fell all too heavily on the 

identity of individual artists and curators. In the absence of an articulated notion of 

curatorial ideology as larger than, if dependent on, the individual curator, critiques of 

exhibitions like Magiciens de la Terre, held at the Centre Georges Pompidou and the 

Musée National d'art Moderne, La Villette in Paris in 1989 and the 1993 Whitney 

Biennial in New York often transmuted into an attack on the prejudices of the individual 

curator. The hegemonic drive of the norms of curating was largely unaddressed. 

Individual artists were left to solve the unresolved discourse on an individual level, 

while curators shifted their focus to developing a plethora of curatorial forms to respond 

to new artistic developments, many of which can barely be distinguished from the 

curatorial models associated with them.14  

                                                                                                                                               
political problems as a question of cultural tolerance, rather than problems of inequality, exploitation or 
injustice. They are presented as something natural and thus neutralized as cultural difference or ways of 
life. Drawing on Walter Benjamin, he suggests that this situation calls for a politicization of culture 
(2008).  
13 Let us consider for example how, for example, in Rotterdam Dialogues: The Curators symposium on 
held at the Witte de With art centre in Rotterdam, The Netherlands on March 6 2009, the panel addressing 
locatedness was made up exclusively of curators from outside of Western Europe, in great contrast to the 
panels on curating in general. There is also a persisting tendency to only address identity issues in relation 
to exhibitions that directly address identity as if it was irrelevant to other kinds of art. Consider for 
example how at Exhibitions and the World at Large, a conference hosted by Afterall at Tate Britain, 
London on Friday 03 April 2009,  the case studies were two identity politics exhibitions held in London 
in the 1990s, despite the interim globalization of the art world.  
14 Artist Jeff Wall offers a summary of these new art forms that suggests their open-ended 
structures. He describes them as “events containing events, platforms inducing event-structures – 
tentative, yet spectacular models of new social forms, rooted in community action, ephemeral 
forms of labour, critical urbanism, deconstructivist tourism, theatricalized institutional critique, 
anarchic interactive media games, radical pedagogies, strategies of wellness, hobbies and therapies, 
rusticated technologies  of shelter, theatres of memory, populist historiographies, and a thousand 
other ‘stations,’ ‘sites,’ and ‘plateaus’” (2006: 25). Many of these art forms developed out of an 
artistic focus on social relations rather than objecthood. In the late 1990s curator Nicholas 
Bourriaud coined the term “relational aesthetics” to describe this development. See Bourriaud 
(2002).  
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While the diversification of contemporary curatorial practice appears to 

undermine curation’s relative autonomy, this fluidity also sustains its agency under 

current cultural conditions. The ways in which these new forms of curatorial practice 

relate to staple forms of exhibition-making is complexly informed by changing 

structures of cultural activity and social viewing codes. Yet the art world does not jump 

from one system to another in such a way that the possibility of a new system coincides 

with the impossibility of the former system. Rather, all forms of artistic expression 

depend on historically constituted systems of possibilities that determine forms of 

visibility or criteria of evaluation (Rancière 2009a: 50). So too, the field of possibilities 

for new curatorial forms is informed by the norms and values of traditional curating. 

Before we can come to terms with the current curatorial moment, it thus seems 

important to identify the methodological and philosophical paths by which curating 

reached its present status quo. What kind of disciplinary premises informed these 

developments? How have they affected the establishment and administration of the 

meanings of art?  

 Rather than addressing exhibitions as isolated curatorial acts, I wish to articulate 

a long-term vision of how the internal dynamics and values of the norms of professional 

curation interweave, problematise and fundamentally clash with art’s complex 

imbrication in the cultural and political functions of representation. I will do so in 

relation to the representation of art associated with one nation in one location in order to 

make visible how the underlying drive towards prestige demands the reproduction of 

certain discourses. I will show how the re-articulation and transformations of those 

discourses are related to wider cultural, social and political shifts, and with them, 

renegotiations of sources of value (both critical and economic). My aim is to 

demonstrate the relevance of creating alternative curatorial strategies to enable a 

redistribution of cultural and symbolic capital and to sketch out some initial ideas in this 

direction.  

The case study in question is the representation of Irish art in London. As a 

European country and a former British colony, Ireland provides a unique perspective 

from which to question the binary axiology that underpins identity politics and cultural 

diversity discourses. It is precisely in its holding of multiple levels of subordination and 

dominance that Ireland prompts a more complex approach to colonialism and to the 
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binary understanding of power and otherness that underpin art discourse. Edward Said 

was among the first to consider the potential of Ireland’s position in this respect. His 

discussion of Irish literature within a postcolonial framework in The World, the Text and 

the Critic (1983) and Culture and Imperialism (1994) led to worldwide scholarly 

engagement.15 His lecture, “Yeats and Decolonization,” published as a pamphlet by 

Field Day Theatre Company in Ireland in 1988, was a particularly important catalyst for 

domestic post-colonial study of Irish literature.  

The proposition that Ireland’s position productively challenges the binary 

thinking underpinning postcolonial theory has yet to be fully explored in relation to art 

discourse.16 The Irish art world’s cultural and symbolic capital is drawn explicitly from 

the international, and not national, affiliations of Irish artists, historically and at present. 

Curating an exhibition at the Turku Art Museum in Finland in 2002, Maija Koskinen 

noticed that the working title “Irish Contemporary Art” aroused contradictory or even 

defensive reactions in some of the artists. This ambivalent sense of identification hints 

at Ireland’s contradictory cultural dispositions, which I associate with postcolonial 

cultural conditions. I can count myself among those who had no awareness of the 

influence of these dynamics on my former practice as an artist. It was only with the 

distance afforded by emigration to mainland Europe that I could start to examine my 

own ambivalences regarding Irish identity and the very notion of Irish art. It was in fact 

in the course of research on the European and American reception of Japanese art that I 

started to consider what Ireland’s position might mean for art discourse. 

The notion that Ireland is a former colony remains controversial and, on an 

academic level, is actively opposed by revisionist historians. The most outspoken 

contestations include the nation’s geographic location in Europe which, by extension, 

means active participation in Western market capitalism and a predominantly white 

population. There is further debate surrounding the criteria for defining colonial status, 

given that British rule of Ireland changed constitutionally from direct British control in 

the 16th and 17th centuries to granting Ireland its own parliament in the 18th century, to 

acquiring so-called equal status following the Act of Union of 1801. Postcolonial 

                                                 
15 See also his afterword for a more recent anthology of writings on Irish postcolonial discourse (2003).  
16 Most writers addressing art from this position work in Irish Studies departments focusing on literature. 
They include David Lloyd, Luke Gibbons and Colin Graham, literary postcolonial scholars whose work I 
will draw on in the course of my study.  

 9



scholars point rather to a cosmetic parity of esteem which masked the ongoing 

subjugation in the 18th and 19th centuries. Ireland’s historic role as colony was 

nevertheless complicated by its complicity at different levels of operation.17 Following 

the division of the island of Ireland into an independent Republic of Ireland and the 

British–ruled territory of Northern Ireland in 1921, debates surrounding colonialism and 

conflicts over the status of Northern Ireland became inseparable. To assert that Ireland 

is a former colony is to question, if not reject, the legitimacy of British government in 

Northern Ireland.  

The exhibitions I look at take place against a backdrop of these transforming 

Irish-British relations. This relationship was at its most volatile in recent history during 

the Troubles in Northern Ireland, which, starting in the late 1960s, consisted of about 

thirty years of violent acts between the (mostly Catholic) nationalist community who 

wanted to reunite with the Republic of Ireland and the (mostly Protestant) unionist 

community who wanted to remain part of Britain. This violence was carried out by the 

armed campaigns of paramilitary groups, including the republican Provisional I.R.A. 

(Irish Republican Army) and the unionist Ulster Volunteer force as well as the British 

army and police. The Troubles were brought to an official end by a peace process which 

resulted in the Good Friday Agreement, signed in 1998.18 In 2005, the Provisional I.R.A. 

declared an end to its campaign. In 2007 a devolved government returned to Northern 

Ireland led by unionist and nationalist parties.  

Received national art historical models may not prepare us mentally or culturally 

for the current situation but they still determine the way we respond to it.19 It seems to 

me that a much more complex conception of the nation “as an intersection of social, 

economic and political relations, rather than a bounded geographic location” is 

necessary if the uneven positions of nations and cultures in today’s art discourse are to 

be understood and challenged (Doherty 2007: 103). As Chantal Mouffe has proposed:  

                                                 
17 For a summary of general debates surrounding Irish postcolonial status and the nation’s complicity with 
British politics, see Cleary (2003) and Flannery (2005). For a deeper analysis of colonial status vis-à-vis 
economics, culture and politics in 19th century Ireland, see McDonough (2005). For revisionist 
contestations of Irish postcoloniality see Foster (2001) and Kenny and Louis (2004).  
18 This reiterated the long-held British position, never before fully acknowledged by Irish governments, 
that Northern Ireland will remain within the United Kingdom until a majority votes otherwise. The British 
Government agreed for the first time that the people of the island of Ireland as a whole have the right to 
solve the issues between North and South by mutual consent, without any outside interference. 
19 I paraphrase Griselda Pollock from an observation made at the National Identity and Visual Culture 
conference, held at the Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam on June 10-11 2010. 
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It is only when we discard the view of the subject as an agent both rational 
and transparent to itself, and discard as well the supposed unity and 
homogeneity of the ensemble of its positions, that we are in a position to 
theorize the multiplicity of relations of subordination. A single individual 
can be the bearer of this multiplicity and be dominant in one relation while 
subordinated in another. (2006: 77) 

 

Today, many curators are situated uncomfortably in between unambivalent 

identification with their position of power within the field and rejection of that power 

and identification with the dominated in society.20 My focus on various forms of capital 

in the following chapters highlights ways in which British and Irish curators and artists 

simultaneously inhabit positions of power and non-power. We will see that it is often 

through their professionalism and sometimes through their investment in cultural 

diplomacy that the curators in question bring about hegemonic results.  

 While globalizing markets have meant that corporations have stripped nations 

of their traditional agency, state support of art remains central in many locations. Its 

form and function, however, is transforming.21 There is a significant blurring of the 

terrain between state-funded art infrastructures and the commercial interests of private 

galleries. Individual artists are typically affiliated with commercial galleries in multiple 

locations, which indicates the extent to which national representations have vested 

private as well as public interests. The endeavours of commercial galleries are in turn 

increasingly supported by state funding, in response to the decreasing opportunities for 

state organizations to mount national pavilions at major biennials (Murphy 2007: 28). 

The larger friction between globalized markets and the symbolic order of culture creates 

a mish-mash referential field in which fixed (national) identity markers knock against 

globalized and transnational identity markers and national discourses underpin cultural 

discourse in erratic and uneven ways.22 The nuances of identities and their associated 

values and histories are also flattened in the well-branded exhibition products produced 

by museums that have been forced to trade much of their traditional civil and 
                                                 
20 Andrea Fraser made this observation in a presentation given at the Museum 21: Institution Idea 
Practice conference, held at the Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin on November 12-13 2008.  
21 For an analysis of the transition from state-led to corporate driven culture in general, and in relation to 
the U.S. and Britain in particular, see especially Wu (2003).  
22 This dynamic is part of a larger friction that arises between the sphere of production in late capitalism 
and the symbolic order of culture which still partially supports it, despite being simultaneously in 
contradiction to it. For an elaboration of this status quo from a Marxist perspective see Eagleton (1990: 
374). 
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educational remit for commercial competitiveness.23 We will see Irish artists develop a 

range of strategies to deal with this contradictory playing field.  

In order to address the question of how the value of cultural production is 

defined and determined and in whose interest, the current situation requires a 

consideration of value as cultural, economic and political. Only on the basis of such an 

assessment can we bridge the gap between postcolonial discourse’s emphasis on the 

cultural basis of history (which informed identity politics discourse) and globalization 

theory’s highlighting of the cultural basis of the economic.24 This forces us to think 

beyond the traditional divide between the Humanities and the social sciences. The 

notions of “cultural capital” and “symbolic capital,” that are crucial to understanding the 

deep structural stasis within the art world, were coined by French sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu (1930-2002). From my perspective, Bourdieu’s wider theoretical concepts for 

conceiving the dynamics of the art world from a sociological perspective offer a suitable 

model for rethinking the art world in its present state. Crucially, they enable a 

reintegration and reconception of value in art discourse within the circuits of both 

cultural and economic capital.25  

For Bourdieu each individual occupies a position in a multidimensional social 

space and is defined by the various forms of capital he or she bears. The individual in 

question articulates those forms differently depending on which relatively autonomous 

fields of life he or she is engaging with; each having its own specific complex of social 

relations.26 Bourdieu observed that in the field of the art world, the accumulation of 

recognizable forms of cultural and symbolic capital (prestige) was central to an artist’s 

chances of climbing the career ladder. He was critical of how individual success was 

                                                 
23 In Re-imagining the Museum: Beyond the Mausoleum, Andrea Witcomb traces the passage from 
education to market niches in the mission statements of the Australian National Maritime Museum as an 
example of this process. She notes how “the breaking down of the ‘public’ into a series of market niches 
was explained away as a more effective way to reach the public” (2003: 48).  
24 In my formulation I draw on Krishnaswamy (2002: 108) who suggests that postcolonial scholar Gayatri 
Spivak’s work bridges this gap.  
25 See Beasley-Murray for an analysis of value in Bourdieu relative to economic understandings of value 
in contemporary discourse and historical Marxism (2000).  
26 In The Field of Cultural Production Bourdieu explains that “a field is a separate social universe having 
its own laws of functioning independent of those of politics and the economy. The existence of a writer, 
as fact and as value, is inseparable from the existence of the literary field as an autonomous universe 
endowed with specific principles of evaluation of practices and works. To understand Flaubert or 
Baudelaire, or any writer, major or minor, is first of all to understand what the status of writer consists of 
at the moment considered; that is, more precisely, the social conditions of the possibility of this social 
function, of this social personage” (2008: 162-3).  
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often addressed as if it was disconnected from these wider conditions for the production 

of discourse. In The Rules of Art he questioned the way the myth of the autonomous 

artist “directs the gaze towards the apparent producer and prevents us from asking who 

has created this ‘creator’’” (1996: 167). 27 In it place, he developed a further series of 

terms – habitus, field and field of power – to articulate the dynamic relationship 

between artistic dispositions, art discourse and the politics of culture. In my analyses I 

will use these concepts to supplement notions like “identity” and “representation” which 

cannot fully cover the multi-layered operations at work.  

Let me briefly elaborate on Bourdieu’s definition of the terms in question. The 

habitus is a set of dispositions, tendencies and inclinations that are the result of a 

person’s internalization of the logic of specific fields or social practices into which he or 

she is socialized: 

 
The conditioning associated with a particular class of conditions of 
existence produce habitus, systems of durable transposable dispositions, 
structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, 
as principles which generate and organize practices and representations that 
can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a 
conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary 
in order to attain them. (1990: 53)  

 

Habitus has a macrological texture in the sense that people with a shared cultural 

background are seen to embody many shared dispositions. Yet it is also socially 

differentiated according to one’s position in social space, as well as being informed by 

the micrological texture of a whole range of individual experience. This includes the 

influence of such factors as class background, regional origin and intersubjective 

relationships, as well as the impact of major moments of change in social environment, 

such as is brought about through emigration.  

Artists are typically addressed in terms that conflate their role as professional 

practitioner with their subjectivity. The underlying notion that art is pure expression is 

foundational to art’s wider appreciation by the general public as well as its unique value 

on the art market. In terms of the understandings of the critical gatekeepers of the art 

                                                 
27 For an overview of how Bourdieu sees artists in relation to wider socio-cultural and political 
discourses, see especially Bourdieu’s essay “But Who Created the ‘Creators’?” (1995). See also Michael 
Grenfell and Cheryl Hardy’s Art Rules: Pierre Bourdieu and the Visual Arts (2007) for an introduction to 
Bourdieu’s work on visual art.  
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world, the definition of the professional artist is, rather, his or her engagement with 

existing art discourse. Bourdieu’s conception of the relationship between habitus and 

what he calls field enables analysis of ways in which the art work is informed by the 

opinions, trends and tastes of the art world to which the artist belongs or aspires to 

belong. It starts to open up the complex relationship between where one comes from 

and how one makes art; the two meanings of representation that the term “identity,” as it 

has been used in art discourse, conflates as synonymous. Emphasis on the habitus-field 

relationship allows a shift away from the assumed visibility of identity markers in art. It 

makes space to consider how values, norms and beliefs which are deeply woven into the 

social and cultural fabric manifest as narrative structural positions, rhetorical tropes and 

habits of perception in art works. It helps to explains why an artist would feel under 

pressure to adapt his or her expression in keeping with the norms of an art world in a 

location other than his or her place of origin. 

A shift in focus to the relative exchange rate of different national identities in 

terms of cultural and symbolic capital enables us furthermore to consider the play of 

identity in a transactional art world. I will look at artists’ role in highlighting and 

underplaying aspects of their own identity construction in collaboration with the curator 

with a view to greater success in the field. We will see that artists’ self-understandings 

in terms of their national identity affect their art production. Moreover, curators’ 

understandings of an artist’s identity will be seen to inform fundamental aspects of their 

representation of the work. I will demonstrate that, rather than being of ethical interest 

alone, challenging received readings of national identity can bring about very different 

understandings of artists’ oeuvres.  

Bourdieu stresses the complicity of the field with the habitus and we will see 

that judgements on what constitutes the interest of an art work are also informed by 

dominant social and political norms specific to the location of the field. To think 

through the relationship between the habitus and the field is effectively to re-locate the 

apparently culturally neutral art discourses of dominant centres of art production. This 

as a necessary step towards the redistribution of cultural and symbolic capital because 

the field itself operates within what Bourdieu refers to as a field of power, a range of 

mechanisms intended to accumulate and preserve differentiated but convertible forms of 

capital. This third element allows a consideration of the relationship between the 
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micropolitics of the art world and the wider macropolitical level. It makes space, among 

other things, for the political origins of the field, which may no longer be visible in the 

present. As Pascale Casanova highlights, the longer established the field, the less visible 

its political origins become (2004: 101). In fact the non-located speaking position 

inhabited by many contemporary artists from Europe and the U.S. is telling of the 

relative privilege and long establishment of their respective fields. In such privileged 

countries, the state maintains a dynamic relationship to the art world by securing its 

apparent autonomy. I will address this field of power at the national and inter-national 

level. Thanks to the long duration of my case study, we will observe shifts in the 

cultural and symbolic capital of Irishness and the relative value of Irish art as the nation 

goes through economic recession in the 1950s and 1980s and an economic boom in the 

1990s, known as the Celtic Tiger economy.  

The exhibitions I will examine in my case studies take place in museums and 

galleries over a period of sixty years. The histories of these exhibitions have yet to be 

written. Yet many of them are landmark exhibitions in the context of Irish art in the 

sense that they were pioneering in their specific critical framings. My approach will be 

to undertake a kind of “double reading” of their contents with a view to thinking the 

unthought within the curatorial framing. I will often read against the grain of the stated 

intentions of the curator in order to reveal the multiple readings pressing for attention 

within the narratives themselves. My aim is less to critique the specific curatorial acts 

than to find out what these deconstructions might mean for present and future curatorial 

interventions. I “lever open” the given curatorial discourses through the location of 

“blind spots” and consider how they might be overcome through the creation of new 

curatorial strategies.28 I hope that in taking these exhibitions as departure points for 

rethinking the present, I also do justice to their respective inventiveness. 

It seems to me that in shifting all too rapidly from the explicitly representational 

discourse of the 1990s to the anti-representational discourse of the 2000s, the creative 

and emancipatory possibilities that go with considering the possibility and nature of a 

truly post-representational discourse have been cut short. I will try to unravel and 

elaborate on some of those possibilities over the course of the next five chapters. More 

specifically, I will consider the curatorial relevance of postcolonial scholar Gayatri 

                                                 
28 I draw here on Simon Critchley’s description of deconstruction (2008: 3).  
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Spivak’s observation of the need for ethical representational practices in the interests of 

postcolonial politics as well as a radical deconstruction of representation as such.29 

Spivak has tried to bring about a convergence of postcolonial discourse theory, Marxist 

discourse and deconstruction by stressing parallels between their respective critiques, an 

approach that makes her observations an important tenet in my research. I hope that, by 

following in the tracks of representation’s failures, I can open up a more nuanced 

ground for the articulation of the complexity of identities, and with it a wider range of 

political meanings and possibilities. I will propose the possibility of “inhabit[ing] the 

very cracks that open up between the promise of representation and its contingency” to 

develop post-representational representation (Laclau 2007: 87-88). Inspired by 

deconstruction, I will offer some tentative ideas for the further development of 

traditional exhibition forms.  

My use of Bourdieu’s work to come to such conclusions goes against some of 

his personal reservations about deconstruction. Nevertheless, in Bourdieu’s critique of 

Jacques Derrida’s reading of Kant in The Truth of Painting which appears in his seminal 

Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Bourdieu found himself 

constrained to admit that Derrida raises many of the questions also implied in his own 

sociological reading, albeit in a very different stylistic register (Loesberg 1993: 1035).30 

While Bourdieu’s work has previously inspired older debates over spontaneity and 

structure, I want to emphasize its compatibility with deconstruction, which puts these 

oppositions into question.31 My juxtaposition of Bourdieu’s concepts with postcolonial 

discourse analysis is also not standard practice, but it seems compatible with the wider 
                                                 
29 In an essay entitled “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” Spivak outlines the possibility 
for a poststructural approach to historiography and, by extension, a transformed enunciative position for 
the subject (2006: 270-304). See also Radhakrishnan (2008) for an analysis of the position of the subject 
in relation to postcolonial discourse, post-structuralism and Marxism. See also May (1995) for a 
discussion of the ethical need for representation and the relationship between this ethical demand and 
poststructuralist thought.  
30 Similarly, Johanne Angermüller points to the fact that in his analysis of Flaubert, the case study 
Bourdieu chooses to theorize the habitus, field, field of power interrelationship, he never speaks of reality 
but of “le réel (the real), or the effects of the real: “The real is the reality of the fictional that has recourse 
to concrete histories and singular events. Since the functioning of the ‘effect of the real’ depends on the 
meaning-generating structures of shared schemes of perception, the fictional representation of reality is 
ultimately linked by the common sense” (2001: 187). See also Loesberg (1997) and Angermüller (1998) 
for Bourdieu’s work in relation to deconstruction.  
31 Poststructuralist theories of consciousness and language suggest that all forms of expression share a 
common distancing from oneself so that meaning can arise. This is not only meaning for others, but also 
the meaning of oneself to oneself. The self is thus always in production rather than forming a fixed 
ground. My formulation here draws on Spivak (2006: 292). See also Eaglestone and Glendinning (2008) 
for a consideration of Derrida’s effect on philosophy from a number of perspectives.  
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parallels Spivak identifies between the critiques of postcolonial and poststructural 

thought.32 

During the course of writing I had the opportunity to test the wider validity of 

Bourdieu’s sociological conception of the art world through my co-curation of a two-

year artistic research project, Here as the Centre of the World (2006-7), with Gabriëlle 

Schleijpen and Alite Thijsen.33 Partly in response to the centralized steering of art 

discourse by a few select locations, we set out to engage with six cities worldwide as 

centres of art discourse production in their own right: Taipei, Damascus, Beirut, 

Khartoum, Diyarbakir and Enschede in the Netherlands. The project consisted mainly of 

a series of ten-day workshops involving site-specific collaborative artistic research as 

well as related programmes of panel discussions, lectures and debates on local artistic, 

social and cultural discourses. Through these means the complex relationships between 

habitus, field and field of power relationships were made palpable for the 75 participant 

artists, curators and partner institutions. Crucially, artists participated in their place of 

residence and at least one other location. This brought about an estrangement from their 

habitus and the taken-for-granted aspects of the discourse of their local field. It showed 

the existence of multiple competing paradigms for contemporary art; differences that 

could not be neatly packaged as cultural diversity because the collaborative art-making 

process forced negotiation.  

Here as the Centre of the World has been an important parallel research to the 

studies I present here. It showed me the highly complex and differentiated ways that the 

state intervenes both directly and indirectly in holding open the field for art production. 

Working in Diyarbakir highlighted both the emancipatory aspects of nationhood and the 

epistemic violence that often underpins national sovereignty. Damascus showed me the 

fragility and potency of contemporary art as an agent of free speech. The global reach of 

the project might have tempted me to forego the geographic specificity of my main case 

study, but, if anything, the opposite was the case. I became increasingly aware of how 

the neglect of the interweavings of contemporary art discourse vis-à-vis art historical 

developments in each location stood in the way of deeper understandings of the 

complex relationship between culture, the field of art and the political regime. Moreover, 

                                                 
32 For an analysis of Bourdieu’s thinking in relation to postcolonial discourse, see Puwar (2008).  
33 See Cotter, Schleijpen and Thijsen (2009). See also http://www.dutchartinstitute.nl/here-as-the-centre-
of-the-world/home.html.   
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I saw more clearly that the locatedness of European art discourse specifically must be 

made conscious in order to break down the imaginary division between mainstream and 

other art. 

In The Emancipated Spectator, Rancière highlights that most of us still cling to a 

rather simple model of political efficacy when it comes to art. He compares this model 

to classical Greek understandings of theatre in which the stage, the audience and the 

world were comprised in one and the same continuum. The play’s capacity to produce 

“ethical effects in the minds of the spectator” was taken for granted (2009b: 61). Yet, as 

Rancière acknowledges, so-called “political” or “critical” art has filled and thus 

obscured the gap left by the absence of a much more complex discourse on aesthetics 

and politics. My aim in this study is to work towards re-establishing some of the 

conditions of intelligibility of that gap in curatorial discourse in particular, and 

especially those surrounding the notion of identity.  

In chapter one, I examine a retrospective exhibition of William Orpen (1878-

1931), an artist whose life spanned the period before and after Irish Independence. 

Although the exhibition is held in London in 2005, it emerges that the issues addressed 

by identity politics remain unresolved. Rather than being merely a case of a culturally 

reductive reception however, a further analysis of the second staging of the exhibition in 

Dublin suggests that the exhibition narrative has been adapted in keeping with the 

artist’s differing sources of critical and market value in each location. Yet both seem 

unable to fully address the complexity of Orpen’s postcolonial identity. I examine how 

understandings of the artist’s oeuvre become affected in the process of this curatorial 

framing and reframing. What appears to be a mere issue of national identity offers the 

means for an aesthetic reorientation of the retrospective as a whole.  

In chapter two, I look more specifically at the relationship between curating, 

identity formation and the art market. I follow the early career trajectories of two Irish-

born London-based artists, Louis Le Brocquy and Francis Bacon in the post-war period. 

I look at the interrelationship between the curatorial framing of their national identities, 

past and present, in Britain and Ireland. This chapter deconstructs the assumed 

naturalness of artists’ assimilation in particular national canons and tracks a general 

curatorial bias towards the accumulated cultural capital of dominant nations. I question 

how much leeway there is in curatorial practice to go against the normative drive 

 18



towards the accumulation of prestige and sketch out possibilities for curatorial 

alternatives.  

In chapter three, I examine whether nationally-framed exhibitions offer the 

potential for a redistribution of cultural and symbolic capital. My case study is Without 

the Walls, a group exhibition showcasing nine Irish artists working outside of traditional 

art forms. It was held at the I.C.A. in the spring of 1980 as one of three contemporary 

art exhibitions in the A Sense of Ireland festival, which I briefly compare. We see that 

each of the curators attempts to solve the problem of derivativeness that undermines the 

perceived value of postcolonial cultural production. However, they all come to an 

impasse of some sort with regard to creating alternative narrative productions of 

Irishness. I follow James Coleman’s artistic strategies with a view to the solutions they 

might provide for this curatorial cul-de-sac; opening the way for post-representational 

curating. 

In chapter four, I examine a comparative exhibition of Mexican, Chicano and 

Irish contemporary art, held in London in 1996 at the tail end of identity politics 

discourse. The artists are presented in terms of potential postcolonial commonalities. I 

re-examine the show from the unaddressed aspect of race. I reflect on the contingency 

of Irish whiteness due to the British framing of Irish as black in the nineteenth century, 

an issue which re-emerges around the time of the exhibition when definitions of Irish 

culture as white are confronted due to a sudden influx of immigrants during the Celtic 

Tiger economic boom. My analysis enables an examination of the often unspoken 

colour line that informs definitions of otherness in art. We will see that many of the 

contradictions of the racial construction of Irishness derive from the capacity of any one 

individual to be at once “inside and outside,” “subject and object of racist discourse,” a 

situation which poses the challenge of how to address multiplicity and contradiction in  

curatorial discourse (Lloyd 1991: 88).  

In the first four chapters, it becomes evident that the symbolic power relation 

between individuals or institutions engenders the social conditions of the possibility of 

establishing (artistic) discourse. In chapter five, I specifically negotiate the interplay 

between the authority of the curator, social opinion and artists' own reflections on their 

practices and identities. My point of departure is an exhibition entitled 0044, 

representing the work of Irish artists resident in London, which was held in 1999. I look 
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especially at embodied aspects of cultural capital, focusing on the voice. I draw on the 

artists’ interviews from the catalogue, the curatorial essay, a related interview with the 

curator and wider critical response to issues surrounding Irish emigration to Britain. I 

examine the uneasy transition from national to transnational art discourse in practice in 

relation to the curatorial concept.   

 The research I present here occupies a space that Irit Rogoff has called “the 

curatorial” – a space for thinking about curating as more than the sum of its visible parts; 

as a field with agency, in spite of its multiple compromises.34 Given that curators are 

busy with the problems of insufficient budgets, recalcitrant lenders, space constraints 

and competing institutional imperatives and priorities, this level of analysis appears to 

be utopian in its drive and in many respects it is. Keeping in mind the enormous energy 

that goes into the production of exhibitions, my critique and analysis can also be taken 

as parasitic in their approach. Yet, if the agencies of curatorial endeavors are to be 

recognized and harnessed, it seems necessary to make a more engaged theoretical 

analysis – both of curation itself and its attendant discourses. A proliferation of voices 

from various positions on the theory-practice continuum appears to be necessary to do 

justice to the complexity of curating, which is itself a discourse about discourse. 

 
 

                                                 
34 Rogoff made these observations in a keynote lecture given at the Rotterdam Dialogues: The Curators 
symposium on held at the Witte de With art centre in Rotterdam, The Netherlands on March 6 2009.   
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Chapter One 

William Orpen: Between Seeming and Being 

 

William Orpen: Politics, Sex and Death, held at the Imperial War Museum in London in 

2005, was the first major exhibition of William Orpen’s (1878-1931) work in Britain 

since 1933. Robert Upstone, Curator of Modern British Art at Tate Britain and specialist 

in 19th-century British painting, was invited as guest-curator. The retrospective was 

intended to critically re-appraise the artist, a task made more important by the 

discrepancy between Orpen’s posthumous critical neglect and his fame and high artistic 

status in his lifetime. Orpen had been a household name and virtually a celebrity as the 

most sought-after and highest earning portrait painter in Britain, whom Sargent saw as 

his natural heir.35 He was also knighted for his efforts as a war artist in the First World 

War, and it is in fact his highly original and prolific war paintings that have secured the 

remainder of Orpen’s original reputation in the British context. The title William Orpen: 

Politics, Sex and Death might have befitted a blockbuster exhibition, which hinted at 

the potentially broad appeal of this reinstatement of Orpen’s reputation in the British 

context.  

As the exhibition title promised, Orpen’s value might be expected to lie in the 

engaging subject matter of his oeuvre as well as its high artistic quality. His 600 

portraits alone act as a visual memoir of many of the important figures of his day, 

whether political or cultural, in both Britain and Ireland, and many of them are 

wonderful painterly explorations of the human subject in their own right. His portraits 

of the Royal Family and other major figures of his day still hang in the National Portrait 

Gallery, the Tate and other prestigious national and private collections. Alongside this 

illustrious portrait practice, Orpen revitalized the conversation piece with works like 

Homage to Manet (1900); he created some of the most intriguing and potentially 

controversial nudes of his period and, thanks to his tendency to paint incessantly, also 

produced rather fine still life paintings, impressionist-style plein air scenes, landscapes 

and even some accomplished equestrian painting. Moreover, Orpen was very well 

placed in the British art establishment, being a member of the New English Art Club 

                                                 
35 See Inge (1933) for an account written just after Orpen’s death that puts him in the context of his peers.  
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and the Royal Academy. All of this begs the reasons behind, and even prompts a 

reversal of, his fall from favour in British art circles. 

Orpen has fared better in his native Ireland, where a Centenary Exhibition 

marked the 100th anniversary of his death in 1978 with an extensive display of over 200 

paintings and a further hundred works on paper, including illustrated letters containing 

his witty and deft caricatures.36 Orpen had been a member of the Royal Hibernian 

Academy (R.H.A.) and was highly respected in Dublin art circles of his time. His 

contemporary reputation in Ireland stems mainly from his portraiture and his portraits of 

Irish sitters in particular. He has remained a highly regarded artist among Irish art 

collectors with, for example, a portrait of Gardenia St. George (the daughter of his 

lover) fetching one of the highest prices ever paid for an Irish painting in 2001.37  

Less visible in Irish art circles today is that Orpen was one of the only Irish 

artists to become involved in the Irish Cultural Revival at the turn of the century, a 

movement which paved the way for Irish Independence in 1921. In the two decades 

leading up to Independence, Orpen painted some of the first artistic expressions of a 

distinctive Irish cultural identity and was an influential teacher of the future protagonists 

of the first national school of painting. At odds with the 19th-century Punch stereotypes 

of the simian Irish, he depicted portraits of bright young Irish men and women, and 

gave them titles such as Young Ireland (Grace Gifford) (1907), The Colleen (Beatrice 

Elvery) (1908) and The Man from the West (Seán Keating) (1909). The sitters for these 

portraits were his students at the Metropolitan School of Art in Dublin, where he had 

first studied himself from the age of 12. Orpen kept up this teaching position for ten 

years, despite the prestige and pressure of his professional demands in London.38 This 

commitment was motivated by Orpen’s vision of Dublin becoming a major centre for 

                                                 
36 William Orpen 1878-1931: A Centenary Exhibition took place at the National Gallery of Ireland 
between 1 November and 15 December 1978. Its curator was James White, then director of the gallery 
(1964-80), with the assistance of Orpen’s two daughters and art historian Bruce Arnold, who was in the 
process of compiling a biography William Orpen: Mirror to an Age (1981).  
37 After Francis Bacon’s work, this was the highest price ever paid for a work by an Irish painter. Portrait 
of Gardenia St. George with Riding Crop sold for £1,983,500 at Sotheby’s London in June 2001. 
Gardenia was the daughter of Mrs Evelyn St George, an American heiress who scandalised Edwardian 
society by having an adulterous affair with Orpen. This portrait, one of a series, was painted around the 
time that Gardenia became aware of the developing relationship between her mother and the artist. The 
Sotheby’s auction was the picture's first appearance at auction, having remained in the family of the sitter 
until 2001 (McBride 2005).  
38 For more insight into Orpen’s teaching in Ireland see Turpin (1979). See also Upstone (2009) for an 
analysis of his highly particular methods of teaching life drawing.  
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art in Europe; a vision he shared with art dealer and connoisseur Hugh Lane. Being an 

early appreciator of Manet in particular, he advised Lane on his subsequent collection of 

Impressionist paintings for the world’s first museum of modern art, which opened in 

Dublin in 1908 (Bodkin 1956). Orpen hoped that the establishment of such a collection 

could provide the basis for emerging Irish artists to create a truly modern Irish art.  

One of the tasks of curating is to create a balance or an interesting interplay 

between aesthetic concerns – a choice and hanging of works that compliments the 

artist’s aesthetic qualities – and the work’s art historical and wider cultural relevance. 

Even this short biographical note indicates that Orpen’s work might be equally 

appreciated for both its aesthetic quality and its importance in cultural historical 

discourses. However, in Orpen’s case, further choices must be made regarding the 

particular art histories or cultural discourses to be addressed. His work in either London 

or Dublin is not only relevant to two fields, but in addition, because of the conflict 

between the fields of power in which they are imbricated, curatorial narratives will 

inevitably be fraught with tensions created by the political implications of their 

interconnection. For a curator to address Orpen’s subjectivity, as an Irish Protestant 

working in Ireland and Britain at the time of transition from hegemonic British rule to 

Independence, is a rather delicate matter, yet the quality of his work demands such 

negotiation. In this chapter, I take the Orpen retrospective as a departure point from 

which to address the complex relationship between representation in its political and 

artistic senses, so often left unaddressed in identity politics discourses. We will see 

through Orpen’s work that political and aesthetic forms of representation can neither be 

conflated nor read as cause and effect, but rather that representation is both the result of 

and constitutive of socio-political conditions. 

Two shifts in the wider conditions for the production of curatorial discourse 

might be said to have facilitated this opportunity to reassess Orpen. The first was the 

improved relationship between Britain and Ireland following peace in Northern Ireland. 

The decision to tour the exhibition from the Imperial War Museum in London to the 

National Gallery of Ireland was a sign of trust in cultural exchange over an artist who is 

important in both contexts. The second was the Celtic Tiger economy and the associated 

infrastructural developments in the Irish art world, in which the refurbishment of the 

National Gallery of Ireland must be included. Yet this did not necessarily equalize the 
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relative cultural and symbolic value of British- and Irish-related aspects of Orpen’s 

oeuvre. We have seen that in Britain his war works draw the highest level of symbolic 

capital, while his portraits of Irish sitters do so in Ireland. This placed Upstone in the 

position of negotiating the relative value of these differing sources of cultural and 

artistic value through the act of curating.  

Below I examine the retrospective in London, as well as providing a comparison 

with the Dublin exhibition. Although a touring exhibition is usually seen as the repeated 

presentation of an exhibition in another location, I will demonstrate through a brief 

comparative analysis of the layout and wall tags of the two exhibitions that the Dublin 

exhibition was significantly adjusted. Both the London and Dublin exhibitions were 

framed in a manner that was in keeping with the social and political norms of the nation, 

paving the way for prestige and market success in both locations. I will consider how 

the curatorial framing necessary to support Orpen’s value in each location affects 

readings of his work. Before I can meaningfully do so, however, I feel compelled to 

make a preliminary analysis of a number of Orpen’s works. For this I take a critique of 

his work by John Rothenstein as a departure point. A number of the works will be 

referred to again later in the chapter in the specific context of the retrospective, while 

others are addressed because of the repercussion of their absence in the exhibition. 

 

Reappraising Value 

Tate director John Rothenstein’s highly critical chapter on Orpen in Modern English 

Painters (1952) is often said to have provided a deadly blow to the artist’s posthumous 

reputation in Britain. I discuss his critique here as a source of potential conflicts in 

reading Orpen’s work – not least, the question of how to address the relationship 

between the artist’s national identity and his work – which, as we will see, returns to 

haunt the 2005 retrospective. Rothenstein contends that Orpen failed to reach the artistic 

potential visible in his “masterpiece” The Play Scene in “Hamlet” (1899) (fig. 1.), 

painted as a student at the Slade, and that this failure was partly due to his lack of roots, 

as an Anglo-Irishman whose “divided loyalties … always set him a little apart from his 

fellow citizens, whether Irish or English” (1976: 214).39 Although he sees occasional 

glimpses of Orpen’s initial brilliance in his later works, such as his group portrait 
                                                 
39 Rothenstein also blames Orpen’s happy childhood, which allegedly raised few questions and challenges 
(1976: 215). 

 24



Homage to Manet (1909), Rothenstein condemns the artist’s portraiture at large as mere 

“unreflective representations,” and self-portraits like Myself and Venus (1910) and 

Leading the Life in the West (1910) as a mindless activity to fill time when a sitter failed 

to show.40 Rothenstein concludes that Orpen lacked all “intellectual curiosity” and 

showed nothing but contempt for “the life of the mind,” as if his work were a function 

of eye and hand without recourse to the brain, and he points to another student work The 

Mirror (1900) as the gateway to a further career of “aimless academism” (218).41 

Rothenstein refers to works with visibly Irish content, like On the Irish Shore: Fairy 

Ring, as “pointless whimsies” and openly criticizes Orpen’s “sentimental attachment” to 

Ireland (219). He emphasizes that Orpen’s practical artistic resources were offered by 

England. 

Unfair and reductive as it might be, what I find most interesting about 

Rothenstein’s critique is the insight it provides into the disciplinary premises of art 

history. Drawing on Ernst Gombrich’s statement, “If art were only an expression of 

personal vision, there could be no history of art,” Donald Preziosi rightly argues that 

“the modern discipline of art history is built precisely on the denial of that 

‘impossibility’” (1999: 137). Rothenstein’s frustration with Orpen lies partly in his 

recalcitrance to the expectation of a seamless relationship between subject and object – 

the expectation of representation as such. I will argue here that Orpen in contrast 

recognized the ways in which his identity put pressure on representation itself. In his 

self-portraiture he strove to test representation’s limits, which lead to an undoing of the 

norms of portraiture. His self-portraits challenge art history’s wider structural repression 

of the impossibility of representation. I will argue that, even now, following the art 

history’s discipline’s recognition of the limits of representation, the norms of curating 

have not shifted to accommodate this intellectual leap.  

                                                 
40 Homage to Manet was a group portrait of members of the New English Art Club, including Philip 
Wilson Steer, Walter Richard Sickert, Dugald Sutherland MacColl and Henry Tonks, sitting beneath 
Manet's portrait of Eva Gonzalès (1870).  
41 Orpen is criticized more often for his lack of intellectual engagement in politics. An often-cited 
comment from Orpen’s book Stories of Old Ireland and Myself (1924) is seen to demonstrate the artist’s 
ignorance: “I was brought up on ‘The Irish Question’; but what the Irish Question was I have no idea … 
From my memory of those times I should think there must have been thousands and thousands of ‘Irish 
Questions.’” Orpen’s tone here is self-deprecating but he nevertheless states an opinion that bears out in 
his later self-portraiture – namely that the conflict at hand is not binary but an interweaving of several 
layers of different issues that cannot be summarised in linear terms.  
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Orpen was forced to negotiate dominant nationalist discourses in both Ireland 

and Britain from a minority position, as a Protestant in a transitional Ireland and as an 

immigrant in Britain. This generated the conditions for a highly self-reflexive artistic 

practice. The modernity of Orpen’s artistic trajectory has yet to be fully recognized. But 

I will propose that some of Orpen’s most engaging works manifest his awareness that a 

pure relationship between representation and identity is impossible. Through Irish 

Independence the immanent obsolescence of his subject position of origin – which until 

now could be comfortably contained within the grey areas of colonial attachment to 

Britain – made this analysis of identity and representation an urgent task. This task 

should be seen alongside Orpen’s parallel engagement in culturally nationalist works, 

which do not come to the same conclusions about identity for future generations. 

Writing about the Cultural Revival, to which some of Orpen’s work contributes, John 

Hutchinson observes that members of Orpen’s class, who propelled the movement, 

often went through a personal identity crisis. This was made bearable only by their 

vision for the future of the nation as culturally distinct (1987: 253-255).42 Yet the 

interrelationship between these aspects of Orpen’s oeuvre is invisible unless the 

relationship between his habitus and the changing field of power in which he worked is 

taken into account. In particular, lacking the prism of Irish postcoloniality, Orpen’s 

engagement with his subjectivity in his self-portraiture can not be understood. I want 

first to revisit Rothenstein’s observations on Orpen’s student works with a view to 

extending and rereading his analysis in light of Orpen’s subject position. After this I 

consider how Orpen developed this artistic trajectory in his self-portraiture.  

The Play Scene from “Hamlet” had made Orpen one of the most talked-of 

students at the Slade. This work combined quotations from a whole variety of historical 

paintings yet contained a personal vision that was highly individual. Orpen was awarded 

the annual Slade prize in recognition. For Rothenstein the painting is “organized and 

executed with extraordinary skill and informed with a spirit in which irrepressible wit 

                                                 
42 Writers associated with the Irish Literary Revival, such as William Butler Yeats (1865–1939), J. M. 
Synge (1871–1909), and Lady Gregory (1852–1932), had been prompted by the political and social 
changes of the times to review their situation and to search for an identity in the new Ireland that was 
coming into being. They found such an identity in Irish myths and legends, the ancient sagas (many made 
available in English in Standish Hayes O’Grady’s Silva Gadelica, published in 1892 and in the work of a 
new generation of Celtic scholars), and in folklore, which was now beginning to attract serious attention, 
in Ireland as in other countries. Their writings lifted Dublin from provincial obscurity to become a lively 
new literary centre with a theatre that attracted European critical acclaim (Hutchinson 1987).  
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blends harmoniously with mysterious grandeur.” It marks “a distillation of all [of 

Orpen’s] arduous and well memorized studies” in the art galleries of London, Paris and 

Dublin and does so without lacking originality:  

 
On the contrary, it is highly original … [Its strength lies in] the exuberant 
but slightly sinister humour, … the vivid if not steadily focused sense of 
satire and, not withstanding his innumerable quotations – and long, familiar 
quotations they often are – from the works of the old masters – of the 
capacity to see life from a queer angle. (217) 

 

For Rothenstein it marked the culmination of Orpen’s talents, after which followed a 

decline, visible in another student work, The Mirror (1900).  

 

 

Fig. 1.1 William Orpen, Play Scene from “Hamlet,” 1899, 
Private Collection 

 

I underwrite Rothenstein’s evaluation of The Play Scene from “Hamlet” but I 

see the relevance of both extending his analysis and addressing the premises for Orpen’s 

choice of subject matter and his unusual approach to it. Although the painting resembles 

a grand master in many respects, Orpen utilizes many of the standard elements of 

historic painting in a manner that sets up a disjunctive relation to those prior models. 
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The figures (or elements thereof) quoted from historical works are interspersed with 

portraits of many artists from Orpen’s social circles, who literally infiltrate the canon 

and reduce high art to the level of life. Although the play takes place on stage, Orpen’s 

formation of a continuum from stage to pit suggests a potentially subversive interplay 

between artifice and reality; between artistic representation as artifice and life as 

representation. Furthermore, the objects of interest lie in the shadows, which are 

uncommonly placed in the foreground of the painting. This, though perhaps informed 

by his interest in Rembrandt, also takes on important metaphorical connotations, namely 

a gaze towards the fringe position.  

I would argue that The Play Scene from “Hamlet” is Orpen’s first major 

expression of what might be called “minor” painting. In contrast to the standard 

definition of minor art as art which has failed to reach a major position, I use “minor” in 

a sense that is close to Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of “minor literature” as 

literature which effected a deterritorialization of the norms of the field from within, 

through a parodic use of the language of the major canon (1986). Although Rothenstein 

notices Orpen’s “capacity to see life from a queer angle,” he can only imagine the 

development of such work in terms of major art, that is, art that asserts its disinterest, 

overlooking the complexity of how socio-cultural origins inform the process and 

conceptual paradigms of Orpen’s painting.  

There is a subtle humour at play in The Play Scene from “Hamlet,” evident for 

example in the stance of the young man on the left who kisses his demure girlfriend a 

little too passionately, or in the voluminous curved buttocks of the lady in the middle 

background. His portrayal is in danger of threatening the etiquette of academic painting, 

yet stops short of it. Rothenstein acknowledges the immanent satire, not realizing 

perhaps the potential volatility of giving it more focus, which I would argue holds 

Orpen back from developing this line of enquiry directly. This satire develops freely 

within Orpen’s prolific pen and ink caricatures which don many of his letters, 

addressing the internal politics of the art world as well as personal and political affairs. 

Within his formal artistic practice, I propose that Orpen continues this line of enquiry in 

his self-portraits although they are not visually connected. There he draws out the 

subject position that informs his artistic approach in The Play Scene from “Hamlet.” 
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Despite the disciplinary disparity, I contend that thinking through the 

relationship between minor literature and identity helps to open up the nature of this 

interconnectedness in Orpen’s work. In Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature Deleuze 

and Guattari outline the following characteristics for minor literature: 

 
The three characteristics of minor literature are the deterritorialization of 
language, the connection of the individual to a political immediacy, and the 
collective assemblage of enunciation. We might as well say that minor no 
longer designates specific literatures but the revolutionary conditions for 
every literature within the heart of which is called great (or established) 
literature. (1986: 18)  

 

In Nationalism and Minor Literature (1987) postcolonial scholar David Lloyd insisted 

on a located reading of minor literature, looking to the work of Irish poet James 

Clarence Mangan (1803-1849) as an early example of a writer who deterritorialized the 

norms of major writing from within.43 Lloyd summarises how minor literature 

manifests itself in a specific political context:  

 
The radical potential embedded in the critical stance of a minor writing is to 
be traced in the fact that, due to the interlocking with political and ethical 
domains that underlies the apparent autonomy of the aesthetic, a critique of 
the aesthetic opens out continually onto a critique of the assumptions that 
support the bourgeois state and legitimate its domestic and imperial 
hegemony. (23) 

 

Drawing on this link between the apparent autonomy of the aesthetic and 

normative politics, I propose that Orpen inhabits dominant painting modes in The Play 

Scene from “Hamlet” in a manner that evokes not only a critique of artistic and cultural 

norms, but by extension, refuses to fulfill the unwritten political demands of the major 

artist. Lloyd outlines those demands as follows: 

A major literature is established by virtue of its claim to representative 
status, of its claim to realize the autonomy of the individual subject to such a 
degree that that individual subject becomes universally valid and 

                                                 
43 Lloyd examines, among other aspects, the ways in which Mangan troubled poetic translation and the 
genre of autobiography in his drive against the consolidating drive of major literature towards a seamless 
identity. He looks at how nationalist recuperations of Mangan cannot contain his refusal to be 
representative of a seamless identity. Lloyd’s aim is to highlight the limits of readings based on canonical 
assumptions and contribute to undoing some of the symbolic violence of canon-formation in the process. 
He does this partly by closely examining the relationship between political and aesthetic forms of 
representation. 

 29



archetypal … the major work should be in some manner directed toward the 
production of an autonomous ethical identity for the subject (1987: 19). 

 

It is for this reason – the immanent refusal of an autonomous ethical identity – that 

Deleuze and Guattari find all minor writing inherently collective and political and never 

individual. Their exemplary minor writer, Kafka, is not minor because of his minority 

identity, as a German-speaking Czech Jew. What is crucial to the definition is the 

perpetuation of non-identity in Kafka’s work. He produces artistic narratives that do not 

culminate in identifications (whether national, racial, sexual or social) that would 

stabilize identity; thus preventing them from becoming representative in the sense of a 

major writer (Lloyd 1987: 22). Lloyd suggests that for these reasons a minor literature 

overlaps in many respects with modernism and in most respects with postmodernism 

(23). 

While The Play Scene from “Hamlet” directly illustrates Orpen’s interest in 

theatricality, I suggest that these interests became incorporated in his long-term 

engagement with portraiture – and the self-portrait in particular – as an act of staging a 

representation. In fact, I believe that much of his interest in self-portraiture was an 

exploration of what fascinated him most within portraiture: namely, the act of painting 

as representation in all its senses. He seems to have been intensely interested in the 

artist’s agency as a mediator between the sitter, as both object and subject of the 

painting, and the viewer, to whom the subject is represented. Orpen was even criticized 

on occasion for the almost imperceptible way in which his portraits carried readings that 

were perhaps more of a projection of the artist’s self or his ideas than a true observation 

of the sitter.44 Yet, I contend that this so-called fault was one in which the artist 

recognized the potential further breakdown of that interrelationship, which he developed 

in his self-portraiture, carried out between portrait commissions.  

Orpen’s self-portraits are an early instance of a shift of artistic focus from the 

represented to the process of representing and to the relationship between the subject of 

representation and the act of representation as such. This prefigures the predominance 

                                                 
44 Robert Upstone recalls in his catalogue essay that, for example, his artist peer Augustus John criticized 
Orpen’s portrait of him (1900), arguing that it did not “communicate the shy, dreamy and reticent 
character of the model,” but instead projected Orpen’s personality onto his (2005: 10). Another example 
is The Vere-Foster Family (1907), which Vere-Foster found somehow mocking. He found it difficult to 
determine exactly how, except to point to similarities in the facial expressions of the family’s pet donkey 
and the master of the house.  
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of those critical interests within international cultural discourse from the 1970s onwards. 

This early instance of what I would call minor painting – or more specifically minor 

portraiture – can be better understood when we consider two aspects of the relationship 

between the field and the field of power in Britain and Ireland at this particular historic 

moment. First, minor literature “belongs intrinsically to the literature of the period in 

which the democratic nation states emerged, and continually marks its limits and crises” 

(Lloyd 1987: 25). Second, Orpen’s lifetime Ireland was the first colony to enter its 

hegemonic phase and gain Independence in 1921.45  

I want to demonstrate Orpen’s interest in processes of representation by focusing 

on a series of self-portraits which he painted between 1908 and 1910, in which a 

conflict of identity is played out. A number of the paintings I will address now were 

presented in the 2005 retrospective. We will see later in the chapter how they are re-

presented to different critical ends within the London exhibition. Let me start with The 

Dead Ptarmigan from 1909 (Fig 1.2), a self-portrait in which the artists depicts himself 

as a gentleman hunter holding up his spoils. Orpen stands sideways, shotgun in one 

hand and a dead game bird in the other. Against the rustic tones of Orpen’s garb and the 

grey-blue sky behind him, the blood red of his lower lip is accented by the addition of a 

small scarlet ribbon on the peak of his hunting cap. The shadowed side of his face 

seems to be echoed in the overcast sky that surrounds him. The first impression of the 

portrait is one of certain respectability and accomplishment. Yet, the upright stance of 

his body and proud pose are undermined by Orpen’s curious facial expression. The face 

is painted in meticulous detail, showing the artist with a knotted brow, a down-turned 

mouth, staring eyes and protruding lower lip. He half turns his face towards the viewer, 

as if seeking approval, the rest of his face steeped in shadow. The viewer is not allowed 

to see his full face. We might ask what lies in the shadow-side of Orpen’s identity.  

                                                 
45 I come to this conclusion in part thanks to David Lloyd’s analysis of the work of the work of 19th -
century Irish writer James Clarence Mangan (1803-1849) as minor, arguing that if the author’s work 
seems an (impossibly) early instance of minor writing its emergence lies in Ireland’s special conditions as 
a European colony that entered its hegemonic phase early (1987: 26).  
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Fig. 1.2 William Orpen, The Dead Ptarmigan, 1909, 

The National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin 

Orpen’s gestures and attire of English respectability produce a similarity to 

“Englishness.” But there are two particular aspects of Orpen’s self-image that disrupt 

his respectability – his protruding lower lip and his uneasy and confrontational gaze. 

Orpen’s exaggeration of his ugliness and particularly this drooping lip (which re-

appeared frequently in his self-portraiture) is often commented on because in person he 

was an attractive man. I see this as a conscious and deliberate choice on Orpen’s part, in 

keeping with the association of physical characteristics (like lips) and cultural features 

(like clothing) with biological evolutionism at the time he painted these portraits. 

Consider his representations in relation to an anthropological account from the period: 

 

The man himself as he appears in his everyday life, is the best illustration of 
his own place in history, for his physical aspect, the expression of his face, 
the care of his person, his clothes, his occupations … tell the story with 
much clearness. (qtd. in Coombes 1987: 162) 
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In fact Orpen’s characterisation of his own face faintly echoes the grotesque 19th-

century caricatures of the Irish face as bestial in comparison with its English 

counterpart.46  

Orpen would have grown up as part of a privileged class fraction in Ireland that 

prided itself on its adoption of English attire, taste, speech and habits. Yet his 

identification with caricatures of Irishness suggests the contradictory dispositions that 

made up his habitus. I want to reread his self-presentation in The Dead Ptarmigan in 

terms of colonial mimicry, following literary critic Homi Bhabha’s psychoanalytic 

reading of colonial relations (2004). Bhabha articulates that mimicry is not “the familiar 

exercise of dependent colonial relations through narcissistic identification” but rather 

“conceals no presence or identity behind its mask” (2004: 126). It is “a form of 

resemblance that differs from or defends presence by displaying it in part, 

metonymically” (128). This display is threatening because, by “hid[ing] no essence, no 

‘itself’” it raises the issue of the authorization of colonial representations (129). Bhabha 

aptly states that “to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English,” a proposition that 

seems to emerge in Orpen’s identity. He is caught between seeming and being English. 

The more English Orpen’s attire and pose is in The Dead Ptarmigan, the more the small 

things give away his Irishness.  

According to Bhabha, colonial mimics, these “almost but not quite” individuals, 

betray their descent by some striking feature and are thus excluded from society. It 

appears that for Orpen this “striking feature” was his lower lip. By drawing attention to 

the discrepancy between this untoward physical characteristic and the Englishness of his 

attire, he reveals the trick that colonial discourse plays: the promise that the colonised 

can be like the coloniser, while always assuming that they cannot, the colonized 

remaining caught in this gap between seeming and being. Bhabha highlights that 

colonial mimesis had to be flawed, in order for the colonized other to never quite ascend 

to the status of the superior colonizer. He emphasizes that mimicry is first of all the 

instrument of colonial power. Only through its double vision can it also become 

subversive of this power, when “the look of the surveillance returns as the displacing 

gaze of the disciplined, where the observer becomes the observed and ‘partial’ 

                                                 
46 This perceived bestiality was linked to the racial classification of the Irish as non-white, which served 
to partly justify Irish colonization. See Ignatiev (1996) for a historical analysis. I will discuss the issue of 
Irish blackness in more detail in chapter four. 
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representation rearticulates the whole notion of identity and alienates it from essence” 

(127). Orpen incorporates a similar double vision within his self-portrait through his 

confronting gaze. To borrow a phrase from cultural theorist Mieke Bal from another 

context, Orpen thus “break[s] open the unified ‘naturalness’ of self-portraiture” through 

this gaze, so that “instead of self-disclosure, we end up with role-playing” (2003: 25).  

Like Bhabha’s colonial mimic, Orpen’s self-image as mimic is “at once resemblance 

and menace.” I think this borderline existence accounts for the unreliable legibility or 

even unreadability of many of Orpen’s paintings. One can sense that they are not what 

they seem, but it is difficult to pinpoint why or where. Bhabha proposes that the 

ambivalence in mimicry can undo colonial authority in a profound and disturbing way. 

Orpen seems to undo the authority of both England and Ireland – in fact, of nations as 

such.  

The tenability of Irishness as a distinctive identity was tested in a further self-

portrait that same year. Orpen painted The Man from Aran (1909) (Fig. 1.3) in a similar 

format and composition to The Dead Ptarmigan but he depicts himself dressed in the 

traditional garb of the islands the playwright J.M. Synge had written about.47 The ochre 

and beige of Orpen’s clothes is entirely one with the area of island landscape, visible in 

the lower quarter of the painting. Orpen’s cap is pushed back from his face and he turns 

his head almost fully to the viewer. It no longer seems necessary to hide part of his 

identity in the shadows. His lips are closed, not drooping, and his expression softer than 

in The Dead Ptarmigan. In The Man from Aran, Orpen appears to embody Irish identity 

but the easy compatibility between the landscape and clothing is disturbed by the self-

consciousness in his facial expression. He appears to look to the viewer, yet as the 

viewer turns to meet his gaze, it reveals its self-absorption. That all is not as sunny as 

the palette of the landscape and clothing suggest is echoed in the black clouds, whose 

presence against the cobalt blue sky makes the yellow tones almost lurid. 

                                                 
47 Orpen’s favourite Irish Literary Revival playwright J.M. Synge published a book-length journal on his 
life on the Aran Islands in 1907. This small chain of islands off the West coast was presented as the 
cultural home of Ireland. The following year, Orpen visited the West coast himself for the first time and 
produced such distinctly Irish images as Old John’s Cottage, Connemara (1908), a scene showing an old 
couple in local dress sitting by the traditional open hearth of an Irish cottage. Synge had an ambivalent 
relationship with Irish nationalism. His interpretation of rural Catholic Ireland in Riders of the Sea (1904) 
and the erotic and anti-patriarchal Playboy of the Western World (1907) provoked the anger of the 
puritans of the Gaelic revival. See Skelton (1977) and Hederman (1977) for elaboration on this matter. 
For comparative analyses of other Irish artists’ engagement with the playwright’s work, see also 
Bhreathnach Lynch (2006).  
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Fig. 1.3 William Orpen, The Man from Aran, 1909, 
Private Collection 

 

The blackness of Orpen’s cap dissolves into the blackness of the cloudscape, 

undermining any ease of presence. The painted clouds are visibly passages of paint. 

They break down the mimetic function of the painting, showing us that Orpen occupies 

a representation – a representative space, rather than a place per se. They act as what 

Georges Didi-Huberman has described as a “patch”: “that part of a painting which 

ostensibly interrupts, here or there, the continuity of the representational system of the 

picture” (1989: 164). Didi-Huberman differentiates between the detail and the patch by 

describing how a detail may be subtracted from the whole and has its place in the 

mimetic space, whereas in the patch the part devours the whole. The detail is localizable, 

like an inclusion, whereas the patch “produces a potentiality: something happens, passes, 

wanders around in the space of representation and resists being ‘included’ in the picture 

because it creates a detonation or an intrusion” (164-5). Orpen’s clouds devour the 

coherency of the image. They tear the representative space of the painting from the 

place he allegedly occupies. That place, the Aran Islands, is not only a physical space, 

but in the midst of the Cultural Revival, a representative space, the cultural home of 
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Ireland. Orpen shows us the incongruity between the two. He wishes for his subjectivity 

to merge with place (seen in the merging of his traditional clothes with the landscape) 

yet he acknowledges the incongruity between real place (Ireland) and notional place 

(Ireland-as-cultural-home-of-the Irish). Like the clouds, Orpen’s subjectivity is not 

localizable. The cultural deterritorialisation is both his own and that of the nation.  

The following year Orpen undertakes a self-portrait entitled Leading the Life in 

the West (1910) (Fig. 1.5) in which he merges the culturally deterritorialised subjectivity 

of his Anglicized Irish self with a particular social type, an urban gentleman, in order to 

draw attention to this splitting apart of identity and belonging in an English context. He 

frames himself full-length in a mirror. The space of the picture is shallow but complex, 

almost fully contained within the mirror image. Orpen shows his skills as a draftsman in 

resolving the complexities of surface, lighting, and reflection that he has set up for 

himself. But Orpen had used the mirror as a device for unfaithful reflection as early as 

1900 in The Mirror (Fig. 1.4), probably inspired by Manet’s A Bar the Folies-Bergère 

(1882).48 In this portrait of his fiancée, the artist-model Emily Scobel, Orpen adds a 

convex mirror in the background. The mirror’s reflection forms a miniature self-portrait 

of Orpen at the easel and depicts a woman at his side, apparently in the act of viewing 

the work. Her appearance greatly resembles that of the sitter, raising the question of 

whether she may or may not also be the woman portrayed in the foreground. 

Anticipating the act of the viewing within the painting in a manner similar to Manet, 

Orpen chose to use the unfaithful reflection in the mirror to represent the future act of 

viewing within the painting, thus creating a multiple temporality and intervening in the 

normal codes of relations between artist, subject and viewer.  

 

                                                 
48 The significance of the distortions in the mirror in Manet’s Bar at the Folie Bergère was not generally 
understood in his lifetime and finally came under more thorough scrutiny in T.J. Clark’s book The 
Painting of Modern Life (1984). However, Orpen was an earlier expert on Manet, having seen much of 
the work first-hand and having appreciated it greatly, as we know of his advice to Hugh Lane to purchase 
it for his collection. Orpen’s use of a convex mirror specifically is familiar from works like Jan Van 
Eyck’s The Arnolfini Marriage (1434), which Orpen would have seen in the National Gallery, while the 
shallow pictorial depth and arrangement of objects is visibly informed by Whistler’s famous portrait of 
his mother from 1871. Siginificantly, for Rothenstein, The Mirror marked the rejection of all the qualities 
he saw in Play Scene from “Hamlet” in favour of mastery without any compelling purpose. Although he 
considers it a highly accomplished painting technically, Rothenstein sees it nevertheless as a mere 
“‘display’ of painting, for it is no more than a brilliant essay in a style perfected centuries before.” He 
argues that the painting is a portent of what he describes as “the golden treadmill” to come, alluding to 
Orpen’s privileged but pointless industriousness. 
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Fig. 1.4 William Orpen, The Mirror, 1900 (left) and detail (right),  
Tate Gallery Collection, London 

 

While Barthes’s sketch of an “organon of representation” – that is, the triangular 

viewing relationship between a subject, the gaze he or she casts on the perceived object 

and his or her own eye – had as its telos “the sovereignty of the act of cutting out 

[découpage] and the unity of the subject of the action,” Orpen’s intervention blocks 

such autonomy. Christopher Prendergast suggests that Barthes’s interests “are directed 

less to objects than to relations,” and so too are Orpen’s – yet the field of representation 

does not correspond to the perceived structure of the represented field in Orpen’s 

work.49  

Although the structural definition of the self-portrait (as opposed to the portrait) 

is the intervention of the mirror, the mirror itself is usually made invisible. Instead 

Orpen re-articulates the mirror, recalling the estrangement inherent in the mirror image, 

later brought to our attention by Lacan (1977). This estrangement is doubled up by 

Orpen’s inclusion of the mirror’s frame. He creates a “frame within a frame” scenario 

                                                 
49 I draw here on Christopher Prendergast’s discussion of Barthes’s organon of representation 
“designat[ing] an activity of mapping the world in terms of relations of proportionality, such that the field 
of representation corresponds to a perceived structure of the represented field” (2000: 10). 
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that invites us to contemplate the operation of representation, drawing attention to the 

act of image-construction. I relate this to Orpen’s position in social space because the 

mirror serves not so much to see oneself as one is, but rather to try to see oneself as one 

is seen by others (Peeren 2005: 80). Orpen reveals his self-consciousness of being 

looked at, rendering awareness of the contradictions in his own image. Signifiers of 

“English” identity – the quintessentially English bowler hat and cane – are subverted by 

the incongruous inclusion of whiskey bottles and calling cards, which refer to Orpen’s 

excessive drinking habits. Orpen’s image is left in oscillation between English 

gentleman and Irish drunk, between mimic and stereotype. Rather than searching for 

authenticity, Orpen recognizes his own mimicry and makes a statement out of it.  

 

 

Fig. 1.5 William Orpen, Leading the Life in the West, 1910,  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 

The title “Leading the Life in the West” repeats this oscillation between 

stereotypes by calling up such contradictory references as the fashionable West end of 

London and the rural West of Ireland, which had become a signifier of Irishness through 

the Cultural Revival movement. Yet place has no unmediated “natural” significance for 

Orpen. Rather, he recognizes the plural and contingent identities of place and, through 
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paint, examines the ways in which they are discursively constructed.50 Crucially, neither 

of the two West’s can fully accommodate Orpen’s self-image. Leading the Life in the 

West draws attention to the artist’s awareness of his own image’s failure to represent 

“Englishness” and “Irishness” alike. Instead Orpen insists on the possibility of plural 

and contingent identifications. Orpen’s resistance to being representative of a fixed 

identity is most readily visible in his staring gaze in the self-portrait, which confronts 

and displaces the viewer. His self-portrait threatens the reforming civilising mission of 

English colonial culture by being an “ironic compromise … at once resemblance and 

menace” (Bhabha 2004: 122-3). Orpen becomes a parodist of history, fulfilling the 

predicament outlined by Bhabha: “Despite their intentions and invocations [mimics] 

inscribe the colonial text erratically, eccentrically across a body politic that refuses to be 

representative, in a narrative that refuses to be representational” (123). 

Orpen erratically inscribes his self-portraits by oscillating between conformity to 

and deviation from the traditions of portraiture. He presents the elevated style of 

fashionable portraiture yet undermines the authority of the genre by introducing a 

sardonic humour, reminiscent of the dynamics and visual language of the self-caricature 

drawings he did for his own pleasure.51 Orpen draws our attention to the precarious 

relationship between form and content, raising questions regarding the relationship 

between an artist and a work of art. In The Dead Ptarmigan, The Man from Aran, and 

Leading the Life in the West, he undermines the portrait’s function of “consolidating the 

self of the portrayed,” challenging the viewer’s expectation of “essence” or unique 

authenticity in a move that prefigures the concerns of Modernist portrait artists (Van 

Alphen 1997: 239-40). Orpen simultaneously foregrounds the deceptiveness of the 

portrait’s representative function and refuses the prospect of the authentic (English) 

identity the portrait allegedly represents. 

Orpen comes early to the conclusion that a pure relation between a person and a 

representation is impossible. His self-portraits amount to a refusal of identity, 

circulating around an equivalent refusal to ground the possibility of identity on the 

                                                 
50 In my consideration of the significance of place for Orpen, I draw on Shane Alcobia-Murphy’s 
observations on the role of place in the work of contemporary artists and writers in Northern Ireland 
(2005). 
51 Orpen quickly penned self-caricatures with witty captions on whatever came to hand, many 
incorporated in personal letters. He once applied to Punch as a caricaturist, but had his work returned and 
does not seem to have used his caricatures for professional purposes with the exception of that occasion.  
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recovery of (Irish) origins.52 This strategy is an implicit critique of the paradigms of 

major art and its reproduction of an original or essential identity. I would suggest that an 

unfinished series of works that included Nude Pattern: The Holy Well (1916) and 

Western Wedding (1916) marked Orpen’s attempts to make a further statement of this 

kind in relation to contemporary cultural developments in Ireland. These works have 

remained quite impervious to interpretation to date. Arguably this is because their 

narratives refuse to stabilize; a tendency made more frustrating and powerful due to his 

use of apparently legible signs of Irish culture. Consider how in Western Wedding, for 

example, Orpen incongruously places a Rolls Royce amid a traditional rural scene. The 

vehicle is parked not far behind a large crucifix, the site of a wedding; its presence 

shattering the illusion of naturalness of the apparently traditional scene. Orpen seems to 

allude here to the construction of tradition that underpins the naturalized identity of Irish 

nationalism.  

A much later work Self-Portrait: Multiple Mirrors from 1924 (Fig. 1.6) perhaps 

best manifests what might be tentatively put forward as Orpen’s artistic conclusions; 

namely that representation is always “in a state of perpetual dependence,” always 

relying on a further series of representations (Lloyd 1987: 157). In Orpen’s self-portrait, 

the canvas acts like a mirror that refuses to re-present. It repeats rather than represents 

the artist’s image. This repetition is made clear through the slippages in pose and 

expression between the image of the artist facing us and the image on the easel depicted 

in the background. It also emerges in the further appearance of the image within the 

image, which acts like a mirror that frames a series of reflections of the artist. Each 

extends the act of representation in a manner similar in effect to Chinese Whispers. 

Every representation is a further alienation, yet in this case there is no original. Orpen 

finally claims his authority as an artist by undoing the authority of representation itself. 

The challenge in curating Orpen thus lies not only in his eclecticism or recalcitrance to 

standard art historical categorizations. More significantly, it lies in the way the 

particular points of recalcitrance in question put a strain on curatorial norms. Orpen’s 

work and identity challenges curators’ attempts to seek to contain and restructure 

                                                 
52 In my formulation I draw on observations made by David Lloyd on the faithlessness of the so-called 
translations of German poetry by Irish 19th-century poet James Clarence Mangan, which “foreground the 
deceptiveness of both original and translation,” refusing to offer the prospect of a recovery of origins 
(1987: 152). 
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aspects of artists’ characters and works that act as threats to the equilibrium of 

established discourses in the interest of increasing or maintaining the symbolic capital 

of the work. I will now see how these issues were addressed in the London retrospective.  

 

 

Fig. 1.6 William Orpen, Self-Portrait, Multiple Mirrors, 1924, 
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge 

 

 

Rereading the Retrospective  

William Orpen: Politics, Sex and Death was to all appearances a well-curated exhibition. 

It was visually impressive, supported by scholarly research and it brought together 113 

works from collections in Europe, the US and Australia. This opportunity to assess the 

quality of Orpen’s oeuvre was made more significant by the absence of a previous 

retrospective. The substantial catalogue accompanying the exhibition also made a 

considered attempt to tease out stylistic and art historical questions, particularly in 

relation to Orpen’s quotation of historic paintings, through allusion, device and titles. It 

also addressed the complexity of his identity as a Protestant Irish man of Anglo-Irish 

stock, who lived much of his adult life in London. The exhibition provided explanatory 

wall texts throughout that situated Orpen in terms of the political and cultural discourses 

of his time, as well as shedding light on his biography.53  

                                                 
53 William Orpen: Politics, Sex and Death, Imperial War Museum, London, (27 January -2 May 2005) 
and National Gallery, Dublin (1 June-28 August 2005). 
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Curator Robert Upstone’s essay “Love and Beauty in an Age of Extremes” 

offered an in-depth introduction to Orpen’s practice. Starting with his final painting, it 

followed Orpen’s initial interests in historical painting in his student days, his 

exploration of the mirror as device and subject matter and his interest in the artifice of 

representation in theatre. It addressed Orpen’s better-known engagement with 

representation in his portrait practice at large and his specific engagement with Ireland 

as subject matter. However, there are frequent discrepancies between Upstone’s 

observations in the catalogue and the wall texts and curatorial narrative at large that I 

would like to address. These discrepancies say something in the first place about the 

difference between what has been called “the two art histories,” practiced by the 

museum and the university.54 Yet, given that Upstone works as both an art historical 

scholar and a curator, he is an example of an art historian who either resists this division 

or crosses the lines as standard practice.55 I would argue that the discrepancies are more 

considered than they might first appear.  

Art historical scholarship tends to be highly diluted for easy consumption before 

it reaches the general public in the form of wall texts. Curators usually write these texts 

themselves, although they are often vetted by educational and marketing departments, at 

least in larger museums.56 Patricia Mainardi reminds us that museums need to attract 

audiences to their exhibitions and that the predilections of these audiences influence not 

only the subjects of museum exhibitions and their marketing but also the metanarratives 

within the exhibitions themselves.57 While I endorse the need to present scholarship in a 

manner that is accessible, it seems that the rationale of addressing the public is often 

misused as an excuse for curators to reproduce the most conservative social and 

political narratives in the museum space in the name of the public good. These are 

frequently perspectives that are at odds with the findings of recent art historical and 

theoretical scholarship.  

                                                 
54 I borrow this term from a conference entitled The Two Art Histories: The Museum and the University, 
held April 9-10, 1999 at the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts. See 
Haxthausen (2002).  
55 See also Upstone and Weight (2009) for a further example of Upstone’s art-historical scholarship on 
Orpen. 
56 See Ebert-Schifferer (2002) for consideration of the need to bridge gaps to communicate with the 
general public. See also Ingrid Schaffner’s (2008) essay on the functions and etiquette of wall texts in 
museums today. 
57 See Mainardi (2002) for further insight into the issue of exhibition narratives and their publics. 
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The curator’s decisions regarding what to include and omit in the construction of 

his or her curatorial narrative are usually related to more fundamental exclusions that 

sustain discourse – namely the exclusions and inclusions of habitus in its broadest scope 

or what Antonio Gramsci called (cultural) common sense.58 This means that curating is 

more culturally located than it might acknowledge and that its role in cultural and social 

reproduction informs the curatorial narrative more than the recent focus on the curator 

as auteur has recognised. Furthermore, the cultural capital associated with the dominant 

narratives of this located discourse perpetuates the subordination of less prestigious 

(national) discourses. The discourse with the highest cultural capital varies from context 

to context, because of the dependence of the exchange rate of cultural and symbolic 

capital on the value of wider social and cultural discourses. This will come to light when 

I compare aspects of the London exhibition with the Dublin exhibition.  

I would like to approach the London exhibition in terms of these gaps between 

art historical text and curatorial concept, as well as highlighting the apparent motivation 

behind Upstone’s framing, which is not articulated directly but often stated implicitly. 

The London exhibition presented Orpen’s oeuvre in seven distinct categories, which 

were titled as follows: “Imaging the Self,” “Imaging Society,” “Women, Nudes and 

Bodies,” “Ireland: Politics,” “Ireland: Allegory,” “Drawings and Letters,” and “War.” 

Each of these categories roughly corresponds to titled sub-sections in Upstone’s 

catalogue essay, facilitating almost direct comparison between the two areas of 

scholarship that he contributes to in this instance, art historical and curatorial. The 

exhibition categories progressed in this order, allowing the viewer to advance from an 

initial presentation of the artist’s self-portraits to a final exhibition of major war 

paintings. The thread of Upstone’s curatorial vision was unfolded through a series of 

wall texts.  

The first wall text in an exhibition is perhaps the most important, because it 

conditions the way viewers see everything else. Rather than just being a conveyor of 

information, it sets the tone for the whole installation. It can provoke a receptive, 

questioning or associative state of mind. It can assert the authority of the curatorial 

position as well as point to its contingency or situatedness.59 It is interesting therefore 

                                                 
58 See Adamson (1980: 149-51) for an in-depth discussion of Gramsci’s conception of common sense. 
59 In my formulation, I draw on the reflections of curator Robert Storr (2008) as well as Ingrid Schaffner’s 
aforementioned essay on wall texts (2008).  
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that in the first wall text of the Orpen retrospective, the artist’s place in history was 

posed succinctly but definitively for the viewer, giving the impression of the 

exhibition’s uncontested objectivity as a direct result of art historical scholarship: 

 
Sir William Orpen (1878-1931) is revered today in his native country of 
Ireland, but in Britain, where he lived and worked for thirty years, he has 
suffered the fate of many painters of the Edwardian era, a kind of benign 
neglect … apart from a memorial show at the Royal Academy in 1933, there 
has never been a major comprehensive exhibition of his work in London 
since his death sixty years ago. 

 

This text was followed by “Imaging the Self,” a section presenting self-portraits of 

Orpen, which gave the viewer an extension to this introduction to Orpen as a somewhat 

unknown figure in the English art world of today. In its matter-of-fact tone, the 

introductory text replicated the most standard format of art museum wall texts. 

Nevertheless, despite the unadorned facts this text appears to represent, its observations 

are potentially misleading. Of the thirty years Orpen is said to have lived and worked in 

Britain, ten were spent working in both London and Dublin, where he lectured at the 

Metropolitan School of Art with a view to stimulating a new era for Irish art. This is a 

significant omission, given that these ten years were central to Orpen’s contribution to 

cultural nationalist developments in Ireland. 

Upstone’s narrow reference to Orpen as an Edwardian artist is also questionable. 

He proposes in his own catalogue essay that Orpen’s oeuvre does not fit into standard 

art historical categorizations. I personally contend that only a fraction of Orpen’s works 

can be safely contained under the category of Edwardian painting. When his oeuvre at 

large is looked at in relation to that of Sargent, Sickert or John for example, the tension 

underneath the surface of Orpen’s works comes to the fore. This occurs sometimes 

almost imperceptibly and at other times explosively. While the Edwardian tag is often 

used to refer to a period that is longer than the nine years of Edward’s reign, it 

nevertheless undermines the thirty-year duration of Orpen’s fame. Notably however, it 

is this Edwardian tag that gives advance justification to an otherwise questionable 

observation – namely that Orpen was forgotten for sixty years due to changes in stylistic 

taste. In fact, Upstone provided another reason for this oversight for the readers of his 

catalogue essay. He cites John Rothenstein’s aforementioned chapter in Modern English 
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Painters (1952) as the source of long-term negative public opinion towards Orpen’s 

work in England (2005: 47). 

Framing Orpen as a forgotten Edwardian painter enables the previous curatorial 

neglect of his work to be presented as a matter of temporality and aesthetics, a change in 

taste with the onslaught of modernism. Although it appears to be a stylistic observation, 

it has less than obvious political repercussions. It distances Orpen from the post-

Edwardian transition to Irish independence and the interim cultural nationalism that he 

actively supported. In fact Orpen is in fact placed in the only era in which his 

subjectivity as a Protestant Irish emigrant to England is politically neutral. I wonder 

whether this framing takes place with a view to rendering Orpen a safe subject for an 

exhibition at an English military museum. The introductory wall text demonstrated the 

departure point for the logic, as we have seen. The teleological end point for this logic 

became evident in a further wall text explaining the exhibition’s closure: 

 
This exhibition concludes not with [Orpen’s] death in 1931, but with the 
glittering spectacle of the Paris Peace Conference, and the painter’s 
abstracted gaze across the city to the white domes of the Sacre Coeur. 

 

This curatorial cut-off point was also noteworthy, given that the Paris Peace Conference 

took place in 1919, whereas Orpen painted right up until his death in 1931.  

Orpen had recurring bouts of illness following the end of the war, exacerbated 

by heavy drinking, and died at the young age of 53, a painting half-finished on his easel. 

In his essay, Upstone the art historian had attested to the significance of the later work 

by devoting ample attention to his final painting. It would be odd therefore for Upstone 

the curator not to represent the paintings of Orpen’s final ten years. In fact, in 

contradiction with the wall text, Upstone did include no less than seven oil paintings 

and a number of drawings produced after 1919. While the dates of those paintings were 

provided on labels in relation to the individual works, the discrepancy between those 

dates and the chronology presented within the wall text was made invisible by the 

works’ dispersal across the seven sections. The later works appeared to be earlier works 

because of the exhibition’s logic of concluding with the war.  

This layout overwrote the chronology of Orpen’s artistic development and 

career – not in itself an unusual curatorial move – but, more significantly, by obscuring 

the date of all works created after the Paris Peace conference of 1919, the presence of 
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all works created after Irish independence (1921) was made invisible. It thus looked as 

if all of Orpen’s life’s work had been made at a time when Irish and British were not 

separate nationalities. This raises the question of whether there was a specific agenda 

behind Upstone’s peculiar chronology – perhaps to claim Orpen definitively for the 

British canon. I speculate here that Upstone tried to settle the problem of Orpen’s 

“conflicting national loyalties,” which had been a fundamental criticism made by 

Rothenstein and subsequently a major reason for the public disfavour of Orpen in 

English art circles.  

The complexity of the proposition of Orpen being British is engaged with to a 

limited extent within the catalogue essays. I come to my speculation regarding a specific 

agenda on the basis of a definitive statement made on the back cover of the catalogue, 

where Orpen is described as “one of the great British artists of the first quarter of the 

twentieth century.” In fact, the presentation of Orpen’s retrospective in the context of 

the Imperial War Museum already suggested his Britishness, given that it is his war 

works that have secured remaining interest in Orpen in the British context.60 Moreover, 

this representation seems to imply patriotic identification with Britain, much as this 

possibility is complicated by the contradictory motivations for Irish support of the 

British army in the First World War, as we will see.  

The near erasure of Orpen’s Irishness in the retrospective may seem a 

curatorially sound gesture. Given the centrality of England to the production of art 

historical discourse as well as the nation’s prestigious canon, Englishness secures a 

higher critical and economic value for an art work than Irishness. Upstone surely draws 

on this logic in his framing. Yet it is also a culturally hegemonic gesture that is 

problematic for reasons of postcolonial ethics. Here the clash between the professional 

norms of curating and the cultural and political functions of representation starts to 

become apparent. A thorough discussion of cultural hegemony and epistemic violence 

would be in order here. However, such critique often appears to be only of political 

relevance and to bear little art historical or aesthetic relevance vis-à-vis an artist’s 

oeuvre. I prefer to make a more specific claim and tease out the interrelationship 

                                                 
60 Given Orpen’s formerly prestigious career, the hosting of the retrospective at the Imperial War 
Museum rather than another major art museum is unusual. Nevertheless, the Imperial War Museum does 
have an extensive collection of art works and it has shown an ongoing commitment to inviting 
contemporary artists to reflect on the institution’s place in shaping the memory of modern warfare. See 
Moriarty and Weight (2008).   
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between Orpen’s work’s artistic content and its framing in terms of national identity. I 

will ask what repercussions the untroubled British framing has for the reading of 

Orpen’s paintings. Let us look to the section “Imaging the Self” and consider, for 

example, how questions regarding representation within Orpen’s work can be engaged 

with if the complexity of his (post)colonial Irish identity is overwritten by Britishness.  

The very first wall text introducing the “Imaging the Self” section takes Orpen’s 

self-portraits at face value, foreclosing close analysis of the work’s metaphorical sub-

texts: 

 
Orpen made pictures of himself throughout his life, returning again and again to 
the conundrum of self-image and identity. A small man, Orpen was self-
conscious about his appearance, and many of his self-portraits exaggerate his 
drooping lower lip. He liked to dress up and would portray himself as a jockey, 
huntsman or soldier, as if he were an actor playing a role. 

 

Even though the wall text refers to the artist’s “conundrum of self-image and identity,” 

no attempt is made to unravel this conundrum. In his curatorial essay, Upstone had 

suggested that “many of these pictures seemed to be formed around the act of 

perception itself, about interpretation, art and artifice, and the distortions of the real and 

the imitative,” yet he stops short of placing these strategies within a specific historic 

context (14). By not doing so, he is left to ask a question which he cannot answer: “How 

are we to read these pictures? Are they assumed personalities, like the characters in a 

play, or are they intended to be ironic, sardonic, self-mocking?” (14). 

Although Upstone comments insightfully in his catalogue essay that “many of 

[Orpen’s] pictures seemed to be formed around the act of perception itself,” he does not 

attempt to untie the knot of relations within that act of looking in such works as Leading 

the Life in the West (1910). The internal complexity of the work is foreclosed through 

the reductive simplicity of the wall text: 

 
[Orpen] stands assertively, dapperly dressed, with bowler hat and cane. 
Brushes and paints, whiskey and soda bottles and the bar bills and calling 
cards tucked behind the mirror frame represent another “self portrait,” that 
of the successful artist and man about town. 

 

As I have already argued in relation to Leading the Life in the West, the “conundrum of 

self-image and identity” that Upstone talks about in theory yet fails to unravel in the 
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work is closely entangled with the crisis of (post)colonial Irish identity in an English 

context. A large number of the self-portraits in question were included in the 

exhibition – The Dead Ptarmigan (1909), The Jockey (1909), Leading the Life in the 

West (1910), Self Portrait (1912) and Self-portrait with Sowing New Seed (1913). Yet 

the portrait that makes Orpen’s self-identification with Irishness most apparent, The 

Man from Aran (1909), was not included. Furthermore, the self-portraits were separated 

from the “Ireland: Politics” section in which Nude Pattern (1916), Western Wedding 

(1914) and other works engaging directly with Irish cultural questions were contained.  

Even overlooking the specific relationship to Irish subjectivity, Orpen’s anxious 

questions about the relationship between the self and the role of the great artist in such 

works as Self Portrait as Chardin (1908) (Fig. 1.9) is closed down by the literal nature 

of the wall text: 

 
In “Self Portrait as Chardin” (1908) Orpen shows himself in the dressing 
gown, slippers, handkerchiefs and spectacles that he wore to the Chelsea 
Arts Club Ball dressed as the French painter, and for which he won a prize. 

 

While the relationship between the lived event and the portrait makes this a tempting, if 

simplistic reading, it is hardly appropriate for an artist of Orpen’s ilk. Self-portrait as 

Chardin shows Orpen in the guise of a great artist. He is no longer himself but assuming 

a role. We might attribute this to the Edwardian love of fancy dress, and indeed Orpen 

did dress up as Chardin for the Covent Garden Ball in 1907. He made a head-and-

shoulders self-portrait of himself that year (Fig. 1.8) after Jan-Siméon Chardin’s Self-

portrait with pince-nez (1776) (Fig. 1.7). In the 1907 painting, Orpen’s pose and facial 

expression resemble Chardin’s, despite some disparity in their gazes. Chardin’s gaze is 

self-assured and steadfast whereas Orpen’s facial expression suggests that he is unsure 

how to meet the public gaze.  

 

 48



  

Fig. 1.7 and 1.8 Chardin, Self-portrait with Pince-nez, 1776 (left), Musée du Louvre, 
Paris, and William Orpen, Self-Portrait as Chardin, 1907 (right), Mildura Arts Centre. 

 

That Orpen returned to the subject in 1908 indicates that it was of growing 

importance to him. This time he included a full-length self-portrait of himself in the act 

of painting a self-portrait as Chardin.61 In the second painting Orpen continues to 

portray himself in the guise of the great artist, and this time visibly in the environment 

of the painter, but his tense upright pose and his furrowed facial expression seem to 

express a deep anxiety. His glasses are pushed further down his nose than in the first 

version and the colours in the facial portrait are much more lucid, the combined effect 

of which is to draw attention to his eyes.  

In this work Orpen stares at the viewer, visibly perturbed, as if to ask whether he 

has the right to fulfill the role of great artist. In place of the almost self-congratulatory 

self-image as artist in earlier self-portraits, Orpen now seems to anticipate judgement. It 

                                                 
61 Given this early expression of anxiety regarding the possibility of being representative as an artist in 
Self-portrait as Chardin, it is noteworthy that Orpen portrayed himself once again as Chardin the year 
after “resolving” the issue of representation in Self-Portrait, Multiple Mirrors, 1924. In The Man with the 
Paintbrush (1925) Orpen’s attire is identical to that in the self-portrait from 1908 but now the glasses are 
pushed up on his forehead as if he was ready to see the world, his facial expression more steadfast and his 
eyes piercing rather than confrontational. The portrait was commissioned by the Uffizi Gallery in 
Florence for their sala dei pittori – “a distinction reserved exclusively for the most famous artists of their 
time and country” – and this time he paints himself as the great artist (Konody and Dark 1932: 240). 
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is as if the emperor is forced to appear after he realizes his nudity, wondering whether 

he can keep up the pretence of being clothed to safeguard his authority. In “Self-portrait 

as Chardin” Orpen’s presence as an artist becomes a performative one, or to be more 

precise, he draws attention to the performance of his identity, not only as an artist, but, 

through the allusion to Chardin, as a potentially great artist. Orpen’s easy facility with 

paint, his skilled draughtsmanship and his beautiful use of colour in “Self-portrait as 

Chardin” raises the question of where such anxiety might come from.  

 

 

Figs. 1.9 William Orpen, Self-Portrait as Chardin, 1908,  
Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle Upon Tyne 

 

Orpen’s second biographer Bruce Arnold singled out 1908, the year of the 

painting, as a watershed for Orpen due to his first submission to the Royal Academy and 

commencement of an affair with the rich American socialite Lady St. Lloyd George.62 

But there was a third turning point that neither Arnold nor Orpen’s earlier biographers 

                                                 
62 These two events pushed Orpen into the spotlight professionally and socially. The Royal Academy 
exposure validated his membership of the upper echelons of the British art establishment. The affair, 
during which Orpen and St. Lloyd George were frequently seen together in public, stimulated gossip.  
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Konody and Dark address – namely that at the very moment that his full assimilation 

into the British art establishment was beckoning, Orpen made his first overt public 

statement of his Irishness in the British context. He did so at the Franco-British 

Exhibition of 1908 by choosing to be represented in the Ballymaclinton Art Gallery, 

which formed part of a model Irish colonial village, rather than in a privileged position 

within the British pavilion.63 The Ballymaclinton Art Gallery was curated by the 

aforementioned art dealer and collector Hugh Lane, with whom Orpen shared a vision 

for the future of Irish art. The aim of the 1908 exhibition was to explicitly emphasize 

the Irish identity of the artists on show, in support of the Irish Cultural Revival 

movement of which Lady Gregory (1852–1932), Lane’s aunt, was a pioneer. In the 

small pamphlet catalogue that accompanied the exhibition, Lane wrote: 

 
[I]t will, doubtless, come as a surprise to find that so many of the leaders 
of the various movements connected with British Art are themselves 
Irishmen or of Irish parentage. It is mainly with the object of 
demonstrating this fact that I have collected and arranged the present 
Exhibition. 

 

This gesture of self-inclusion signaled the strength of Orpen’s identification with 

Irish cultural nationalism. In my view it also signaled a moment of intense confrontation 

with the stigma of what it meant to be Irish in early 20th-century Britain. Like its 

Ceylonese and Senegalese counterparts, Ballymaclinton, the Irish colonial village, was 

inhabited by 150 natives, all Irish colleens (Irish girls) whose industry and beauty was 

being promoted by the government with a view to intermarriage. This wish reflected 

hopes for content political co-habitation in a period when Ireland’s insistence on Home 

Rule was moving dangerously close to an insistence on Independence. Yet the very 

adjectives being used – “spick and span,” “white and clean” and “emphatically smiling 

and pleasant” – only served as reminders of widespread British perception of the Irish as 

black, wild and untamable until a few years previously.  

The ideology behind the colonial villages focused on the ideal of a national 

culture, which featured heavily in both Tory and Liberal rhetoric between 1902 and 

                                                 
63 In the end, one painting of Orpen’s was included in the British pavilion, perhaps to alleviate Orpen’s 
conspicuous absence. Given that the colonial village was little more than a side-show, and attracted very 
few members of the art establishment, contemporary writers expressed their extreme surprise that an artist 
of such esteem should be shown under such circumstances. 
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1910. Paradoxically, the success of this ideal relied on the careful construction and 

elaboration of a series of biological and cultural “differences.” The difference between 

colonizer and colonised was visible in the daily life on display in the Ceylonese, Irish 

and Senegalese villages. They were presented in the guidebooks as quaint survivals 

(anthropologically speaking) of primitive cultures (Coombes 1987). This racialized 

colonial encounter with Irish identity in the British context highlighted the stakes of 

Orpen’s Irishness for his possible destiny as a great artist. If this sounds somewhat 

exaggerated, let us consider it in relation to the Presidential Address of the Museums 

Association from 1907, which reads like a eugenics lecture, mentioning for example 

how “inherited traits, character, virtues, vices, capabilities, temper, diseases, play in the 

destinies of men” (Coombes 1987: 162). I contend that Orpen’s Self-Portrait as 

Chardin, painted the year of the Franco-British exhibition, raised the question of the 

relationship between identity and artistic success, or specifically between being an Irish 

artist and the possibility of being or becoming a great artist.  

 

Nationalisms 

The housing of Orpen’s retrospective at the Imperial War Museum suggests the 

importance of the artist’s war works. In fact paintings such as Armistice Night, Amiens 

(1918) and The Mad Woman of Douai (1918) are among some of Orpen’s most 

profound reflections on human life. In these works he sketches out the disjunctions 

between high-minded ideals about war and the senseless horde instincts and fragile 

strategies for (psychic) survival it initiates in reality. Given the exhibition’s ambition to 

be a retrospective however, Upstone’s final selection of forty-five of the 113 drawings 

and paintings for the London exhibition from this period of a mere three years of 

Orpen’s thirty-year career undermined the diversity of the artist’s oeuvre.64 The 

monumentalizing effect of the layout and presentation of the “War” section seemed to 

be at odds with Orpen’s critical and humanizing view of war. One might ask what the 

function of such a monumentalising emphasis might be.   

As a discourse, curating tends to function as much by showing as by writing (on 

wall texts and in catalogues); not only by the choice of works but by telling complex 

                                                 
64 All but two of the exhibited war works were carried out in 1917-1919. The exceptions are a small 
caricature sketch of Orpen’s physical examination for entering the war from 1916, and one painting, To 
the Unknown British Soldier in France, which he painted from 1921-28. 
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stories spatially. As Charles W. Haxthausen has described, “a successful exhibition is 

not a book on the wall, but a carefully orchestrated deployment of objects, images, and 

texts” and the visual arguments, put in place by means of installation, are in fact a more 

effective means of disseminating knowledge than are articles or books (2002: xv). In 

this light it is noteworthy that the “War” section was placed apart from the other five 

sections of the London exhibition. This was made possible by the presentation of the 

“Drawings and Letters” section between “War” and “Ireland: Allegory,” which seems 

incongruent because it abruptly divided five categories of major oil paintings from a 

sixth category of major oil paintings with a section of minor works on paper. The war 

section was further separated from the rest of the exhibition by a specially constructed 

corridor emblazoned with the word “WAR” in large typography. The corridor appeared 

to serve no function, leading the visitor as it did from a normal doorway into the room 

behind it. However, the dramatic text and the grey tunnel-like corridor provided not so 

much a physical transition as a psychological transition into the world of war.65 Once 

inside, the viewer walked from room to room, from painting to drawing, until he walked 

full-circle to a small room tucked away behind his initial point of entry. On entry the 

viewer was confronted by a large canvas directly facing him, which depicted a single 

coffin. The painting’s title was To the Unknown British Soldier in France (1921-28) 

(Fig. 1.10).  

The painting had started out as the last in a series of three paintings documenting 

the peace process, depicting the delegates waiting to enter the signing chamber. But 

Orpen, disgusted by how quickly the human cost of war was forgotten amidst the pomp 

of ceremony, decided to radically alter the painting. He erased the statesmen and 

commanders it had taken him nine months to paint and depicted instead the coffin of an 

unknown soldier guarded by his dead comrades. These two uncanny soldiers are Christ-

like in their wounded nakedness, covered only by a garment around the waist. They 

were based on an earlier sketch of a soldier, whose clothes had been ripped away by a 

bursting shell. In the painting putti hover in the air, strewing the scene with green and 

                                                 
65 The interpretative significance of decisions made by an exhibition’s design team is not always taken on 
board by the curator. The curator’s personal level of responsibility and collaboration in these matters 
seems to vary considerably, despite an increasing awareness of the hermeneutic of display. However, the 
division of five sections of major oil paintings from a sixth category of major oil paintings, by an 
intermediate section of minor works on paper, is likely to have only taken place with the curator’s consent.  
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gold garlands, to me not coincidentally the colours of the Irish flag. I find it fitting that 

Orpen would include an almost imperceptible visual referent to the Irish men who 

fought with the British army in the First World War.  

 

  

Fig. 1.10 William Orpen, To the Unknown British Soldier in France,  
1921 version (left) and 1928 version (right), Imperial War Museum, London 

 

 

Orpen’s submission of the painting to the Royal Academy in 1923 caused a 

scandal. The painting was fiercely attacked by critics and firmly rejected by the Imperial 

War Museum on the grounds that it did not fulfill the original commission’s portrait 

remit. In fact it was even questioned whether or not the painting had a mocking intent, a 

charge Orpen strongly denied. I argue, however, that such an accusation demonstrates 

the threatening displacements implied in Orpen’s “minor” perspective. Pressed for an 

explanation, Orpen explained that the putti represented love and the cross in the 

background sacrifice and salvation. The public were touched by Orpen’s tribute to the 

losses that affected ordinary British families and voted the painting Picture of the Year, 

adding more fuel to the existing debates. 

Five years later, on the death of his wartime friend Field Marshal Haig, Orpen 

conceded to remove all offensive elements of the painting and present it to the War 

Museum in Haig’s memory. In the final version of the painting, all that remains is the 
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single coffin, surrounded by monumental architecture. The majesty of the architecture, 

combined with the coffin’s adornment with the British flag seems to demand respect 

from the viewer, even a hushed presence. The mausoleum-like experience of standing in 

front of a coffin as the final image of the retrospective registered as a witnessing of the 

death of the artist – a conclusion which resonated with the inner logic of the curatorial 

narrative. The final images of the Paris Peace conference referred to in the earlier wall 

text were hung on the side walls of the space, overshadowed by the presence of the 

room’s central image. Thus, the exhibition placed Orpen firmly in the position of 

allegiance to Britain by highlighting his role as a British war artist. In fact, by 

presenting a coffin draped with a British flag as the final image, Upstone visually 

prefigured and embodied Orpen’s death in Britain. By solving the problem of Orpen’s 

conflicting loyalties in this way, Upstone’s curatorial intervention thus prepared the 

ground for a ready reclamation of Orpen for the canon of English art. 

The implication here was that Orpen was a British patriot because he served in 

the First World War and he should therefore be seen as British and not Irish. Yet this 

overshadows the complex relationship between Irish nationalism, Irish unionism and the 

war. It is well documented that that both sides joined in support of opposite political 

ends.66 In addition, the underlying question of whether Orpen was an Irish nationalist or 

a Unionist tends to drown out the likelihood that the artist’s political sympathies lay 

with socialism. This was evident in the artist’s active help in the soup kitchens that 

Countess Marciewicz set up for strikers who had lost their jobs by following the lead of 

Irish socialist James Larkin’s fight for workers’ rights. It is visible in his sketches 

thereof and also in a series of works showing the ordinary worker. These were painted 

in the mode of historical genres he admired in Chardin, which perhaps contributes to 

explaining his choice of Chardin as role model in his self-portraits. I am thinking here 

for example of The Wash House (1905) and Resting (1905), which were not included in 

the retrospective. I see this socialist perspective returning in such visually arresting war 

paintings as Harvest (1918), which depicts the French workers gathering sheaves in a 

field cross-hatched by barbed wire and dotted with crosses. In the foreground a young 

                                                 
66 By the mid 1880s Irish politics became polarised between Protestant Unionism and Catholic 
Nationalism. Home Rule had been an aspiration of Irish Nationalists for over fifty years and negotiations 
looked to be on the cusp of its realization when World War I broke out. Knowing that nothing would be 
settled until after the end of war, both Nationalists promoting and Unionists against Home Rule chose to 
support Britain with a view to currying favour for the decision-making after the war had ended.   
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mother prepares to nurse her baby. This painting acts as a testimony to the nobility of 

ordinary people carrying on with normal life amid the barbarity of war.  

Upstone’s presentation of Orpen’s war work, and To the Unknown British 

Soldier in France in particular, as confirmation of the artist’s Britishness is, I would 

argue, a poor representation of how the war itself turned Orpen against all forms of 

nationalism. His biographer and friend Sydney Dark recalled how war showed 

nationalism’s role as little more than a “gaudily-decorated machine for hurting and 

maiming” (Konody and Dark 1932: 120). Dark insightfully argued that all of Orpen’s 

war output is pacifist in its drive to show the banal horror of real war. In addition, I 

contend that the nation’s integrity came under interrogation by Orpen in the process. His 

Dead Germans in a Trench (1918), in which the pathetic green-tinged face of an 

upturned corpse can be seen next to a semi-buried compatriot, gives no sense of division 

between enemies and heroes. Orpen’s sketches of the German prison camps, which 

were not included in the exhibition, further suggest that the day-to-day experiences of 

war led to an anti-nationalist stance. Had Orpen been allowed to leave his bomb-blasted 

ghosts of young soldiers flanking the coffin in To the Unknown British Soldier in 

France, his deep-seated questions about the cost of nationalism would have been more 

apparent. 

Upstone’s aesthetic choices appear to be informed by artistic quality alone. 

However they are strongly weighted towards presenting Orpen’s work in terms of an 

overt affiliation with the British canon. This can be read in terms of a political bias but it 

also appears to be a professionally sound gesture because it strategically increases the 

cultural and symbolic capital embodied in Orpen’s work in the London field. When the 

exhibition toured to National Gallery of Ireland, the alternative national context offered 

a different exchange rate for the cultural and symbolic capital of Irish and British-

related aspects of Orpen’s production. If we turn now to the Dublin exhibition, we can 

see Upstone attempt to recuperate some of Orpen’s cultural and political value for the 

Irish context in order to maximize his cultural and symbolic capital in the new context. 

He does so through significant adjustments of the exhibition contents, its layout and its 

wall texts.  
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The Politics of Space and Place 

On first impression, the re-arrangement of the exhibition in the Dublin context might 

have appeared to be a question of adjustment to different architectural surrounds. Yet 

the particular spatial and hanging choices coincided perfectly with the shift in perceived 

sources of value of Orpen’s work from the London to the Dublin context. The section 

“Imaging Society” was both the opening section of the Dublin exhibition and the only 

one that was treated to a much larger and separate space. This was in keeping with the 

predominant Irish interest in Orpen’s portraiture. The war section was in turn 

considerably smaller in consideration of the lesser political and cultural value of the war 

works in the field of the Dublin art world. This downsizing was facilitated by the 

absence of a separate entrance and the significant reduction of the number of works on 

display. This exclusion was made possible by the somewhat erratic inclusion of a 

number of war-works on paper in a further exhibition devoted to Orpen’s illustrated 

letters, held on another floor of the gallery.67 To the Unknown British Soldier in France 

also occupied a rather unspectacular position on the side wall of the main exhibition 

corridor, when it might easily have been placed as an arresting visual end-piece, 

mirroring the more dramatic London presentation.  

 Surprisingly, for Irish viewers expecting a feast of portraiture, the enlarged 

Dublin space of the “Imaging Society” section was very sparsely hung. The reduced 

importance the genre had been given in the London exhibition meant that little justice 

could be done to the 600 portraits that emerged from his prolific portrait practice. 

Moreover, on closer inspection it appeared that there were even less portraits on show in 

Dublin than in London. This was due to the conspicuous absence of Orpen’s portraits of 

Edward, Prince of Wales and Winston Churchill. This was a particular loss for the 

exhibition because the latter was one of Orpen’s most compelling commissioned works.   

In his newspaper review of the exhibition, Orpen’s biographer Bruce Arnold highlighted 

the missed opportunity for Irish viewing publics created by the absence of the two 

portraits. In response to the ensuing public attention, the National Gallery’s press officer 

published a letter in The Irish Times newspaper, politely explaining that both paintings 

                                                 
67 This exhibition, entitled Yours Very Sincerely, William Orpen: The Illustrated Letters displayed 
Orpen’s illustrated letters to Mrs. St. George. It took place from 21 May-14 August 2005.  
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were unavailable.68 The reason for their unavailability was not provided. This weak 

response seems designed to detract from the possibly political motivation for Upstone’s 

editing down of the exhibition, an act in which the National Gallery of Ireland was 

apparently complicit. What Arnold and the press overlooked was that the exhibition as a 

whole had been adjusted in a similar fashion; not least through a substantial editing of 

wall texts in the section of the Dublin exhibition entitled “Ireland: Politics.” I will make 

a comparison here between the texts provided in the London and Dublin contexts, which, 

as we will see, are designed to reproduce the dominant political narratives of each 

location.  

The following wall text introduced the section “Ireland: Politics” in London: 

 
Orpen was born into a well-to-do Irish Protestant family from Stillorgan 
near Dublin. The years of his youth and early career coincided with 
dramatic events in Irish history. They were also the years of the literary and 
artistic revival, led by W.B. Yeats, Augusta Gregory, J.M. Synge, George 
Moore and other figures well known to Orpen, many from Protestant 
middle-class backgrounds similar to his own. 

 

Orpen is categorised firmly as Protestant both at the beginning and end of this short 

text – the association between Protestantism and loyalty to Britain foreclosing any 

possible nationalist inclinations. In fact, the revival that, however unintentionally, paved 

the way for militant nationalism, is put back into its aesthetic – meaning non-political – 

corner by emphasis on it being literary and artistic. Nor is there any mention of Orpen’s 

active support of cultural nationalist ends, whether through his paintings, his teaching or 

his assistance to Hugh Lane. Furthermore, under the rubric of politics, the wall text’s 

blanket description of the Easter Rebellion, War of Independence and Civil War as 

“dramatic events in Irish history” left a lot to be desired in terms of historical specificity.  

When the exhibition toured to the National Gallery in Dublin, a number of 

alterations were made to the wall texts. The Dublin wall text of the section “Politics: 

Ireland” outlined Orpen’s political relationships and refrained from stressing his 

Protestant middle-class identity, referring instead to his identification with Irish literary 

revival playwright JM Synge: 

                                                 
68 Valerie Keogh, Press & Communications Office, National Gallery of Ireland states in a letter published 
on the editorial page, of The Irish Times, 7 June 2005 that the two paintings were only made available to 
the exhibition’s first venue, the Imperial War Museum, London. No further explanation is provided.  
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Orpen was born into a well-to-do Irish Protestant family from Stillorgan 
near Dublin. The years of his youth and early career coincided with 
dramatic events in Ireland, leading to the Civil War and eventual 
independence from British Rule. He seems to have held an ambiguous and 
contradictory view of nationalist politics, partly through his absorption into 
the British establishment and easy relationship with the social and political 
elite. The years of his youth and early career also coincided with the Irish 
literary and artistic revival. Significantly, the one literary figure of the era 
that Orpen admired unequivocally was J.M. Synge. 

 

The second half of the Imperial War Museum wall text continued in a manner that 

undermined the significance of Irish politics, and emphasized a steady reduction in 

Orpen’s affiliation with Ireland: 

 
Between 1902 and 1915 he divided his time between London and Dublin 
teaching at the Metropolitan School of Art where he himself had been a star 
pupil. Among his students was Grace Gifford whom he personified as 
Young Ireland, a title that was a teasing joke about her romantic nationalism. 
(Gifford later married Joseph Mary Plunkett, who was shot by the British 
for his part in the Easter Rising). Another was the painter Sean Keating, a 
committed nationalist who was Orpen’s studio assistant before returning to 
Ireland after the start of World War I. Orpen chose to stay and joined the 
British Army as official war artist. He returned to Ireland for one day in 
1915 but never returned thereafter. 

 

When the Easter Rising of 1916 was named in the London text, it was in connection 

with fatal punishment (the shooting of a republican for his participation). In contrast 

there was no mention made of Joseph Plunkett’s violent death in the Dublin text. The 

London text’s reference to Seán Keating’s return to Ireland “after the start of World 

War I” concealed the coincidence of this nationalist painter’s return with the approach 

of the Easter Rebellion. The reference to Orpen’s personification of Grace Gifford as 

Young Ireland as “a teasing joke about her romantic nationalism” not only detracted 

from the political agency of that nationalism, but also served to affirm to the viewer that 

these nationalist intentions were just a joke to the artist. References to this “joke” were 

removed in the Dublin wall text.69  

 The London wall text implied that Orpen made a definitive choice to leave 

Ireland for good, linking this decision with his joining the British army. Upstone’s 
                                                 
69 This appears to refer to Roy Foster’s description of the painting title as “a sort of teasing joke” in his 
catalogue essay for the retrospective (2005a: 63).  
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catalogue essay presented a different story – namely that the artist was prevented from 

returning to Ireland despite his wishes, due to a threat on his life. In fact Orpen wrote in 

a letter that was on display within the retrospective that he would return “when I am 

allowed to come to Ireland without danger – it seems to me just taking a risk – of asking 

for it” (emphasis in text). In Orpen: Mirror to an Age Bruce Arnold elaborated that the 

republican group Sinn Féin possibly sought Orpen’s collaboration in the early 1920s for 

its terrorist activities related to vendettas against British army officers, with whom the 

artist had close associations as a result of his war work (1981: 412).  

It is not unusual for exhibition contents to alter depending on different contexts. 

The curator discusses these decisions in advance with the exhibition teams at individual 

venues for the exhibition. However, the political exclusions of both the London and 

Dublin wall texts made politics in general coincide with a specific political agenda to 

exclude other political views and considerations. Leaving aside the specificity of this 

political relationship, there are two aspects of this situation that are noteworthy in terms 

of the current status quo of curating. The first is Upstone’s almost total denial of what 

Donald Preziosi has called “the knots and conundrums” in the relationship between 

subjects and objects within the curatorial discourse at large. This area has long been the 

subject of debate in other fields, art history included. The second is the way in which 

this disavowal supports dominant hegemonic paradigms; namely those of the former 

colonial culture over the ex-colonised culture. In fact what we see here is precisely the 

blurred terrain between “representation within the state and political economy, on the 

one hand, and within the theory of the Subject, on the other,” the productivity of which 

Gayatri Spivak has emphasized (1999: 77-80, 177, 262-3).  

Mainstream curators’ loyalty to dominant conceptions of artistic quality (with 

their associated value), in which the norms of professional curation are invested, tends 

to outweigh their interest in the ethical issues that surround representation and/or in the 

artistic paradigms that dominant paradigms crowd out. Identity politics discourses did 

little to confront this situation, as I have mentioned. It typically conflated the two kinds 

of representation in a manner that hindered the teasing out of the complex 

interrelationship between the institution’s and artist’s representative functions. The 

result is an ambivalent awareness of such issues among curators, who often address the 

issue of national identity in the most contradictory ways. We can find a typical example 
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of this in the abstract of the conference accompanying the Orpen retrospective, held at 

the Tate Gallery. The text addressed the issue of identity, but did so in a manner that left 

the hegemonic premises of the retrospective untouched. In fact, the terms gleaned from 

identity politics discourses return in the conference abstract in a connective synthesis 

with traditional hegemonic discourses: 

 
[The conference is intended to] examine Orpen's career within the contexts 
of national identity and the relationship between British regionalism and the 
metropolitan centre. It asks what routes successful artists from the regions 
have to take to establish their careers in London. What are the artistic and 
cultural institutions that allow this to happen? And what do these issues 
contribute to questions raised by current debates on Englishness and 
Empire?70 

 

Based upon the assumption that Ireland was a region of Britain during Orpen’s lifetime, 

the abstract forecloses debates surrounding the contested postcolonial relationship. The 

late nineteenth-century and early twentieth century (“the time of William Orpen”) are 

made continuous with the present through the verb form, as if Ireland had remained a 

part of Britain in Orpen’s lifetime and remained so today. Drawing on the critical 

currency of identity politics, the conference thus legitimates the old hegemony in the 

new jacket of an oppositional discourse. 

Bourdieu argues that the field always operates within a field of power, which 

greatly affects the dynamics of discourse through its range of mechanisms intended to 

accumulate and preserve differentiated but convertible forms of capital. The associated 

power relations are rarely directly visible but occasions such as the Orpen retrospective 

bring them to light in unusually direct ways. In fact, when the National Gallery of 

Ireland stated its disapproval of the description of Orpen on the back catalogue cover as 

“one of the great British artists of the first quarter of the 20th century,” the political and 

                                                 
70 The conference announcement issued by the Imperial War Museum stated: “This conference examines 
Orpen’s career within the contexts of national identity and the relationship between British regionalism 
and the metropolitan centre.” While claiming interest in identity issues, the conceptual link between 
“national identity” and the relationship between “British regionalism and the metropolitan centre” is not 
clarified. Orpen’s Irishness is not mentioned. Furthermore, Ireland is subsumed by the lack of both 
geographic and political specificity in the very title of the conference Art and the Islands: Centre and 
Periphery in British art at the time of William Orpen, as if Ireland had remained a part of Britain. Source: 
Imperial War Museum information leaflet on the William Orpen: Politics, Sex and Death exhibition. See 
also the related press release: 
http//www.tate.org.uk/britain/eventseducation/symposia/artandtheislandswilliamorpenconference1935.ht
m). Accessed August 2006. 
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ethical domains that underlie the apparent autonomy of the aesthetic were all but fully 

exposed.  

The National Gallery’s challenge of British cultural authority remains unusual in 

the Irish context. I would suggest that it reflected the increased sense of cultural 

authority supported by the economic capital of the Celtic Tiger economy. Nevertheless, 

the Irish institution’s cultural authority was little more than tentative. Rather than 

insisting on the withdrawal of the London catalogue and an urgent reprinting of its 

cover, the gallery made a request that the cover be reprinted for Dublin distribution only. 

Nor were the hegemonic aspects of the London exhibition at large ever publicly 

challenged by the National Gallery. The Irish institution appears to have been complicit 

in the contradictory representation of Orpen as British outside of Ireland, once it did not 

impinge on his domestic reception.71 This approach may be in keeping with the cultural 

diplomacy that underpins the norms of international curating. Yet it falls short of the 

ethical demands of postcolonial cultural conditions. All of this suggests the relevance of 

institutional engagement with the issue of how the internal dynamics and values of the 

norms of professional curation interweave, problematise and fundamentally clash with 

the cultural and political functions of representation.  

In the following chapter I will explore the repercussions of changing curatorial 

framings for artist’s career success during their lifetime and ask what kind of 

implication these framings have for artists’ development of their oeuvre. But we might 

also consider whether Orpen offers a way forward for curators in the present. It is 

certainly the case that Orpen’s oeuvre still challenges the curatorial norm of seeking to 

contain and restructure aspects of artists’ characters and works that act as threats to the 

equilibrium of established discourses. Orpen “looks into the cultural mirror” in his self-

portraits (Bal 1999: 210). “The mirror supposedly reflects the self back to the subject, 

thereby enabling the formation of a subjectivity that can exist in the cultural world” 

(209).72 But it does not. From student paintings like The Mirror onwards Orpen already 

sought ways around this predicament. Finally, in Self-Portrait, Multiple Mirrors (1924) 

                                                 
71 There was also a significant backlash when historian Roy Foster, who had written an essay on Orpen’s 
relationship with Ireland in the retrospective catalogue, published an article firmly reclaiming Orpen for 
the British canon. His claims were made on grounds that disavow all aspects of the postcolonial cultural 
complex (2005b).  
72 I draw here on Mieke Bal’s analysis of a contemporary art work by artist Carrie Mae Weems. Bal’s 
engagement is informed by Kaja Silverman’s (1988) use of Lacan’s theorization of the mirror stage of a 
child’s development. Silverman proposes, however, that the mirror stage never ends.  
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Orpen claimed his cultural authority as an artist by precisely undoing the authority of 

representation itself. In order to do so, he had to develop a new kind of representation; 

one which would work against the “truth” and “nature” seen to be inherent in 

representation-as-such. He did so by deterritorializing the norms of representation from 

within portraiture. I wonder if it is possible to develop curatorial equivalents – to create 

forms of curatorial representation that refuse to fulfill the unwritten political demands of 

major art as culturally neutral and make space for alternative paradigms. What would it 

mean to explicitly approach curating as a mirror that necessarily reflects unfaithfully; as 

a representation of a whole series of further representations, which may or may not be 

faithful to the artist’s own image? I will try to tease out the possibility of how such 

strategies might be incorporated within curatorial narratives in chapter four. 
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Chapter Two 

Ambivalent Homecomings: 
National Identity, Canon-formation and Routes to Success 

 

In 2001 two significant homecomings were celebrated in the Irish art world. The first 

surrounded the public opening of Francis Bacon’s studio in Dublin, the city of the 

artist’s birth. Following a donation by Bacon’s sole heir John Edwards, the entire studio 

was dismantled at its location at Reece Mews in London, transported and painstakingly 

reconstructed at the Dublin Municipal Gallery, the Hugh Lane. The second 

homecoming was the donation of Louis le Brocquy’s A Family (1951), a painting that 

had been central to historic debates on Modernism in the Irish context,  

to the National Gallery of Ireland. When Le Brocquy represented Ireland at the Venice 

Biennale in 1954, the painting had been awarded the prestigious Nestlé-endowed 

Premio Aquisitato prize and had hung in the company’s Milan offices until 2001, when 

it was acquired by an Irish business man for donation to the National Gallery. Medb 

Ruane described the homecoming of Le Brocquy’s Family as “an honouring of the 

prophet in his own land” (2002: 23). In contrast, the relocation of Bacon’s studio to the 

city of his birth might aptly be dubbed the return of the prodigal son, given that Bacon 

was sent out of the country in disgrace at the age of sixteen when his father had the first 

inklings of his homosexuality. 

The coincidence of the homecomings was a fortuitous tribute to a lifelong 

friendship that was forged between these two Irish-born artists in London in 1951 at a 

time when they were considered two of the most significant up-and-coming “British” 

painters. Their friendship was not surprising, given that the two artists came from 

similar socio-cultural backgrounds, were both self-taught painters and shared a love for 

the Spanish masters including Picasso. While their contemporary framing and 

reputations hardly allows them to be discussed in a shared framework, Le Brocquy and 

Bacon were then counted among a relatively small group of artists in London who 

worked figuratively in a period dominated by abstraction.73 Art historian Dorothy 

Walker recalled that:  

                                                 
73 Other artists included Keith Vaughan, Jankel Adler, Robert MacBryde, Robet Colquhoun, Josef 
Herman, Graham Sutherland and Lucian Freud. See Mellor (1993) and Garlake (1998) for an overview of 
British art in the post-war period and Harrison (2002) for a specific analysis of figurative artists. See also 
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The period of the fifties, not only in London but all over the Western world, 
was a period of abstract painting, of saturation tachisme or abstract 
expressionism when figurative painting was totally out of fashion. (1997: 45) 

 

Hence, Walker suggests, Le Brocquy and Bacon could share their “continued isolation 

as figurative painters in an abstract world.” From the time they met, Bacon is said to 

have seldom missed one of Le Brocquy’s regular exhibitions at Gimpel Fils gallery. 

Bacon later expressed this interest in personal correspondence and through his writing 

of a catalogue essay for Le Brocquy in 1976, an uncharacteristic gesture for the artist.74 

Le Brocquy showed his admiration for Bacon through an extensive series of portraits 

painted in 1979 as part of his Portrait Heads series.75  

I might well have put the two artists’ homecomings in inverted commas, 

however, because “home” here implies their assimilation in national canons. Both 

artists’ interrelationships with British and Irish canons are complex and, I will suggest, 

very much mediated by curators. Bacon has been canonized as one of the most 

significant British painters of the 20th century. His Britishness would appear to stem 

from his English parentage. Yet, as we have seen with Orpen, the nationality of an 

artist’s parents does not necessarily determine national framing in the practice of 

curating. Given that Bacon was born and raised in Ireland, there are reasonable grounds 

to suggest that Bacon was Irish. Usually the term “Anglo-Irish” is used to describe the 

identity of someone born in Ireland to English parents, with Anglo-Irishness taken as a 

form of Irish nationality on occasions when further specification is necessary. The 

relocation of Bacon’s London studio to Dublin, the city of his birth, thus raises the 

question of Bacon’s eventual re-canonisation as an Irish artist.  

The second homecoming involved the apparent “return” of a major painting by 

Le Brocquy, who is now celebrated as “Ireland’s greatest living artist,” to its rightful 

home in the National Gallery of Ireland. Le Brocquy was based in London when he 

painted A Family, having been recruited by two London gallerists as an emerging artist 
                                                                                                                                               
Taylor (1999: 167-202) for an analysis of changing institutional structures in the British art world at that 
time.   
74 Some of Bacon’s comments from letters and exhibitions are recorded in Madden and Le Brocquy 
(1994: 164, 200). At a retrospective held at Gimpel Fils, Madden recalls for example Bacon’s comments 
on Le Brocquy’s Image of Lorca (1978), finding the sunken darkened eye “extraordinary” because it was 
a very difficult thing to make an undefined eye socket “work” (287).  
75 See Louis le Brocquy: Portrait Heads, A Celebration of the Artist’s Ninetieth Birthday (2006) for 
reproductions of a number of the Bacon portraits.  
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in Ireland. During the immediate post-war period, an active promotion of British art was 

underway in London, supported by the government drive to celebrate Britishness, as 

part of an attempt to boost the morale of the depleted post-war nation. Bringing artists 

from Ireland was one of the few ways to broaden the scope of British art at a time when 

travel to mainland Europe was out of the question. It was at this time that Cecil Philips 

of the Leicester Galleries and Charles Gimpel of the newly established Gimpel Fils 

gallery made a trip to Dublin looking for new artists to supplement their gallery 

programmes. They visited the Irish Exhibition of Living Art and singled out Le 

Brocquy’s work, inviting him to move to London to be represented by their galleries; an 

offer which Le Brocquy gladly accepted. In the ten years following his departure, Le 

Brocquy went from being an Irish artist to being a British artist and then back to being 

an Irish artist again, thanks to an active process of curatorial framing and reframing.  

In this chapter I will undertake a comparative analysis of Bacon and Le 

Brocquy’s relationships with their national identities in relation to the ways in which 

curators and institutions intervene in the negotiation of those identities for canonical 

purposes. I will de-naturalize canonical identities by tracing the pivotal moments that 

determined the two artists’ canonical positions. I wish to emphasize the agency of the 

curator as a “custodian of the canon,” a role is traditionally associated with the art 

historian (Gombrich 1975: 54).76 It is usually assumed that art history and canons are 

created after the event. Unlike the curator, the art historian is seen to be able to take 

objective distance from the messy and compromised practice of everyday art world 

transactions in order to evaluate for posterity. However, as Anna Brzyski highlights, in 

real terms the discourse of art history co-exists with the production of art, and hence 

with its exhibition and reception. Rather than being an after-effect, art history operates 

as a meta-discourse vis-à-vis art practice, especially if art practice is considered as a 

complex discursive system operating across visual and verbal fields as it increasingly is 

today (Brzyski 2007: 249).  

Rather than seeing canons as something separate from contemporary art 

production, I will highlight the fact that to make a living as a professional, curators have 

to prognostically demonstrate that the work in question has the potential for long-term 

(i.e. historic, canonical) significance. I want to examine two aspects of curatorial 
                                                 
76 For a discussion of the symbolic conflict between curating and art history, see Haxthausen (2002: i-
xxv). 
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relationships to artists’ canonisation. The first relationship is with the politics of 

canonisation as such. Thanks to their establishment in the 19th century in the context of 

nascent nationalisms in Europe, canons have a fundamentally national nature. Although 

the national basis of art history is increasingly challenged, even globalization has done 

little to undermine the cultural hierarchies reinforced by their taxonomic method of 

knowledge production (Elkins 2007: 73). I want to question the unequal distribution of 

cultural and symbolic power within existing canons and examine how the norms of 

curation serve to maintain this inequality.  

I will do so by reading against the grain of the obviousness of Le Brocquy’s 

Irishness and Bacon’s Englishness. I will demonstrate that these national framings were 

secured for canonical purposes at various moments in history. I will suggest that they 

partly stay in place because they underpin the two artists’ current critical and market 

value. We have seen that Le Brocquy’s nationality was framed and reframed as Irish, 

English and British in his early career. I will highlight how differently Le Brocquy’s 

career and work may have developed, had the demands of circumstances determined 

otherwise. My framing of Bacon as Irish is a strategic challenge to the automatic 

foreclosure of Bacon as an Irish artist. This seems to me to be based on the market 

criteria of securing the maintaining the high symbolic capital of Englishness in art 

history as much as any biographical or artistic factors. The framing and reframing of Le 

Brocquy or Bacon as Irish, Anglo-Irish, English or British can not be reduced to the 

issue that an appropriate set of terms has yet to be developed to describe the range of 

identities which long-term colonisation and high-density migration have forged. If we 

consider this to be simply a case of “mixed nationality,” we ignore the effects of the 

uneven levels of symbolic capital, whose exchange rate is determined by the 

postcolonial relation between these two particular countries. This matters because 

success is partly achieved through the accumulation of symbolic and cultural capital.  

The case studies I look at here relate to, for example, claims from French and 

Dutch art worlds as to the canon to which Van Gogh belongs (Esner and Schavemaker 

2010). Yet, even if Van Gogh is seen to “belong to” the French canon, he remains a 

Dutch artist in the French canon, which shows the security of Dutch national identity 

vis-à-vis French identity. We will see that, in the case of the postcolonial country in 

particular, national identity is more vulnerable to subsumption, being so narrowly 
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differentiated from the culture of its former coloniser. Moreover, the formerly colonised 

nation lacks the authority to make competing claims on an equal symbolic level. Chin-

tao Wu’s research has shown that contemporary artists’ migrations continue to follow 

the pattern of artists from (postcolonial) nations with lower cultural capital moving to 

nations with higher cultural capital (often former colonial capitals).77 My analysis 

extends the question of who has the cultural authority to decide on these artists’ 

assimilation in national canons to address the issue of how postcolonial cultural 

conditions and changing economic and political developments affect such claims to 

authority.  

The second aspect of canonisation that interests me is its effects on the aesthetic 

reception of the work. Disinterestedness in national identity and canon formations 

appears valid in the day-to-day workings of the art world, because the question of 

nationality or canons seems so exterior to the work in question. However, the opposite 

is true. Writing about the “pure gaze” of art viewing, Bourdieu observes: 

 
Adequate reception of works – which, like Warhol’s Brillo Boxes or Klein’s 
monochrome paintings, owe their formal properties and their value only to 
the structure of the field and thus to its history – is a differential and 
diacritical perception: in other words, it is attentive to deviations from other 
works, both contemporary and past. The result is that, like production, the 
consumption of works which are a product of a long history of breaks of 
history, with tradition, tends to become historical through and through, and 
yet more and more dehistoricized. In fact, the history that deciphering and 
appreciation put into play is gradually reduced to a pure history of forms, 
completely eclipsing the social history of the struggles for forms which is 
the life and movement of the artistic field. (2008: 266, emphasis added) 

 

The necessity for attentiveness to deviations from contemporary and historical 

works in particular demands locatedness within a given (national) art discourse or 

canon, although the cultural specificity of that discourse may no longer be 

acknowledged as such.   

                                                 
77 (Wu 2009). Comparing the migration figures and directions for artists who participated in Documenta 
between 1968 and 2007, Wu concludes: “For artists born in North America and Europe A [largely 
Western Europe], nearly 93 per cent of movements are within that region—between London and New 
York, for example, where the conditions for artistic production and reception may be considered more or 
less equal. Secondly, for artists born in Europe B [largely Eastern Europe], nearly 89 per cent of 
movements are towards North America and Europe A, presumably in search of better support systems 
and infrastructures. Thirdly, for artists born in Latin America, Asia or Africa, the overwhelming majority 
of movements—over 92 per cent—are to North America and Europe A” (2009).  
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Moreover, rather than being passive recipients of this process, artists play an 

active part in their own critical framing. This can take place through silent complicity 

with curatorial choices or active critical self-positioning of the work. Yet it also takes 

place in the form of making work that anticipates and adapts to the artist’s own desired 

critical reception. This process is rarely made visible, given the centrality of the myth of 

pure self-expression within the art market and public appreciation of art. I want to shed 

more light on it here and in chapters five, because I see it as central to the re-

entrenchment of the kind of centralized policing of art terms I have discussed in the 

introduction.  

The visibility of an art work “depends on a historically constituted regime of 

perception and intelligibility” as Jacques Rancière has highlighted (2009a: 50). In order 

to create space to see the work, it is relevant to pay attention to the conditions of its 

initial critical emergence; an emergence that, as we will see in relation to Le Brocquy 

and Bacon, tends to have a lasting effect, not only on the subsequent reception of an 

artist’s work, but even on his or her artistic production. This is not limited to, but 

includes, canonical claims, and early endeavors towards pointing to the possibility of 

such claims, that are important in ensuring success. These are of the national variety, yet 

this close relationship between the limits of the visible and intelligible and the wider 

relationship between the field and field of power means that such claims have more 

extensive repercussions for aesthetic readings than it might first appear.  

Let me take an initial example of Le Brocquy’s A Family (1951) (Fig. 2.1), the 

painting at the centre of the homecoming. A Family is a monumental oil painting, 

almost two metres long, depicting a mother, father and child, all nude, inhabiting a grey 

window-less space lit by a single overhead lamp. The mother reclines on a sparse table-

like bed, propped up on one elbow to face the viewer with a stare that both asserts her 

matriarchal power and suggests her troubled thoughts. A white cat stares out from under 

the creased white sheets that half-cover the mother’s nakedness. The mother’s legs are 

spread and a child stands at the end of the bed, echoing a post-partum scenario. The 

father sits depressed at the end of the other side of the bed, his back stooped and his 

head hung low. The figures are all painted in a post-cubist style, their bodies sculpted 

and almost architectonic, and their flesh tones dulled down to echo the greyness of a 

bunker-like interior.  
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The painting envisages the stripping back of life to the bare essentials needed to 

start again, which was interpreted in Britain as reflecting the psychological intensity of 

the post-war period. The existential despair evident in the man’s stooped posture and the 

woman’s facial expression were taken to relate to the atomic threat and the hopeless 

predicament it posed for humanity. In contrast, in Ireland the work was seen as a 

commentary on the recent rejection of the Mother and Child Scheme. This welfare 

scheme for mothers in need was set aside amidst much controversy because it was seen 

to take over from tasks properly belonging to the church. In his previous work Le 

Brocquy had directly engaged with the poverty and high mortality rate in Dublin’s 

slums. The closure of his mother’s soup kitchen in Dublin following similar complaints 

by an Archbishop, making it likely that Le Brocquy would have been deeply disturbed 

by the recent controversy (Ruane 2002).  

 

 

Fig. 2.1 Louis le Brocquy, A Family, 1951,  
The National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin 

 

It is not unusual for an artist to work with a range of sources for one work. In 

fact, although different, the two readings are not entirely incompatible, both providing a 

different socio-cultural interpretation of the psychological intensity palpable in the 

familial image at hand. Yet each reading is rooted in a different national history and, 

when we consider that one definition of a canonical artist is that the history of a period 
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cannot be read without their work, it is almost inevitable that the reading associated 

with the national canon in question will be highlighted, obscuring other significant 

aspects of the work in question. This means that a reframing of national belonging is 

likely to bring about changes in paradigmatic approaches to the work. Aesthetic 

perception is linked to wider social and political understandings; an interrelationship I 

address in this study in terms of the habitus, field and field of power.  

Although it is only one of a number of relevant factors, national identity has, 

moreover, distinct consequences for the artist’s relative success because different 

(national) perceptions carry different weight in terms of cultural and symbolic capital. 

We have seen some of the posthumous effects of this in relation to Orpen in the last 

chapter. I am concerned here with the relative success of artists’ early career trajectories, 

based on these strategies of nationalization and de-nationalisation. I will highlight the 

agency of canons in conferring prestige to individual artists and aiding their path 

towards success in their own lifetime, whether by direct or indirect association. We will 

see how these framings are in turn affected by the achievement of career success in their 

lifetimes. Subsequently I will explore the significance of national framing on curatorial 

readings of their work, past and present. 

I want to examine first how the artist’s habitus affects personal choices that 

relate to identity issues, which are often not as individual as they first appear. With this 

in mind, I will now map out Bacon and Le Brocquy’s childhoods and early youth to 

give a sense of the Anglo-Irish milieu in which they were reared, before considering 

how this habitus might affect the artists’ articulation of their identities and artistic 

preferences. I will then look at their respective career trajectories and finally consider 

how their national framing affects the reading of their work.  

 

Habitus, Upbringing and Expressions of Identity 

Bacon and Le Brocquy were both born and raised in Ireland in upper middle-class 

families, not unlike Orpen’s. Bacon was born at 63, Lower Baggott Street, Dublin in 

1909. His father had been a major in the British army and it was following his 

retirement that he moved to Ireland to become a horse-trainer. Bacon’s parents’ 

marriage appears to have brought cultural capital and economic capital together – his 

father being of aristocratic British lineage and his mother the daughter of an industrialist. 
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During Bacon’s youth in Ireland, the War of Independence (1919-21) broke out, quickly 

followed by the Civil War (1922-3). Many of the homes of Anglo-Irish families in 

Bacon’s social circle were burned down by Republican forces. The Bacons would have 

felt under particular threat as they lived in a large country home belonging to Francis’s 

maternal grandmother, who was married to the District Inspector of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary for County Kildare.  

It was in another such house, Straffan Lodge, where Francis Bacon’s 

grandmother lived, that Bacon’s father found the sixteen-year-old Francis wearing his 

mother’s clothes. He was promptly banished from home and sent to Berlin, where his 

uncle lived. Within two years of his abrupt exit from Ireland, the young Bacon had 

moved on to Paris and then to London, where he established himself as a furniture and 

interior designer and slowly began to develop his painting practice.78 This forced early 

exit from his home, brought about by his sexual orientation, was another reason why 

Bacon sooner identified himself as a desiring body than a subject of any given state. 

Thanks to the illegality of homosexuality in Britain and Europe, Bacon’s gayness was to 

remain a kind of interior identity professionally well into his adult life. It clearly 

informed his work, but it was disavowed in the public reception of his work and Bacon 

entrenched this disavowal by insisting on the irrelevance of biography to readings of his 

work. 

Le Brocquy was born in Dublin in 1916, the year of the Easter Rising, but as far 

as he recalls, the War of Independence or the Civil War had little direct impact on his 

childhood. His great-grandfather had been a Belgian military man, who, like Bacon’s 

father, had retired in Ireland. Le Brocquy’s childhood memory of playing croquet with 

the poet W. B. Yeats evokes a privileged Anglo-Irish milieu. As with Bacon, there 

seems to have been a struggle of ethos within his family, however. His father, an 

industrialist, had Le Brocquy work for the family oil company. His mother, who was 

culturally engaged, supported her son’s wish to be a painter. When Le Brocquy’s 

girlfriend fell pregnant out of wedlock, his mother saw it as an opportunity for the artist 

to escape his predicament in Ireland. She sent the young couple abroad with a small 

allowance, which enabled Le Brocquy to tour the European art museums and develop 

his painting. On his return two years later, his recent work was rejected by the Royal 
                                                 
78 A Picasso exhibition in Paris is said to have inspired him to start drawing and painting. For an insight 
into this early work, see especially Shone (1996). 
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Hibernian Academy, now driven by a culturally nationalist agenda that promoted 

explicitly nationally-engaged work. This new-found conservatism shocked Le Brocquy, 

whose earlier work had always been prized by the institution. Le Brocquy responded to 

the increasingly militant spirit of cultural nationalism by co-founding the Irish 

Exhibition of Living Art (I.E.L.A.) with likeminded artists, who were mostly of 

similarly privileged Anglo-Irish backgrounds and trained in Europe.  

If we look firstly to Le Brocquy we can see that the Anglo-Irish habitus of his 

youth, his foreign-sounding name and his critical position vis-à-vis the cultural 

nationalist developments in the field affected his subsequent articulation of his national 

identity. In fact, despite his later celebration as an explicitly Irish artist, Le Brocquy has 

consistently avoided discussions of nationality. Only once, in an interview that took 

place in 1981, did he breach this silence and it became apparent that his disinterest was 

not (only) a typical artist’s disinterest in national identity but also related to his sense of 

his “inauthentic” Irishness in his native country.  

As the son of an upper middle class Irish family, Le Brocquy had frequently 

been dubbed a “West-Brit” in his youth – a derogatory term describing a native 

Irishman or Irishwoman whose sympathies lie with England. He recounts:  

 

Although I was born in Dublin in the year of the 1916 rebellion and 
brought up entirely in Ireland, I do not remember feeling particularly 
Irish. When I was a young man (with the derisory term West-British in 
mind) I occasionally referred to myself ironically as a “West-Belgian.” 
No one seemed to me less manifestly Irish than that small family whose 
name I bore.  

 

It was not until the age of 22, when he could reflect on Irish culture from mainland 

Europe that Le Brocquy was able to identify with his Irishness: 

 
[O]ne day in my twenty-second year, I precipitously sailed from Dublin 
into a new life as a painter studying in the museums of London, Paris, 
Venice and Geneva … Alone among the great artists of the past, in these 
strange related cities I became vividly aware for the first time of my Irish 
identity, to which I have remained attached all my life. (2000: 1119) 

 

The belatedness of Le Brocquy’s discovery that, having been born and raised in 

Ireland, he could identify himself as Irish is noteworthy. That he had to leave Ireland to 
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make this discovery is further proof of the extent to which the sense of being alienated 

from Irish culture was still ingrained in the habitus of the upper echelons of Irish society 

in which Le Brocquy and Bacon were reared. The interview took place almost two 

decades after Irish Independence, yet we can sense the negative repercussions of the 

Treaty of Independence in 1922, which perpetuated forms of nationalist ideology as 

dominant and hypothetically unifying forces. Its effect was to institutionalize certain 

racial and sectarian divisions and suppressing the role of class in the construction of 

Irish identity (Lloyd 1993: 18).The resulting narrow Irish definition of Irishness 

entrenched the status of Anglo-Irish people as “inauthentically” Irish, yet Irish.79  

When we think of Bacon’s identity we run into similar and different 

problematics – on the one hand, the artist’s sheer disinterest in any kind of national 

identity or representative role and on the other, the question of whether to define 

national identity by parentage or birthplace. Bacon avoided making statements 

regarding national identity as far as possible. As with Le Brocquy, this does not seem to 

have been artistic disinterestedness in such matters alone, however. Bacon’s self-

identifications were complex. Like Le Brocquy, he grew up with little sense of the 

possibility that he might justifiably call himself Irish, despite having being born and 

reared in the country. This may have had much to do with the polarised climate of Civil 

War as his parents’ English identities. When questioned much later in life about being 

Irish, Bacon expressed his admiration for Irish people and for Irish literature, but added 

“I am not Irish, unfortunately.” This is one of a few passing statements that seem to 

confirm that Bacon did not feel he had the right to identify himself as Irish. This 

statement also reflects a certain ambivalence about his default identity, Britishness, an 

ambivalence made manifest on the few occasions when Bacon was explicitly asked to 

be representative of the British nation.80  

                                                 
79 Lloyd identifies the historical juncture at which Irishness became defined in ethnocultural terms – 
namely by a bourgeois proto-Republican group, Young Ireland, which operated in the 19th century. They 
forged a sense of Irish identity “that would transcend historically determined cultural and political 
differences and form the reconciliatory centre of national unity” (1993: 45). This specific project of 
bourgeois nationalism in Ireland became the theoretical underpinnings of subsequent nationalist 
movements, which led to the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1921.  
80 Although he readily accepted the chance to represent Britain in the Venice Biennale in 1954, Bacon 
refused to be personally representative. He did not even attend the exhibition, despite being in Italy at the 
time. He later turned down both of the national honours bestowed on him by the British nation; in 1960 
the title of Commander of the British Empire (CBE) and in 1977 the title of Honourable Companion of 
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The complexities of individual self-identifications tend to have little purchase in 

public life, however. As Étienne Balibar observes, whether identities, “or, rather, 

identifications,” are active or passive, voluntary or imposed, individual or collective, 

their unstable nature does not make them any less concrete for practical purposes: 

 
Their multiplicity, their hypothetical or fictive nature, do not make them any 
less real. But it is obvious that those identities are not well defined. And 
consequently, from a logical – or juridical or national – point of view, they 
are not defined at all – or, rather, they would not be if, despite the 
fundamental impossibility inherent in them, they were not subject to a 
forced definition. In other words, their practical definition requires a 
“reduction of complexity”, the application of a simplifying force or of what 
we might, paradoxically, term a supplement of simplicity. And this, 
naturally, also complicates many things. (Balibar 2002: 76) 

 

Curators and art historians are also faced with the unenviable task that artists’ 

identities have to be defined for art-historical and canon-forming purposes. 

Criteria are indefinite, encompassing citizenship, place of birth, nationality of 

parents, among other things. Like the nation state itself however, the national 

underpinnings of curating (as proto-canon formation) is “a formidable reducer of 

complexity, though its very existence is a permanent cause of complexity” as I 

will demonstrate below (Balibar 2002: 76).  

When considering an artist’s personal comments on “the burden of 

representation” it is necessary to ask whether taking up this burden will increase or 

decrease the symbolic capital of the work or artist’s specific identity in this particular 

situation, which will be potentially different in every instance (Mercer 1990). Cultural 

capital is partly embodied in the artist’s intuitive sense of the art world’s immanent 

logic. Having a “sense of the game”, success partly lies in knowing how to draw on 

one’s hybrid referents in a lucrative manner vis-à-vis the logic of the field. I will suggest 

here that in the case of artists from formerly colonized countries and/or from countries 

with low cultural capital in art-historical terms, artists’ typical ambivalence towards 

national identity should not only be taken at face value. Rather, we contend with a 

situation in which this disinterestedness may mask not only careerism, but a whole 

series of other cultural and psychological motivations that are often not conscious. 

                                                                                                                                               
the British Empire (CH), traditionally awarded to those who have “rendered conspicuous service of 
national importance” (Holiday 1977). 
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These include inner alienation from one’s culture, a sense of being inauthentic and a 

sense of shame that, as Werner Hamacher puts it, “one’s culture is not culture enough” 

(1997: 284).  

 Canons vary from field to field and the solutions curators take depend on 

the cultural and symbolic capital associated with the available identifications. In 

the case of Irish literature, Anglo-Irish “inauthenticity” was quickly overlooked, 

with writers like Oscar Wilde and W.B. Yeats forming the backbone of the canon. 

The international validity of this claim largely rested on the accumulated cultural 

capital from a history of Irish literature, which lent it authority over claims over 

such writers for the British canon, if (like most of them) they lived for periods in 

Britain. This validity also lay more specifically with the role of Anglo-Irish 

writers in founding the Irish Revival at the end of the 19th century. In contrast, the 

revival movement attracted very few members of the art world – Hugh Lane and 

Orpen being notable exceptions whose role we have seen in chapter one. The later 

“national school” of painting, which was led by Orpen’s former student Seán 

Keating in the 1930s and 40s, was a downright failure. The artists in question did 

not produce work of any great artistic merit and the national school failed to 

stimulate Irish people’s identification with art as a home-grown cultural 

phenomenon. When art institutions which had been run by these culturally 

nationalist artists were later taken over by Le Brocquy’s Modernist peers, they 

partly defined their artistic merit on the basis of a disassociation with the national, 

a bias which remains largely in place today.81 

Even having “discovered” his Irish identity, Le Brocquy remained highly 

insecure about the possibility of being both an Irish and a “universal” artist. Coupled 

with his Anglo-Irish ambivalence, this meant Le Brocquy would sustain largely 

negative associations with the notion of being an Irish artist, even decades after the 

culturally nationalist 1930s and ’40s. In the same interview, which took place in 1981, 

Le Brocquy went on to elaborate his understandings of being an Irish artist in a manner 

                                                 
81 Cyril Barrett later commented that “even if at first the Irish modernists did not appeal to the masses, 
they at least earned international recognition” (2002). Barrett’s view reflects a subsequent shift in critical 
focus from the lost opportunity of Irish art engaging Irish culture with Modernism, to the production of 
individual artists like Le Brocquy, who remained unable to resolve the task of acknowledging readings of 
their works specific to the Irish context and having relevance for international discourse. 
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that shows the legacy of this period, despite his interim success as “Ireland’s greatest 

living artist”:  

       
Yet within this vital inner discovery [of my Irish identity] lay the peril of 
insularity. Art begets art, however, and my imagination was full of the 
paintings of Rembrandt, of Manet, of the great Spaniards – each 
simultaneously himself, his race and universal. From the very beginning, 
their transcendent universality helped to protect this incipient painter from 
self-conscious nationalism, inducing picturesque images, perhaps, of Irish 
country folk dressed in the clothes of a preceding generation, or of thatched 
cottages arranged like dominoes under convenient hills; images no more 
respectable in themselves than the sterile Nazi Kultur, or the ordained 
Stalinist aesthetic of “social reality” with its invariably happy peasants. (Le 
Brocquy 2000: 119)  

 

The deep-rooted nature of this feeling can partly be explained by the centrality of A 

Family to debates between those who rejected the display of Modernist works in Irish 

institutions on nationalist grounds and those who embraced them, following the 

controversial refusal of its donation for the permanent collection of the Dublin 

Municipal Gallery.82 One commentator’s description of A Family as “an unwholesome 

and satanic distortion of natural beauty” reflects the extent to which a Modernist style 

was seen to oppose Catholic decency, perceived as central to the newly-founded Irish 

nation (Verdad qtd. in Bhreathnach Lynch 2007). Yet, given Le Brocquy’s interim thirty 

years of success in Ireland, there are surely other factors at play here. In the first chapter 

we have seen how, even following a successful peace process, Irish art workers are 

wary to confront the hegemonic framing of Irish artists as British, for fear of being 
                                                 
82 A Family became the centrepiece of a solo exhibition at the Waddington Galleries, Dublin in December 
1951, following its exhibition at the Gimpel Fils gallery in June of that year. A group of art enthusiasts 
proposed to purchase the work as an anonymous donation for the permanent collection of the Dublin 
Municipal Gallery. The corporation officials approved the offer, but the artists on the Art Advisory 
Committee voted against acceptance. No reasons for the rejection were recorded. The rejection of the 
work created a scandal, which turned into a national debate about art values in the national press. Divided 
opinions reflected two poles of opinion in the Irish art world at that time – those representing a group of 
independent artists, associated with the Irish Exhibition of Living Art, who embraced European 
Modernism, and the National School artists that looked to Irish art as a medium of expression for the new 
nation (mainly in the form of academic realist works depicting overtly Irish personages and scenes). This 
School was the legacy of the young painters of the immediate post-Independence period (many, like Seán 
Keating, former students of Orpen), who saw themselves as “restoring, rather than creating for the first 
time, a suppressed Gaelic culture” (Benson 1992: 19). Aside from its stylistic aspects, the visible plight of 
the family and lack of spiritual relief in A Family seemed to embody a protest against the victory of the 
Catholic Church in the recent scandal that had arisen over the Minister of Health’s proposal of free 
medical care for pregnant women and their children, which the church had felt to encroach upon their role 
as caretakers of the nation’s wellbeing.  
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perceived as nationalist, as well as due to the challenge of cultural authority implied in 

such an encounter. It appears to me that Le Brocquy’s long-term association of the 

national referent with explicit nationalism is a symptom of the same problematic. Let 

me look now at how this attitude affected Le Brocquy’s early career trajectory, before 

comparing it to Bacon’s.  

 

Bacon and Le Brocquy: Career Trajectories 

In an essay focusing on the critical reception of A Family, Irish art historian Róisín 

Kennedy recounts that in the initial two years of Le Brocquy’s time in London, his 

Irishness was considered an important aspect of his painting. In his first Gimpel Fils 

exhibition catalogue in 1947, Denys Sutton stated that Le Brocquy “has been stirred by 

the passion and the originality of his native Ireland” and that “his reward is to keep alive 

the legends, the myths and the mysteries that tend to grow cold and become forgotten 

when their explanation is too constantly sought” (qtd. in Kennedy 2005: 477). Le 

Brocquy was seen as an inheritor of the legacy of Yeats’ revitalisation of Irish myth and 

legend. His Tinker series, portraying indigenous Irish gypsies, was likened to J.M. 

Synge’s literary engagement with travellers in The Tinkers Wedding (1904). 

Contemporary British critics thus tended to refer not to contemporary Ireland’s social 

and cultural predicament, the subject matter of the work, but rather invoked literary 

referents (Yeats, Synge), drawing on the high cultural capital associated with Irish 

literature and emphasizing Le Brocquy’s relative exoticness at a time of narrow scope in 

the British art world.83  

Le Brocquy’s representation of Irish identity was conflated with his artistic 

representation, with the result that there were no further analyses of his engagement 

with art-historical or contemporary artistic developments. No stylistic references to 

Picasso were made, despite his visible influence on Le Brocquy’s oeuvre. This oversight 

is made more spurious by the centrality to art discourse in London that same year of an 

exhibition of Picasso and Matisse at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Le Brocquy’s 

work was stylistically close to that of British peers like John Minton, who had created a 
                                                 
83 Irish critics of the time made no such literary allusions. Writing in The Horizon in 1946, Earnán O’ 
Malley discusses Le Brocquy’s work in mostly formal stylistic terms, combined with some contextual 
explanations about works like the Tinker series and comments on the artist’s non-sentimental attachment 
to the Irish landscape. He writes of the early influence of Manet, Velasquez, Goya, Dégas, Whistler and 
the “Oriental line,” and the mature Le Brocquy’s “learned economy of means” (1946: 32).  
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kind of “bleak urban Romanticism” by drawing on Picasso, as well as to Jankel Adler, a 

London-based Polish artist, and to Robert Colquhoun, with whom he shared a 

contemporary engagement with cubism (Harrison 2002: 31).84 Le Brocquy was to make 

friends with Adler shortly after his arrival in London and to be influenced by him in a 

similar manner to Colquhoun, Mac Bride and Vaughan. Yet Le Brocquy’s Irish identity 

was exoticised at the cost of relationship with these artistic peers, which detracted from 

his being part of a particular artistic generation. Moreover, it undermined his 

relationship to the grand narratives of art history as such, which he actively drew on in 

his paintings.  

This kind of isolation almost inevitably limits the success of the artist in 

question because his or her long-term place in history is partly assured in relation to art 

historical developments, rather than the quality of the work alone. We can recall 

Bourdieu’s observation that adequate reception of art works is based on differential and 

diacritical perception owing its formal properties and its value to the structure of the 

field and thus to its history (2008: 266). If Le Brocquy’s artistic quality was not framed 

in terms of deviations from other works, whether contemporary (his peers) or past (the 

great artists whose work actively informed paintings like A Family), he was unlikely to 

be able to further expand his success.  

Drawing on Bourdieu, Katherine Giuffe points out that in fact the chain of 

events that occurs within any individual career is more appropriately viewed as a web of 

effects that is continuously being reordered through time, with art histories been drawn 

on to legitimate the contemporary and current successes (1999). Cultural capital is thus 

retroactively produced for nations through the citational practices of contemporary 

artists. Yet, as Bourdieu forewarns, this art history is written in formal terms only, with 

reference to individual artists and artistic movements and little or no space for 

acknowledgement of their associated social and cultural histories. Lacking a canon of 

recognized great Irish art, this canon is initially supplanted in Le Brocquy’s case by 

Irish literature. His relative exoticism during the early post-war period permits such an 

                                                 
84 Le Brocquy did not fall neatly under the most identifiable critical categories of the period – Neo-
Romanticism and Social Realism – but, from my perspective, he seemed to have been engaged with the 
basic artistic concerns of both. At a later period in which Le Brocquy was framed as Irish, the critic 
Robert Melville refers to this work of this period as “a Celtic version of cubism” (1961: unpag.). By this 
time Colquhoun, who was Scottish, had already lost favour in London circles and justification for this 
included reference to a latent “neo-Celticism” (Harrison 2002: 33).  
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exception. Yet, it is clear that if Le Brocquy was to increase his success, it had to be 

demonstrated that his work had the potential for art-historical significance. This 

necessitated a turn to the British canon and in turn the changing of Le Brocquy’s 

identity to British.  

Within two years of Le Brocquy’s move to London, critics were talking about 

his “meteoric” rise of reputation there, culminating in the lauding reception of his so-

called Grey paintings in a solo exhibition at Gimpel Fils in 1951 (Kennedy 2005: 477). 

Le Brocquy was now referred to almost exclusively as an English or British artist by 

leading critics of the day such as John Berger.85 Moreover, this had an immediate effect 

on what would be seen within the work. Critical reception also focused almost entirely 

on readings of the work that reflected the British post-war situation, which were taken 

to have a more universal significance than former Irish referents. That which is named 

as “universal” is in fact “the parochial property of the dominant culture” (Butler 2000: 

15). As Judith Butler argues, this territorial claim is inseparable from the ideology of 

imperial expansion (15). The curators and critics in question are of course only 

following the demands of their profession; underplaying less widely appealing aspects 

of an artist’s work or identity and emphasizing aspects that add prestige. Career success 

followed for Le Brocquy in the form of inclusion in 40 Years of Modern Art at the 

I.C.A., in Twelve British Painters, an internationally touring exhibition by the British 

Council as well as in group exhibitions at the Arts Council, the Leicester Galleries and 

the Tate. 

In terms of visual content, the sudden silence regarding Le Brocquy’s Irish 

nationality might be said to have come about because his “grey” paintings marked a 

transition from recognisably Irish subject matter, seen in the Tinker series, to more 

“universal” subject matter in images such as A Family. Yet Le Brocquy’s paintings with 

Irish subject matter had always been “universal” in their significance. His tinker series 

was an engagement with an Irish counterpoint to the dispossessed people of Europe and 

by extension, a reflection on the conditions of human life on the fringes of any 

                                                 
85 Kennedy refers to how, in a 1951 article entitled “Two British Painters”, John Berger described Le
Brocquy as “one of the most interesting British painters of

 
 his generation” (2005: 477). Elsewhere Berger 

writes: “[Le Brocquy’s] decorative tapestry of a goat is the best I have seen produced by an English 
artist.” www.anne-madden.com. Accessed January 2007. 
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society.86 When Charles Gimpel first saw Condemned Man (1945) (Fig. 2.2), a paintin

dealing with the situation in Irish prisons, the painting’s value as a comment on 

suffering in a more global sense was evident to him. John Russell likewise saw “a

of the existential interior” in the work, “the bare cell in which the patterns of the future 

of the world were decided during World War II and its aftermath” (qtd. in Madden an

Le Brocquy 1994: 115). Yet, once “universal” British readings had been made, Iri

referents were inevitably set aside, as if the two could not coexist.  
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Fig. 2.2 Louis Le Brocquy, Condemned Man, 1945, 
Private Collection  

 

Herbert Read’s later reflection on Le Brocquy’s artistic development in A Letter 

to a Young Painter (1962) also implied that his Irishness had to be eliminated if his 

work was to “become” universal: 

 
This painter from Joyce’s Dublin did seem when I first met him in 1944 to 
have some qualities of Celtic origin. His images might have been found in a 
                                                 

86 The artist had painted a painting of refugees in Belfast in 1941 just before embarking on the series, 
which suggests that he made this link. In fact the tinkers are historically dispossessed people of Ireland, 
said to have taken to a nomadic life after Oliver Cromwell cleared the lands in the 17th century through 
military force as part of a campaign to bring Ireland under English Rule.  
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crock of gold, and both Yeats the poet and his brother the painter might 
have been among his ancestors. But since then le Brocquy’s art has be
emancipated from provincial myth and is now both indepe

come 
ndent and 

niversal … (qtd. in Madden and Le Brocquy 1994: 80)  
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He was included in a group exhibition at Agnews, the Redfern Gallery and the Lefevre 
                                                

u
 

Le Brocquy does not appear to have protested against the aforementioned reframin

his national identity as British or English, and with it, the reframing of important 

aspects of his work. His silence is conceivably a strategy of advancement, but one 

which is informed by his already ambivalent relationship to his national identity

far from being a personal response alone, Mary J. Hickman’s research on Irish 

emigrants in Britain suggests that the overall assimilation of Irish in Britain has been

overtly based on strat

tion (1995).  

Had Bacon not felt the choice to be Irish in Ireland, he clearly would not h

felt it in London. Bacon was forced to start his life from scratch with little or no 

financial support, making the most of his social charms and good breeding, as well as 

some shop-lifting and whatever else it took to get by. He was fortunate in meeting 

forming a romantic relationship with Eric Hall, who launched Bacon socially and 

supported him financially. This enabled Bacon to maintain a studio and exhibit his wo

there for the first time, alongside his furniture and interior designs (Shone 1996). Th

near-collapse of the London art market in the early 1930s would have exacerbated 

Bacon’s initial search for critical favour, as it brought a conservative backlash again

British Modernist painting (Stephenson 1991). Some works were accepted for two 

group exhibitions at the Mayor Gallery, London in 1933, thanks to Hall. Bacon self-

organised his first solo exhibition in a space he temporarily turned into a gallery, but the 

exhibition failed to attract critical response.  Bacon’s struggle for recognition remain

unbroken through the rest of the decade. Even his inclusion in a group show entitled

“Young British painters” at the Thomas Agnew and Sons gallery in 1937 met with 

“almost uniformly hostile” reviews (Kingzett 1992). The 1940s were kinder to Bacon. 

 
87 The Fifties marked a period of especially intense anti-Irish sentiment in Britain because Irish 
emigration was so widespread. The stigma of being Irish was everywhere visible in the signs that hung in 
the windows of available accommodation. They read: “NO CATS, NO DOGS, NO CHILDREN, NO 
IRISH, NO BLACKS” (Dunne 2003: 11).  
88 It took place at Sunderland House, which he renamed Transition Gallery for the occasion. See Kingzett 
(1992) for an analysis of the exhibition and its reception.  
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gallery and had his first one-man show at the Hanover gallery in 1949. Most 

importantly, Alfred H. Barr had purchased one of his works for the Museum of Modern 

Art in 1948. 

Despite this difficult and slow start, Le Brocquy and Bacon would also have had 

a comparable standing in the British art world by the time they met in 1951. When it 

came to selecting the representatives of Britain for the 1954 Venice Biennale, they 

would have been two of a relatively small pool of “British” artists likely to have been 

considered. In the end Bacon was singled out, along with another figurative painter, 

Lucian Freud, and the more senior Ben Nicholson. Bacon’s co-representation of Britain 

in the Venice Biennale of 1954 was the first opportunity for a truly international 

audience to see his work and the opening of doors to his subsequent international fame 

(Peppiatt 2008: 183). This framing of Bacon as British in the eyes of the international 

art world closed down any question that might have remained regarding his national 

identity and Bacon’s reputation in the British canon was secured.89  

In his selection for the subsequent Venice Biennale of 1956, the Irish 

commissioner and critic James White noted that “the English … have already presented 

[F.E.] Mc William and Francis Bacon, two Irish artists …” (Kennedy 2005: 482).90 He 

suggested that it would be wise to establish Le Brocquy as Irish as “the English are 

eager to claim Le Brocquy for themselves.” Following this observation, Louis le 

Brocquy was asked to represent Ireland in 1956 along with Hilary Heron, a prominent 

Irish sculptor. Through this curatorial framing, Le Brocquy thus “became Irish again.” 

The Biennale was an important opportunity for Le Brocquy, who was established in the 

English and Irish art worlds, but lacked a wider international reputation. The 

international attention brought by his subsequent receipt of a Premio Aquisitato award 

further ensured that Le Brocquy would be recognised internationally as Irish regardless 

of the prior framing as English in the London art world.  

In his analysis of the complex relationship between artists’ professional careers 

and the market value of their work, Olav Velthuis highlights how dependent the 

                                                 
89 The only exception to Bacon’s British framing came when he temporarily lost his cultural capital 
through being put up for a drugs charge in 1971. The headlines of the tabloid newspapers read “Irish 
Artist Up for Drugs Charge” (recounted in conversation with the author by John Minihan, photographer 
and friend of Bacon).  
90 F.E. McWilliam had represented Britain at the Saõ Paolo Biennial in 1952.  
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subsequent value of an artist’s work is on this initial moment of widespread critical 

attention: 

 
Whereas at the beginning of an artist’s career, chance and luck are crucial in 
the establishment of cultural value, succeeding acts of valuation will depend 
on the previous ones. Thus, institutional recognition emerges in gradual, 
social, and path-dependent process. (Velthuis 2005: 160) 

 

This means that, following a prestigious showing such as the Venice Biennale, it is 

difficult to reframe the artist’s work or identity at a more fundamental level, given that 

their value (in artistic and market terms) has been built upon this foundation. The close 

relationship between the market and the art world means that any unlikely subsequent 

reframing will always take place in the direction of accumulation of higher cultural 

capital and prestige. Hence, we have seen in the last chapter that Orpen’s identity may 

be reconfigured posthumously as British if this significantly increases his standing in art 

historical and market terms.  

Being framed as an English artist afforded Bacon a higher level of prestige in 

Britain than being framed as Irish. An example of the relative exchange rate of the 

cultural and symbolic capital of Bacon’s Irishness and Englishness can be brought home 

through the reading of a single paragraph in Christophe Domino’s Francis Bacon: 

Taking Reality by Surprise (1997): 

 
[Bacon] spent the first sixteen years of his life [in Ireland], but while he 
emphasised its impact on him he was never precise, nor particularly 
forthcoming. He may have identified with a certain “Irish mentality”, 
manifested in a taste for drinking and merry-making, to the point of excess, 
in combination with a fundamentally ironic and melancholy turn of mind. 
But Irish culture was not the culture of Francis Bacon, the son of a horse 
trainer and a major in the British army. (14) 

 

The low cultural capital of Irishness emerges as Domino inadvertently outlines the less 

favourable aspects of Bacon’s character – alcoholism and depressive tendencies – 

characteristic of stereotypes of Irishness in British culture. Domino’s implicit 

justification of Bacon’s Britishness stems not from the nationality of his parents, but 

from the status of their activities – high military rank and horse breeding – and hence 

from their class fraction. Britishness is associated with prestige and has high cultural 

and symbolic capital. On a less immediate level, the juxtaposition of Irishness and 
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Britishness here is inseparable from the perceived superiority of the British colonial 

class over the Irish colonised. This reminds us of the establishment of the rate of 

exchange of national cultural capitals in the period of colonial expansion. 

Most importantly, the centrality of the British art world in the production of the 

hegemonic Story of Art meant that national success in Britain would almost seamlessly 

translate into international success.91 When the Tate Gallery hosted Bacon’s second 

retrospective in 1985, the museum’s director, Alan Bowness, described Bacon as 

“Surely the greatest living painter.” Lord Gowrie, England’s Minister for the Arts, 

called Bacon “The greatest painter in the world and the best this country has produced 

since Turner” (qtd. in Hughes 1985). What is apparent in these passing comments is the 

British art world’s assumed authority, not only in relation to British art, but to art in the 

whole world. Being the greatest British artist means being able to transcend national 

boundaries. Britain assumes the authority to set the criteria for international evaluation.  

Canons first arose in the 19th century in the context of nascent nationalisms in 

Europe and they continue to reinforce historic Eurocentric cultural hierarchies to this 

day. Writing about literary canons, which arose in the same period, Rey Chow refers to 

how powerful cultural producing countries such as Britain and France were able to refer 

to their novels as the novel, whereas “it is simply inconceivable for students of say, 

modern Japanese, Chinese, Cuban or Algerian fiction to call their novels the novel 

without the national or ethnic label” (2004: 295). In a comparable manner to the British 

novel being the novel (a standard against which novels by less dominant countries can 

and will be judged), Bacon can simply be a “Great Artist” (a standard against which 

artists by less dominant countries can and will be judged). In contrast, being “Ireland’s 

greatest living artist” does not give Le Brocquy any claim to international status. He 

must always be given the national or ethnic label. Le Brocquy can only ever be a “great 

Irish artist” – with the implication of the qualitative narrowness of that national framing.  

 

Revisiting the Canon: Le Brocquy 

To date it has typically been the case that Irish artists are present in the British canon as 

British and in the Irish canon as Irish. We have seen this problematic in chapter one in 

                                                 
91 To this day Great Britain remains central to world art history production. It contains over one third of 
European university art history departments and over 10% of those in the world, a position only rivalled 
by the United States (Elkins 2007: 58-9).  
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relation to Orpen. Because Le Brocquy was so overtly framed as Irish, through the 

Venice Biennale and through his later reputation as “Ireland’s greatest living artist”, this 

made such contradictory framing untenable. This had significant repercussions for the 

British reception of his work. Within a decade of his Venice Biennale representation, Le 

Brocquy fell out of favour in the British art world. His only exhibitions in London in the 

1970s, ’80s and ’90s were at Gimpel Fils or in Irish-themed group exhibitions at Pyms 

gallery, which specialises in Irish art, with the exception of inclusion in one group 

exhibition at the Tate entitled Portrait of the Artist (1989). 

Two factors might have contributed to this fall from favour. Firstly, from 1965 

Le Brocquy engaged in a new series of work, which differed somewhat stylistically 

from the work for which he was best known in the 1940s and 1950s. Nevertheless, the 

more dramatic stylistic shifts within his work from the Tinker period (c. 1945-48) and 

the Grey period (c. 1951-1954) to the white “Presences” of the mid 1950s-’60s had 

posed no problem in this respect. Secondly, Le Brocquy moved to France in 1958. Yet 

he continued to be represented in London by Gimpel Fils, which facilitated easy 

mediation for curatorial purposes. Furthermore, place of residence seemed to have had 

no effect on his international career. During these thirty years of relative invisibility in 

Britain, Le Brocquy’s work was shown in museums, galleries, biennials and triennials 

throughout Western Europe as well as in Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Croatia, South 

Africa, India, China, Korea, Japan and the U.S.  

Even overlooking his curatorial disfavour in Britain following the mid 1960s, Le 

Brocquy’s near-invisibility in contemporary art-historical and curatorial representations 

of the British art world from the post-war to the late 1950s is more difficult to explain.92 

This becomes dramatic when we consider the peers with whom he had shared equal 

success – including Bacon, Lucien Freud and Graham Sutherland – or when we put him 

in the company of Henry Moore, Barbara Hepworth and Lynn Chadwick, his fellow 

artists represented by Gimpel Fils, then one of the most important galleries in London. 

This absence would be understandable in the case of a less successful artist, whose 

presence was less visible or largely undocumented. Yet anybody researching the period 

could have not failed to come across Le Brocquy’s inclusion in exhibitions at 

prestigious London venues like Leicester Gallery, the Whitechapel, the Tate Gallery or 
                                                 
92 While there have been occasional inclusions of Le Brocquy’s work in relation to this period in survey 
exhibitions and publications they are few and far between (Nahum and Redford: 1989; Windsor: 1998). 
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in major survey publications of modern British and international art from the 1950s. 

Herbert Read alone presented illustrated accounts of Le Brocquy’s work in 

Contemporary British Art (1951), Art since 1945 (1958) and A Concise History of 

Modern Painting (1959).93 

In terms of curating, perhaps the most noteworthy exclusion was from an 

exhibition that focused specifically on figurative painters working in London in the 

1950s. Entitled Transition: The London Art Scene in the Fifties, this show was curated 

by Martin Harrison with Tomoko Sato and held at the Barbican Centre in 2002. A 

survey show presenting precisely Le Brocquy’s generation of artists which came to 

prominence after 1945, it included all of the peers with whom he exhibited in London. It 

even had a special section focusing on Sixty Paintings for 1961, an exhibition held at the 

1951 Festival of Britain visited by over eight million, in which he was included. Yet Le 

Brocquy’s work was nowhere to be seen. Having taught at the Royal College of Art, Le 

Brocquy’s is mentioned once in the catalogue among artists teaching in a post-war 

initiative to raise the standards of industrial design (2002: 102). Yet he apparently 

provoked no further interest for the curators.  

In contrast, Le Brocquy has enjoyed almost a cult status in Ireland. His being 

championed as the “greatest Irish artist” was secured in 1975 when he started to produce 

a series of head images, which were mostly based on Irish writers. Rather than being 

portraits in the sense of one representative image of the sitter, the series involved 

painting up to a few hundred images of any one individual, based on memory and with 

the aid of photos and media images. This obsessive repetition dealt with the question of 

representation as such – the ability or inability to capture that which lies beyond 

appearance.94 The subject matter of the Portrait Heads series was mostly Irish writers, 

                                                 
93 There were illustrated discussions of his work in John Russell’s definitive From Sickert to 1948 (1948), 
E.M. Languy’s Cinquante Ans d'Art Moderne (1958), published in French, German and English, and 
Werner Haftmann’s Painting in the Twentieth Century (1965). Furthermore, Le Brocquy taught a course 
on drawing for textile design at the Royal College of Art. He was a member of the London Group from 
1955. He was included in the aforementioned Sixty Paintings for 1951 held at the 1951 Festival of Britain 
at the South Bank Centre. His exhibitions were reviewed in major newspapers like The Observer and The 
Times. His borderline celebrity status is perhaps most visible in extras like the House and Garden’s 
feature on his studio in their July 1953 edition and Vogue magazine’s presentation of Le Brocquy in their 
“People are talking about…” section in March 1957, reserved for the most avant-garde and famous.  
94 In many ways this series extended the interests of an earlier series entitled Presences, which attempted 
to capture that which lay beyond the outer appearance or the body, which contemporary critics had 
associated with existentialism, art autre and, in the case of Herbert Read, to Kleinian psychology (Coulter: 
2008). Now, however, Le Brocquy’s focus lay on the head as a container of consciousness. An interim 
series entitled Ancestral Heads had focused more literally on this notion, following Le Brocquy seeing a 
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who Le Brocquy considered fascinating subjects for the study of human consciousness 

visible in the face. Significantly, this subject matter brought about a return of the 

tendency to framing Le Brocquy’s work in terms of Irish literature, now supported by 

the artist himself (Le Brocquy 2006). Anna Brzyski highlights artists’ own active 

engagement in the production of their own significance, which goes beyond creating 

“great” works (2007: 256-7). I wonder how we might perceive this return to literary 

sources of validation in relation to the artist’s reference to the limitations of Irish art in 

the aforementioned interview. Was Le Brocquy cashing in on his Irishness consciously 

or subconsciously by drawing on the Irish public’s identification with literature rather 

than art? Was he cashing in on the high cultural capital of Irish literature abroad, which 

had helped to launch his early career in London? For whatever reason, Le Brocquy was 

to continue this series for thirty years.  

The usual relationship between value, nations and the (art) market is only likely 

to be significantly adjusted at moments of crisis. Le Brocquy’s invitation to London in 

the postwar period and his initial embrace there as an Irish artist took place at one such 

moment. In the early 2000s, another shift in the established power balance arose in the 

form of the massive growth of the Irish art market at a time when the British art market 

was relatively weak. This was directly connected to the Irish Celtic Tiger economy with 

a GNP increase of up to 10% per annum in the five years leading up to the millennium. 

By 2000 prices of canonical 20th-century Irish works were now fetching up to ten times 

what they had been before the “Economic Miracle” (McBride 2007). In an Irish Sale 

held at Sotheby's in May 2000, Le Brocquy’s Tinker Woman with Newspaper (1947-48) 

set a world auction record for an Irish living artist with a price tag of £1.15 million 

sterling.  

In his study on the symbolic meaning of the process of art, Olav Velthuis 

observes that, rather than being only an economic act, pricing tends to also be a 

signifying act, which establishes status hierarchies among artists (2007: 158, 168). The 

increase in market value had thus potentially significant repercussions for the wider 

critical reception of Le Brocquy’s work, and by extension, Irish art in general. One year 

after his London auction success, Le Brocquy was included in an exhibition at the Tate 

Modern entitled Nude/Body/Action (2001) – his first Tate appearance in over forty 
                                                                                                                                               
Polynesian decorated skull at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris and his later research on Celtic notions of 
the head. See Louis le Brocquy and the Celtic Head Image (1981). 
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years, with only one exception. This despite having being included in seven group 

exhibitions there in the 1950s and 1960s and the Tate holding significant works by Le 

Brocquy in its collection.95  

Through the sale of Tinker Woman with Newspaper Le Brocquy became the first 

living Irish artist to break the £1 million barrier. The record-breaking sale was not to be 

an isolated event. Two years later, Mark Adams of the London art dealership Agnew's 

brokered Irish business man Lochlann Quinn’s purchase of Le Brocquy’s A Family for 

£1.7 million, setting a further record for his work. In the subsequent years preparations 

were underway for a widespread celebration of Le Brocquy’s 90th birthday with ten solo 

exhibitions in Ireland, France and Britain.96 Tate Britain agreed to co-celebrate with a 

presentation of a selection of his paintings.  

Le Brocquy’s own artistic response to the pending opportunity for an 

international reassessment of his work was to return to a direct visual engagement with 

master works by the Dutch, French and Spanish painters he once described as being 

“simultaneously himself, his race and universal.” The exhibition Homage to My 

Masters which was held at Gimpel Fils parallel to a display at Tate Britain marked this 

turning point. It included painterly negotiations with masterpieces by Rembrandt, 

Velazquez, Goya, Manet and Cézanne. Looking at works like Odalisque I. Looking at 

Manet. Olympia (2005) (Fig. 2.3), I wonder if, at this moment of beckoning global fame, 

Le Brocquy still felt the need to borrow a Modernist European discourse rather than 

embrace the Irish cultural references that have been central to his work in recent 

decades.97 Is this subconsciously a solution to the artist’s sense of an unresolved 

relationship between Irish and universal art?  

                                                 
95 Tate Modern purchased Tinkers Resting in 1958, Woman in 1959 and Study towards an Image of James 
Joyce in 1978. Le Brocquy had previously been included in The Private Collector (1950), Figures in their 
Setting (1954), The Seasons: An Exhibition of Paintings and Sculpture by the Contemporary Art Society 
(1956), The Religious Theme (1958), Recent Acquisitions (1959), British Painting in the Sixties (1963), 
Portrait of the Artist (1960) and Portrait of the Artist (1989).  
96 The Le Brocquy presentation took place at Tate Britain from 6-22 November 2006. The exhibition was 
organised with the assistance of the Irish Museum of Modern Art. In the same year, ten one-person 
exhibitions and numerous other events celebrating Le Brocquy’s 90th birthday were organized in France, 
England and Ireland. Venues included Gimpel Fils, London; Tate, London; National Gallery of Ireland, 
Dublin; Galerie Jeanne-Bucher, Paris; Hunt Museum, Limerick; Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin; 
Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane, Dublin; Crawford City Gallery, Cork and Taylor Galleries, Dublin.  
97 This included the Ancestral Heads series (c. 1964-1975), the Portrait Heads series (c. 1964-1975), the 
Procession series (1984-1992) and the Irish Landscape series (1987-1994), as well as his illustrations for 
Thomas Kinsella’s book revisiting the ancient Irish tale The Táin, which is widely held to be among his 
most beautiful series of graphic works. 
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Fig. 2.3 Louis le Brocquy, Odalisque I. Looking at Manet. Olympia, 2005 

 

 If so, this would not be an individual peculiarity on Le Brocquy’s part or a mere 

symptom of his generation. Kennedy, an art historian in her thirties, proposes in the last 

line of her article on the reception of A Family that her aim has been to expose how “the 

framing of a work of art within national boundaries imposes considerable limitations on 

the ways in which it is read both art historically and critically” (2005: 486). Yet, her 

critique is not a general one. Her lack of comment on the British framing of Le Brocquy 

gives an implicit consent. It is a better alternative to Irish framing, given that “this 

positioning of Irish art within a peculiar native context meant that universal rules of 

criticism were not applied to the work of Irish artists” (486). Kennedy rightly perceives 

the damaging effects of Irish national framing on Le Brocquy’s artistic reception and 

reputation. Yet she responds to the symptoms rather than the causes. Kennedy’s 

aversion to the Irish national referent stops a necessary interrogation of its position. The 

possibility of renegotiating Irish art’s position within international art canons is not even 

on the horizon.  

 I would propose that the success of an individual artist could never fully replace 

such an interrogation, which must take place on the symbolic level if it is to matter in a 

sustained way. Looked at in economic terms alone, the relative standing of the nation is 

embroiled in the construction of value. Velthuis explains: 
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Meanings of prices are always contextual; because they are interpreted 
differently in different circuits, these meanings are invariably equivocal … 
[P]rice signals do not just concern the level of individual artists, but also 
entire artistic movements or the position of countries in the international art 
world. (2005: 165-168) 

 

The Sotheby’s press release celebrating Le Brocquy’s auction achievement had 

announced: 

 
In these days the £1 million barrier is increasingly seen as the surest test of 
an artist’s international importance and it is a very rare event for a living 
painter to break it. Le Brocquy's achievement marks him out as one of the 
painters, like Freud and Hockney, who will come to symbolise this age.98 

 

In keeping with Velthuis’s observations, the relationship between prices and reputation 

is more complex than Sotheby’s would have us believe, however. The press release 

reflects market-driven enthusiasm rather than the gate keeping ethos of the art world. 

This becomes evident if we look at the subsequent critical reception of Le Brocquy’s 

work.  

Sue Hubbard’s review of Homage to his Masters for The Independent forewarned 

that neither Le Brocquy’s temporary appearance in the Tate or his market success would 

necessarily translate into the privilege to overcome national boundaries. While Hubbard 

offers a generous response to Le Brocquy’s latest work, her opening and closing lines 

bracket her predominantly positive view within the stigma of national limitations: 

 
Louis le Brocquy, Ireland’s most celebrated living artist, is 90. Born in 
1916, he became a dominant force in the evolution of 20th century Irish art, 
which, compared to what was happening in the rest of Europe and the US – 
and the importance of Irish writing at the time – was something of a 
backwater. Le Brocquy now fetches high prices, but his work has never 
been critically acclaimed. In his early career, he produced fine paintings in a 
loosely Cubist vein, yet there has always been a parochialism to his work. 
(2006) 

 

Hubbard’s description of Le Brocquy as “a dominant force in the evolution of 20th 

century Irish art” is cancelled out by her reference to Ireland as a relative backwater. In 

                                                 
98 Sotheby’s auction press release, Modern Times, April 2000. Republished on www.anne-madden.com. 
Accessed December 2006. 
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the final lines, Hubbard proceeds to identify a certain parochialism in Le Brocquy’s 

work, yet she finds it unnecessary to provide evidence or explanation. 

In fact, even if Le Brocquy was added to the British canon as an Irish artist, this 

would not necessarily affect the cultural hierarchies established between Irishness and 

Englishness that are inscribed in the canonical grid. Le Brocquy’s name could be added 

to those of Ben Nicholson, Lucian Freud, Francis Bacon, Henry Moore and Barbara 

Hepworth as an “and” – a figure whose relative outsider status authorises the inner 

circle status of the others and shows the cultural influence of Britain over Ireland’s 

greatest artist. Rey Chow has argued in the literary context that, in the comparative 

process that accompanies the canon, “the rationale for comparing hinges on the 

conjunction and; the and moreover … signals a form of supplementation that authorizes 

the first term” (2004: 294). “Whether or not it is literally visible, the grid remains stable; 

transformations are a matter of addition and accumulation” (294). Canons thus remain 

“relatively fossilized” (Cutting 2007: 90). 

I wonder whether the (temporary) reclamation of Le Brocquy in the narrative of 

British modern art was partly a reaction to the potential framing of Bacon as Irish, given 

the recent donation of his studio to the Dublin Municipal Gallery and the museum’s aim 

to become a centre of international research on Bacon. Had Le Brocquy not been 

reclaimed in Britain, his overt Irishness might lend weight to the notion of the Irishness 

of his peer, Francis Bacon. Despite the scale of acquisitions the two “homecomings” 

that took place in 2001 afforded, the receiving institutions and the Irish art world at 

large were remarkably silent in the face of the far-reaching questions to which the 

acquisitions gave rise.99 Irish critic and curator Mick Wilson questioned the logic of the 

studio relocation (2000). Was it to be a shrine to the fetish of the artist figure? What was 

the value of such an unnatural relocation of property from one country to another? 

Questions arose in the British press about the relative value of the studio’s contents. It 

seemed that the Tate had been offered the studio but declined the donation due to its 

                                                 
99 Kennedy’s essay was an isolated critical reflection on the so-called return of Le Brocquy’s A Family to 
Ireland. In the catalogue accompanying Francis Bacon in Dublin (2000), an exhibition of Bacon’s works 
to celebrate the studio opening, the issue of national identity was also passed over with a few passing 
references. The director of Hugh Lane Gallery, Barbara Dawson, stated that “The issue of Francis 
Bacon’s Irishness is the subject of much discussion and controversy,” but went no further than to 
comment that “[u]ndoubtedly, the artist’s childhood in Ireland was a crucial factor in forming his 
sensibility” and henceforth described that childhood. I raised the question briefly in an essay on this wider 
problematic within Irish art (Cotter 2005).  

 93



lack of particular aesthetic interest, or due to budgetary considerations, depending on 

the critic’s interpretation of the occasion. Yet no-one publicly addressed the question of 

national identity. It seemed to be a taboo subject for market and political reasons alike.  

At the launch of Francis Bacon’s Studio (2005), a book celebrating the studio 

acquisition, writer Conor Cruise O’ Brien introduced Bacon as “one of the horsing 

people, a people divided by the Irish sea,” a covert Anglo-Irish referent designed to 

foreclose issues regarding national identity. Subsequently, the speaker representing 

Merrell publishers opened his speech with the observation that “Bacon was, above all, 

an international artist.” Both statements act as a reminder that, although nothing would 

be said, Bacon’s national identity was the elephant in the room. Yet, I would suggest 

that also in Bacon’s case, the question of nationality is not merely a (political) detail but 

a subject which might potentially warrant rereadings of his oeuvre.  

 

Revisiting the Canon: Bacon 

We have seen that one of the reasons why artists become canonical is that it is 

recognized that their work resonates with the collective experience or zeitgeist of 

a particular era. The analogies drawn between the angst in Bacon’s early work and 

the wider mood of post-war despair in Britain were central to considering Bacon 

as representative of a wider human experience, a representativeness that secured 

his early career and upon which his subsequent career was built. The association 

with World War II made Bacon a “national” painter in a similar way that Picasso 

became revered as Spanish through his painting of Guernica (1937). This was 

especially important with Bacon because his work was not seen to draw on any 

British artists of the past or even to have had a visible influence on subsequent 

artistic generations. As John Russell put it, “We don’t feel, as we do with other 

English painters, that an English forebear is lurking somewhere behind his 

shoulder; we feel rather, that he is completely alone …” (1964: 190). Being an 

autodidact, he also lacked association with a particular educational institution, 

which might have more securely placed him in the British school.  

Yet, the link to the war was tenuous. Firstly, because the crucifixion series 

on which the association was based had been started in the 1930s, long before 

World War Two started. Secondly, as Bacon critic and contemporary John Russell 
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recalls, neither the general public nor members of the British art world could in 

fact identify with Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion (1944) when it 

was shown in 1945, with the exception of the very few individuals who later 

secured Bacon’s fame: 

 
The mysterious forms were regarded as freaks; monsters irrelevant to the 
concerns of the day, and the product of an imagination so eccentric as not to 
count in any permanent way. (1964: 9) 

 

This anecdote points to the ways in which Bacon’s work has always teetered on the 

edge of acceptance. It points to the fragility of value and suggests the central role played 

by curators and critics in the maintenance of that value. 

As we might expect, Bacon’s Britishness had not been of any concern before he 

became internationally famous. Herbert Read’s biographical entry on Bacon in 

Contemporary British Art (1951) read simply “Francis Bacon. Born in Dublin (1910)” 

(40). After his widespread success however, Bacon was emphatically represented as a 

British artist. His birth and childhood in Ireland became widely unknown, at least to the 

general public, securing his “obvious” Britishness. Over the years, it is often through 

passing references to Irish literature that critics have implied the relevance of his “Irish 

side,” a tendency that frustrated Bacon, despite his outspoken interest in the writers in 

question, not least Yeats. Bacon was particularly adamant that his work bore no relation 

to Beckett, whose existentialism he claimed not to identify with, in keeping with his 

other statements on the movement, although he is known to have read and been 

fascinated by the philosopher and writer Albert Camus in his early career.  

When we consider the significance of an artist’s national identity it is tempting 

to look for an illustration of that identity within the work. Without such visible referents 

national framings seem irrelevant to critical readings of the work. Yet, in similar ways 

in which aspects of Le Brocquy’s work were overshadowed by British and Irish framing 

alike, I want to suggest here that the basis upon which Bacon was taken up in the British 

canon has overshadowed important aspects of his work. Bacon himself was central to 

the making of Bacon myths. When he was initially questioned about his origins by Tate 

Director Sir John Rothenstein in the lead up to his first retrospective at the Tate Gallery 

in 1962, Bacon answered, “I had no upbringing at all … I used to simply work on my 

father’s farm near Dublin,” a description that bears little resemblance to the privileged 
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circumstances of his upbringing (qtd. in Peppiatt 2008: 19). To a much closer 

acquaintance, Lord Grey Gowrie, he confided that the memory of Ireland was both an 

important and traumatic memory for him and that it did affect the paintings (Sinclair 

1993: 27).  

On the long-term, Bacon insisted on privileging certain readings of his own 

works, largely banning any autobiographical interpretations and underplaying all but a 

few chosen artistic influences. Michael Peppiatt comments: 

 
In retrospect the extent to which Bacon managed to impose his own view of 
his art on the rest of the world is phenomenal. He not only painted his 
images but – and this testifies to his powers of persuasion – also told critics, 
collectors and the public what to think of them. This “official” line, brilliant 
and revealing as it often turned out to be, also tended to obfuscate, 
especially as regards his early work. (2008: 118)  

 

Alongside Peppiatt’s myth-dispelling biography, the work undertaken by the Hugh Lane 

museum in Dublin is providing leeway in rethinking Bacon. First up was the discovery 

of numerous preparatory sketches in the studio, despite Bacon’s insistence that he never 

made sketches for his work. This was followed by the thorough examination of painting 

techniques and materials and source material based on archiving over 7,000 items found 

in the studio with forensic precision.100 To mark the studio acquisition, the Irish 

Museum of Modern Art exhibited Bacon drawings whose authenticity had been doubted 

by the British art world. This further suggests that the relocation lends agency to the 

Irish art world in determining how Bacon’s work might be perceived in the future.101 

In 2009-10 the Hugh Lane held their third Bacon-focused exhibition since 

the acquisition, Francis Bacon: A Terrible Beauty, an exhibition which was 

singular in the canon of Bacon exhibitions in providing insight into the motives 

and methods behind Bacon’s paintings.102 This meant inclusion of unfinished 

paintings, x-ray images of under-painted images of major works and – unusual 

given Bacon’s adamant resistance – biographical material. Entering the exhibition, 

the viewer was met, rather surprisingly, with a room entitled “Childhood.” 
                                                 
100 This is documented in Cappock (2005). Some of the archive is accessible in the permanent exhibition 
on the studio at the Hugh Lane, Dublin.  
101 The exhibition, “The Barry Joule Archive. Works on paper attributed to Francis Bacon,” was held at 
the Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin from March 30 – August 27 2000.  An accompanying book with 
the same name was published by the museum (2000). See also Guerini (2009). 
102 The exhibition was held from October 28 2009 – 7 March 2010. 
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Suggestively painted the deep orange colour of Bacon’s Studies for Figures at the 

Base of a Crucifixion, the room housed a series of photographs of Bacon’s 

childhood and youth, many found in the studio. They included images of the Irish 

houses Bacon referred to in his interviews – Farmleigh, Staffan Lodge and 

Cannycourt. There were furthermore photographs of the artist’s parents, of Bacon 

as a child with his brothers and sisters, of Bacon as a youth, and two of his father 

leading a horse from the racetrack in Kildare.  

Over the entrance to the subsequent room, housing video footage of an 

interview with the artist, the following statement by the artist was written on the 

wall: 

 
I think artists stay much closer to their childhood than other people. They 
remain far more constant to their early sensations. Other people change 
completely, but artists tend to stay the way they have been from the very 
beginning.  

 

The quotation is from an interview with David Sylvester. Highlighted in this way, 

however, it becomes provocative, and, although there were no further speculations 

on the significance of Bacon’s childhood within the exhibition, it prompts further 

consideration. Here I want to further explore the relationship between childhood 

and the corporeal, drawing on a number of Bacon’s paintings and on theoretical 

analyses of Bacon’s work. Rather than being a psychological or autobiographical 

reading of the work for the sake of it, I propose that Bacon’s childhood experience 

was the driving force behind new kinds of representation forged by the artist and 

is a key to understanding the impact of the works in question on the viewer.  

Writing in a review of a Bacon exhibition held in 1989, art critic Richard 

Dorment asked what the relationship might be between Bacon’s own sense of 

corporeal existence and his representation of figures in his oeuvre, pointing out 

that we gain this sense of reality in childhood within our own bodies:  

 
The task of maturation in childhood is to distinguish between our bodies and 
those of others, to work out that our bodies not only have weight and mass, 
but also boundaries, limits, perimeters. Crucial to this lifelong struggle to 
achieve a separate and secure identity is a sense of our corporeal 
existence. … But look at the figures in most of Bacon’s paintings. There is 
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no solidity in the wobbly outlines, no corporeality in the way the bodies and 
faces are partially erased by smears of dragged paint.  

 

Dorment contends that Bacon’s representation of the figure relates to the psychology of 

a person whose body feels unreal: 

 
In their lack of substance, and in the uncertainty of their perimeters, Bacon 
found in these figures a poignant way to suggest the plight of a person 
whose body does not feel real. In their contorted poses and blurred outlines, 
he suggests the exhausting – and ultimately unsuccessful – struggle of a 
person to create a sense of identity. 

 

Although Dorment draws other conclusions, I want to bring his observations on the 

relationship between corporeality and childhood to bear directly on Bacon’s work. I will 

do so by looking at a small number of paintings in which Bacon addresses the child as 

subject within the work.103 

Let me first consider Paralytic Child Walking on All Fours (from Muybridge) 

(Fig. 2.4), painted in 1961. As its title suggests, the painting is directly informed by 

Muybridge’s photographs of a child’s paralyzed body. The posture of the child, drawn 

directly from one of the original series of photos, produces an uncanny effect in the 

painting, as if the limbs of an adult had been put on the body of a child. This effect is 

heightened by the erasure of the child’s hair, the bald head becoming almost embryonic 

in its form and vulnerability, its identity largely erased. From behind the whorl of paint 

that almost covers the head, the viewer can still catch a glimpse of the child’s gaze, an 

unexpected confrontation that intensifies both the intimacy and the horror of the image 

(Darley and Janssen 2001: 92). The overall effect is one of a disturbing voyeuristic 

tension, exacerbated by the solitude of the figure in an exposed environment. The 

presence of a domestic window with a blind which has not been, but hypothetically can 

be, pulled down, steers the image into highly ambivalent territory. Paralytic Child 

Walking on All Fours is an image of total exposure. The house – traditionally a place of 

                                                 
103 Dorment concludes that Bacon had difficulty in maintaining contact with reality because he lacked a 
secure sense of the masculine self due to his sexual orientation. Dorment’s conclusions bring us to a 
second cul-de-sac in reading of Bacon’s work; namely the largely unwritten about, and curatorially 
untouched, subject of homoerotic sexuality within the paintings themselves. That Dorment considers 
homosexuality to equate with a lack of a secure sense of masculinity already hints at the existence of a 
body of (erroneous) assumptions that silently inform readings of sexuality within Bacon’s work.  
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shelter – has been reduced to a space in which there is no inside, no safe place. It is only 

a site for being looked at.  

 

 

Fig. 2.4 Francis Bacon, Paralytic Child Walking on All Fours (from Muybridge), 1961, 
Gemeente Museum, The Hague  

 

The child starts to become animal, but not only because it is walking on all fours. 

More importantly, Paralytic Child evokes the defenselessness of animal young in 

danger of attack by a predator – the child as meat – and the animal-like qualities of the 

human attacker. As Deleuze remarks about Bacon’s work more generally, “it is not the 

animal as form, but rather the animal as a trait” (2008: 16). Yet this is not only an image 

of impending violence in a general sense. Muybridge’s multiple images of the subject 

from 1887 offered a variety of subject positions and facial expressions. Bacon chose to 

work from an image in which the male child’s rectum is exposed by a forward leg 

movement, emphasizing his sexual vulnerability. I would suggest that the representation 

of the naked faceless child against a scene of looming darkness hints more specifically 

at sexual violence.  
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In the final version of the painting, Bacon includes a dark shadowing in the fore-

ground, as if to implicate the viewer in the position of voyeur/perpetrator, like an off-

screen presence in a film still. In viewing, we subconsciously anticipate our own 

immanent act of violence. Yet, we also inhabit the position of the child. As viewers, we 

are somehow both inside the head and outside the body of the child subject. This is the 

kind of hysteric autoscopia which Deleuze identified in Bacon’s oeuvre at large, in 

which we watch ourselves live the event rather than feel it within the body (2008: 

35).104 The child’s body is no longer his own body but rather he feels himself inside a 

body, inside a head. He sees, and sees himself inside a body, inside a head. He does not 

feel himself inside the body that he sees. In viewing, we feel what it means to be looked 

at as object – an objectification that anticipates (sexual) violence. As Ernst van Alphen 

observes more generally in relation to Bacon’s work: 

 
The paintings [themselves] constitute … a gaze. But, rather than benignly 
bestowing form upon the viewer’s self, rather than providing a sense of 
wholeness, for which the self is dependent on the gaze of the other, the 
paintings are the gaze while also exposing its mortifying power of 
withholding the wholeness one needs so badly … Bacon makes the viewer 
aware of the pain of “objectification.” (1998: 15) 

 

In an earlier version of Paralytic Child, captured in a passing photograph of the studio, 

a face hovered in the foreground, large and looming, like a memory of the force of the 

gaze imprinted onto the artist’s vision. Freud observed this placing of an unwanted 

quality at a visual and/or auditory remove – “making it the object of scopic and 

invocatory drives” – as a defense mechanism (Silverman 1988: 17).  

One year later, the bald child figure reappears huddled on a bed in the central 

panel of a crucifixion triptych. The bed is contained in a room with the same kind of 

windows featured in Paralytic Child, the blind now overtly pulled. The interior space 

recalls the curved walls of Cannycourt, Bacon’s grandmother’s house in Ireland, which 

the artist attributed as the source of this architectural horizon within his paintings at 

                                                 
104 Commenting on the scene of hysteria that he sees taking place in Bacon’s oeuvre more generally, 
Deleuze writes that the hysteric body “is felt under the body … these transitory organs are themselves 
seen, in phenomena known as internal or external ‘autoscopia’: it is no longer my head, but I feel myself 
inside a head, I see and I see myself inside a head; or else I do not see myself in the mirror, but I feel 
myself in the body that I see, and I see myself in this naked body when I am dressed … and so forth. Is 
there a psychosis in the world that might include this hysterical condition?” (2008: 35). 
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large.105 The desperate solitude of the figure, combined with the confinement of the 

space, which is closed to the outside world, arouses anxiousness in the viewer.106 The 

figure huddled on a bed appears to be frozen with fear, perhaps at the thought of a 

reoccurrence of an event we are not allowed to witness. The body is abject in the 

extreme, a kind of a living but mortified body of a human that might have preferred not 

to have survived.107 The visceral spattered paint does not allow the distance of an 

objectifying glance. The horizon line is cut so that the mutilated figure and I, the viewer, 

seem to share the same space. 

 

  

Fig. 2.5 Francis Bacon, Central panel from Three Studies for a Crucifixion, March 1962 
(left) and detail (right), Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 

                                                 
105 Art historian Fionna Barber has identified a spectral return to the succession of aristocratic country 
houses the Bacons occupied during the War of Independence and Civil War in the construction of the 
uncanny spaces of a number of Bacon’s other major works. She reads Bacon’s spaces in relation to the 
recurrent trope of the Anglo-Irish Big House in Irish Gothic literature, which differentiates itself from the 
British tradition through its focus on the domestic, the terror within, rather than a projection outwards 
(2009). 
106 In the context of Bacon’s figures in general Deleuze aptly describes how “It is the extreme solitude of 
the Figures, the extreme confinement of their bodies, which excludes every spectator” (1981: 10). 
107 Van Alphen comments on the recurrent depiction of corporeal experience as bordering on deadly: “His 
representations of the human body, mainly the male body, are unnerving because they depict bodily 
experiences as violent and deadly. Being absorbed by the intensity of bodily experiences, Bacon ends up 
in the situation of death: this is, his paintings suggest that in moments of pain and ecstasy a loss of self is 
inflicted on the body as a prefiguration of death” (2008: 96).  
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 The figure on the bed in Three Studies for a Crucifixion (1962) seems rather to 

suggest a direct act of sexual as well as physical violence. Ernst van Alphen points to 

the loss of self through pain or ecstasy in many of Bacon’s paintings. Here we seem to 

be faced with a loss of self through sheer trauma. Van Alphen’s description of the 

functioning of the sense organs in Bacon’s painting is uncannily close to medical 

descriptions of the psychosomatic experience of trauma:  

 
The depiction of sense experiences as body deformation is a radical 
undermining of the traditional idea of how the sense organs work. They are 
usually seen as reflecting the stimulus, or as representing the stimulus 
proportionately. The sense response is automatic, controlled, and singular. 
Bacon’s body organ, on the contrary, works as a kind of chain reaction. The 
response of one sense works as a stimulus for the other senses. The unity of 
the senses in one body, in one sense organ, causes the senses to go off the 
rails. (2008: 41)  

 

This derailing of the senses calls to mind the well-documented effects of trauma on the 

body, including hyper arousal in the autonomic nervous system together with a chain 

reaction of psychophysical responses (Rothschild 2000: 46-9, 70-71).  

As we know, Bacon was generally insistent that his paintings were not 

autobiographical, despite the often direct relationship between the artist’s life events and 

their subject matter. Yet the artist once suggested that his crucifixion paintings were 

“almost nearer to a self-portrait” (Sylvester 2008: 46). Michael Peppiatt has commented 

on the significance of this remark: 

 
The implications of this unusually unguarded admission are far-reaching. 
At its most extreme, the remark could suggest that Bacon identified with 
Christ on the Cross. At the very least, it indicates that he himself had 
experienced suffering so intense that the Crucifixion, with its complex 
symbolism of betrayal, abandonment and atonement for the sins of others, 
was the most appropriate image through which to express it. (2008: 119) 

 
From what we know of Bacon’s childhood, the potential source of such 

suffering is most likely to lie in the artist’s troubled relationship with his father, as well 

as in the physical acts of cruelty by the family grooms, undertaken at his father’s request 

and under his watchful eye. As Peppiatt suggests, the situation becomes more complex 
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when the erotic content of the work is taken into consideration.108 Andrew Sinclair was 

more direct in suggesting that Bacon’s sexual encounters with the grooms took place 

when he was still a minor (Sinclair 1993: 36). This situation has been reread by at least 

one reviewer as child sexual abuse (Zervigón 1995: 90). It is certain that some kind of 

absence or loss informs the “ambiguous, obstructed narrativity” in Bacon’s work and 

perhaps also his resistance to autobiographical readings of his paintings (Van Alphen 

1998: 117). I contend that it is this loss of self, this unspeakable loss of self that is 

fundamental to Bacon’s works more generally.109  

 Let us pause to consider whether there might even be space for such a reading in 

curatorial discourse on Bacon’s work. It appears to me that it is not only Bacon’s 

potential Irishness, but all aspects of Bacon’s character that go against prestige and 

widespread appeal have been underplayed in exhibitions of Bacon’s work to date. This 

was partly Bacon’s own doing during his lifetime, as we know, but it seems to have 

been maintained after his death by critical gatekeepers like David Sylvester. My reading 

here is speculative, but if we can (even momentarily) consider it as valid, we can ask 

how curators could realistically address such a reading? Is there space within the norms 

of curating to go against the accumulation of capital and prestige? Is there space for 

alterity, for otherness?110  

Significantly, the coincidence of child imagery with crucifixion imagery was not 

an isolated incident. Four years after Paralytic Child, Bacon produced a crucifixion and 

a painting including a comparable child figure in the same year. In After Muybridge-

Study of the Human Figure in Motion-Woman Emptying a Bowl of Water and Paralytic 

Child on all Fours (1965) (Fig. 2.6), the curved lines reminiscent of Cannycourt now 

form the backdrop of a frame that forms an inverted house-like structure. The child 

                                                 
108 Peppiatt asks: “Was Francis Bacon’s relationship with his father so traumatic that the artist sought 
expression for it through the Crucifixion? Was being surprised by his father, to whom Francis felt an 
erotic attraction, while he was putting on his mother’s underwear the real humiliation? Or was it his 
father’s disgust and the subsequent banishment from home? Or were these simply details of a tortured 
childhood (which … apparently included being horsewhipped by the grooms at his father’s behest)? ...  
The situation becomes more complex once its erotic content is taken into account. Did the tyranny of the 
father excite the son? Did the beatings – if they took place – arouse Francis sexually?” (2008: 120). 
109 I draw here on Judith Butler’s writings on melancholia: “The loss of the melancholic seems puzzling 
to us because we cannot see what it is that is absorbing him so entirely” (1997: 186). Yet, “What cannot 
be declared by the melancholic is nevertheless what governs melancholic speech – an unspeakabilty that 
organizes the field of the speakable” and produces “spatialized landscape[s] of the mind” (170-171). See 
also Hagan (2001) for an insightful account of the psychology of child abuse.  
110 I link the two here with Derrida’s philosophical journey to and from the notions of stranger and 
otherness in Of Hospitality (2000) in mind. 
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passes outside the space unnoticed by the female figure, emptying a bowl of water. 

Again the danger is immanent rather than seen. The child is perched precariously on a 

high circular ring like a trapeze artist without a safety net. The child figure maintains the 

protruding rump of the former image, its flesh now more aggressively marked like the 

flesh of a bone of meat.  

 

 

Fig. 2.6 Francis Bacon, After Muybridge-Study of the Human Figure in Motion-Woman 
Emptying a Bowl of Water and Paralytic Child on all Fours, 1965,  

Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam 
 

 

In the same year, Bacon returns to the crucifixion subject. In Three Studies for a 

Crucifixion (1965) (Fig. 2.7), the embryo-child-animal reappears on a bed in a state of 

more excessive mutilation. In this image the female (mother?) figure walking past is 

apparently untouched by the suffering. Up close we see bruise-red passages of paint 

surrounding her heart that relate to those of the figure on the bed. The shattered figure 

on the bed now wears a badge with a swastika-like mark, which can be related in turn to 

a male figure in the right hand panel, who displays his male flesh in a manner that is 

potentially homoerotic, but, coupled with his swastika armband, promises violence. Far 
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from being an isolated image, this is one of a number of works which draw on Nazi 

imagery. Once again, the potential uncoupling of Bacon’s painting from an expression 

of a general Second World War experience of suffering makes the language of 

canonical curating tremble.  

 

  

Fig. 2.7 Francis Bacon, Central panel, Three Studies for a Crucifixion, 1965 (left) and 
right-hand panel (right), Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 

 

One of the difficulties of Bacon’s images is that we are presented with a sexual 

continuum in which the sexual is undifferentiated from a range of (other) violences and 

bodily functions. Peppiatt asks whether the Crucifixions and “the whole flayed 

population of Bacon’s pictures” were in fact “the voluptuous production of a strong 

masochistic fantasy” (2008: 120-121).111 This reading can not be easily set aside, given 

that Bacon was known to engage in sado-masochism in his romantic relationships and 

was said to have a fetish for the Nazi uniforms. Yet, despite its validity, it does little to 

explain the psychological impact of the work on the viewer, which seems to go much 

deeper than sexual fantasy alone. It seems to me that the indeterminacy between the 

                                                 
111 Other critics have drawn similar conclusions. As early as 1962 Nigel Gosling was writing about the 
“sadomasochistic vein” running through Bacon’s paintings in a review for The Observer. More recently 
John Richardson, who made comparable observations, went so far as to suggest that Bacon’s work lost its 
edge in later years when his sadomasochistic relationships ended (2009).  
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sexual and the violent in Bacon’s work goes further than an adult sexual preference. It 

acts more like a disturbance of the symbolic order.  

In another context, Judith Butler asks what it might mean “to feel the surety of 

one’s epistemological and ontological anchor go” and “to learn to live in the anxiety of 

that challenge” (1997: 27). It seems to me that Bacon’s work offers us an experience of 

a new ontology in which our differentiations and taboos and categorizations do not exist; 

a place in which we are not shielded from the immanence of unethical desire and 

violence. Van Alphen has pointed to the effects of the works on the viewer; how they 

render speechless and seem to carry out an act of violence on the viewer (1998: 10-11). 

I am not suggesting that Bacon’s painting is merely engaged with trauma, 

however. Rather, Bacon develops new forms of representation that enable his paintings 

to operate at this level of the nervous system. For example, I consider Bacon’s obsessive 

return to this imagery to relate to flashbacks and memory triggers associated with the 

after-affects of trauma. Yet his use of repetition is not restorative. It seems closer to 

Lacan’s understanding of repetition serving to screen what Hal Foster has called “the 

traumatic real”: 

 
Rather, repetition serves to screen the real understood as traumatic. But this 
very need also points to the real, and at this point the real ruptures the screen 
of repetition. It is a rupture less in the world than in the subject – between 
the perception and the consciousness of a subject touched by an image.112  

 

Over time, trauma became less a source of subject matter for Bacon than a problem of 

representation – how “to give the sensation without the boredom of its conveyance” as 

he put it (Sylvester 2008: 65). Bacon found ways to make the rupture take place in the 

subject “between the perception and the consciousness of a subject touched by an 

image.” This means that the viewer’s own boundaries start to break down in the act of 

viewing.113 He or she passes through the subject matter via the paint which touches him 

                                                 
112 (1996: 132). Hal Foster is writing in the context of Andy Warhol’s work. Although the works are 
aesthetically very different, I see the two artists using similar representational strategies. Bacon in fact 
expressed his interest in Warhol’s The Electric Chair and The Car Accidents, which possibly relates to 
the artist’s use of repetition in both. More generally, Bacon dismissed Warhol’s work as “simple realism” 
(Archimbaud 1993: 47). 
113 Deleuze also observes that there is a visible degeneration within Bacon’s paintings from the isolated 
body to the deformed body and eventually, the dissipated body; the body unable to maintain its 
boundaries. This dissipation into material structures lends the figures a kind of hysteric relationship to 
their surroundings, in the sense that “things and beings are present, too present” (2008: 36). 
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or her at a different level. The paint itself becomes a punctum through which the real is 

experienced as traumatic.114  

This is the course of events that I propose Bacon refers to when, in his interviews 

with Sylvester, he speaks of “orders of sensation,” “levels of feeling,” “areas of 

sensation,” or “shifting sequences” (qtd. in Deleuze 2008: 26). In fact Bacon explicitly 

commented in one interview with Sylvester that: 

 
We nearly always live through screens – a screened existence. And I 
sometimes think, when people say my work looks violent, that perhaps I 
have from time to time been able to clear away one or two of these veils or 
screens.115  

 

The success of this endeavour, I would argue, is the source of the pain of viewing 

Bacon’s paintings which, as Van Alphen proposed, is both physical and psychic.  

 The childhood paintings are in the first instance an example of the internal 

diversity of Bacon’s work, which is typically obscured by the tendency for 

curatorial presentations to omit works that are recalcitrant to the dominant 

narratives surrounding an artist’s oeuvre. More specifically, their content does not 

appeal to normative universal identification in the way that some of Bacon’s other 

paintings of sexuality or suffering do; an appeal that greatly informs Bacon’s fame. 

The childhood paintings furthermore touch on the taboo subjects of paedophile 

desire and child abuse. For all of these reasons they work against the market value 

of Bacon’s paintings. As long as curatorial norms drive towards seamless 

representation and towards increasing the prestige and value of artists’ works, 

understandings of the internal diversity and complexity of artists’ oeuvres are 

bound to be limited.  

 

Curatorial Reception 

                                                 
114 I use the term punctum here in Roland Barthes’ sense of the word. In Camera Lucida he explains that 
the punctum is an element within a photograph “which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, 
and pierces me … the photographs I am speaking of are in effect punctuated, sometime even speckled 
with these sensitive points; precisely, these marks, these wounds are so many points … A photograph’s 
punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)” (2000: 26-7).  
115 (2008: 82). A self-conscious engagement with the screen itself is visible in later works like Tryptych 
(1974 -77). 
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To unhinge Bacon’s central works from standard narratives relating to post-war Britain 

is to be confronted directly with this complex of sexuality and violence that curators to 

date have done little to unpack. Of the fifty-two (major) solo exhibitions of his work 

that have been held worldwide since 1955, only one has focused on Bacon’s figuration; 

namely, The Human Form, curated by David Sylvester at the Hayward Gallery in 1998. 

With a few notable exceptions, Bacon’s solo exhibitions are predominantly framed and 

entitled in an entirely formal way. This tendency goes back to David Sylvester’s early 

emphasis on paint handling in Bacon’s work, which served to detract from the largely 

negative criticism which greeted the first ten years of his output – a criticism that 

typically revolved around (sexual) violence (Zervigón 1995: 88). While written 

accounts have been relatively diverse in their treatment of Bacon – Deleuze’s and Van 

Alphen’s being two obvious examples – this has not translated into curatorial 

innovation.116 The 2009 retrospective at Tate Britain added and detracted little from the 

Tate retrospective of the 1980s, for example. The only notably new element was the 

display of source material from Bacon’s studio in one room of the exhibition.  

Amidst the general instability of the art market, easily affected by critical 

commentary and shifts in taste, this continuity has allowed for stability in prices and 

potential for steady growth. The Bacon market has had record prices of up to ₤35 

million in 2007, partly thanks to this situation. Don Thompson, who devotes an entire 

chapter of The $12 Million Stuffed Shark: The Curious Economic of Contemporary Art 

to the closely guarded Bacon market, emphasizes that Bacon “is one of a handful of 

modern artists whose role in art history is unchallenged” (2008: 146). Yet the insistent 

continuity of Bacon myths crowds out readings that might shed more light on the 

internal diversity and particularity of Bacon’s oeuvre. The physical relocation of 

Bacon’s studio to Ireland offered an unusual opportunity to reassess the critical as well 

as methodological underpinnings of the artist’s work. Yet the reluctance to address 

questions regarding national identity has slowed down, if not blocked, the kind of 

aesthetic rereading that might follow an investigation of Bacon as a political subject.  

Albeit on a different level, the curatorial framing of Le Brocquy has been 

similarly fossilized until recently. The wider public embrace of the works in which Irish 

elements are visible has meant that the critical significance of Le Brocquy’s formally 

                                                 
116 See also Martin Harrison’s edited collection Francis Bacon: New Studies Centenary Essays (2009).  
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innovative work from the 1940s and 1950s in particular has been underrepresented in 

curatorial terms, even in Ireland. To clarify, there has been extensive art historical 

research, not least Dorothy Walker’s definitive monograph on Le Brocquy from 1981. 

Le Brocquy’s work has also been exhibited ad nauseum in Ireland, yet not in ways that 

really do justice to a range of artistic concerns evident in his oeuvre. His work is 

typically included a few at a time into museum survey exhibitions of Irish art, group 

exhibitions of portraiture or medium-based exhibitions celebrating tapestry, drawing or 

graphics. Two recent exhibitions held at the Irish Museum of Modern Art have been 

important in reassessing Le Brocquy’s art historical context in Ireland. The first, The 

White Stag Group, examined the work of a group of international artists resident in 

Ireland during the Second World War. The second, Irish Art of the Seventies, 

contextualized his work from the 1970s.117 

The most comprehensive exhibitions of Le Brocquy’s work to date have been 

those held in relation to the artist’s 90th birthday celebrations. This is especially true of 

an exhibition held at the Hunt Museum in Limerick which did justice to the Tinker 

series from the 1940s and Le Brocquy’s grey period of the 1950s.118 Róisín Kennedy’s 

article from 2005 is an important reminder of Le Brocquy’s place in London in the post-

war period, which prompts further curatorial treatment of the relationality between Le 

Brocquy’s work and that of his British peers. In 2008 Riann Coulter published a 

significant essay on the relationship between Le Brocquy’s Presences series from the 

mid 1950s-1960s, which recuperates contemporary critics’ association of Le Brocquy’s 

work with existentialism and art autre and, in the case of Herbert Read, to Kleinian 

psychology. This again begs for further curatorial exploration.119 These endeavors by a 

younger generation of art historians help to undo the simplistic reception that took place 

in both the British and Irish contexts. But there remains much to be done.  

Artists are often locked into narratives and myths which prevent us from really 

seeing their work. The field determines forms of visibility and criteria of evaluation, yet 

                                                 
117 The White Stag Group, curated by S.B. Kennedy and Bruce Arnold, took place from July 6- October 2 
2005. Irish Art of the Seventies, curated by Catherine Marshall, ran from 10 May- 10 December 2006.  
118 See Louis Le Brocquy: Allegory and Legend (2006). The exhibition was curated by Pierre le Brocquy, 
the artist’s son, with the assistance of Virginia Teehan, Director of the Hunt Museum. 
119 Read believed that Klein’s ideas held a clue to “the mysterious significance of Le Brocquy’s painting”, 
concluding that “there can be no doubt that after many years of patient research this painter has found the 
irreducible symbols for what is basic to the life of the spirit, those principles we personify as Eros and 
Thanatos” (qtd. in Coulter 2008).  
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never in isolation from the ideological needs of the field of power. Several regimes of 

visibility and intelligibility coexist and intermingle in the works themselves with the 

result that the art world itself becomes a symbolic battlefield over values that are both 

aesthetic and social (Rancière 2009a: 50). This means that a redistribution of national 

belonging will inevitably bring about a redistribution of the visible.120 Elements in an 

artist’s work which have been underplayed or overshadowed to secure the investments 

of one canon will be highlighted in relation to another and vice versa. This calls for a 

more relational approach to national canons, which goes against their emphatically 

singular nature. If this relationality is to become a more democratic one, however, the 

bias of canon formations towards dominant nations has to be recognized and addressed. 

To date, the undoing of artistic myths at a curatorial level is only likely if this endeavour 

will increase the symbolic and cultural capital of the artist in question. It is therefore 

likely that such shifts will always be in favour of culturally dominant nations. For this 

reason Orpen and Le Brocquy can be curatorially reframed as British but Bacon has yet 

to be curatorially reframed as Irish.  

There can be no objective assessment of any such claims, which are clearly 

invested in market as well as national interests. Although it may not be visibly 

differentiable from a culturally nationalistic gesture to extend such a claim for 

belonging, I want to highlight the importance of this gesture for the self-determination 

of postcolonial nations in particular. In keeping with the logic of the field, an individual 

artist’s success can help to accumulate cultural and symbolic capital for the country of 

origin as well as the country of residence but only if the nationality of origin remains 

visible. If, on the contrary, artists from places with less cultural and symbolic capital are 

added to the national canon of the country of residence, with no reference to their 

country of origin, the potential redistribution of cultural capital is foreclosed. This 

foreclosure leads to a vicious circle in which countries with low cultural capital do not 

have the cultural authority upon which to base claims to artists for their own national 

canon. Furthermore, they are blocked from achieving that position of authority by not 

being able to accumulate cultural capital through the acquisition of the selfsame artists 

                                                 
120 My reference to the redistribution of the visible is informed by Rancières notion of the “distribution of 
the sensible” which refers to “the implicit law governing the sensible order that parcels out places and 
forms of participation in a common world by first establishing the modes of perception within which 
these are inscribed” (2009a: 85). 
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for their national canon. In the next chapter I will look at the national exhibition as a 

moment for the possible renegotiation of cultural and symbolic capital. We will see how 

implicit or explicit curatorial definitions of Irishness affect readings of the exhibited 

works. I will consider strategies for dealing with the irreducible duality of the limiting 

and potentially empowering effects of renegotiating the national referent within art and 

curatorial discourse.  
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Chapter Three 

A Sense of Nation: The Celtic and the Irish  
en Route to Postrepresentation 

 

Visitors to Without the Walls, held at the I.C.A. in London in the spring of 1980, found 

themselves in the midst of cutting edge mixed media works informed by the 1970s 

ethos of rejecting traditional art forms as such. The viewer first met with a raised bed of 

pigment and flour, which reappeared in the accompanying video documenting Pictorial 

and Sculptural Episodes (Fig. 3.1), a performance in which Nigel Rolfe erases an 

abstract drawing by pushing his body through its surface. The other three works in the 

main room were post-minimal in appearance. In Brian King's Ménage à Trois (Fig. 3.2) 

sodden turf expanded to break the sculptural surrounds. John Aiken’s floor grid, made 

of moulded sand was extended day by day, adding a further time-based element to the 

exhibition. Felim Egan’s site-specific wall collage ran rhythmic abstract forms the 

length of one side wall, creating an almost musical intervention. On the other side, 

Ciarán Lennon’s installation of mirrored panels was barely visible, embedded as they 

were within the upper arches of the five window frames.  

All of the artists featured were resident in or born in Ireland and two of the 

subsequent three installations, built in separate enclosed spaces, made references to 

explicitly Irish subject matter. In the first, by Noel Sherridan, the walls and floor of a 

long narrow space were lined with screen-printed portraits of Irish republican heroes. A 

small TV screen embedded in the back wall depicted a boy’s legs in the act of Irish 

dancing, while a voice-over could be heard of a teacher giving instructions. The last 

room was dominated by a horse jump which almost reached the ceiling, under which 

small clay figurines could be seen. On closer inspection they might be recognized as 

depicting the Celtic fertility goddess Epona, known to protect horses. The walls were 

hung with paintings which related the Epona myth to political events in Northern 

Ireland.   
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Fig. 3.1 Nigel Rolfe, Still from video documentation of  
Pictorial and Sculptural Episodes, 1980.  

Image Source: National Irish Visual Arts Library, Dublin 
 

 

 

Fig. 3.2 View of Without the Walls at the I.C.A. showing work by Alannah O' Kelly 
(front), Brian King (middle) and work in process by John Aiken (back left), 

Image Source: National Irish Visual Arts Library, Dublin 
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Situated between these overtly political works, James Coleman’s installation, The 

Ploughman’s Party (Fig.3.3), offered a more sumptuous and alluring interior. The walls, 

floor and ceiling of a long narrow space had been lined with white felt, and an elongated 

relief, made up of smaller curvilinear elements, hung against the back wall. Its gold-leaf 

surface glistened against the neon blue light that emanated from behind it. The relief 

almost seemed caught in a spotlight, an effect created by the projection of a slide image 

of the gilded baroque form onto the physical wall relief. On second glance it could be 

seen to resemble both a plough and the form of the Plough star constellation alluded to 

in the work’s title, the blue light now becoming an abstracted night sky. An incessant 

stream of words, enunciated by an unseen audiotape recording, interrupted the aura that 

this jewel-like work might have created. This ceaseless monologue intervened in the 

visible tension between the banality of the farming implement, its stellar allusions and 

the spectacle of its physical presence, all captured in the work's title.  

Dorothy Walker, curator of the exhibition, described in the exhibition catalogue 

how, in this work by James Coleman: 

 
A man’s voice speaks in English and French about dressing up to go to a 
party. The text is full of puns and double-meanings and repeats itself in a 
continuous cycle. The work is a seductive send-up of glamour and 
advertising but also even of aesthetics and style. The sound of the French 
accords with the appearance of the gilded motifs, which are like pieces of a 
baroque frame on a grandiose ancestral portrait, at the same time resembling 
an actual plough, and the astronomical constellation. (1980, unpaginated) 

 

The Ploughman’s Party negotiated a time of transition in Irish culture. Ireland had 

joined the E.E.C. seven years earlier and the Irish economy was gravitating towards 

tertiary industry, moving away from its primarily agricultural economy and the way of 

life that went with it. Walker commented in her catalogue essay: 

 
There are echoes of William Trevor’s story “The Ballroom of Romance” 
strangely modified again by the use of French. Bi-lingualism has been such 
an issue in Ireland since the founding of the State: Irish is associated with 
the country, with country life and farming. This piece puts it in several other 
perspectives: will the second national language eventually be French, in the 
EEC, particularly for farmers? 
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Fig. 3.3 James Coleman, The Ploughman's Party, 1979-80. 
Forged iron, neon, paint, audio narration and slide projection 

 

As Walker proposes, the work negotiated shifting social values; the decreasing 

emphasis on socio-political agency and labour and increasing attention to the agency to 

consume, a shift accompanied by the possibility of electing affiliative identities through 

consumption over traditional rural identity. Coleman elaborated elsewhere that the work 

is about the power of propaganda and merchandizing in a society where a symbol of 

labour, the plough, may be transformed into a purely decorative tool of the cultural 

system (Rorimer 2003: 12). The Ploughman’s Party thus extended Coleman's previous 

engagement with the construction of identity and its entanglement with the construction 

of representation. I wish to articulate here that it also offered a very particular response 

to the critical context of the exhibition as a whole.  

 Without the Walls was part of A Sense of Ireland, a festival promoting Irish 

culture with the aim of improving economic and political relations between the two 

nations. In this chapter I will examine its curatorial strategy, together with those of three 

other nationally framed exhibitions within the festival that served as platforms from 

which to launch new identities for Irish art. Rather than considering national 

representation to be “‘always already’ repressive,” I want to look at their potential for 

renegotiating the low cultural and symbolic capital associated with Irish art in the 

English context (Radhakrishnan 2003: 14). I want in particular to examine how the 
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exhibitions deal with the unwritten, but nevertheless present, call for authenticity that is 

implicitly demanded of all postcolonial nations when they represent themselves in a 

dominant nation, and in this case in the capital of the former colonial power. As I see it, 

the occasion of the festival confronted curators with the challenge of how to both 

establish the value of Irish art and acknowledge its alterity. This curatorial moment 

takes place at the cusp of a turn from the social and contextual production of art in the 

1970s to the semiotic turn of the 1980s. We will observe that the artists provide a 

number of strategies to open up, address and harness the variety of signifying 

possibilities of the national.  

The idea of hosting an exhibition of Irish art had been conceived of as one of a 

series of modest presentations in conjunction with the I.C.A., which set out “to present 

the best and most important work of a European nation.”121 However, it grew radically 

in scale as the festival was quickly recognized as a timely opportunity to promote an 

avant-garde Ireland. This would benefit international trade relations, Ireland’s industrial 

expansion and E.E.C. membership having been overshadowed in the media by an 

intense period of I.R.A. violence in Northern Ireland. Thus, A Sense of Ireland was 

potentially a crucial stepping stone in a rebranding of Irish culture in the British capital. 

The publicity material suggested that the event aimed “to present the best of the Irish 

arts, North and South, in a major international context; to demonstrate in England the 

depth and strength of Ireland’s heritage and contemporary culture; to make an important 

contribution to improving understanding and relations between the people of these 

islands.” For this reason the festival attracted sponsorship by over thirty businesses and 

semi-state bodies and grew into the largest ever presentation of Irish culture in London. 

Here we see the field of power come into view in relation to the field. In fact, given its 

overt ambassadorial function, A Sense of Ireland might be dismissed as merely a 

political manoeuvre. Yet it offered a crucial opportunity to bring British audiences up to 

                                                 
121 I.C.A. press release “A month of Irish Art in London,” November 1978. To date, French, German and 
Greek contemporary culture had been represented through exhibitions and related film-screenings, 
concerts and other cultural events. The Irish exhibition had also been initially planned as “a modest 
display of the avant-garde” that would show “a few conceptualists, some new independent film, [and] an 
experimental theatre company” (Stephenson 1980: 14). 
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date with Irish developments and, in doing so, challenged prevalent stereotypes of 

Irishness.122  

This context demanded subtle and sophisticated curatorial representations of 

Irish art to convince a London audience of the value of Irish art in conceptual and 

aesthetic terms. There were eight visual art exhibitions in the final event. Here I will 

focus on the three group exhibitions curated with a view to representing Irish 

contemporary art of the 1970’s.123 The curatorial essays surrounding the exhibitions as 

well as the exhibitions themselves became platforms from which to launch new 

identities for Irish art and thus challenge its relatively low symbolic capital in the British 

context. I want to now make a brief comparative analysis of how the exhibition 

narratives negotiated the notion of Irishness in particular before exploring Without the 

Walls in more detail.  

 

Producing National Narratives 

The largest of the three exhibitions, The Delighted Eye: Irish Painting and Sculpture of 

the Seventies, emphasized visual delight in its title by way of a quotation from W.B. 

Yeats’s poetry. The exhibition curator, art historian Frances Ruane, had selected work 

in a “poetic genre,” affected by landscape, Celtic spirituality and myth: 

 
A significant strand of contemporary Irish art has provided us with a 
consistently poetic response to the environment. Painting and sculpting in 
styles that often differ dramatically, these artists work in the same spirit. 
(1980, unpaginated) 

 

This “poetic genre” had been identified by critic Brian O’ Doherty, who had described 

how the atmosphere of Irish painting “is characterized by a mythical rather than a 

historic sense, an uneasy and restless fix in the unimportant and reluctance to disclose 

                                                 
122 There were exhibitions on Irish society, history, crafts and architecture as well as a display of 
photographs of ancient monuments entitled West of West. An extensive programme of film screenings, 
music, literature, theatre, and dance events was held at 45 venues throughout the city. A lecture series 
reflected on social and economic developments as well as on national and international relations. 
123 A fourth but smaller exhibition showed works on paper from the Contemporary Irish Art Society 
collection at the Angela Flowers gallery. Furthermore, an exhibition entitled Portrait of the Artist: Abbey 
Theatre 1904-1979 displayed portraits of the literary greats associated with the theatre at The Fine Art 
Society gallery. There were three further solo exhibitions: one celebrating minimalist painter Patrick Scott 
at Annely Judy Fine Art, works by hard-edge abstractionist Roy Johnston at South East Gallery and 
drawings and watercolours by Jack B. Yeats at Theo Waddington Gallery. 
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anything about what is painted …” (1972: 16). Ruane’s vision for The Delighted Eye 

was partly communicated in the catalogue cover. Depicting Louis Le Brocquy’s Táin 

Tapestry, it evoked Irish mythology through stylistically modern means.  

 Ruane represented three generations of painters whose work fell under the three 

loose strands critic Aidan Dunne later identified in Irish painting of the 1970s: 

“figurative expressionism,” “formalist international abstraction” and “the use of abstract 

techniques as a means to capture a subjective approach to the local landscape” (1990: 

22-23). She refers to O’Doherty’s argument that post-war isolation had meant that Irish 

art had managed to avoid internationalism till the mid 1960s. Although Ruane 

acknowledges younger artists’ engagement in international art developments, she 

specifies that this search has been “for contemporary aesthetic alternatives that reflect 

their own [Irish] sensibilities.” She sees the recent work “retaining a strong undeniably 

native impulse,” drawing on a frame of reference of agricultural roots, conservatism, an 

obsession with the past and a passion for the indirect statement.  

O’Doherty’s description of Irish reluctance to disclosure resonated with Ruane’s 

personal experiences as an American living in Ireland for seven years (Ryan 2006: 150). 

However O’Doherty had associated the evasiveness of the artistic statements with “a 

certain minority or subject mentality” that could not be separated from a particular 

socio-economic and political history.124 In Ruane’s essay the socio-political nuances of 

O’Doherty’s argument are overwritten by a romanticized and rather essentialist “poetic” 

mentality, which she equates with a Celtic imagination.125 Severing links with 

international art discourse, Ruane concludes that the artists are collectively pursuing a 

course “which is quite independent of mainstream international movements.” While this 

isolationism was possibly appealing to commercial British galleries selling Irish art with 

the help of a romanticized notion of mythical Ireland, it could only prompt critical 

neglect in the inner circles of the contemporary art world. To argue, as Ruane did, that 

                                                 
124 O’Doherty wrote: “Its evasiveness summarises a whole defensive and infinitely discursive mode of 
existence in Ireland in the forties and fifties. In its way, it could be considered a last examination and 
confrontation of a certain minority or subject mentality that never responds to anything directly. 
Undoubtedly it is connected to national self-image as explicated by a small community of artists and 
audience – not consciously or as a program, but as a natural outgrowth of an isolation that encouraged 
introspection.” O Doherty's essay had in fact come under frequent critique for its essentialist approach to 
Irish art and Irishness and oversight of works which exceeded his categorizations. See especially Duddy 
(1987). Roisín Kennedy highlighted this socially nuanced aspect of O’Doherty’s essay (2007).  
125 Ruane writes: “This illusive quality called Celtic imagination manifests itself again and again and 
remains the most important binding element in this exhibition” (1980, unpaginated).  
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“there is nothing parochial or unintelligently derivative,” was unwittingly to suggest 

these very qualities by denial.  

The second exhibition, The International Connection: Irish Art in the Seventies 

took an entirely different approach, identifying a group of Irish artists who had been 

directly or indirectly influenced by recent art from the U.S. The works which its curator, 

philosopher and art critic Cyril Barrett, had brought together at the Round House 

Gallery engaged with colour field, hard-edge and abstract expressionism and 

represented a strand of painting that had been invisible in The Delighted Eye. Barrett 

commented, “If I was to choose one [characteristic] which seems to touch almost all the 

group it is coolness.”126 He identified this quality in the bold lines of Michael Craig 

Martin’s drawing and in John Aiken’s geometrically structured mixed media works on 

board for example. He also noticed a persistent sense of wit, “a cool wit,” in works like 

Robert Ballagh’s photorealistic paintings as well as in such works as Patrick Scott’s 

“Bent Rainbow” (1979), which added a lyrical and witty twist to hard-edge abstraction.  

The works were confident. Barrett’s selection was based on critical coherence as 

much as a desire to show recent works.127 Over a third of the artists lived outside of 

Ireland and some included artists were not Irish by birth. Barrett discussed this aspect of 

the selection candidly, suggesting that he had finally used the criteria of including artists 

who work and exhibit in Ireland or have done so for an extended period over the past 15 

years and/or “take Irish themes for their work”. This did not stop him from needing to 

distinguish something particularly “Irish” about the work, however.128 Barrett likened 

the work to the Celtic tradition in terms of its being abstracted but not entirely abstract – 

like the “men and curious beasts intertwined in those elaborate patterns” in the Book of 

Kells or the Ardagh chalice, two national treasures. He even suggested that the habit of 

“borrowing” international stylistic elements had come from the Normans or the Celts, 

who “were not beyond flinching ideas and turning them to their own purpose.” Unlike 
                                                 
126 Ironically, a number of the represented artists had in fact been in The Irish Imagination. Their 
hardedge styles were overshadowed by O’Doherty, the opening line of whose essay had highlighted, “No 
colour field, no op, no art and technology weddings, no environmental machinery, very little pop, hard 
edge or minimalism are to be seen here.” By 1980, it had also become clear that they represented a 
leading style of the 1970s. Furthermore, it befitted the increasing Americanization of Irish culture, 
commented upon by critics of the period. 
127 Most of the artists were in their thirties but for the sake of continuity Barrett included forerunners of 
this younger generation such as Patrick Scott, Anne Madden and sculptor Deborah Brown. 
128 Like Ruane, he stressed that “while one might find affinities between the works in the exhibition and 
works produced elsewhere, the Irish artists have their own sensibility and individuality – well within the 
tradition of Irish art” (1980, unpaginated).  
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Ruane, Barrett also stressed that the artists were sensitive to the socio-political context 

of the past ten years, which he suggested was present in oblique references within the 

work.129 Nevertheless, the question of how, being international, the artists’ work could 

be identified as Irish took up the remaining two thirds of Barrett’s essay. While Barrett's 

approach could hardly be considered indigenous, his attempts to embrace influence 

rather than avoid the issue of being derivative were undermined by his elaborate 

reasoning, which unintentionally amounted to a kind of defense of the artists’ Irishness.  

Without the Walls was conceived as a supplement to these overtly Irish and 

international exhibitions. Walker addressed the artists’ work in a manner that suggested 

its relevance to recent critical shifts in art practice. She considers the work to be 

ideologically at one with the spirit of Brian O’Doherty's Outside of the White Cube 

essays from 1975-6, in which he highlighted the ideological role played by the 

modernist gallery space. Walker proposes that the featured artists are part of a 

worldwide trend of opposing the use of art as a mere form of currency by producing 

impermanent works that cannot be purchased. She implies that working with non-

traditional media within the gallery space offers the possibility to recuperate a sense of 

time, history and memory, a line of thinking that suited the Irish artist especially: 

 
The development away from the art-object has suited Irish artists 
particularly: the Irish, in any sphere, are not best at the hard fact. We tend to 
see the complexities of things, the multi-layered meaning, the inter-
relationship of disparities. So it has been an immense creative opportunity 
for the artists in this exhibition to invade “the space of the world we are in” 
as [artist] Ciaran Lennon puts it – not only space, but time, narrative, 
memory and memory of visions. … Although this type of work forms part 
of a world trend, it is interesting to see how it grows out of Irish pre-
occupations at deeper levels. 

 

Walker stops short of explaining what she considers these preoccupations to be. 

The remaining three quarters of the essay are devoted to formal descriptions of 

individual works, characteristic of conceptual art writing of the 1970s, in which she 

                                                 
129 He gave the example of drawings of Dublin city in which the city is desolate – probably referring to 
Rita Donagh’s “City Series” (1979) – and where violence is invisible but hinted at. He comments, “The 
viewer in the know knows what’s being said. The viewer who takes the work at face value would 
probably not understand anyway.” This explanation seems to me a concrete example of the kind of 
reluctance about disclosure that Ruane had mentioned but mystified as a naturalized Irish trait. 
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generally refrains from discussing Celticism or Irishness per se. Take for example her 

matter-of-fact description of Brian King’s time-based sculptures in the landscape: 

 
In a second piece “Burning Spiral,” a large spiral 18 ft in diameter was dug 
in the sand, again at the edge of the tide. The spiral was filled with paraffin 
and as the evening tide came in, the paraffin was ignited and a spiral of 
flame floated in the dark on the shallow water. Both [“Burning Spiral” and 
“Sea Holes”] ... do not represent or portray anything, nor symbolise 
anything other than their own existence.  

 
Here, Walker resists the temptation to refer to the recurrence of the spiral in Celtic art. 

Even when talks about King’s recent work, which engages with burial and, in the artist's 

own words, “evolved through the study of cairns and megalithic tombs in a particular 

part of Ireland,” she does not indulge in reflection on Ireland's ancient past and its 

legacy in contemporary artists’ work. Yet the trace of her introductory notion of an 

essentially Celtic artistic mindset is always present as a kind of artistic unconscious 

from which these conscious artistic activities spring.130 

At the end of a number of similarly restrained descriptions of the artists’ works, 

Walker includes one short paragraph that alludes to the centrality of a certain mindset to 

all of the work on exhibit: 

 
For a deliberate formlessness, even paradoxically in the most formalist work, 
is an underlying connecting threat [sic] in all the works in this exhibition, 
even in Nigel Rolfe's destructive performances. There is nowhere a static 
structured approach; there is a commitment to process, to continuing, to 
recurring, which is endemic not only to modern Irish literature, (Joyce, 
Beckett, Flann O' Brien) but to ancient linear Celtic art.131 

 

This comes as a rather surprising conclusion to this catalogue essay. However, Walker 

had been outspoken about her interest in the work of contemporary artists whom she 

saw continuing aspects of Celtic art three years earlier in an edition of the Irish critical 

                                                 
130 Her mention of Brian O’Doherty’s Irish nationality perhaps leads us towards the conclusion that his 
ideas on the white cube might also spring from a certain Irish mindset. 
131 (1980: unpaginated). Walker makes this explicit in an article published in 1984, where she includes 
five of the artists in a list of twenty-one artists carrying on a Celtic tradition: “So I insist that the abstract 
sculpture of John Aiken, Patrick Ireland... Brian King... Alanna O Kelly... and the abstract painting of  
Felim Egan, ... while receiving as much impetus from international sources as the atmospheric painters, 
are just as surely continuing a very much older tradition.” She further elaborated her thinking in a lecture 
on Celtic linearity and the head image (Walker 1985).  
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journal The Crane Bag.132 She described the need for Irish artists to “salvage[e] the hard 

and simply beauty of … [the Irish] vernacular tradition,” which she saw as derived from 

the simple linear beauty of Celtic art (1977: 135). In fact, on closer inspection, the work 

of each of the nine artists in Without the Walls manifested Walker’s quite specific 

conception of how Celtic art should look and be in material terms, suggesting that it was 

central to her curatorial selection. This included the artists’ engagement in “informal 

formalism” (artists using formless materials to create form) and their creation of “open-

ended structures” and ambivalent spatial experiences.133 

Crucially, Walker’s propositions offered a strategic solution to the long-standing 

dilemma of postcolonial derivativeness within Irish art. Academic realism was seen to 

be inherently connected to British painting traditions brought to Ireland through 

colonialism. Identifying an existing continuity between modern abstract and Celtic art 

meant bypassing this colonial legacy entirely. Furthermore the Celtic golden age offered 

a legitimate source of cultural and symbolic capital from which postcolonial Ireland 

could draw confidence in its visual culture and a sense of authority on artistic 

judgement.134 Walker had developed her critical approach as an art critic associated 

with Scott Tallon Walker. This architecture firm’s championing of a kind of Celtic 

Modernism became exemplary for the Irish nation:  

 
Through their promotion of non-figurative art, particularly abstract work 
that referenced prehistoric and Celtic civilisation in Ireland, Scott Tallon 
Walker solved one of the paradoxes of the Irish republic, in which the visual 
arts tradition of an ancient Celtic (and pre-Celtic) nation, cited so often as 

                                                 
132 This journal edition was called A Sense of Nation. I would suggest that the similarity of the festival 
title A Sense of Ireland to the journal edition is not coincidental, given the importance of The Crane Bag 
as a critical forum in Ireland at this time. Walker’s essay examined the importance of vernacular culture 
in establishing a standard for contemporary Irish visual culture. She suggested that the Irish vernacular 
tradition was derived from the simple linear beauty of Celtic art. Comparing it to Japanese and Mexican 
cultures, she drew attention to how those cultures maintained an organic relationship between art and 
design, and urged Irish artists to follow suit (1977: 131-135).  
133 Works by John Aiken and Nigel Rolfe can be seen as examples of “informal formalism.” Rolfe created 
abstract drawings with flour and then destructed them in a public performance by pushing his naked body 
across the surface. Aiken created grids from moulded sand, while King used water in glass pillars, both 
using a “formless material” to create form. Egan’s drawings, which used but broke away from the grid, 
embodied “open-ended structures.” Alanna O' Kelly’s woven natural materials and simple forms 
connected her to the vernacular tradition. Michael O’ Sullivan’s installation centred on the Celtic horse 
goddess Epona. Ciarán Lennon’s interest in creating ambivalent spatial experiences and his use of a 
formless material to do so epitomised formlessness. 
134 In an interview with Jill Nunn, Walker emphasized the legacy of Celtic art as a heritage which every 
Irish person and artist should be aware of and value (Nunn and Walker 1984: 15).  
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the exemplar of the new Republic, was almost entirely based on 
abstraction.135  

 

Walker further noted that Celtic aesthetics united Irish art with other countries and 

cultures, creating international comparatives that challenged the marginalization of Irish 

art in international art discourses. She saw no reason why recourse to Irish historical 

roots should impede the production of cutting edge Irish work. These theories were put 

into action when, for example, she wrote to Joseph Beuys and invited him to apply to be 

head of the Irish National College of Art and Design, being keenly aware of Beuys’s 

interest in Celticism. The letter sowed the seeds for Beuys’s idea of a Free University 

and the two worked together to try to make it a reality in Ireland during Beuys’s later 

visits to Ireland.136  

 Considering the possible ways in which a postcolonial culture might take up the 

challenge of self-representation, postcolonial theorist R. Radhakrishnan has highlighted 

that such a return to an indigenous identity is a valid political choice. “There is nothing 

regressive or atavistic about people revisiting the past with the intention of reclaiming 

it” (2003: 758). This “return” is a narrative intervention, however. Problems arise when 

revisionist identities are held up as primordial and transcendentally sanctioned rather 

than historically produced. Walker implies the centrality of an “Irish mindset” to which 

the Celtic seems to act as a kind of unconscious. Here consciousness and the 

unconscious are understood with reference to a pre-psychoanalytic model, as if they 

belonged to a continuous system where the mark of good practice was to raise the 

unconscious into consciousness. Following Gayatri Spivak, I see this reduction of art 

and ideology to the conscious-unconscious opposition as a substitute for a concept of 

ideology in its broadest sense, in which the subject does not lose its power to act but is 

seen as irretrievably plural (2006: 122).  

                                                 
135 (Murray 2007: 18). The 1960’s had brought a wave of industrial expansion, prompted by Sean 
Lemass’s progressive leadership as Taoiseach (prime minister) from 1959-1966, whose harvest A Sense 
of Ireland celebrated in 1980. Murray writes: “With few links to academy or college, for the next two 
decades Modernism in Ireland remained almost solely defined by this small and tightly knit group, 
gravitating around the firm of Scott Tallon Walker, a hegemony enhanced with the emergence of Dorothy 
Walker, wife of Robin Walker, as a formidable critic, advocate of contemporary art, and lobbyist in her 
own right” (2007: 19-20). For further information on the firm, see 
http://two.archiseek.com/2009/michael-scott-1905-1989/  Accessed July 2009. 
136 For additional information on Beuys’s relationship with Ireland see Lerm Hayes (2003) and Levi 
Strauss (2006).  
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 Walker embraces the Celtic to create a continuous line of cultural development 

between past and present, as if colonialism had never happened. By doing so, she 

crucially ignores the conflicting ideological uses of the term Celt in Irish and English 

history. This includes the historical construction of the Celt in the 18th and 19th centuries 

as a fascinating but inferior subjectivity as well as the subsequent entanglement of the 

concept of the Celt with both nationalist and unionist politics until the present.137  

Spivak has theorized the impossibility of reanimating the native as an active 

speaking position in ways that can help us consider the deeper significance of the 

representational issues at hand here. She points out that the very role of “native 

informant” has been created by ethnography as a figure who “can only provide data, to 

be interpreted by the knowing subject for reading” (1999: 49). It was designed as a 

passive position in which the native could be studied, spoken about and read. It cannot 

be made active by will alone because it is embedded in the structural makeup of 

Western thought: 

 
Indeed there can not be a more correct scholarly model for this type of 
reading. It is, strictly speaking, “mistaken,” for it attempts to transform into 
a reading-position the site of the “native informant,” in anthropology, a site 
that can only be read, by definition, for the production of definitive 
descriptions. It is an (im)possible perspective. (49) 

 

As soon as one denies the impossibility of the “native informant” perspective, the 

existence of a native position is validated, which disavows the political by default, 

unless otherwise addressed. Spivak explains: 

 
I think of the “native informant” as a name for that mark of expulsion from 
the name of Man – a mark crossing out the impossibility of the ethical 
relation … [not] the self-marginalizing or self-consolidating migrant or 
postcolonial masquerading as a “native informant” … [but rather] Gramsci’s 
uncanny insight – the native informant(s) as a site of unlisted traces. (6) 

 

                                                 
137 Joep Leerssen traces this shift from the pre-18th-century denigration of the Celt or Gael as primitive 
and the early to mid-18th-century emergence of a field of Celtic Studies based on an idealized but 
condescending fascination to the late-18th-century transition to a politicized notion of the Celtic or Gaelic 
as the basis for a national idea (1996a). This becomes a fully fledged political movement with the Young 
Ireland movement, their failed nationalist uprising (1848) informing subsequent 19th- and early 20th -
century independence struggles, which Leerssen deals with in a later publication (1996b).  
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To speak actively from this position in the present, as Walker tried to do, is to be faced 

with the impossible challenge of how to “fill in the gaps” of the centuries between the 

indigenous culture and the postcolonial present. Failing this impossible task, the threat 

emerges of not being cultured enough to be counted as a culture.  

Kant’s coupling of aesthetic judgement with subject-formation leads to the 

implicit positioning of the “native informant” as a “raw man” at an earlier stage of 

human development, which makes an ethical relation impossible (Spivak 1999: 6).  

A similarly (impossible) ethical relation between the “raw man” and his civilised 

counterpart manifests itself in Matthew Arnold's politically influential On the Study of 

Celtic Literature first published in 1867 (1916).138 Arnold was influenced by Friedrich 

Schiller, who synthesized Kant’s ideas in his own writings on aesthetic education, 

Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, published in 1795.139 Drawing on an 

amateur knowledge of Celtic studies and philological research of the time, Arnold 

posited the Celt as above all else sentimental, emotional, over-sensitive (highly 

perceptive and quick-witted but therefore reactionary), spiritual and ineffectual in all 

matters requiring structure, such as the plastic arts (due to their dealing with the eye of 

the mind rather than that of the body) and for that matter, self-government. The delicate 

shyness of the Celt made the necessity of dealing with “the great world” an 

embarrassment (1916: 80). If we look again to Ruane’s and Walker’s Irish/ Celtic turn 

of mind, they display a number of these characteristics, such as being “not best at the 

hard fact,” thinking paradoxically, being engaged with the past and memory, being 

poetic in outlook, spiritual and sentimental.140 

Postcolonial theorist David Lloyd highlights the political dimensions of 

Arnold’s Celt. He demonstrates that Arnold’s concepts developed against the backdrop 

of Fenian terrorism in the 1860s and the growing parliamentary agreement on the 

ungovernability of Ireland that was paving the way for Home Rule. Through his 

writings, Arnold sought to seek a middle way between separation (through Home Rule) 
                                                 
138The text continues to influence how Celtic minorities define themselves to this day. See O’Driscoll 
(1982) for an account of Celtic consciousness written in the period of the exhibition.  
139 Schiller synthesized Kant’s thought with that of Karl Leonhard Reinhold and developed the concept of 
the Schöne Seele (beautiful soul), a human being whose emotions have been educated by his reason, so 
that his duties and inclinations are no longer in conflict with one another. “Beauty,” for Schiller, was not 
merely a sensual experience, but a moral one as well: the Good is the Beautiful. 
140The history of these ideas is traced in Joep Leerssen’s Mere Irish and Fíor Ghael (1996a). He 
demonstrates how, in 18th -century Ireland, a pure Celtic Christianity was constituted as a bridge between 
Protestantism and Catholicism, before being renegotiated by Arnold in the 19th century.  

 125



and coercion, both of which were based upon the unassimilable difference between the 

Irish and English. Arnold’s goal was to rewrite Celtic identity in order to assimilate the 

English to the Celtic and the Celtic to the English both retroactively and projectively. 

He proposed that the Celt counterbalanced the Anglo-Saxon tendency towards level-

headedness, measure and consistency. The feminised qualities of the Celt were 

presented as being in perfect communion with the Anglo-Saxon, whose masculine 

qualities were partly drawn from Germanic influence. Lloyd argues that by exceeding 

the immediate necessity of offering a solution for “England’s difficulty in ruling 

Ireland,” Arnold made the conclusion of Ireland’s inability to rule itself and the need for 

England’s rule self-evident. By doing so, Arnold moved Kant’s implication of an ethical 

progression of race and individual towards an ever-more harmonious condition, which 

would come to be defined as the natural state of culture (Lloyd 1985-6: 148).  

  Only three of the nine artists in Without the Walls, O’Sullivan, King and Rolfe, 

had explicitly expressed interest in ancient Irish art or archaeology and two had 

specifically referred to the Celtic. Even so, there is a distinct difference between 

Walker’s conception of the Celtic as a kind of unconscious well from which the work 

springs and the artists’ sense of an ill-understood history embodied in physical artefacts, 

which they could use as a source of knowledge and aesthetic inspiration.141 Walker’s 

Celticism is ontological, whereas for the artists it provides an alternative episteme. This 

is precisely the distinction which was later conflated in identity politics discourse. In 

fact, the ontological/epistemological distinction is crucial in considering viable 

possibilities for curatorial representation that move beyond the impasse of 

representations of fixed identity.  

The possibility for developing a curatorial narrative along epistemological lines 

can be seen in the catalogue essay written by Lucy Lippard for West of West, a further 

exhibition of the A Sense of Ireland festival. It was curated by artist Nigel Rolfe, who, 

we have seen, was represented in Without the Walls. Lippard writes: 

 
One of the most interesting aspects of avant-garde art in the 70’s has been 
the contemporary artist’s deep attraction to ancient monuments ... [T]he 
great Irish monuments … are the ideal receptacles for our longings and our 
fantasies, our nostalgia for a value system that reintegrates culture with 
nature … In doing so, they combine the two needs that have dominated the 

                                                 
141 See for example Rolfe’s writings on his own work (1979).  
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anti-formalist art of the late 70’s: the need to return to a rapidly disappearing 
natural environment with ecological sensitivity; and an equally subversive 
need to communicate one’s esthetic values and be socially necessary to a 
broader audience than that imposed by the art market. (1980, unpaginated) 

 

Lippard’s critical framing makes space for developments within the field and the ways 

in which they relate to changing habitus. She finds no reason to cover over the 

discontinuity from past to present, proposing rather the contemporary value of 

“speculative histories” of these rich cultural artefacts, which allow us to imagine other 

ways of being. Assuming that the native informant position can not be occupied, 

Lippard looks instead to relationships between the field and the field of power. She 

reinvests antiquity with political meaning in the present by referring in turn to 

ecological issues, the Women’s movement’s recuperation of the feminine goddess as an 

alternative line of thought. She also warns against a purist notion of cultures or 

identities, an argument for which she alleged the example of the way such a notion was 

used in the Nazi conception of a Volk. Her framing seems to go towards confirming 

Radhakrishnan’s proposition that a return to an indigenous identity is legitimate once 

the identity presented is historically produced and not held up as primordial and 

transcendentally sanctioned.  

 A few years later, Lippard included Rolfe’s body-drawings and Patrick Ireland’s 

Ogham sculptures, performances and labyrinth sculptures in her book Overlay: 

Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory (1983). This inclusion is accompanied by 

ample attention to the prehistoric sites and artifacts Rolfe had highlighted through the 

West of West exhibition, as well as reference to traditional elements like the St. Brigit’s 

cross Walker had praised in her essay on vernacular Irish design.142 These works and 

their sources are placed in evident relationship with the works and artistic sources of 

international artists like Richard Long, Nancy Holt, Alice Aycock and Judy Chicago. 

All of this goes to suggest that the problem with national identity is a discursive one 

rather than inherent in the use of national referents as such.  

There remained another issue of method to be resolved in the Irish context before 

an indigenous identity could be represented. Radhakrishnan warns: 

 

                                                 
142 For Rolfe and Ireland’s works see Lippard (1983: 88-8, 148-9, 193). For sites and vernacular culture, 
see Lippard (1983: 42, 84-5, 102-3, 146-7 and 215).  
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But before the launching can be initiated, there is a prior methodological 
problem to be resolved: how to deal with present history and its immediate 
prehistory? Should the location of present history be invested in critically, 
or should it be strategically bypassed and neglected? (1993: 758-9) 

 

The A Sense of Ireland festival presented the exhibition curators with this 

challenge of how to deal with the relationship between the present moment and 

recent history. In fact, whether or not they presented Ireland’s relationship with 

Britain as a colonial one, and Ireland’s relationship to the Celtic as historically 

produced, questions would inevitably need to be answered about the relationship 

between the Northern Troubles and past history. As we have seen, the function of 

the festival was ambassadorial. In keeping with this context and with the general 

etiquette of professional curating, Walker seems to have sought to avoid a 

confrontation with the political as such in Without the Walls. Yet, having given a 

free hand to the artists to produce new work, she was arguably left with more 

overtly political works than she had bargained for.  

We can see this most obviously when Walker writes about Epona (Fig. 3.4), a 

work that seemed to be designed to reinvest Celticism with political content. The 

installation was dominated by a life-sized horse jump, under which stood a figurine of 

Epona, the Celtic fertility goddess who protected horse riders. The walls of the room 

were hung with equestrian paintings that made references to Irish and international 

mythology, literature and politics. Although their precise visual content is difficult to 

determine from existing documentation of the installation, their titles included direct 

references to recent incidents in Northern Ireland: “The Belfast bombings of McCann’s 

Public House on Grand National Day” and “Maca, Studio, Castledawson bombing.” 

Walker appears to have wanted to recuperate the cultural nationalist value of Epona and 

discard its militant implications, but she had to rely on omission to do so.143 Her 

writings about the work in the catalogue make reference to: 

 
                                                 
143 This is not the only omission within the essay. Walker refers to Brian O’Doherty’s essays in Inside the 
White Cube as influencing the subject of the exhibition, but she does not mention that she had invited him 
to participate in Without the Walls. In 1972 the artist had changed his name from Brian O’ Doherty to 
Patrick Ireland in protest against Bloody Sunday “until such time as the British military presence is 
removed from Northern Ireland.” He had declined participation in Without the Walls because he had 
vowed not to exhibit in England for the same reason. Walker discussed this issue in the Art About Ireland 
journal shortly after the exhibition, suggesting that she found it relevant to the exhibition but not suitable 
for discussion in the London context. 
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… an often disconcertingly wild, naïve way of presenting most complex 
environments involving the mythology and legends of Ireland, overlapping 
the mythologies of other cultures, and bringing them all up to date by 
unpredictable object/images. 

 

There is no mention of visual content referring to the Troubles, even though Walker had 

selected the Epona installation after seeing it at the Project Art Centre in Dublin one 

year previously. Its political content was thus no surprise to her.144 However, two 

further artists had produced uncharacteristically political works for the show, charging 

the exhibition with more political content than Walker had surely intended. Acting as a 

kind of return of the repressed in light of Walker’s depoliticized Celtic framing, these 

works could scarcely be contained by the curatorial narrative.  

 

 

Fig. 3.4 Michael O’Sullivan, Epona, as installed at the I.C.A., 
Image Source: National Irish Visual Arts Library, Dublin  

 

 

                                                 
144 Notably, Walker felt no need to make the same omission in the Irish context. Writing for Art About 
Ireland Walker stated that the paintings “related the Epona myth to modern events, to both the Queen of 
England and her love of horses, and to the provisional IRA and their love of sacrifice, not necessarily 
self” (1980: 22).   
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 Brian King, whose “formless forms” Walker had praised in the catalogue had 

produced his characteristic minimal structures for Without the Walls. Yet this time he 

used them to represent the political relations between Ireland and Britain. In Ménage à 

Trois (Fig. 3.5), the internally mirror-lined open cube structure represented a scale 

model of the land area of Great Britain at a scale of 1sq. inch to 1 sq. mile, inset with 

another cube representing the land area of the Republic, filled with turf briquettes. 

Suspended over this was a further Perspex cube representing the land area of Northern 

Ireland, and containing orange water (representing Orangeism, the ideology associated 

with Protestant domination over Catholics in Northern Ireland). On a pedestal beside the 

cubes, King placed a £20 note with the message:  

 
Take the money if… You…Voted Conservative, or Accept the monarchy, 
or Went to public school, or Wash your car on Sunday morning, or Believe 
the BBC, or Could recognise an Old Etonian tie.  

 

When a viewer took the note, a beam mechanism released a metal arrow that dropped 

through the Northern Irish cube and released the water into the turf beneath. After some 

days, the turf started to expand and to break its box, encroaching on the England box 

and threatening to break the mirrors over an extended time period. 

 

 

Fig. 3.5 Brian King, Ménage à Trois in Without the Walls, 1980, 
 Image Source: National Irish Visual Arts Library, Dublin 
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Noel Sherridan produced an even more visually confrontational presentation by 

lining the walls of the exhibition space with posters of political heroes from a militant 

Irish history in a manner that vaguely resembled the way they might be displayed in an 

Irish museum or school. A small embedded TV screen depicted a boy’s legs as he 

danced in traditional Irish style. The repetitive movements were slightly slowed down. 

A voice could be heard over the traditional Irish music in the background, giving the 

kind of instructions children receive as they struggle to perfect the national dance: 

 
Keep the back straight. Don’t jump – leap. Batter. Batter. Eyes straight 
ahead. Straight … No falling. Heads erect. Back straight.  

 

The image of the boy stamping out what is being drilled into him pointed to how the 

rigid nature of social reproduction forecloses thought.  

Surrounded by visual references to the political history associated with the dance, 

however, the work pointed more specifically to the difficulty of breaking out of the 

mindset of political struggle. Walker observed that the teacher’s instructions recalled the 

ethos of a republican upbringing. The teacher’s voice can be heard to reprimand: 

 
Don’t forget, Stay tense. Don’t lose the tension. Clench your hands. Make a 
fist. Stay tense. 

 

On closer inspection the work thus recoded nationalistic Irish visual material culture in 

a manner that asked wider questions about the ethics and means of sustaining nationalist 

discourse per se.145 Even though there was an implicit critique of nationalism, Sherridan 

also felt that “the set, rigid dancing marked a threshold at which the homogenising 

powers of the culture industry must falter” (2001: 120). The potential value of 

nationalism was thus not foreclosed, but subject to radical renegotiation in the 

contemporary context.  

Sherridan’s far-sighted ideas were not recognized by most viewers of Without 

the Walls, however. The work’s oversight in reviews of the exhibition suggests that 

critics were dismissive of what at first glance must have seemed to be a mere 

                                                 
145 Sherridan became head of the National College of Art and Design in the same year, bringing a new 
respect for conceptual and experimental art forms into the institution. This followed his period as 
founding director of the Experimental Art Foundation in Adelaide, Australia, from 1974 until 1980. 
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accruement of nationalist emblems. In some ways the work was ahead of its time, 

drawing as it did on semiotic readings of visual culture. The year 1980 marked a cusp 

between the social and contextual production of art in the 1970s and what is often 

referred to as the semiotic or linguistic turn of the 1980s. Yet Sherridan was unable to 

subvert the militant nationalist reading of his referents. I want to turn now to another 

work which did successfully manage to subvert this chain of signifiers, anticipating 

much of the conceptual trajectory of the 1980s. I will demonstrate here that James 

Coleman’s The Ploughman’s Party negotiated a post-representational representation of 

Irish culture. In doing so, he also offered strategies that moved beyond the impasse of 

indigenous approaches we have seen in the other curatorial and artistic narratives, 

without reverting to cultural nationalism. I propose that Coleman’s partial emancipation 

of representation from the aspirations to culturally or politically constructed identity in 

The Ploughman’s Party offers a source of alternative strategies that may be recoverable 

for curatorial purposes. 

 

Towards Post-representational Representation 

Let us recall the installation’s components: a felt-lined room with a golden curvilinear 

form emanating blue neon, upon which a slide image of the same form is projected. The 

title, The Ploughman’s Party, appears to make sense of the audio narrative of preparing 

to attend a party. It also reveals the visual double entendre in the sculpture’s allusion to 

a physical labouring plough and the constellation of the same name. Furthermore, the 

curvilinear sculpture is both physically present and projected in the form of a slide, 

demonstrating from the outset that we are busy with representation per se, rather than 

solely aesthetic experience. Joan Fowler observes that the language of high modernism 

was concerned with the concept of presentness as a desire for a “transcendent 

condition,” trying to make art an “ontological category” (1984: 19). The whiteness of 

the space and the sheen of the gold seem to promise us transcendence, but we are not 

only interrupted by the incessant locutions of the tape; the performativity of the artwork 

as re-presentation is also brought home to us by means of projecting an image of the 

work onto itself, which interrupts the sense of an enclosed visual.  

As Lynne Cooke notes, Coleman’s use of indexical reproductive media refers 

beyond the realm of aesthetics. They draw attention to the act of representation: 
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If all forms of picturing are intrinsically discursive, if all images require 
being read, and read in ways that involve and engage psychic, social, and 
institutional “texts,” Coleman in this and related ways is able to bypass the 
self-referential restrictions underpinning the high modernist concept of 
visuality …. (2003: 127)  

 

Coleman’s use of the projector to co-create the visual aspect of The Ploughman’s Party 

is both literal and metaphorical. It asks us to differentiate between what we see and what 

we project onto the image; a projection that takes place in our attempts to complete our 

perception by adding at least some of what is missing between the lines of the image as 

well as through our visual desires.146  

Coleman completed a further work in the same year, Connemara Landscape, in 

which the cultural significance of this confrontation with representation comes more 

readily to the fore. This installation was made up of a projected negative drawing of 

curves and lines, which vaguely recalled an image of the West of Ireland. We have seen 

in relation to Orpen that the West of Ireland stands in for Irishness itself following the 

Cultural Revival. This metaphorical role comes into play here in relation to the fact that, 

even on longer viewing, the image never fell into place to offer the image promised in 

the work’s title. In the catalogue accompanying a re-exhibition of the work at the R.H.A. 

gallery in Dublin in 2009, Luke Gibbons highlights that the most notable feature of 

Connemara Landscape is not its desire to set the record straight – to provide us with an 

accurate representation of the West of Ireland – but rather to question the critical role of 

landscape itself, and its processes of representation. It is an exercise in vision itself, 

offering a reflexive turn in eluding “the necessary frame,” “the essential outline,” so 

central to historic schemes of representation” (2009: 51).  

The Ploughman’s Party is more precisely an exercise in the history of vision. It 

operates as a dialectic between this moment of viewing and the history of vision that 

informs it. Gibbons observes of Connemara Landscape that the baroque lines that make 

up the drawing evoke the pleasures of the 18th-century “picturesque.” In particular they 

recall artist William Hogarth’s proposition of a return to nature and to a basic “line of 

beauty” modeled on the undulations of a curvy sinuous line (2009: 51). Gibbons notes 

                                                 
146 My observation is informed by image and film aesthetics scholar Jacques Aumont’s observation that, 
being forced to complete the perception of an image by adding at least some of what is missing between 
the lines, the role of the spectator is projective (qtd. in Gibbons 2009: 52). 
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wryly that subsequent “lovers of the uninterrupted view” were “not averse to a little 

ethnic or rural cleansing,” seeking to remove eyesores from the countryside “such as 

surplus population and habitations” (51). Similar observations can be made about the 

plough-like form in The Ploughman’s Party, which also suggests the baroque, and by 

association, a drive towards cultivation.   

If we return to the audio text accompanying The Ploughman’s Party, we will 

find that many of the double entendres made by the man preparing to attend the party 

refer directly to culture and to cultivating. Yet, in this work too, we are refused a fully 

decipherable subject-matter. Instead, the man’s constant use of punning undermines the 

act of naming as such and pushes the viewer towards recognition of the discursive 

nature of the text. In addition, his fragmentary disclosures are interrupted by a constant 

slippage from English to French and a change in register from a discourse that appears 

to be self-disclosing to a seductive and commercial discourse echoing the language of 

perfume advertising. This is not a moral critique of the commodification of the personal, 

but rather the convergence of various discursive regimes, which produces a discursive 

complexity that undermines the teleological aims of normative discourse.147  

 Discourse here no longer relates to the primary ground of experience, as 

philosopher and historian Michael Foucault says of postmodern knowledge production 

in general (1972: 79). It is rather a self-reflexive act that draws attention to its own 

existence within particular epistemic paradigms. I want to draw on Foucault’s analysis 

of discursive formations in The Archaeology of Knowledge in order to better tease out in 

what way, exactly, Coleman subverts discourse itself. I want to look at how, in doing so, 

he challenges the teleology of representation, which, Spivak has demonstrated, takes 

place in every act of reading a work. Foucault is concerned to expose how power is both 

most manifest and hardest to identify in discourse itself. However, while Foucault might 

be seen as assuming that a deconstruction of representation in theory is also a 

                                                 
147 I draw here on Judith Butler’s observation that in Foucault “the possibility of subversion or resistance 
appears (a) in the course of a subjectification that exceeds the normalizing aims by which it is mobilized, 
for example in “reverse-discourse” or (b) through convergence with other discursive regimes, whereby 
inadvertently produced discursive complexity undermines the teleological aims of normalization” (1997: 
92-3). 
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deconstruction of the historical practice of representation, Coleman uses similar 

observations to different ends.148 

 Foucault partly wrests discourse from its normal trajectory by breaking down all 

of the internal unities and examining the often discontinuous relationship between the 

parts and the way they are assumed to function within the whole. One aspect of 

Foucault’s analysis that is particularly relevant to Coleman’s use of discourse is his 

analysis of the relations between words within the statement. Foucault observes that 

even if sentences are taken collectively at an enunciative level (as opposed to their 

grammatical and logical levels) as non-sensical, they do not lose meaning as such: 

 
The relation of a sentence with its meaning resides within a specific, well-
stabilized enunciative relation. Moreover, even if these sentences are taken 
at an enunciative level at which they are meaningless, they are not, as 
statements, deprived of correlations … A sentence cannot be non-significant; 
it refers to something, by virtue of the fact that it is a statement. (1972: 90) 

 

The same may be said of the monologue in The Ploughman’s Party. Through the use of 

double entendres, the puns and shifts in languages, we are unhinged from the position of 

assuming that these correlates are grounded in experience. Coleman's statements thus 

reveal themselves as almost free-floating signifiers.  

 Foucault observes of the enunciative function of statements that “generally 

speaking, it would seem, at first sight at least, that the subject of the statement is 

precisely he who has produced the various elements, with the intention of conveying 

meaning” (1972: 93). Yet, he warns that things are not so simple:  

 
For a series of signs to exist, there must – in accordance with the system of 
causality – be an “author” or a transmitting authority. But this “author” is 
not identical with the subject of the statement; and the relation of production 
that he has with the formulation is not superposable to the relation that 
unites the enunciating subject and what he states.” (92) 

 

The non-localizable slipperiness of Coleman’s discourse similarly disallows us from 

making the presumption that the subject is the one intending. The “I” in Coleman’s 

narrative does not collapse into the subject of the work. Not only is the “I” a discourse-

producing function rather than a real person or even a fictive character, but we can not 
                                                 
148 Reading their work from a postcolonial perspective in an essay entitled in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 
(1996), Spivak critiques Foucault and Deleuze for this assumption. 
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even assume that the “author” of the work, Coleman, is identical with the subject of the 

statements. In this sense, Coleman succeeds in stepping out of the position that the 

teleology of Kant’s and Schiller’s trajectories insist must be occupied by any individual 

if he is to be subject of it.  

 Spivak highlights that space for change must be preceded by such discursive 

displacements; changes in sign systems that not only underpin but co-produce social 

relations (2006: 271-2). Although art’s effect on wider discourses is diffuse and indirect, 

the agency of Coleman’s change to the signification-function of his representativeness 

as an Irish artist is not to be underestimated. Yet it has to be recognized as such to have 

further agency within art discourse. In one of the few existing critical engagements with 

The Ploughman’s Party, art historian Benjamin Buchloh suggests that both the phonetic 

and sculptural grotesque of the work “deploy[ed] the allegorical strategy of a 

simultaneous devalorization of all accepted linguistic and artistic conventions to induce 

the experience of a semiotic field run amok, and the travesty necessary for a cathartic 

emancipation from the aspirations to culturally or politically constructed identity in the 

present” (2003: 102). Buchloh’s recognition of Coleman’s strategies is incisive, but I 

would suggest that his proposal of Coleman’s “cathartic emancipation from the 

aspirations to culturally or politically constructed identity in the present” makes too 

hasty an assumption that Coleman seeks emancipation from identity. This shows 

Buchloh’s personal identification with a wider intellectual climate of post-

representational thinking which Coleman does not appear to fully share, despite the 

deconstructive drive of his work. Through this small but significant misrecognition, the 

perspective of major art is imposed on minor art in a way that makes its difference from 

dominant paradigms invisible.  

 In fact, Buchloh overlooks the conclusions he comes to in relation to Box: 

Ahhareturnabout, the work which he suggests The Ploughman’s Party intensifies. Box: 

Ahhareturnabout consists of a projection of found footage of a boxing match for the 

U.S. heavyweight championship title that took place between Gene Tunney and Jack 

Dempsey in 1927, interspersed with black film leader and a soundtrack of an interior 

monologue, scripted by Coleman. Tunney is the struggling protagonist who, the 

monologue makes clear, is trying to save his sociopolitical identity as an Irishman as 

much as his boxing title. Buchloh suggests that the work marks a major departure point 
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from post-minimalist aesthetics, since the bodies of Coleman’s performers do not 

appear as neutral or universal subjects, but as referents to a conflictual socio-political 

narrative, woven as they are into a complex set of historical references. Buchloh writes: 

 
Box operates clearly within the demarcations that the critiques of modernist 
practice themselves had articulated, since these restrictions of representation 
are the focal points of Coleman’s analytical approach as much as his 
resuscitations of figuration and narrativity emerge as the subversive strategy 
aiming to dismantle these restrictions. (2003: 98) 

 

To fully understand the agency of Coleman’s strategies, it is necessary to consider the 

processes of subjection involved in the discursive making of identity in more detail. 

Judith Butler’s observations in The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection can 

be a helpful reference point here. Drawing on Althusser and Freudian psychoanalysis, 

she explains that social discourse contains the power to form and regulate subjects 

through the imposition of its own terms. The terms of social discourse “institute a 

linguistic life for the ‘one’ who speaks prior to any act of agency” on their part. The 

terms themselves remain both irreducible to the individual person who speaks and to the 

necessary conditions of such speech. The only way out of this bind is to make the terms 

fail:  

 
[I]interpellation works by failing, that is, it institutes its subject as an agent 
precisely to the extent that it fails to determine such a subject exhaustively 
in time. The inaugurative scene of interpellation is one in which a certain 
failure to be constituted becomes the condition of possibility for constituting 
oneself. (1997: 197, emphasis added) 

 

Coleman brings about this productive failure through an excess of the kind of circuitous 

talking associated with Irish stereotypes, including the Celt. He thus reinhabits the 

stereotype and brings it to and beyond its limits in order to exhaust it. Rather than 

deferring authenticity, he frustrates the very demand for authentic identity.  

The lack of an economical use of language in The Ploughman’s Party makes it 

impossible to isolate one significant line with which to represent this process. The puns 

and double meanings emerge in relation to the whole, with the constant slippage from 

English to French and back to English, and the repetition of elements communicating 

that the “I” has become a discourse-producing function. It is through the accumulative 

 137



effect of these excesses, combined with references in the content to self-presentation in 

the form of advertising and fashion, that Coleman creates an alternative to a 

metaphysical use of language, exhausting the limits of legitimate representativeness in 

the process. In The Ploughman’s Party Coleman does not so much emancipate the 

subject from aspiring to cultural or political identity as achieve a situation in which 

interpellation (the hailing to identity) fails productively.  

 In The Ploughman’s Party Coleman takes up the question of representation on 

the cusp between the two senses of representation as “speaking for someone” on a 

political level and/or re-presentation in art or literature as a form of subject 

predication.149 His general interest in the conditions for the production of discourse is 

not the only reason to suggest that Coleman addresses the challenge of postcolonial self-

representation in this work, however. The use of the plough and stars symbol is the most 

obvious manifestation of a more specific political engagement. Yet knowledge of Irish 

culture and history is required to unpack the specificity of this symbol, making it act 

like a hidden layer of meaning in the international context. Art historian Dorothea von 

Hantelmann comments likewise on the “vague, regionally specific, coded manner” of 

Coleman’s historical and local anchoring of Box (2010: 32). It is clearly a deliberate 

strategy on Coleman’s part that offers us a connection to history that is both located and 

tenuous.   

The dual symbol of the plough as a farming implement and constellation had in 

fact been central to the flag of the Irish Citizen Army (Fig. 3.6). This small armed 

militia of workers briefly became a socialist movement in the early 20th century under 

politician James Connolly before moving towards the ideals of the radical nationalist 

group The Irish Republican Brotherhood. It later co-organized the Easter Rising with 

them in 1916, the most significant Irish insurrection aimed at freedom from British rule 

since the 1798 rebellion. The flag remains in use by political groups until the present 

day, its early socialist aspirations being overshadowed by mainstream republicanism.150 

                                                 
149For this differentiation of the two sense of representation, see Spivak (1999: 257, 263).  
150 The Irish Citizen Army was a small armed militia of workers, formed for their own protection against 
the State following violent clashes with the police in the Great Lockout strike of 1913. Its transformation 
into a socialist organization followed James Connolly’s rise to leadership in 1914, after which it proposed 
“to sink all differences of birth, property and creed under the common name of Irish people” (O’Casey 
1919).  
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Its presence in Coleman’s work thus hints at the political complexity overshadowed by 

the binary presentation of Irish politics in recent history.  

The image of the plough and stars is further associated with major Irish 

playwright Sean O’Casey’s play The Plough and the Stars (1926).151 As we have seen, 

Coleman elaborated that The Ploughman’s Party deals with the power of propaganda 

and merchandizing in a society where a symbol of labour, the plough, may be 

transformed into a purely decorative tool of the cultural system. This reading acquires 

additional meanings when it is reread in light of the socialist aspirations prior to the 

Easter Rising period. Rather than being a lament for socialism in the Irish context, 

which never recovered its momentum after the Rising, the allusion to O’Casey’s play 

suggests the impotence of socialism.  

 

 

Fig. 3.6. Flag of the Irish Citizen Army showing “the starry plough”  

 

O’Casey had been involved in the Irish Citizen Army just prior to the Easter 

Rising and the play gravitates around an unsuccessful rebellion for independence in that 

period.152 Despite the playwright’s personal affiliations with socialism, the authority of 

                                                 
151In his footnotes Buchloh comments: “In the early 1970s – resonating with Fried’s condemnation – 
nothing would have appeared more disqualified as a point of departure than a programmatic 
reconsideration of the conventions of theatricality. Coleman’s decision to engage precisely with those 
conventions seems to have alienated audiences both in Europe and the United States, keeping his work in 
relative historical ineligibility and delaying its recognition” (2003: 108, ff. 11). Two important essays 
have been written that give ample attention to Coleman's theatricality in relation to an Irish context. See 
Fowler (1984) and Gibbons (2003).  
152 Each act is set at a different stage of the rebellion. In the first act Jack and Nora work out their marital 
differences in relation to Jack’s choice of whether to stay at home or go off with the soldiers of the Irish 
Citizen Army. In the second act, the Citizen Army is being addressed by a speaker, just prior to their 
assault on the General Post Office. In the third act, the fighting has started and can be heard off stage. The 
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young socialist Covey is repeatedly undermined in The Plough and the Stars. The 

nationalist characters fare little better. Writers are unanimous in agreeing that the play 

showed the Rising in an unfavourable light. Most nationalists and patriots are minor 

characters, while the large majority of the main characters oppose the rebellion.153 

Coleman’s reference to the slippage of the symbol of the plough and stars, from 

socialist icon to nationalist icon to decorative tool of the cultural system, similarly 

tracks the demise of utopian aspirations of the emerging Irish state. Yet, they are not 

presented in any hierarchy. Ireland becomes rather a sign with a variety of signifying 

possibilities and a “sign, above all, which promises to mean fully, not now, but at some 

future date,” that date forever suspended (Graham 2001:154). O’Casey’s use of 

language in The Plough and the Stars marks a turning point in his oeuvre. Although it 

was still very much based on real, everyday speech, it manifested a new tendency 

towards elaboration and decoration.155  This slippage from discourse grounded in 

experience to aesthetic complexity is echoed in the discursive slippages in the audio 

recording of The Ploughman’s Party but renegotiated by Coleman in a manner that 

highlights its significance for subjectification. 

 In The Ploughman’s Party Coleman recognizes that in the present the aesthetic 

is firmly entrenched in the circuits of global capitalism, all of the political choices 

appearing as mere commodities. As he plays with the relationship between desiring and 

social production, recoding both in the process, we come close to Deleuze and 

Guattari’s despotic state: 

 
The despotic State ... forms a new deterritorialized full body; on the other 
hand it maintains the old territorialities, integrates them as parts or organs of 

                                                                                                                                               
action revolves around hearing accounts of the rebellion’s progress and some of the main characters going 
out to loot the shops in the midst of the chaos. 
153 Covey opposes the Rising in the name of socialism, Nora in opposition to her husband choosing the 
army over domestic togetherness and Bessie in the name of the Union. Jack, the only main character who 
is part of the Citizen Army is portrayed as more interested in the pomp and heroism of participation than 
the cause itself. The looting of shops during the Rising by some of the central characters in search of 
fineries marks a particular low point in O’Casey’s portrayal.  
154 I paraphrase Colin Graham: “‘Ireland’… is made up of a variety of signifying possibilities: the 
anachronistic sign, the overinterpreted sign, the repletion of signs, the ironic sign; the sign made 
meaningful in place by a pastiche; the sign, above all, which promises to mean fully, not now, but at some 
future date” (2001: 24).  
155 James Simmons comments, “The orthography suggests that the author wants local accents; but he is 
losing touch with the way people actually speak. He begins to sound literary. Bad ‘poetic’ effects have to 
be manhandled by the actor into dialect” (1983: 209). See also Krause (1997). 
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production in the new machine ... The State is the original abstract essence 
that is not to be confused with a beginning .... (2008: 198-199) 

 

For Deleuze and Guattari, the essential task of the socius is to code the flows of desire 

and material. The essential mechanism of the despotic state machine is that it introduces 

a system of overcoding. The capitalist state represents a transformation of earlier 

apparatuses of overcoding in that it is now a key mechanism for the co-ordination and 

control of the decoded and deterritorialized flows which are co-extensive with 

capitalism. The despotic state shares its horror of decoded flows with the traditional 

state form (Patton 2007: 91, 98).  

In a groundbreaking book examining the juncture where Irish postcolonialism 

meets postmodernism, literary scholar Colin Graham presents Ireland involved in a 

similar process of transformation. He argues that territory and utopian desire are only 

two ingredients in a constant flux: 

 
At the meeting point of the particular, ambiguous colonial circumstances of 
Ireland and Irishness … the teleological anticolonialism of Irish nationalism 
is cross-hatched with an archaism and a western modernising drive, and one 
“result” is … deferred utopianism .... This utopianism finds itself 
accommodating modernisation, industrialism, the mystical, the visionary, 
the exilic and the frankly lunatic, never committing itself to any, but always 
offering to redefine its space and its time for each. (2001: 24) 

 

Graham sees the recognition of this transformation of Ireland as signifier as having the 

potential to utterly transform national discourse. Coleman plays with a comparable 

oscillation between archaic and contemporary references to culture and cultivating as 

well as between “authenticity” and consumer identity. His intention appears to be to 

disrupt the embedded teleology of cultural evolutionism that is present in all linear 

accounts of history and in the structure of all normative discourse. The power of The 

Ploughman’s Party lies partly in Coleman’s refusal to answer the demand for 

authenticity, while fulfilling the need for hegemonic representation.  

The complexity of the overinterpreted sign “Ireland,” its lack of secure 

foundations, its existence as a metaspace and as what Benedict Anderson has called an 

“imagined community” (1991) point to other ways of conceiving the national.156 

                                                 
156 Anderson suggests that the nation is imagined “because the members of even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 
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Coleman demonstrates the possibility of representing the national as something other 

than a continuous signifier; other than the product of linear history. By doing so, he 

negotiates a path beyond the stigma of postcolonial derivativeness without embracing a 

native informant narrative. The Ploughman’s Party suggests that the variety of 

signifying possibilities of the national can be embraced for other critical purposes and in 

ways that suit contemporary cultural conditions in which the cultural and economic 

merge. I turn now to the significance of this operation for curatorial purposes.  

 

Towards Post-representational Curating  

There exists a deep a structural complicity between the cultural evolutionism embedded 

in Western philosophical teleology and the logic of the exchange rate of cultural 

capitals. This is the question of Value that Spivak points out is so difficult to 

conceptualize because the gap between the economic and cultural history is so difficult 

to bridge (2006: 229). The function of curating in increasing the critical (and therefore 

monetary) value of the displayed work suggests a further structural complicity between 

the inner logic of curatorial norms and the hegemonic narratives of dominant nations. I 

wonder whether Coleman’s strategies to get beyond derivativeness and the impasse of 

low cultural capital might be recoverable for curatorial purposes.  

 Dorothea von Hantelmann has drawn attention to how Coleman often “sets up 

relationships between the portrayal and the creation of history” and gives expression 

within his work to a discontinuous understanding of history (2010: 47). She 

contextualizes these strategies in relation to Coleman’s emergence in the context of 

Minimal Art; an art which “shift[ed] the meaning of artworks onto the essentially 

general and indeterminate level of effect” (51). Against this, Coleman “operates with a 

(Benjamin-like) dialectic between the fragmentary presentation of a historical figure and 

a present experience” (52). Von Hantelmann points out that this strategy puts pressure 

on the normative function of the museum as a space in which the individual experiences 

his or her own formation as a historical process and as a process rooted in history. But 

                                                                                                                                               
lives the image of their communion” (1991: 6). The “deep, horizontal comeradeship” Anderson speaks of 
continues in a contemporary form among migrants who, although they may not share the same physical 
territory as their national peers, continue to feel that they are part of the same community. Sociologist 
Nikos Papastergiadis refers to this relationship as a form of cultural deterritorialization (2000: 208).  
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we might ask how this strategy might be taken on board by the museum itself to 

represent otherwise.  

Crucially, Coleman offers a way out of the impasse of the positionality of the 

postcolonial subject specifically, who can find no ground from which to enunciate the 

self within discourse. His contradictory approach comes close to the double loyalty 

Spivak proposes is necessary in the creation of postcolonial subaltern representation. 

Radhakrishnan has summarised this position well:  

 
Here is Spivak’s classic presentation of her politics: to be part of the 
subaltern solidarity and read subalternity against the grain, engage in 
hegemonic representational practices in the interests of political scrupulosity 
and undertake a radical and indeterminate deconstruction of representation 
as such; rigorously mark out the historical terrain of subalternity for all to 
see and realize subalternity as the allegorical vanishing point of 
representation as such.157  

 

It is because Spivak acknowledges the political and economic value of representation as 

well as the death of representation in theory that she finds it necessary to both represent 

and undo representation simultaneously. I wonder what it might mean in curatorial 

terms to do likewise; to inhabit “the allegorical vanishing point of representation as 

such.” What might it mean in practice to fully accept the theoretical breakdown of 

representation, yet to continue to represent in a manner that incorporates this 

awareness?  

 I wonder especially what it might mean in curatorial terms to inhabit what 

Spivak calls “the allegorical vanishing point of representation” (2003: 115). What 

might it mean for curatorial practice to fully accept the theoretical breakdown of 

representation, yet to continue to represent in a manner that incorporates this 

awareness? In theory, post-representational representation is as unnecessary as it is 

oxymoronic. In his writings on multiculturalism, cultural theorist Werner Hamacher is 

representative of the paradigmatic shift of postmodern thought when he recalls that 

“culture” is an ideal and as such cannot be achieved or demonstrated: 

                                                 
157 (2003: 115). I do not wish to collapse the distinction between the postcolonial and the subaltern here. 
As Radhakrishnan has pointed out, “Theorists of indigeny would point out that subalternity is not an 
inherent state of being or a historically objective condition, but very much a matter of narrative 
production. In other words, the alignment of postcoloniality with subalternity is not natural. A so-called 
subaltern text may well be an indigenous text that warrants a different historiography” (1993: 759).  
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We … use the word culture to talk about the highest personal ideal: the ideal 
of being a “cultured” or a “cultivated” person. No culture is Culture, culture 
itself, no culture can measure up to its claim to be culture. ... It is, therefore, 
not a possession, this culture, but a projection and a reproach, an attempt to 
reach a goal – itself, that other – that is by definition unattainable: ever 
another culture, and each time guilty of not being the other culture and of 
not being whole. (1996: 284)  

 

As a result of the impossibility of representing culture as such, representation per se is 

often seen as an oppressive act which reinforces other oppressive social relations. This 

has had two direct repercussions in curatorial practice since the 1990s: firstly, nationally 

framed exhibitions have been largely discredited and secondly, curators have insisted 

that artists only represent themselves and not a particular identity when they appear in 

individual and group exhibitions.  

Logically speaking, this response makes sense. But it underestimates the 

somewhat illogical role played by the a priori of dominant national cultures in the 

production of (art) discourse. Hamacher comes close to unraveling this paradox in his 

other writings on Western philosophy. Examining Heidegger’s notion of Dasein, he 

looks at the necessity of an a priori in order to bring the hermeneutic circle to its point 

of closure, without which there will always be misunderstanding or absence of 

understanding:  

 
Dasein is “free for its possibilities”…. “What it is not yet in its ability-to-be, 
it is existentially”…. And by understanding in this way Dasein is already its 
own “not-yet”: it stands ahead of itself where it does not yet stand, and it 
thus understands in its “not” each time itself, each time understands in 
another its other, and each time understands possibilities as its possibilities. 
There is no “there” of being-there that would not be a “before,” and there is 
no “before” that could not be its own “before.” Dasein does not therefore 
make any presuppositions; rather as understanding, it is “the most 
primordial ‘presupposing’ in which it “relates solely to itself.” (1996: 27) 

 

I consider the notion of culture (as authentic being) to operate in a rather similar manner. 

Even though the demand for culture is truly hyperbolic, the notion of a culture-as-such 

is nevertheless productive in defining the existence or non-existence of a culture. 

Without being seen to operate as an a priori like this, the a posteriori effect of an act of 

production comes into the spotlight at the expense of cultural authenticity.  
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The seamless representation of a national culture as a consolidated “us” that is 

authentic in a manner that is both achievable and demonstrable cannot happen. Post-

structuralist theorists have made this clear. Yet Coleman and Spivak lead us towards 

realizing that it is possible (and politically called for) to be true to both the possibility 

and the impossibility of representation, this double move being necessary in 

contemporary cultural conditions. Such representation would necessarily acknowledge 

the impossibility of its own seamlessness and disrupt the notion of historical continuity 

and thus actively disrupting the hermeneutic circle and its unstated teleologies.  

A post-representational national curating might be possible in terms of 

Benjamin’s reading of Kafka: “there is an infinite amount of hope, but not for us” 

(Benjamin, 2007: 144). Writing also on Kafka, not coincidentally the inspiration for 

Deleuze and Guattari’s “minor literature,” Hamacher notes: 

 
In Kafka’s prose, literature and the historical continuum of transmission it 
helps produce transform themselves into an “ill” tradition, into a giving and 
giving-over that no longer gives a content, no longer offers a gift, but only 
gives this giving itself. … What is maintained is a history … that releases 
itself from history as a normative continuum in which meaning is mediated 
and transmitted, and a history that opens itself onto another one – but not 
onto a history “for us.” Having been freed from this continuum, history is 
likewise freed from its anthropological determinations and directions. … 
There is hope always only for another – and for an “us” only when there is, 
so to speak, no “us,” when “we” stop being “ourselves” and begin to be 
another. “Plenty of hope, therefore, “but not for us.” Hope, rather, case by 
case, for others, for another literature and another history.158  

 

If we can consider the national exhibition as an “ill” curatorial tradition, as I do, we 

might find unexpected potential in embracing its failure to transmit authentic culture. 

Leaning towards this failure, it might be possible to develop a kind of “minor curating” 

that would seek to undermine the uneven weight of cultures from within the norms of 

curating national art production. What might it mean in practice to represent the national 

while breaking down the terms of national representation?  

 Aspects of this possibility can be found in Be(com)ing Dutch in the Age of 

Globalization (2008), an exhibition devised by curators Charles Esche and Annie 

                                                 
158 (1996: 303). Hamacher points out that Kafka meant to suspend a location-specific tradition and 
boycott the paradigmatic function this tradition claims for history in its entirety, “including the future” 
(1996: 303-4). I draw out alternative possibilities here, following Spivak in particular (2006). See also 
Casanova (2004).  
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Fletcher at the Van Abbe Museum in the Netherlands in terms that represented the 

national but sought to break down the norms of national representation. It culminated a 

two-year project that examined how the Netherlands (“or any country”) could shift from 

the static idea of nationality as a fixed identity rooted in place and ancestry to the notion 

of nationality as a process. The project involved artists, theorists, writers, curators and 

cultural activists in various phases of research, events and artists’ activities in the two-

year lead up to the exhibition; optimal circumstances for innovation. The curators had 

set up an interesting set of perspectives by inviting artists for the exhibition who were 

neither necessarily “Dutch” nor in the process of gaining Dutch citizenship. A 

considerable number were not even resident in the Netherlands. This highlighted the 

role of the nation as a meta-space in the global imaginary as much as a territorial space. 

It emphasized the currency of Dutch political questions to worldwide debates 

surrounding the culturalisation of politics.159  

Other possibilities for this direction are evident in recent responses to the 

national pavilions of the Venice Biennale, where a number of curatorial and artistic 

projects have been designed to both fulfill the remit of national representation and 

simultaneously undermine the inherent ideology of this demand. At the 53rd Venice 

Biennale held in 2009, the most literal engagement of this sort took place at the first 

ever United Arab Emirates pavilion, curated by Tirdad Zolghadr. Entering the pavilion, 

the viewer was struck by the sleek interior design, models of ambitious museum 

complexes and a select display of contemporary photography. The tone of the 

presentation was somewhere between conceptual and corporate, echoing received 

notions of the UAE art world as a kind of national display feature. There were two 

further elements of the installation that served to undo this appearance, however. One 

                                                 
159 In spite of the excellent concept and the rich possibilities forged by the project, the exhibition itself 
was somewhat disappointing. Although there was an additional programme of artistic works in public 
space, the content of the exhibition inside the museum did not greatly differ from standard exhibitions 
showcasing works dealing with cultural diversity issues. This was all the more surprising, given that most 
works had been commissioned especially for the show. I wonder whether Be(com)ing Dutch did not block 
some of its own potential for innovation through the curators’ ambivalence about representation. Esche 
and Fletcher had insisted that the artists “only represented themselves” and not a particular culture or 
identity. Knowledge created by the artists’ differentially located positionalities was thus implicitly 
undervalued from the outset. This departure point possibly foreclosed the question of how the 
differentiated positions of the artists vis-à-vis cultural diversity discourse might set limits to the free play 
of dispositions within the exhibition and how this may be subverted. There were also queries in the 
national press regarding the curators’ approach to “the national” within the overall project, with, for 
example, keynote lectures by foreign intellectuals not being unpacked in relation to the domestic context, 
and few Dutch speakers. For insight into the project, see http://www.becomingdutch.org. 
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was a video work in which the curator himself was questioning the ideology of the 

pavilion through a critical and playful deconstruction of the scenario in which it was 

embedded. The other was a hand-held audioguide which offered a tour that similarly 

deconstructed the naturalness of the display, element for element.   

A more powerful image, albeit less easily translatable for curatorial purposes, 

lay in the work that artist Roman Odák made of the Czech and Slovak pavilion. 

Removing the doors of the building, filling the pavilion with trees and plants, and 

covering the stairs in front of the entrance with soil and gravel, Ondák effectively 

extended the Giardini walking path through the pavilion. Read in terms of its 

representative role, the work posited the obsolescence of the nation. From afar it looked 

like an abandoned house that may or may not be restored and brought back to use in the 

future. Yet it was also a structure that could be passed though en route to elsewhere. 

The necessity to rethink the representation of national culture is not only 

relevant for representations of national art as such, but also comes up in passing in the 

individual instance. Werner Hamacher points out that an understanding of culture-as-

such must often be “presupposed” for an explanation of an individual work or an 

individual artist’s oeuvre, even when the demand for representation as such is not 

explicit (1993: 30). Rather than aiming to recover identity-as-such, Radhakrishnan 

points to Judith Butler’s (1992) formulation of “contingent foundations” as a way 

forward: arguing that “all realities are nothing but inventions, and yet it is crucial to 

invent one’s own realities, for if one didn’t one would become the prisoner/object of 

someone else’s invention” (2001: 118). In fact, we have seen through Hamacher that it 

is precisely contingency that enables the hermeneutic circle to function, even in the case 

of dominant countries. I will examine the burden and functioning of the individual 

instance of representation more clearly in chapter five, observing how contemporary 

artists try to actively step outside of their representational role as “Irish artists” in 

London. I will first examine the critical challenge offered by the notion of Irish 

postcoloniality in more detail in chapter four, through analysis of an exhibition that 

juxtaposed Irish and Mexican contemporary art. 
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Chapter Four 

Distant Relations? Postcolonialism, Race and Irish Art 

 

Distant Relations: A Dialogue between Chicano, Irish and Mexican Artists was initiated 

by independent curator and writer Trisha Ziff, who had been struck by parallels between 

Ireland and Mexico during travel in both countries. She recalls: “While driving through 

the back roads of the Mixteca Alta region of Oaxaca in the south of Mexico, my 

thoughts were constantly interrupted with images from earlier travels through the wilds 

of Donegal ... in the northwest of Ireland” (1995: 27).160 This romantic beginning gave 

way to four years of preparation for an exhibition that opened at the Ikon Gallery in 

Birmingham in December 1995, before touring to the Camden Arts Centre in London, 

the Irish Museum of Modern Art in Dublin, the Santa Monica Museum of Art in 

California in 1996, and to the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Carrillo Gil in Mexico 

in 1997. Ziff intended the exhibition to be “a dialogue to explore the parallels of these 

cultures in the context of their colonial experiences, rather than as a survey exhibition” 

(29). Her perceived parallels included the two nations having colonial histories, 

endangered indigenous languages, traces of large-scale emigration and an ongoing 

investment in religious and pagan beliefs.  

In London, over thirty works by Irish, Mexican and Chicano artists were 

exhibited together in two large gallery spaces. Mexican artist Amalia Mesa-Bains’s 

installation The Circle of the Ancestors drew on Mexican folk culture in a tangible and 

referential way. John Valdez’s paintings engage with traditional stories as a means to 

reflect on his self-identity. Using a very different approach, Rubén Ortiz Torres made a 

tongue-in-cheek juxtaposition of cultural fragments in his series of modified baseball 

caps. The selected Irish artists were mostly well known for works which, 

uncharacteristically for Irish art, engaged with issues related to place and identity. Alice 

Maher exhibited a series of drawings entitled Folt that engaged with gender issues, 

while Frances Hegarty’s video Turas drew on her experience of emigration to England 
                                                 
160 All subsequent quotations from Ziff and exhibiting artists and authors are from this anthology, unless 
otherwise stated.  The publication was intended as an anthology rather than a catalogue of the exhibition. 
Hence I refer to it as an anthology. However, critics and contributors also refer to the publication as a 
catalogue, so both terms will be used in this chapter to refer to the same publication. Ziff had previously 
published a book on contemporary Mexican photography (1990) and an anthology on the Bloody Sunday 
tragedy of 1972 (1998).   
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and subsequent loss of her mother tongue, Irish. The selection contained a large number 

of Northern Irish artists, who are generally speaking more inclined to engage with 

identity issues than their peers from the Republic. A mixed media installation by Philip 

Napier dealt with place names and their unraveling of historical narratives. John 

Kindness’s Ninja Turtle Harp turned the iconic national symbol into a kitsch object 

adorned with fragments of pottery showing the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. The 

juxtaposition of works by Irish, Chicano and Mexican artists in close proximity invited 

viewers to tease out what Trisha Ziff proposed to be the artists’ shared experience of 

being “marked by the experience of colonialism, whether as members of a dominant 

culture, whether they emigrated and became part of a minority culture far from home, or 

whether they were born into a country where the dominant culture was not theirs” (1995: 

26).  

The exhibition took place at the tail end of identity politics discourse, having 

been planned at its peak.161 Ziff follows the norms of identity politics exhibitions by 

presenting the artists as representative of their place of origin. We are likely to see the 

exhibition recall at least some of the unresolved issues within identity politics curating. 

Let me revisit them briefly by way of a review of the 1993 Whitney Biennial by Charles 

A. Wright, which describes some of the most pressing issues well. Wright comments 

that the show offered “a representative selection of works by previously marginalized 

artists loosely professing an interest in ‘questions of identity,’ while at the same time 

neglecting to address the identity of the inquiring institution” (2004: 188).162 Without 

this wider situating of identity issues within the institution of art itself, the emphasis fell 

all too heavily on the identity of individual artists. Furthermore, the notion of artists 

“having an identity” as such foreclosed the possibility of multiple positionality and 

identifications, resulting in a typically reductive reception of the work’s critical content.  

As I suggested in the introduction, the overshadowing of the aesthetic and conceptual 

content of works by the all-too-heavy burden of “representing” identity further 
                                                 
161 Major theoretical touchstones on cultural identity within identity politics in art discourses included 
Gilroy (1993), Bhabha (1994), Hall (1997) and King (1997) as well as essays in the London-based journal 
Third Text. See also Jones, Sokolowski, Maharaj, and Gilroy (1991), Fisher (1994), Hall and Maharaj 
(2001), Rogoff (2000) and Fusco (2000) for some insight into art writing related to 1990s discourses on 
Identity Politics.  
162 This issue was approached within the exhibition catalogue by the museum director and critic Homi 
Bhabha, among others. Yet, as 1993 Whitney Biennial curator Elisabeth Sussman later agreed, the 
transition of this rhetoric to the physicality of an exhibition installation was problematic. For a reflection 
on the curatorial process see Sussman (1994).  
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entrenched an existing polarization within art discourse, with art-for-art’s-sake positions 

being pitted against the politically inclined. Subsequently in the 2000s this became a 

polarization of mainstream art discourse and “culturally diverse” (inherently exotic 

and/or political) art.  

By the late 1990s it had already become clear that the model of “identity” and 

the conflation of political and artistic forms of representation that are already evident in 

this brief introduction of the curatorial vision of Distant Relations were inadequate, 

given that the realities and exclusions they addressed were multiple and cross-cutting. 

The curatorial “avoidance” of representation that was a widespread response to the 

perceived failure of the project of identity politics exhibitions remains with us today. I 

have suggested in the introduction that the use of the global tag to overcome 

intercultural issues is a related strategy rather than a sign of the resolution of identity 

politics issues. Yet, as Alex Callinicos warns, “it is important to avoid a certain kind of 

rationalist error, which moves from the identification of certain serious, one might even 

say fatal, flaws in a particular theoretical discourse to the judgement that this 

problematic can produce no work of substantive value” (2008: 87). I want to consider 

whether a different response to the failure of identity politics exhibitions might not be 

equally valid. Is it perhaps possible to more productively engage with the gap between 

artistic and political representation by emphasizing rather than denying the status of the 

curatorial act as a representation of representations? 

In this chapter I further address two issues emerging in my analysis of the 

exhibition that are general to the rhetoric structures of curating as such. The first is the 

problematic relationship between political representation and artistic/philosophical 

representation in identity politics exhibitions. The second is the locatedness of the art 

works in particular social, cultural, political and artistic discourses, and the tension 

between this multiplicity and the drive towards a unifying curatorial thread. As 

Radhakrishnan wrote in 1987 in an essay that considered ethnic identity and 

poststructuralist difference, the emergence of these multiplicities asks for a different 

kind of narrative intervention:  

 
It is clear that the model of “identity” and its corollary, the representational 
algorithm, are inadequate when the realities, exclusions, and jeopardies that 
we are experiencing are, at the very least, multiple. ... These emergences are 
pressing for a different language, a different politics and temporality, for an 
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infinitely complex program of action that has to fulfill the following 
objectives: empowerment and enfranchisement of contingent “identities,” 
the overthrow of the general hegemony of Identity, and the prevention of the 
essentialization/hypostasis and the fetishization of “difference.” What is 
necessary, then, is a critical tactic that will call into question both the 
economy of identity and the axiology of binarity that underwrites the 
nomology of identity. (1987: 210-211) 

 

I want to consider how the curatorial narrative of Distant Relations facilitates a 

rethinking of the tasks of curating to produce new signifying systems of difference. 

I will use Distant Relations as a departure point to consider how curators might further 

think the tasks of curating along poststructuralist lines to produce new signifying 

systems of difference in the present.  

Despite the shortcomings Distant Relations shares with many identity politics 

exhibitions of the 1990s, the choice of nations provided a first impetus towards 

reconsidering the binary opposition of mainstream and other art. Neither Mexico nor 

Ireland spring to mind as immediate examples of postcolonial locations. Ireland’s 

contested status as both European and a former colony means that Irish art inhabits a 

multiplicity of contingent positions that expand or break down many of the binaries that 

informed identity politics discourses in the 1990s. The factors which are seen to 

undermine Irish postcoloniality – the nation’s geographic position, the predominant 

whiteness of its population, its historically divergent roles as oppressed and oppressor, 

and its contemporary participation in global capitalism – productively challenge a 

binary view of colonialism. In Mexico the term “postcolonial” tends to be associated 

with indigenous minorities and the Chicano movement. As such it is a relatively 

inoperative term in mainstream discourse. The specificity of the relations between 

Ireland and Mexico call attention to the multi-layered nuances of relationality, which 

draw on historic and contemporary discourses in dynamic and often conflicting ways, as 

I will later argue. Although Ziff did not explicitly address the possibility, the exhibition 

thus presents a potential model for sketching out the space between mainstream and 

postcolonial – a relational space that occupies the gap that has formed between the 

mainstream and other art discourses.  

The term “postcolonial” has become associated with Mexico at large through 

Latin American Studies theorists in recent years, working mostly outside of Mexico. 

Yet it remains a term that does not typically evoke the mainstream within Mexico itself, 

 151



partly because of its racial implications. Similarly, Irish postcolonial studies are mostly 

undertaken within Irish Studies departments in American universities. Irish Studies 

academics in Ireland typically have a more ambivalent relationship with that status of 

Ireland as postcolonial. In Ireland the field of art has largely sidestepped the discourse, 

with the obvious exception of one exhibition held in 1994, which celebrated the 

otherness of Irish art through a postcolonial framing.163 The question of whether the 

Irish rejection of postcolonial discourse also takes place on racial grounds is an 

important one. The colour line that is often the unspoken boundary line between 

mainstream and other art comes into view here.  

Richard Dyer observes in White: Race and Culture that both Irish and Mexicans 

belong in “a category of maybe, sometime whites, people who may be let in to 

whiteness under particular historical circumstances” (1997: 19). He describes how 

people in this category are “often excluded, sometimes indeed being assimilated into the 

category of whiteness, and at others, treated as a ‘buffer’… between the white and the 

black or indigenous.” There are further distinctions to be made, however. Dyer places 

Chicanos in the position of being neither black nor white, while indigenous Mexican 

populations are generally likely to be seen as “non-white.”164 Ziff does not address race 

within the curatorial narrative of Distant Relations. However, I will take race as a 

departure point for this chapter with a view to identifying gaps and contradictions and 

thus locate possible lines for further curatorial development.  

I will thus reread Distant Relations with the goal of teasing out some of its more 

radical propositions. However I will also examine its slippage towards a narrower 

nationalistic reading of postcoloniality and of the perceived parallels between Mexico 

and Ireland. My intention is to both deconstruct and problematize the curatorial 

narrative and show its validity, so that some of the limitations and potentialities of 

“postcolonial” curatorial framing emerge in the process. I will single out a number of 

representative art works here as case studies for further analysis that will allow me to 

unpack the range of artistic positions and their complex relationship to the curatorial 

concept. We will see that some works challenge the assimilative approach of the 

                                                 
163 Entitled Beyond the Pale: Irish Artists at the Edge of Consensus, the exhibition was curated by Declan 
McGonagle and held at the Irish Museum of Modern Art in 1994.  
164 See Allen (1994) for further analysis of the construction of the racialised conception of Irishness. See 
Rodriguez (2007) for an extensive study of race in the Mexican context. 
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curatorial narrative but that the curatorial framing also points to foreclosures in the 

content of other works on display. My focus will be on the representation of Irish art 

within the exhibition, in keeping with the framework of my overall study. After a brief 

discussion of wider political and economic factors informing the background of the 

exhibition, I will focus my analysis on three separate but interrelated areas – race and 

Irishness, identity in Northern Ireland and Diaspora identity.  

In the years leading up to Distant Relations, both Mexico and Ireland went 

through rapid and profound social, economic and political change. By 1995 the Peace 

Process had reshaped the political and constitutional relations between the Republic of 

Ireland, Northern Ireland and Britain. When Distant Relations opened at its first venue, 

it was exactly two years since the Joint Declaration on Peace had been co-issued by 

British and Irish governments and almost one-and-a-half years since the IRA had 

declared a ceasefire.165 In the same period Ireland became Europe’s fastest growing 

economy and net emigration had been replaced by the influx of a multi-ethnic 

immigrant population. The Irish Diaspora was no longer a priority amid the pressing 

need to accommodate Ireland's new Diasporas. Debates about colonialism were now 

resurfacing in terms of potential discursive alliances between historic Irish identity and 

recently arrived communities, particularly in the context of the upcoming 150-year 

famine commemorations.166 All of these changes combined called for a reconfiguration 

of Irish culture in terms of race and ethnicity. The most urgent emergences “pressing for 

a different language” within the exhibition therefore include the racial status of Irishness 

and how it intersects with sectarian identities in the Northern Irish context in particular, 

as well as with the diasporic identity of the Irish abroad and the identities of immigrants 

in Ireland.  

                                                 
165 The Joint Declaration on Peace is better known as the Downing Street Declaration. In an important 
shift in previous conceptions of national belonging, the 1993 Declaration asserted that “Irish self-
determination” (a united Ireland) required the consent of the majority in Northern Ireland, and that the 
consent of the majority of the Republic would be necessary for unification. The IRA had declared a 
ceasefire in August 1994 and in February 1995 the Peace Process led to the issuing of Framework 
Documents including a proposal for a 90-member Assembly government to be elected by proportional 
representation. The Framework Documents included A New Framework for Agreement, which dealt with 
North/South Institutions and A Framework for Accountable Government in Northern Ireland, which 
included the proposal for an Assembly to be elected by proportional representation. The proposals were 
not welcomed by unionists. See Conflict Archive on the Internet (CAIN).University of Ulster, Belfast 
http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/. Accessed June 2008.  
166 In this paragraph I draw especially on Moane (2002: 111-112). See Kelly (2010) for a cultural analysis 
of famine commemoration.    
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In the same period that Ireland was experiencing peace, the Zapatista declaration 

of war against the Mexican state in January 1994 had led to political instability. This 

sharp contrast in political situations was mirrored by economic developments. As the 

Republic of Ireland began to experience an economic boom, Mexico found itself in 

post-NAFTA economic chaos. In the anthology Cuauhtémoc Medina writes:  

 
During the eighties and nineties, the Mexican government and its elites 
invoked, in ever more exalted terms, the idea that Mexico would finally be 
integrated into that bleached utopia called “modernity”… Modernity has a 
clear meaning in terms of the economic landscape: accelerated privatization, 
the dismantling of traditional communal land holdings in the countryside, 
the internationalization of capital … Thus the collapse of 1994-5: the 
intensification of conflicts among religious and economic sectors; the 
eruption of political violence; the punctual return of the financial crisis at 
the end of 1994; the Indian rebellion in Chiapas and the zeal for drowning it 
in blood, even at the cost of consensus. (89) 

 

Ziff commented on the subsequent fragility of the curatorial narrative, stating that 

“Ireland and Mexico are changing at such a rapid pace that perhaps what they share 

most in common is the experience of chaotic change” (43). Keeping in mind what she 

perceived as a sudden discrepancy between previously comparable situations, Ziff 

nevertheless insisted that “the parallels remain in place (although moving in opposite 

directions).” I am concerned here with the strain this puts on the curatorial narrative. I 

want to question how much capacity curatorial narratives have to shift in meaning and 

to be reinterpreted, following the demands of a situation like this and/or following the 

internal demands of the art works represented. In the conclusion of this chapter, I will 

consider how post-structural approaches to discourse might open up new rhetorical 

possibilities.  

 

Race and Irishness 

Perhaps the most pervasive but unspoken tenet of arguments rejecting Ireland’s 

postcolonial status is the predominant whiteness of the nation’s population. The racial 

tensions inherent in referring to Ireland as a former colony bubble beneath the surface of 

Distant Relations, rather than provoking direct questions about the racial dynamics of 

colonialism, as, for example, a juxtaposition of art from Ireland with art from a former 

African colony might have done. In the mid 1990’s Ireland became a destination for 
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immigration for the first time in its history. The relatively small numbers of this first 

wave of immigrants resulted in a kind of moral panic evident in the press (Conway 

2006). The general response was typically one of xenophobia, with over half of the Irish 

public defining themselves as racist in a poll taken in 1997.167 Some saw Ireland’s past 

experience as a crucial mediator of contemporary responses to immigration. This 

resulted in various moments of “remembering” a traumatic Irish past, particularly 

Famine emigration. What largely remained forgotten in public debates was the racial 

construction of Irishness through colonialism.  

The outward forgetting might be taken as a sign that the historical racial 

experience is no longer relevant in the midst of contemporary prosperity. Yet, as 

Benedict Anderson has proposed, cultural forgetting is as formative to nations as 

cultural memories. His insight is partly drawn from Ernest Renan, author of Qu'est-ce 

qu'une nation? (1882), whose readers were “obliged already to have already forgotten” 

the violent historic incidents that Renan's own words assumed that they, as Frenchmen, 

naturally remembered, despite the six-hundred-year gap (1991: 199-201). Following 

Renan, I would argue that Irish people have been obliged to forget the racial inferiority 

buried in the habitus of Irish culture. Yet its submerged presence appears to have 

manifested itself in the collective panic of the wider public when confronted with 

otherness in its midst. 

In his essay for the Distant Relations anthology, postcolonial scholar  

Luke Gibbons elaborated on the kind of racial experiences Irish public discourse has 

been obliged to forget: 

 
[F]rom the colonial perspective, the racial labels “White/non-White” did not 
follow strict epidermal schemas of visibility or skin colour so that, in an 
important sense, the Irish historically were classified as “non-White” and 
treated accordingly. The widespread question of the “mere Irish” with the 
native Americans in the seventeenth century served as a pretext for 
wholesale confiscations and plantations, and more ominous expressions of 
genocidal intent as in Edmund Spenser’s advice to Queen Elizabeth that 
“until Ireland be famished, it cannot be subdued.” The transportation of the 
Irish to the New World featured prominently in the “white slave trade” in 
the seventeenth century, and throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries the Penal code which systematically excluded Catholics from 

                                                 
167 (Lentin and McVeigh 2002: 47). This European Commission poll from 1997 found 55% of Irish 
people defined themselves as “racist.” This says something not only about the level of racism in Ireland, 
but about the social acceptability of overt racism in Ireland at that time.  
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citizenship and political life rendered them, in Edmund Burke’s phrase, 
foreigners in their native land. (61-2) 

 

Gibbons’s account makes clear that Irish whiteness offered no mantle of protection from 

the legitimisation of colonial imposition through implied racial inferiority.168 Rather, as 

David Lloyd suggests elsewhere, the apparent visual anomaly of white-on-white racism 

in the Irish situation emphasized how the appeal to visual immediacy of discrimination 

is only the index of a prior constitution of available positionalities (1991: 77).  

The placement of the Irish in a non-white or black category was politically 

motivated by British imperialism. With the rise of the Fenian movement for Irish 

liberation in the 1860’s, British representation of the Irish as black intensified, notably 

through a comparison of the Irish with chimpanzees and gorillas. Such comparisons 

stemmed from the notion that the Irish were “the missing link” between apes and 

humans. In the near-absence of a visibly black population, Irish “blackness” was 

legitimated by scientific studies on eugenics, which emerged at the turn of the century. 

Using his “index of nigrescence,” a formula to determine the racial components of any 

given people, physician John Beddoe concluded that the Irish “had traces of ‘negro’ 

ancestry in their appearances” (Dyer 1997: 52). This was evident for example in an 

illustration from Harper’s Weekly from 1899 (Fig. 4.1) in which the side profiles of the 

“Irish Iberian,” “Anglo-Teutonic” and the “Negro” are juxtaposed. The accompanying 

caption indicated that the so-called Iberians were “believed to have been” an African 

race that invaded first Spain and then, apparently, Ireland, where they intermarried with 

native savages.169  

                                                 
168 Due to the political motivation behind the blackening of the Irish, the intensity of this racialisation was 
higher in Britain relative to other locations worldwide. For further examination of the visual 
representation of the Irish as black, see Curtis (1997). Curtis suggests that the Celt was a rung above 
his/her Negro and aboriginal counterparts in most British scales of racial development (15). Anti-Irish 
racism should be differentiated from the global perception of the racial inferiority of Africans, Native 
Americans and other ethnic groups, historically and at present. See especially Eagan (2006) for a 
comparative analysis of treatments of Irish blackness in academic and public education discourses in the 
U.S. 
169 The caption read: “The Iberians are believed to have been originally an African race who thousands of 
years ago spread themselves through Spain over Western Europe. Their remains are found in the barrows, 
or burying places, in sundry parts of these countries. The skulls are of low prognathous type. They came 
to Ireland and mixed with the natives of South and West, who themselves are supposed to have been of 
low type and descendants of savages of the Stone Age, who, in consequence of isolation from the rest of 
the world, had never been out-competed in the healthy struggle of life, and thus made way, according to 
the laws of nature, for superior races.” This image was illustrated and addressed in the anthology by 
psychologist Garrett O’Connor, who addressed the issue of shame and healing in postcolonial cultural 
recovery (Ziff 1995: 133).  
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The story does not end there however. The Irish also co-opted this notion of the 

Irish as one race for their own political means. Mid to late 19th-century nationalist 

movements made reference to the Irish as a Celtic race as a means of differentiating 

themselves from Anglo-Saxons in their drive towards national independence. As 

Gibbons writes elsewhere, the notion of race “secur[ed] the image of an embattled 

people surviving intact and maintaining unity in the face of two thousand years of 

upheaval, invasion and oppression.”170 Irish nationalism thus accepted the 

homogenizing drive of imperial culture while redefining its purview (Lloyd 1991: 78). 

When the Irish Free State was formed in 1921, its constitution drew on Irish people as 

one race and translated that homogeneity into cultural rather than genealogical terms. 

This meant that Irish people made a transition from blackness to whiteness while 

maintaining a sense of pride in the otherness of their ethnicity, with complicated 

consequences, as we will see. 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.1 H. Strickland Constable, Ireland From One or Two Neglected Points of View, 

Harper’s Weekly, 1899 
 
 

One work in Distant Relations pointed to the power relations embedded in this 

transition and, by doing so, problematized the assumption of postcolonial solidarity 

underpinning Ziff’s curatorial narrative. Rubén Ortiz Torres’s work Ejercito Mexicano 

                                                 
170In a further essay focusing on race, Gibbons discusses competing models for nationalism that rejected 
using race as the basis for unity (1991: 103-105). The alternately positive and negative uses of the term 
“Celtic” in Irish and English discourses, and the fine line between the two produced its own problems. 
See Graham (2001: 36-40) for a contemporary perspective. See Leerssen for historical accounts leading 
up to the nineteenth century (1996a) and during the nineteenth-century (1996b).  
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(Mexican Army) (Fig. 4.2) consists of a baseball cap emblazoned with the slogan 

“Ejercito Mexicano, 1847, Fighting Irish” accompanied by a repeated caricature image 

of an Irish man raising his fists to fight. This symbol of the “Fighting Irish” appears to 

be a tribute to the Saint Patrick’s Battalion, a group with a distinctly Irish identity that 

fought on Mexico’s side during the Mexican-American War of 1846-1848, motivated 

by Catholic solidarity, opposition to slavery and promises of land. When the Americans 

won the war, 72 members of the Saint Patrick’s Battalion were charged with desertion 

and hung in public. They are still celebrated today as Irish martyrs in both Ireland and 

Mexico (McGinn 2003).  

 

 
 

Fig. 4.2 Rubén Ortiz Torres, Ejercito Mexicano (Mexican Army), 1992  
from Modified Baseball Series, 1991-3 

 

Ortiz’s work appears to commemorate Mexican-Irish solidarity during the Civil 

War, but this gesture is complicated by the American connotations of the baseball cap. 

Irish emigrants had in fact made up one quarter of the American soldiers invading 

Mexico. The rate of their desertion was the highest of any army in American history. As 

well as being due to solidarity with the Mexicans, the massive desertion probably 

resulted from the mistreatment of Irish soldiers by nativists within the army. Nativists 

resenting immigrants coming into the U.S. had consigned the Irish to the status of 

“blackness,” or at best, to a race whose social position lay between black and white 
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(Ignatiev 1996: 76). This compounded the British colonial framing of the Irish as a 

black race as partial justification for ongoing rule.171  

While the Saint Patrick’s battalion was predominantly made up of Irish and 

other European deserters from the American army, it also contained men who had 

settled in Mexico. The Irish had in fact a special agreement with Spanish colonists to be 

allowed to colonise land. Between 1823 and 1835 a number of Irish became 

“empresarios” (entrepreneurs), recruiting hundreds of Irish families to move to Mexico. 

Of the few successful colonies, the best known were in latter-day Texas: San Patricio 

de Hibernia and Refugio. There are accounts of mixed loyalties during the Mexican-

American war; many settlers staying on the Mexican side, others asking for American 

troops to facilitate their relocation.172 This splitting of colonial roles calls attention to 

the differentiated power relations associated with the Irish within global colonialism and 

points to the need to create space for these contradictions within the curatorial narrative 

of Distant Relations. This raises the larger question of how to incorporate contradictory 

power positions within curatorial narratives in general, which have been traditionally 

designed to convey linear histories.  

In the U.S. context the Mexican-American war was associated with the 

expansion of slavery with Whig opposition and widespread support by the Democratic 

Party. Northern abolitionists criticized the war as an attempt by slaveholders to expand 

the grip of slavery and thus ensure their influence in the liberal government. Many Irish 

immigrants aligned with the Democrats, whose vision for a society polarized between 

black and white included the promise of Irish whiteness and therefore social mobility. 

Irish immigrants saw that their chance of success lay in fighting for racial supremacy 

over Afro-American labourers, with whom they competed for menial work. Indeed the 

Irish willingness to work for lower wages quickly prompted the organization of labour 

along racial lines. From the beginning, strict segregation was essential for the Irish to 

continue to be considered as white rather than black workers.  

In his seminal book How the Irish Became White labour historian Noel Ignatiev 

explains: 

                                                 
171 (Hartmann 2004). See Ignatiev (1996) and Allen (1994) for further elaboration of Irish identity and 
race in the Northern American context. See McGinn (2007) for an analysis of the Mexican-Irish 
relationship.  
172 For an annotated bibliography on the Irish in Mexico and links to numerous related publications, see 
McGinn (2007).  
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To be acknowledged as white, it was not enough for the Irish to have a 
competitive advantage over Afro-Americans in the labor market; in order 
for them to avoid the taint of blackness it was necessary that no Negro be 
allowed to work in occupations where Irish were to be found. (1996: 112)  

 

Significant Irish participation in lynching mobs and draft riots attests to the extent to 

which the Irish have simultaneously inhabited the identities of oppressor and victim.        

The Democrats’ promises of social mobility for the Irish drowned out alternative 

appeals by Irish nationalist politician Daniel O' Connell, who asked the Irish in America 

to support abolition and anti-slavery, as part of widespread anti-slavery activity in 

Ireland motivated by a sense of solidarity with oppressed peoples based on Irish 

colonial experiences (Rolston and Shannon 2002: 77). This assimilation of Irish 

Americans into whiteness at the cost of cross-racial solidarity is almost completely 

ignored in the present (Eagan 2006: 37).  

Ortiz’s Ejercito Mexicano called up a history of solidarity, cut through with 

racial tension, yet it also raised questions about the current racial status of Irishness. 

Commenting on the mid 1990s, Diane Negra observed Irishness to be “the ideal guilt-

free white ethnicity of choice” in the U.S. context, “offering a means of being both 

white and ethnically differentiated” (2006: 10-11). The cap was one in a series which, in 

the artist’s words, “comment[ed] on the relation between aesthetics and history; mass 

media, culture, politics, etc.” (Ziff 1996: 32). The cap’s status as a consumer object and 

art work seemed more specifically to comment on the commercial viability of Irishness 

as a buy-in category supporting a massive industry within the U.S. in particular. Negra 

observes that in the North American context the celebration of Irishness is implicitly 

also a celebration of whiteness, which would otherwise be rendered problematic. She 

argues that the contradictory but concomitant celebration of “the romance of the Irish-

black connection” allows recent representations to “veer dramatically between liberal 

and conservative impulses in their racial thought processes” (2006: 6). As Catherine 

Eagan observes of Irish signifiers generally, Ortiz’s cap might be read to “support a 

subtext of Irish-black solidarity by glossing over Irish-black conflict” and/or to 

undermine it by drawing attention to the racial history it suppresses (2006: 35).  

The heavily ironised form of authenticity present in Ortiz’s work is absent in the 

work of the Irish artists on display. Although John Kindness uses the Teenage Mutant 
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Ninja Turtles to decorate a statue of a harp, its symbolic resonance as Ireland’s national 

symbol seems to remain intact, despite the incongruity of the juxtaposition. In his use of 

the baseball cap as a physical support for the icon, Ortiz draws closer to the potential 

loss of its political functionality. The possibility that such a popularized representation 

of Irishness may have agency in terms of the real political weight of notions of Irish-

Americanism and its role in the racial make-up of the U.S. today is not foreclosed. But, 

while I have emphasized the cultural significance of the icon in Ejercito Mexicano until 

this point, its potential meaninglessness is also implied. The housing of the icon in an 

object of popular consumption points to the achieved transition from socio-political 

agency to consumption as agency that Coleman had seen emerging in 1980.  

This brings us to the juncture between postcolonialism and postmodernism. It 

suggests the relevance of curatorial discourse addressing the nation as a real place and a 

signifier. In the Irish context, the diverse signifying functions of the nation would not be 

teased out theoretically until Colin Graham’s Deconstructing Ireland appeared in 2001, 

too late for Ziff’s curatorial purposes. As I have mentioned briefly in relation to 

Coleman’s work, Graham refers to the range of signifying possibilities inherent in 

“Ireland” as “the anachronistic sign, the overinterpreted sign, the repletion of signs, the 

ironic sign; the sign made meaningful in place by a pastiche; the sign, above all, which 

promises to mean fully, not now, but at some future date” (2001). Yet Ortiz’s work was 

arguably ahead of the curatorial discourse that framed it. The funny little leprechaun 

who stands for Irish identity on Ortiz’s baseball cap points to the currency of Irishness 

as a marketable sign of value, despite relying on the most racist of stereotypes. In the 

most playful manner, it highlights how many of the contradictions of the racial 

construction of Irishness derive from the capacity of any one individual to be “at once 

inside and outside, subject and object of racist discourse” (Lloyd 1991: 88).  

I have mentioned in the introduction that it has never been in the interest of the 

Irish art world to consider postcoloniality, detracting as it might from the cultural and 

symbolic capital Irish art accrues through its association with European art discourse. 

Having never been confronted with the issue of race in relation to Irish colonial history, 

Irish artists have securely inhabited their white privilege to date and avoided teasing out 

any contradictions inherent in the racial construction of Irishness that might position 

them contingently in relation to dominant cultural discourses. Yet, there is 
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simultaneously a visible desire on the part of some artists to embrace the otherness 

historically associated with being Irish. I want to tease out some problematic aspects of 

this double occupancy. Let me consider the relationship between whiteness and the 

work of artists represented in Distant Relations. Taking into account that all of the 

represented artists from Ireland are white, I want to first consider whether we can see 

this whiteness in the works of the artists. Is it apparent at all? It may not even be visible 

in the art works because, unlike other racial constructions, whiteness has been 

constructed as infinitely variable rather than associated with fixed images or 

stereotypes. Richard Dyer explains why in White: Essays on Race and Culture: 

 
The claim to racial superiority resides in that which cannot be seen, the 
spirit, manifest only in its control over the body and its enterprising exercise 
in the world. Moreover, the ultimate position of power in a society that 
controls people in part through their visibility is that of invisibility, the 
watcher. (1997: 45)  

 

The specificity of white representation thus resides in narrative structural positions, 

rhetorical tropes and habits of perception or what Dyer calls a “non-located and 

disembodied position of knowledge” (4). If we look now at how Irish artist Alice Maher 

treats identity in her work, we will see that her narrative structural position reflects this 

white speaking position, but in her further artistic choices she embraces Irishness as an 

“other” identity. I want to use her work as a departure point to untangle the complex 

relationship between whiteness, privilege, race and Irishness.  

In Folt (Fig. 4.3), the mixed media work by which Maher is represented in 

Distant Relations, a series of small drawings on paper depicting various hairstyles are 

presented in five wall-mounted cases, together with a sixth case containing a plait made 

up of fragments of human hair from hundreds of heads. The drawings are diagrammatic 

in their simplicity, presenting painted outlines of hair against monochromatic painted 

backgrounds of black, white and grey. In the anthology, the artist translates the Irish 

language title folt as “abundance, tresses, forest of hair.” She explains that she intends 

the work to act as a kind of “catalogue of identities, values, personae, imaginings and 

choices that girls and women continue to adopt in order to operate within a world that 

continually sites them outside of understanding” (123). Joan Fowler observes in her 

essay in the anthology that “the graphical hairstyle is a sign of both woman and 
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commodity and woman as commodity” and suggests Maher’s interest in “the ideal 

models of femininity represented in all aspects of the mass media” (87). When Folt was 

first exhibited, the accompanying catalogue contained two illustrations of 

advertisements of late nineteenth-century women’s hairstyles and examples of the 

instruments required to construct them.  

Maher also mentions the relationship between childhood fantasies of 

womanhood, tied up with fairytales and myths. This imaginary child-like quality returns 

in the simplicity of the drawings themselves and the almost haphazard way they are 

attached to their mount. Yet, this imaginary is not as innocent as it first appears. Maher 

also emphasizes in the anthology that the hair drawings depict “many different eras and 

cultures” (123). Although it is not the artist’s intention, the ordering of the hair on paper 

in this intimate yet taxonomic manner is equally reminiscent of 19th-century 

anthropological drawings which catalogued and thus accumulated knowledge. The 

position of the artist, as invisible watcher and enterprising cataloguer of different eras 

and cultures, is one of omniscience and implicitly of power-holding. It is here that the 

whiteness of Maher’s narrative structural position becomes apparent. In contrast the real 

plait of hair has a disruptive presence relative to the contained images of femininity 

embodied in the graphic images of hair. Through its raw physical presence as detritus of 

bodily hair and its troubled containment in a frame too small for it, the plait’s presence 

becomes corporeal and takes on an abject quality in the process. In contrast, as Dyer 

proposes, whiteness depends on notions of being able to transcend the body and of not 

being defined by corporeality (1997: 20).  

 

   
 

Fig. 4.3 Alice Maher, Drawings from Folt, 1993 
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How is one to read this juxtaposition of civility and abjection, evoked by the use 

of the Irish language in the work’s title? The abundance implied in the word folt 

conjures up loose hair in contrast to the contained hairstyles depicted with childlike 

simplicity in the drawings. The closest representation therefore lies in the wayward plait 

of real hair. The artist’s addition of “forest of hair” to the more everyday translation 

(abundance or head of hair) of folt belies a romanticised relationship to the Irish 

language. Maher explains that the title is meant to suggest how “[t]he language of Irish 

and the language of hair are both embroiled in a dense thicket history which involves 

the construction and loss of identity, as well as vast entanglements of shifting 

meanings.” She comments on the “strained position” that Folt occupies and on the 

contradictory and ambivalent relationship of Irish people to their language, and by 

extension, their culture:  

 
The use of Irish in the title also addresses the questions of communication 
and loss. It is our own language, yet we do not speak it; it is despised and 
loathed while at the same time elevated to a high cultural plateau. We know 
its sounds, we recognise its shapes, yet we cannot bring these together to 
communicate meaning. English strains to denote the nuances that are 
everywhere in this familiar language that we recognise but we cannot speak. 
It is this strained position that Folt occupies. (123) 

 

Folt is thus an attempt to reclaim or reconstruct the “semantics of remembrance,” which, 

Maher’s alienation from the Irish language shows, are impaired in the Irish context. She 

intends to work against cultural amnesia, looking for “an inherited reservoir of 

meaning” that might be found in the language itself (Palmer 2001: 1). 

 Yet Maher does not pursue the complex racial history that she introduces 

through her coupling of Irishness and late 19th-century women's hairstyles. We have 

seen the Irish secure whiteness through dis-association from black immigrants in the 

American context in the mid 19th century. It was not until the end of the century that the 

racial status of Irish women in particular was reconsidered in the British context. 

Ireland's growing insistence on Home Rule led to the British government promoting 

intermarriage between British men and Irish women to support content political co-

habitation. Irish women were suitably “whitened” and promoted as marriage material, 

as we have seen in the display of the “spick and span” colleens at the Franco-British 

exhibition of 1908, addressed in chapter one. The Irish woman’s role as objectified 
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commodity in political transaction is absent in Folt, even as the signifiers of late 19th-

century woman as commodity are present. Obscured by a romanticized notion of 

otherness and by the marginality of postcolonial discourse in Irish art discourse, the 

historico-political significance of female Irishness in the postcolonial situation is, I 

propose, outside of Maher’s frame of thinking. Although the work engages with 

feminism, it reflects the wider silence regarding race in Irish feminist discourse in the 

1990s, observed by cultural critic Ronit Lentin, among others (1998: 15).  

Furthermore, Maher’s intervention in Folt raises questions about her perception of 

the relationship between abjection and Irishness, which she elaborated in a later 

interview with art historian Fionna Barber (2003). The interviewer addresses this 

subject in relation to a later work, Necklace of Tongues (2001), in which the artist had 

strung sheep’s tongues together and worn them as a necklace. A photograph of the 

necklace against the artist’s naked chest is presented as the finished art work – a gesture 

which recalls the Celt, who was said to have strung the skulls of those he had killed in 

battle on his belt as a display of his ferocity. Maher’s observations on the juncture 

between Irishness and otherness in this work are also of direct relevance to how we 

might read Folt. Hence, I will cite them here at length.  

When Fionna Barber questions Maher on the connotations of the abject and the 

primitive in her use of animal parts, she answers: 

 
There is something quite empowering about identifying yourself as the 
“Other”, in speaking from a position of that which is repressed and denied 
and demeaned. Of course, Ireland was considered as primitive within British 
colonialism – and probably still is within some sites of power. But major 
changes have taken place in this area, with the shifts that have occurred in 
Ireland’s economy and cultural identity since the beginning of the 1990’s, 
bringing it well in from the periphery. So it is with a sense of irony that I 
embrace a notional primitivism. (2003: 420) 

 

Barber challenges the artist with the remaining potential danger of readings of 

Irishness – particularly female Irishness – as primitive. She adds that a constant 

feature of Maher’s work seems to be a kind of flirtation with and performance of 

the primitive. Maher responds: 

 
Yes, I think that just about describes it. It’s important to me to have some 
kind of distance, something that evolved also with my gradual move away 
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from expressionism, because it opens up more questions about identity and 
issues of representation. Putting on the Necklace of Tongues was very much 
about assuming an identity; there’s a sense, when one is wearing it, of being 
given properties, like when I used to imagine wearing the Bee Dress. So it is 
about taking on an identity as “primitive” in some way, which was actually 
quite empowering – but this is not who I am, something I enact; in a sense I 
am performing the primitive here. It’s also only one aspect of what I do 
among many, something incorporated in the hybridity that I constantly 
embrace in my work. (420) 

 

The artist concludes the interview by stating that she embraces the contradictions of 

what her work implies. Yet, the problematic is more complex than a mere acceptance of 

contradiction. Maher is an Irish artist working in a period of privilege, for whom 

blackness, subalternity or oppression are far from everyday reality. She is free to 

“perform primitivism” against the backdrop of her whiteness, doubly secured by the 

economic wealth of the Celtic Tiger context of the interview. In the interview Maher 

reveals her desire to “re-become the ‘other’” as a kind of enhanced whiteness (Eagan 

2006: 23). She acknowledges that the ability to be ironic about primitivism or to 

perform a primitivism that isn’t her stems from a positive shift in global perception of 

Irishness. Yet she seems to overlook the significance of her appropriation of primitivism 

(as a privileged white woman artist) for others. Her uncomplicated otherness collapses 

the complexities of Irish ethnicity and erases the existence of non-white Irish women. 

The critical challenges inherent in negotiating the flexible and changing racial status of 

Irish womanhood in relation to Europeanness and primitivism are foreclosed and with 

them an opportunity to disrupt the continuous chain of signifiers they evoke.   

 Postcolonial discourse was well established within the Irish literature by the mid 

1990s. Given the contrasting near-absence of engagement with postcolonial discourse 

within the Irish art world, Maher’s oversights are perhaps not surprising. Moreover, 

they suggest the wider relevance of Distant Relations in raising the question of what 

postcoloniality might mean for Irish art. Lacking self-reflexive analysis, however, 

Maher’s gesture is less of a discursive displacement than an affirmation of the status 

quo. On the one hand, the artist subordinates her differentiated womanhood to a 

monolithic conception of the universal woman and blocks possible identification with 

critical feminist discourses. On the other hand she creates an incipient female “other,” 

who, to borrow a phrase from Spivak, is “not even a native informant, but a piece of 
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material evidence” that, by default, seems to reinforce the “sameness” of the universal 

woman-as-such.173 In this binary set-up, Maher crowds out the elusive subjectivity of 

Irish womanhood, which is absently present in the gap between the romanticized 

translation of the word “folt” and the depicted images. She knows that Irishness is 

“embroiled in a dense thicket history which involves the construction and loss of 

identity,” yet she stops short of letting her awareness reconstitute her understanding of 

her own subject position and in turn her artistic departure point.  

At the Camden Arts Centre, Maher’s work was hung across from a work by 

Mexican artist Silvia Gruner (Fig. 4.4) that drew attention to exactly these kinds of 

conventional and romantic ways in which the relations between past and present are 

construed. The viewer is confronted with a series of sixteen photographic prints 

showing video stills in which a pair of hands can be seen to play with tepalcates, which 

Gruner describes in the anthology as “these little pieces of clay that can be found 

everywhere and that cannot be reconstructed.” Though self-made, the tepalcates are 

highly suggestive of their pre-Columbian agrarian origins, and more generally of 

fragmented histories that cannot be reconstructed. Gruner expresses a similar sense of 

alienation from the past to Maher in her explanation of Folt. However, instead of 

appropriating the traces of a culture she no longer has real access to, as Maher does, 

Gruner interrogates the aggrandising that tends to fill the gap between lived culture and 

a “glorious past.” She shows her refusal to accept the monolithic untouchability of that 

past. By creating replica tepalcates, she hints at the almost unrecognisable border 

between history and fiction. The title of the work, Don’t Fuck with the Past, You Might 

Get Pregnant, suggests the potency of precisely this malleability of meaning.  

Gruner tells us that her work “addresses a parallel, both looking at culture and at 

what we are taught – what we are allowed to know.” She crosses taboos by trying to be 

“on both sides of one place.” As she plays with the clay fragments, it is unclear whether 

the territory invoked by the figures belongs to her or not. “The play with the figures 

becomes an act of violation of the space, a kind of auto-rape.” Gruner also conceives of 

                                                 
173 Spivak discusses this phenomenon in relation to women publishing: “When publishing women are 
from the dominant ‘culture,’ they sometimes share, with male authors, the tendency to create an inchoate 
‘other’ (often female), who is not even a native informant but a piece of material evidence once again 
establishing the Northwestern European subject as ‘the same.’ Such textual tendencies are the condition 
and effect of received ideas [sic]. Yet, against all straws in the wind, one must write in the hope that it is 
not a done deal forever, that it possible to resist from within” (1999: 113). 
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this relationship as gendered, as a game in which she is acting both masculine and 

feminine roles; her hand often acting as phallus in a kind of “auto-rape.”  

 

 
 

Fig. 4.4 Silvia Gruner, Don’t Fuck With The Past, You Might Get Pregnant, 1994 
 
 

Through her evocation of “auto-rape” Gruner also evokes the centrality of rape 

in the often forced intermarriages between indigenous Indian Mexicans and 18th-century 

colonialists and the mestizo or mixed race they engendered. She refers to “Spanish 

colonialists” in the anthology, yet given that the Irish also colonized in Mexico, the 

work also undermines the solidarity implied in Ziff’s overall framing of the parallels 

between the two nations. Gruner's eroticization of history is subversive in relation to the 

patriarchal sexual order of the state and its historic predecessor, the imperial body 

politic. The anarchy of Gruner's “rape,” where the distinctions between who is raping 

and who is being raped and what the possible outcome might be are unclear, goes 

against the history of highly structured social codes regarding interracial sexual 

relations that emerged in 19th-century colonial Mexico as a means of securing order 
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within the increasingly confusing mixing of social positions.174 In the anthology, 

Cuauhtémoc Medina observes that Gruner also avoids the typical feminist trap of 

personifying tradition, which has allowed artists like Frida Kahlo to be mythicized just 

when the model of national cultural identity is in crisis, since women are associated 

with the irrational essence of culture (98).  

Gruner’s refusal to use images of herself or of her people demonstrates wariness 

about representation, an unwillingness to be pinned down into a fixed (racial) identity. 

Gruner shows that gender relations are intimately inscribed with power relations, 

territory and the construction of historical narratives; in which no-one’s role or identity 

is fixed, and some are interchangeable at various narrative moments. She refuses to 

ground the possibility of identity in the recovery of origins, a strategy that evokes a 

critique of that narrative paradigm associated with the nation. These are intentionally 

mediated images of photographs of a screen, suggesting how media mediates our 

relationship to narratives of the nation, the self and the history of both. Medina proposes 

that “the isolated, anxious gestures of [Gruner's] images are a metaphor for the tentative 

pursuit one would like to make of identity and history once the official narrative has 

expired” (99). This pursuit can only be tentative, given the lack of secure reference 

points on offer when one steps outside of official national narratives. The juxtaposition 

of Folt with Ejercito Mexicano and Don’t Fuck with the Past, You Might Get Pregnant 

pushes for a renegotiation of Irish art beyond the official narrative – whether that be the 

dominant Anglo-centric approach of the mainstream art world or the Grand Narratives 

of postcolonial discourse as they have been constructed to date. It begs for a curatorial 

narrative that can address its multi-layered engagement with the relationship between 

artistic representation and the representation of identity.  

 

Postcoloniality and Identity in Northern Ireland 

In chapter one, we have seen that a negotiation of postcoloniality in the Irish context 

brings the close relationship between the field of art and the field of power to light in 

                                                 
174These positions were charted in Casta paintings that illustrate biological and social stratification in the 
taxonomic manner that Maher’s Folt drawings unwittingly recall. The 18th-century Casta paintings 
charted racial types in visual tables, which illustrated both the biological results and social stratification of 
people of mixed race in up to twenty variations. An extensive exhibition of Casta paintings entitled New 
World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America was held at the Americas Society Art Gallery 
in New York from Sept. 26-Dec. 22 1996. See Katzew (1996).  
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unusually direct ways. When Ziff presents her curatorial concept, the statements she 

makes about art thus directly lend themselves to political readings of culture. Crucially 

in this respect, Ziff motivates the commonality of Mexico and Ireland through an 

emphasis on Irish identity as Catholic. Independent Ireland was conceived as a nation of 

Catholics; people who shared one race, one religion and one language. Protestants have 

traditionally been seen as racially other in differential relation to this normative state 

culture. Ziff’s emphasis on Catholicism has political repercussions because it 

denaturalizes the Protestant majority in Northern Ireland. It recalls the distant origins of 

that majority in a history of 17th-century plantations of Scottish and English families, 

intended to secure British rule. Seen this way, contemporary politics have their roots in 

the colonial period and are strongly informed by ethnic conceptions of national 

belonging. This chain of signifiers leads us to see that, although sectarian and racial 

issues are not identical, they have common roots and are cross-cutting phenomena in 

Ireland (Chan 2005: 2). It becomes evident that race is in fact “constructed in 

differential relation to the normative culture of the state” (Lloyd 1991: 87). In her 

articulation of the normative culture, Ziff appears to support an exclusionary conception 

of Irishness.  

 The exhibition was not presented as having a particular political bias. When Ziff 

includes republican politician Gerry Adams as a writer for the catalogue, she justifies 

this decision by insisting on the importance of free speech.175 Yet there is no voice 

through which the unionist alternative to republicanism might be expressed. Moreover, 

it is Adams, not Ziff, who addresses the importance of sustaining cultural diversity 

within Ireland. There is furthermore at least one occasion when a postcolonial framing 

becomes co-opted for overt republican sympathy with no attention to the ethics of the 

complex interrelationship between artistic and political representation. I refer here to a 

mural carried out by Ortiz in collaboration with well-known republican muralist Gerard 

Kelly during an artistic exchange organized in conjunction with Distant Relations. In 

the mural image an IRA volunteer is juxtaposed with an image of James Connolly, a 

principal figure of the 1916 Rising and a committed socialist, together with a Brown 

Beret in front of whom stands revolutionary Mexican leader Emiliano Zapata. In this 

                                                 
175 Correspondence between Trisha Ziff and Jenni Lomax, director of Camden Arts Centre, held in 
Camden Arts Centre archives. 
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image, the complexities of the Irish-Mexican encounter are reduced to a celebratory 

solidarity between the I.R.A. and Mexican rebels.176  

The mural was addressed only once within the anthology by Mexican writer 

Juan Arturo Brennan, who emphasized the convincing message of the republican West 

Belfast festival that provided its context. Curiously, however, there seemed to be little 

relationship between Ortiz’s attention to the complexities of national narratives in the 

Modified Baseball Series and the politically reductive image depicted in the mural. 

There is no commentary on the mural by the artist in the anthology, but Ortiz later 

referred to the occasion in his artist’s blog as an incident of “forced muralism.”177 It is 

difficult in retrospect to ascertain the precise relationship between the mural, the artist’s 

original intentions and involvement, and the extent to which the situation was conceived 

as part of the Distant Relations project. In the worst case scenario, the popular 

allegation that Irish postcolonial discourse is an alibi for militant republicanism might 

be true in this instance. At the very least, it raises questions about the relationship 

between the postcolonial framing of the exhibition and nationalism.  

David Lloyd has articulated that to assert that Ireland is a former colony equates 

with a rejection of the legitimacy of British government in Northern Ireland (2003: 48). 

Yet, crucially, he suggests the range of critical positions this rejection may prompt. 

These positions may be both nationalist and critical of the ethics of nation making or 

they may be anti-nationalist or post-nationalist (as we see for example in Richard 

Kearney’s postcolonial scholarship).178 Some of these positions come to light if we look 

at differing critical interpretations of Philip Napier’s works, Ballad No. I (Fig. 4.5), 

which had been installed over the stairwell at the Camden Arts Centre. On climbing the 

stairs, Ballad No. 1 could be heard before it is seen, sending a groaning discordant 

sound through the gallery. Up close, it appears that a picture of a man’s face has been 

attached to an accordion. He is recognizable as Bobby Sands, an Irish Republican 

prisoner who died in 1981 following a hunger strike in which he tried to gain the status 

                                                 
176 Brown Berets are Chicano nationalist militants, named for the berets they wear, who in the 1960s 
organized to support the Chicano civil rights movement.  
177 Ortiz explains that, having been invited to spend the summer in Belfast in 1993, he declined the 
invitation to collaborate on a mural in advance of his arrival. On arrival in Belfast he found himself 
nevertheless in a situation in which his refusal could only be read as cowardice or sectarian expression. 
Moreover, according to Ortiz’s blog, there was no space to approach the mural’s content in an 
unconventional manner; hence the result (2007).  
178 See especially Richard Kearney (2006).  
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of political prisoner. The artwork itself is ambiguous in its political standpoint. Napier 

invokes collective memory because the source photo achieved an iconic status in Irish 

politics in the early 1980’s due to its symbolic resonance. Yet the discomforting sounds 

of the accordion disturb a nostalgic reading of the image.  

 

 
 

Fig. 4.5 Philip Napier, Ballad No. 1, 1992-1994, 

Arts Council of Northern Ireland Collection 

 

Luke Gibbons, who addresses the work in his catalogue essay, stresses the 

importance of Ballad No. 1as an act of reclaiming cultural memory. He describes how 

“the blown-up photogravure effect of the image is achieved through small nails, a 

reminder of the aura of martyrdom surrounding Sand’s death on hunger-strike in 1981” 

(58). The lung-like accordion “link[s] the famished body with mourning and collective 

memory, the off-key image becomes, in effect, a living monument for the Famine and 

the dark shadow which it cast on the lung of the Irish body politic” (59). The instrument 

itself signifies traditional music, particularly the street singers and the popular ballads 

that were repeatedly targeted by the authorities as cultural expressions of insurgency. To 
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support this interpretation, Gibbons illustrated his essay with an image of a ballad singer 

from the London Illustrated News of 1881. His emphasis is on the collective memory he 

sees inherent in the image.  

In an article ironically titled “Race Isn’t an Irish Issue,” artist and critic Daniel 

Jewesbury questions Gibbons's observations and provides an alternative reading of the 

work: 

 
[T]he image of Bobby Sands is composed not of “small nails” but, crucially 
of accordion buttons. … Furthermore, given Napier’s background as a 
Northern Irish Protestant, and the fact that his work is produced in Belfast, it 
would be reasonably important to point out that the piano accordion is 
synonymous in the North with loyalist marching bands, rather than being 
reminiscent of Irish traditional music. Far from being a one-dimensional 
lament for Bobby Sands, the piece is much more layered and interrogative. 
(1998: 26) 

 

Jewesbury highlights how finely the line is drawn in Napier's work between Catholic 

and Protestant communities. He argues that the presence of the piano accordion, 

associated with Loyalism, next to the portrait made of accordion buttons, associated 

with “traditional” Irish music, leaves the relation between conflicting icons unresolved. 

In what could be read as a subaltern reading of Irish postcoloniality, Jewesbury draws 

attention to the presence of identities that are written out by the homogenising drive of 

national narratives. He emphasizes that, despite its counter-hegemonic drive, Gibbons’s 

situating of the work within the collective memory of a Catholic Irish majority makes 

little space for Napier’s Protestant identity or other recalcitrant cultural identities within 

the postcolonial state.  

 Rather than singling out Gibbons’s account, Jewesbury goes on to conclude that 

Protestant Irishness and other minority positions have in fact frequently been 

overlooked by what he calls the “Great Narrative of Irish Postcolonialism.” He writes: 

 
The over-reliance on iconography (whether they be icons of “Irishness” or 
of “British oppression”) has meant that it has been difficult to develop a 
more subtle imagery, an imagery that might do justice to investigations of 
the interstices suggested by the “hybrid” examination of Irishness. (1998: 26) 

 
From my perspective, this observation poses a challenge to the conceptual 

underpinnings of the entire exhibition in terms of its understanding of the artists as 
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necessarily subordinate, rather than acknowledging that a single individual can be the 

bearer of a multiplicity of relations of subordination; being dominant in one relation 

while subordinated in another (Mouffe 2006: 77).  

 A number of works in the exhibition also point to the need to perceive the 

conflict as a media battle as much as a territorial one. Willie Doherty, for example, 

presents images of nondescript stretches of road and land that resemble journalistic 

photographs in his Untitled (At the Border) series (1996).179 Through the title’s 

association with the Troubles, the viewer is prompted to complete the narrative and 

locate the images within it. Doherty’s strategy crucially emphasizes the photograph’s 

(and implicitly the media’s) failure to provide the viewer with access to the “real.”  

In her anthology essay Joan Fowler explains that this involves a battle of representation 

of the Troubles as “either a war for freedom against imperialism, or as a need to defend 

citizens against terrorism.” Fowler suggests the relevance of shifting to a Baudrillardian 

account of reality in understanding the recent development of the Troubles, in which the 

concept of fiction and representations as mere adjuncts is inadequate (81). Doherty’s 

photographs were displayed together with twelve baseball caps by Ortiz, presented in 

four glass display cases. Although visually disparate, the two works meet in their 

interest in the logic by which nations, and specifically, Ireland and the “Ireland” offered 

for media consumption, are constituted, exposing their fault lines.180  

In a later essay, Daniel Jewesbury commented that by the mid 1990s the 

Troubles had actually outmaneuvered artists’ ability to “portray” them (2005: 529). He 

suggests that this was due to a shift towards the bureaucratization of the political 

process and the cynicism of the so-called peace that replaced the troubles and 

underwrote the post-Troubles political dispensation (2005: 529). The difficulty of 

representing such a complex situation through curatorial means is not to be 

underestimated. In my perspective it begs for the development of new strategies that can 

create more space for the inevitable gaps between representation and the represented. I 

will go on to discuss the possibility of developing such strategies at the end of the 

                                                 
179 For an in-depth consideration of how O’Doherty uses representational strategies, see also O’Brien 
(2003), Bennett (2005) and Alcobia-Murphy (2005:  v-x).  
180 I paraphrase Colin Graham, who comments that his book Deconstructing Ireland follows Derrida “in 
the interest it has in examining the logic by which ‘Ireland’ and the ‘Ireland’ of Irish Studies constitute 
themselves, looking for underlying forms of thought  and conception, and reading through their fault 
lines” (2001: x).  
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chapter. First I will turn to the question of representing Diaspora identity within the 

exhibition, which had provided an important early departure point.  

 

Diasporic Mediations 

A similar level of attention to the representation itself was called for if diasporic 

relations were to be unpacked in a manner that did justice to their differentiated nature. 

In her catalogue essay, Ziff refers to “a common experience of discrimination, 

politically, economically, culturally, and linguistically” among Chicanos in America 

and the Irish in Britain (29). Various aspects of this commonality are addressed by other 

authors in the anthology. Richard Rodriguez recalls Mexican and Irish influences on his 

childhood. Rubén Martinez writes about the US-Mexican border. Fionnula Flanagan 

recalls her youth as a young emigrant to England. Mary J. Hickman addresses the 

assimilation of the Irish in Britain. Yet, as Breda Gray has argued, the concept of 

“diaspora” veers towards an essentialist usage if the political, historical and economic 

factors that underpin emigration are not addressed (2006). In the years leading up to 

Distant Relations, Ireland went from being an emigration country to a destination for 

immigrants, as I have mentioned. This raised the question of how to do justice to the 

way that the historic oppression of the Irish had given way to differentiated levels of 

privilege and power holding in the present.  

Ziff found the clearest parallel between Chicano artists of Mexican descent and 

Irish artists in Britain. Her framing of Irish artists in Britain as members of an Irish 

Diaspora was also pioneering.181 While emigrant Irish artists had been over-represented 

in exhibitions of Irish art, attention had rarely been drawn to their expatriate status, 

while the same artists were usually framed unproblematically as British in the British 

context. We have seen this with Orpen in chapter one and I will look at this issue in 

more depth in the next chapter. The reluctance of Irish artists to identify themselves as 

diasporic has partly to do with the dominant perception of the Irish Diaspora in Britain 

as working class, which is at odds with the mostly upper middle-class class basis of the 

art world. In her essay for the Distant Relations anthology, Mary Hickman states that in 

                                                 
181 Its sole precedent was Diaspora Project (1991-4), the first large-scale curatorial project engaging with 
an Irish contemporary art diaspora. Unfortunately, this project ran out of funding mid-way, leaving the 
project unfinished and poorly documented, despite its noteworthy level of research, its insightful 
commissioning of new works and its ambitious plans for long-term engagement. See Hardy (1994). 
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fact a range of social classes have migrated from Ireland to Britain for over 200 years, 

including both Protestants and Catholics. She argues that the process of constructing the 

Irish minority as working class Catholics extends the predetermined problematised 

place for the Irish in Anglo-Irish colonial relations. Irish artists' distancing from a 

diasporic status offers a way out of this problematisation, while also protecting them 

from the potential loss of cultural capital we saw affect Le Brocquy’s reception. 

Ziff's reference to linguistic discrimination is suggestive of how, in the absence 

of any defining visual features, the most obvious markers of Irish racial difference in 

Britain are Irish accents and dialect vocabulary. Hickman elaborates on how the 

Prevention of Terrorism act of 1974, created after the Birmingham pub bombings, 

fuelled anti-Irish racism, with police advocating to “watch out for Irish accents” making 

the whole linguistic community a suspicious political community. In a less explicitly 

political vein, Ziff chose to include Turas, a work by Sheffield-based Irish artist Frances 

Hegarty which addressed the inter-generational transfer of language. Having grown up 

in Northern Ireland speaking the indigenous Irish language (Gaelic, Irish), the artist had 

lost her fluency when she immigrated to England at the age of eight and the work 

addressed the resulting sense of loss. I will look at this work in detail in the next chapter 

in relation to 0044: Irish Artists in London, an exhibition that took place in 1999.  

For now, I simply want to suggest that Turas is a powerful work, engaging as it 

does in historical and contemporary cultural and political narratives in a highly personal 

way. Yet, in itself, it could not represent the range of experience that might adequately 

address emigration within the exhibition at large. Ziff’s emphasis on the Irish Diaspora 

in Britain meant omitting Irish American artists from the exhibition – partly for the 

pragmatic reason of the show’s over-ambitious scope, but apparently also because of 

their privileged social position. She writes:  

 
After much discussion in the early stages of the development of this project, 
I chose to limit the group of artists to four geographic centres: Ireland, 
Mexico, California (Chicano) and England (Irish diaspora). The obvious 
omission was the exclusion of Irish American artists …. The majority of 
Irish American artists have through time become absorbed into mainstream 
American culture, and while individual artists like Mark Alice Durant, 
Patrick Ireland, and Michael Tracy reveal through their work a conscious 
relationship to their Irish heritage, their experience as Irish Americans today 
does not place them outside the dominant culture in the way in which 
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Chicana/o artists have systematically been excluded or Irish artists in Britain 
have been marginalized. (29) 

 

The asymmetrical relations between the Irish and Chicanos in America were obscured 

in the exhibition by this omission. In the process the very different dynamics of the low 

cultural capital of Irishness in Britain and the high capital of Irishness as an identity of 

choice in the American context are homogenized. The fixed association of Irishness 

with marginality and oppression is confirmed by the curator’s justification for the 

exclusion. Finding all non-American-based Irish artists’ work inherently transgressive, 

Ziff heralds them for working outside of the mainstream. Writing about the participating 

artists in Distant Relations, she comments: “It is precisely this [colonial] experience that 

places these contributors outside of the mainstream.” Ziff overlooks the contradiction 

that her selection for the exhibition is mostly made up of some of the most validated 

artists in mainstream Irish art discourse. Dramatic discrepancies in levels of status and 

privilege in the Mexican context are obscured by heavy reliance on the discourses of the 

less privileged Zapatistas and Chicanos and an assumption that Mexican artists are 

outside of the mainstream, regardless of their class or social positions.  

The absence of even a passing reference to the immigrant population in Ireland 

in the mid 1990s validated the narrative of “migrant Ireland” over “immigrant Ireland” 

(Chan 2005: 5). In fact, more justice could have been done to the range of Irish 

diasporic experience through the inclusion of one further work by Frances Hegarty 

alone. Her video Gold (1995) had taken up precisely the subject of the differentiated 

positions Irish emigrants have held by cross-referencing two locations; the artist’s 

native Donegal, seen through images of the artist cutting turf, and the desert of Australia, 

where the artist is pictured engaged in a mesmeric scooping of red sand. The voice-over 

places the second image in personal and wider political contexts, quoting male and 

female emigrants’ letters from the 19th century that echo the imperialist spirit and the 

toils of domestic life in a harsh new world. The artist is both colonized and colonizer, 

occupying positions of subordination and power simultaneously. A further image, 

recorded with a concealed video at a checkpoint in Derry, shows the place of the artist’s 

departure. It raises questions about the relationship between these postcolonial scenarios 

and contemporary politics but it draws no conclusions, except to frustrate the possibility 

that the emigrant’s home might offer an untroubled sense of place. 
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Gold can furthermore be singled out for its implicit engagement with Irish 

whiteness in a postcolonial context and, as Suzanna Chan has highlighted, its opening 

up of a discourse on the relationship between whiteness and gender. Chan writes: 

 
Reading Frances Hegarty’s Gold involves tracing the contingency of 
gendered whiteness, and its socio-political (re)construction across 
geographical territories, which carries an implicit undermining of 
essentialist notions of identity or “Irishness”. Hegarty does not claim a 
simplistic otherness, but acknowledges a historical context of Irish 
participation in the white settler colonization of Australia. But in critically 
examining the figure of the female colonizer, the work does not suppose to 
“speak” for the colonized other. (2004: 13) 

 

Hegarty’s exploration of comparative locations echoes the wider narrative of Distant 

Relations but it points towards the use of this narrative intervention for different ends. It 

suggests the potential for containing conflicting narratives within one rhetorical 

structure, and shows the relevance of doing so in relation to postcoloniality as a subject.  

 

Curatorial Significance  

The narrative framing within Distant Relations, like many identity politics exhibitions, 

presupposed a one-on-one relationship between what was represented and what it 

represents. It can only achieve its ends by suppressing the gap between artistic and 

political representation. Although insightful and provocative juxtapositions were set up 

within the exhibition, Ziff’s curatorial concept does not do justice to the complexity of 

individual artistic approaches to the relationship between artistic and political 

representation that we have seen in Napier’s, Ortiz’s and Gruner’s work in particular.182 

An alternative engagement with the ways in which the two nations were developing 

differently might have pointed to aspects of postcoloniality that break the conceptual 

container of “the postcolonial” as an undifferentiated category of the marginal and 

subordinate. In the process, the perceived separation of postcolonial art discourse from 

mainstream artistic developments could have been much more definitively challenged 

from within, had this been Ziff’s intention.  

 The gap between intentionality and outcome is an important issue here. Ziff had 

stated at the outset that the Distant Relations exhibition “was not intended as a neat and 
                                                 
182 Reviewers of the exhibition also battled with the challenge of drawing out the complexities and, 
despite the potential richness of the juxtaposition, felt nonplussed. See for example Masterson (1996).  
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tidy package of similarities” but rather “a platform for discussion” about the art works 

and their associated (postcolonial) histories (1995: 43). Yet at times the outcome 

diverged from this vision in significant ways. For curators of contemporary art, it has 

become the norm to emphasize the provisionality of their readings in this way. They 

often refer to their curatorial vision as a mere proposition. Yet, although representation 

is always only a proposition, this observation should not stand in the way of 

acknowledging the very real difficulty for viewers to see the work outside of the 

curator’s spatial and textual framings. Even if the curator “pretend[s] to be as self-

effacing as the narrator of nineteenth-century realist fiction,” their framings are 

nevertheless fully present (Bal 1996: 158).  

Many curators today feel that they can solve this problem by entirely rejecting 

the possibility of making exhibitions about a subject. Thematic shows are often seen to 

be repressive per se because they too readily reduce possible interpretations of art works 

by forcing its viewers to examine the work in question through a thematic filter (Rugoff 

2008: 47-8). This black-and-white solution overlooks the extent to which the curator’s 

perspective can bring about comparable effects in non-thematic shows. Furthermore, 

given the persistence of exhibitions about a subject in museum curating in particular, we 

might better ask how curatorial narrative might incorporate this awareness of its own 

representational limits.  

We have seen in this chapter that the exhibition concept functions as just one 

representation within the exhibition as a whole. Others are contained within individual 

art works, which, as we have seen with for example Ortiz’s work vis-à-vis Ziff’s 

curatorial narrative, can contradict, extend or turn upside down the central tenets of the 

exhibition concept. They furthermore negotiate each other’s meanings, creating a 

multiplicity of representations. As my case studies here and my previous analysis of 

Orpen’s retrospective might have suggested, the process can get to the point where the 

entire meaning of the exhibition narrative can be rendered unstable. If, as we have 

learned from poststructuralism, the production of meaning is always relational and 

conditional and not solely inherent in the object, surely it is necessary to foreground the 

impossibility for a curator to remain in full control of the meanings produced by the 

exhibition. Yet not through stating this intention alone.  
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I wonder whether curators might find themselves in a position to more 

actively interrogate the impossible seamlessness expected of the standard 

exhibition narrative by explicitly engaging with the representative component of 

the curatorial act. In chapter three I emphasized the relevance of curators taking 

an epistemological approach, rather than an ontological one, in relation to national 

exhibitions. But the same can be said of monographic and thematic shows. I am 

concerned with how curatorial narratives might be developed to draw attention to 

their own existence within particular epistemic paradigms. I want to consider how 

they might additionally create space to bear a multiplicity of meanings and 

relations from within, especially when they are in symbolic conflict with one 

another.  

Deconstruction suggests the need to gather the multiplicity of meaning 

created by a work or a subject; appealing to all networks of significations, thereby 

presupposing an almost infinite expansion of meanings. Clearly, infinite meanings 

cannot be represented in an exhibition narrative. But I wonder whether, if the 

curatorial “I” was more explicitly presented as a discourse-producing function, 

rather than an authorial “I”, the viewer might be invited to more actively consider 

the act of knowledge production undertaken within the exhibition.183 Asja 

Szafraniec reflects on Derrida’s engagement with the “literariness” of a text in a 

manner that I find suggestive for this kind of self-reflexive curatorial practice:  

 
It is through such self-reflective iterations (and as one of them) that the 
author’s signature inserts itself into the work. From then on, the signature is 
both, and undecidably, a “receptacle” assuming responsibility for the 
(hyper-)totality of textual events produced by the work, as well as just one 
of the infinity of the gatherable singular items. It attempts to embrace the 
textual event of the work as a whole but is at the same time itself embraced, 
put en abyme, by the latter. (2007: 54) 

 

                                                 
183 Of late, there has been much attention to knowledge production in art discourse and in curatorial 
presentations. Recent exhibitions like Bringing Up Knowledge (2010) explore the construction of 
knowledge in relation to memory and history through a display of artistic works that engage with this 
problematic. Yet the knowledge construction inherent in the curatorial act does not come into question in 
such endeavors. Bringing Up Knowledge was curated by Octavio Zaya and held at laboratorio 987, 
Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León  and Museo de Léon, in Leon, Spain from April 10-
June 6, 2010. See http://musac.es/index_en.php?ref=28500. Accessed May 2010. 
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I wonder how the curatorial narrative might similarly become a container that 

assumes responsibility for the proliferation of meanings the exhibition generates 

but that, while bearing the curator’s signature (his/her vision or thinking), 

acknowledges his or her reading as just one of these meanings. This might open 

the space for more symbolic conflict and create a less hegemonic approach to 

narrative construction.  

 This approach might include a more explicit acknowledgement on the 

curator’s part of how the initial concept had become implicated by the additional, 

and possibly contradictory, knowledge conveyed by the art works it frames. 

Textually, it might mean naming some of the questions raised by the art works 

vis-à-vis the curatorial departure point and leaving them unanswered. It might 

mean juxtaposing conflicting readings and inviting the viewer to take their own 

position. It could entail explicitly addressing the curator’s own doubts about the 

seamlessness of the exhibition concept, without undoing its validity as a thesis. 

All of this requires a more dedicated engagement with the wall texts 

accompanying the exhibition. I wonder if it is possible to develop writing 

strategies specifically for wall texts and labels that can bear the weight of this 

acknowledgement.  

The additional meanings generated by the art works are likely to be partly 

different from and partly similar to the curatorial departure point, rather than entirely 

incongruous, as we have seen in Distant Relations. These multiple discourses might 

additionally provide a stronger point of connection to other sites of social, cultural and 

political discourse so that curatorial self-reflexivity might open out at an angle to reality 

rather than being undertaken as an interiorized institutional discourse.184 This is a 

different proposition than the kind of self-reflexive institutional critique that has become 

the norm in museums over the past five years or so, which is largely self-contained. 

Not all exhibitions use wall texts or words to convey their underlying curatorial 

thinking or vision, as we know. Many exhibitions tell stories solely through spatial 

means in their juxtapositions of works in relation to each other and in relation to the 

                                                 
184 In my formation I draw on Szafraniec’s discussion of Derrida’s understanding of critical literature: 
“One cannot just introduce a self-reflexive moment into a literary work, if what one wants is to give it the 
force of a genuinely critical experience. The self-reflection stages here is not face-to-face – which would 
make literature closed in upon itself and indifferent to the outside world – but at an angle, à l’écart, which 
means that in differing from itself, it is also open to what is beyond it” (2008: 13-14).  

 181



architecture of the exhibition space. Curators are used to creating walking paths that 

encourage a flow of movement through the exhibition and sometimes take advantage of 

the idiosyncrasies of their institutional architecture to unexpected effect. We have seen 

how architecture was used to physically lead the viewer to Upstone’s curatorial 

conclusions about Orpen in chapter one. I wonder whether the signifying effects of the 

standard exhibition route could be rewired spatially to undermine the teleology that is 

characteristic of the standard exhibition narrative. I am imagining spatial equivalents to 

the circuitous talking of Coleman’s installation, which brought about discursive 

displacements to disrupt the chain of signifiers associated with Irish art.  

Paul Basu suggests that Daniel Libeskind’s famous design for the Jewish 

Museum in Berlin brings about an inevitable decentring of curatorial control, which 

“widens participation and opens access in other ways” (2007: 68). He describes its 

architectural structures as “materializations of the process of rethinking” (2007: 67). 

This hints at the narrative potential of space within the exhibition itself, whatever the 

form of the museum building. Curator Ydessa Hendeles explored a comparable 

possibility in her exhibition Partners (2003-4). She placed art works in such a way that 

visual discontinuity and conceptual cul-de-sacs might occur at physical dead ends in the 

exhibition space’s walking route to encourage the viewer to spend more time with this 

inconclusiveness.185 We might also look to the ways in which artist Daniel Buren 

challenged the powerful conventions of the retrospective in his exhibition Le Musée qui 

n’existait pas held at the Centre Pompidou in Paris in 2002. Buren undermined the 

convention of linear historical representation by staging the entire show as a 

gesamtkunstwerk in which everything was compositionally related to the same idea.186 

Although it may be too radical a strategy for standard use in monographic and thematic 

exhibitions, it reminds us that contemporary artists use the museum space in ways that 

might be channeled back to innovate the range of strategies available for curators in the 

making of exhibitions.  

I proposed in chapter three that an understanding of culture-as-such must often 

be “presupposed” for an explanation of an individual work or an individual artist’s 

                                                 
185 See Bal (2007) and Hendeles (2004 and 2009).   
186 Dorothea von Hantelmann noted that “The essential artistic strategy through which Buren denied the 
show’s effect as a retrospective was the experience of aimless walking … No matter how far one walked, 
there was neither a beginning nor an end to this exhibition; no progress and no development, only the 
constant differentiation of the same” (2010: 107).  
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oeuvre, even when the demand for representation as such is not explicit.187 In the next 

chapter I want to examine the issue of how representations of the national become 

relevant to individual artists on occasions which are not explicitly nationally 

representative. My intention is to further examine the value of language and specifically 

the value of the artists’ and curator’s production of discourse within artistic production 

and within speech, which embodies cultural capital in specific ways. 

                                                 
187 Hamacher refers to Friedrich Schleiermacher’s observation that an understanding of the whole must be 
presupposed for an explanation of the part (1993: 30).  

 183



Chapter Five 

0044: Dislocated Speech, Silence and Curatorial Narratives 

 

 

Fig. 5.1 Frances Hegarty, Turas, 1991, video still  

 

Entering a darkened room, the viewer walks across a series of small light boxes 

embedded in the floor, forming a pathway. The light boxes show fragments of text in 

the Irish language submerged in water, which seems to increasingly “reclaim” the text 

to the point of its eradication. At the end of the path, there is a large screen at floor level 

showing a sparse interior vignette of an adult daughter and her mother (Fig. 5.1). A 

book is passed back and forth between the two in silence, making tangible that an act of 

transfer is taking place. A soundtrack can be heard in which the mother speaks, 

repeating the same sentence again and again. The daughter tries to imitate the sound of 

the speech, but she fails at every attempt. The mother’s speech is fluent, natural. The 

daughter’s attempt at the correct intonation is laboured and clumsy. The words are 

similar but they are never the same. The mother closes her eyes. She seems to focus all 

of her energy on the task of making her child speak but it is no good. The daughter fails, 

again and again. The transfer is interrupted when the daughter stands up. She walks 

towards the camera and the scene is blocked out before the scenario starts to replay 

again.  
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This installation was exhibited in Distant Relations with a view to shedding light 

on diasporic issues relating to the Irish in Britain. Its title, Turas, is the Irish word for 

journey. Yet the title, like the content of the conversation, remained unintelligible to the 

non Irish-speaking viewer. In a later interview, Hegarty explained what is being spoken: 

 
The sound is me asking her repeatedly, in Irish, if she can return my 
language to me, and she says, “Of course I can give you your Gaelic. I 
absolutely believe that I could give you your language back again.” (Murray 
1999: 84) 

 

Reflecting on the linguistic transfer taking place Monica Ross has commented: 

 
In Turas Hegarty re-enacts the prehistory of the passage of every child from 
the space of maternal intimacy into language – the primal split which forms 
our cultural identity and where the loss of one is the gain of the other. Turas 
layers an additional scene over this primary instance. We are made aware 
that something traumatic has occurred, that the mother and daughter are 
more than symbolically separated. (2004: 26) 

 

Ross identifies how the scene of transfer is also a scene of loss, but not just in the 

Lacanian sense that entry into language entails losing an original unity (with the 

mother). She observes that Hegarty has undergone both a linguistic and a physical 

displacement, with emigration relegating her primary entry into language – her mother 

tongue – from her conscious memory:  

 
In her spare reconstruction of this intimate dynamic, the artist makes 
something much larger and more complex plain – the cultural dilemma of 
Ireland and all those subject to its diaspora. The effect of this second 
splitting of the personality in language is both a symbolic and physical 
experience of migrants. The task of representing the grievance of such 
cultural partition, particularly where it has been enforced, is announced by 
Turas as the journey which all of Hegarty’s works undertake. (26) 

 

Ross’s observation of this loss as representative of Irish diasporic experience is 

insightful, but it requires some qualification if justice is to be done to the full 

complexity of the work and to the particular cultural paradigms it draws on. Firstly, as 

Patricia Palmer clarifies elsewhere, “mother tongue” and “native language” are not 

necessarily synonymous in the Irish context, despite Irish being the official language of 
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the state since Independence (2001: 1). As most Irish emigrants already speak English 

as their first language, Hegarty’s experience is thus not generally representative of “the 

cultural dilemma of Ireland and all those subject to its diaspora,” as Ross contends. It is 

rather the expression of a minority who still speak Irish as a first language.  

Hegarty’s experience as a native-Irish-speaking migrant is more strongly 

evocative of the waves of emigrants who left Ireland in the famine era, most of whom 

were from rural Irish-speaking areas. This reading was enhanced in earlier versions of 

the same work that included footage of a physical journey from the port of Derry on the 

River Foyle – the departure point of Hegarty’s emigration and of thousands of 

emigrants in the 19th century – to its source in Donegal. The artist’s frustrated attempts 

to return to Irish, a pre-Anglicized mother tongue, can be read as an embodiment of the 

impossibility of a return to “origins” from a migrant perspective, but also from a 

postcolonial perspective, because of the wider loss of Irish as a lingua franca during the 

colonial period.188 Ireland’s heterogeneous political history is in fact embedded in the 

linguistic one. The artist’s voice politicizes the perceived speech act by simultaneously 

evoking a colonial history and the contemporary moment. In the Northern Irish context, 

where Irish-English, Ulster Scots and Irish are spoken, Irish has been used as a language 

of political resistance and Sinn Féin and Republicans argue for the preservation of Irish 

as the link to two thousand years of Gaelic continuity (Palmer 2001: 1). 

The discrepancy between Ross’s account and a historical explanation of 

Hegarty’s lived experience firstly draws attention to the differential positioning of 

emigrants, which breaks down the potentially homogenizing force of the notion of 

Diaspora. It invites us to consider the inherent tension in Turas between the common 

understanding of language as expressive of national, regional or racial identity, which is 

inherently bound up with certain values, and a more political view of language as a tool 

in the creation of a community. We have seen Hegarty speak Irish from a culturally 

                                                 
188 The loss of Irish as mother tongue of the nation was initiated by British colonial imposition of the 
English language in the Elizabethan era but is popularly associated with the first occasion of mass 
emigration of Irish people during the Famine era (1830s) when, under British rule, half of the population 
died or emigrated (Palmer 2001; Carroll 2003). Clair Wills suggests that the more complete picture is of 
the English language proceeding by means of “prestige and active consent,” rather than domination by 
coercion and passive consent, in line with Gramsci's theorization of hegemony (1991: 24). For members 
of the Young Ireland movement of 1848, the project of creating one linguistic community was thus akin 
to creating the nation, and transcended the potentially divisive effects of class, urban/rural populations, 
social status etc. (Lloyd 1987: 71).  
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alienated position in Turas, removed from her “authentic” identity. The implicit but 

undemonstrated second half of this linguistic scenario would be to consider Hegarty as 

an English-speaking artist in the British context. She would appear to be a native 

English speaker, but in the absence of any defining features, her Irish accent and dialect 

vocabulary would be the most obvious marks of social and cultural difference. Turas 

hints at the almost imperceptible scene of translation that opens up when emigrant Irish 

artists speak in the London art world. It suggests that there is a gap between the artist’s 

apparent ability to speak and the lived conditions for the production of discourse.  

I see this (obscured) scene of translations as indicative of a wider phenomenon 

within the art world; namely the assumption that all artists can “speak” and be heard in 

the international art world. On close inspection, the apparent freedom to speak is 

troubled by the difference between producing discourse and producing a discourse 

which will be heard and recognized as legitimate. I want to pay attention here to how  

the symbolic power relation between speakers engenders the social conditions of the 

possibility of establishing (art) discourse. Turas provides a departure point from which 

to consider the voice and the relationship between speech and art discourse production. 

This chapter focuses on the symbolic aspects of artists having a voice, as well as the 

physical voice, which, I wish to articulate, embodies history linguistically. 

Turas cannot be exhausted in a single reading. We can recall Jacques Lacan’s 

account of nostalgic longing for the time before the daughter’s symbiotic relationship 

with the mother is interrupted, leaving a permanent trace in her psyche. As Ross’s 

reading had intimated, this psychic trace is also a linguistic trace that might be attributed 

to the national level. Writing about the video’s transition from land to language, 

Hegarty writes: 

 
[T]he Mothervoice offers itself as an alternative, a repository of knowledge 
and a fund of cultural energy with which to resist the effects of displacement. 
In Turas, the daughter’s relationship to the Mothertongue is not only 
gendered but predicated on a genealogical link with the maternal body. 
There is also an analogy between the separation from the mother and the 
emigrant’s trauma of lost access to both language and the physical 
landscape. (Ziff 1995: 119) 

 

Hegarty’s emphasis on the maternal relationship that precedes the speech act reminds us 

that speech is also tied to the body. The loss of the mother tongue is also a physical loss 
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which goes beyond the loss of a linguistic register to affect all of Hegarty’s artistic 

output. In a catalogue interview Hegarty intimates that despite using her own body as a 

point of focus throughout her oeuvre, she cannot use her own voice: “The only place 

where I have a problem with that is my voice. When I’ve used it, I’m unable to do that” 

(Murray 1999). This loss of voice affects Hegarty deeply at the level of production. Her 

practice at large is marked by this absence of self-voice. 

Barthes’ understanding of Kristeva’s notion of the geno-song comes to mind: 

“the space where significations germinate ‘from within language and in its very 

materiality’” (1977: 182).189 Barthes makes specific reference to the “materiality of the 

body speaking its mother tongue” or what he names the grain of the voice. For Barthes, 

this “grain” was an individual voice imparted in the “very precise space … of the 

encounter between a language and a voice” (1977: 181). As Hegarty repeats her 

mother’s language, her disconnection from it becomes apparent. She lacks the “grain of 

the voice” to bind it to herself. Barthes refers to the geno-song as “that apex (or that 

depth) of production” which is deeper and to be distinguished from “directed 

communication, representation (of feelings), expression etc.” (182). 

Hegarty seeks out this “grain of the voice.” Rather than considering her identity 

as potentially hybrid, Hegarty seems to ground the possibility of identity on the 

recovery of an original or authentic identity. In the catalogue interview, she speaks of 

her “growing awareness that in order to reclaim what I knew and gain access to my 

culture and its literature, I would have to reclaim/relearn my mother tongue” (1999: 37). 

The insistent possibility of recuperating an authentic national identity through language 

detracts from the ambivalent status of (Irish) emigrants in the conception of the national 

“we” in Ireland and in England.190 At the same time, however, the gaps, silences and 

slippages in Turas hover towards acknowledging the impossibility of the translation, 

pointing towards a radical deconstruction of the notion of the unitary subject. Hegarty 

sees the relearning of her lost mother tongue as a necessity, but equally, the laboured 

and painstaking attempts and the frustrations felt during the re-acquisition point to the 

                                                 
189 Kristeva distinguished between “pheno-text”and “geno-text” to emphasize the continuum of effects 
that passed between the formation of the speaking subject and the works produced by him or her. In 
Revolution of Poetic Language (1984), she uses these terms to analyze how the subject’s relation to the 
maternal body and the social order manifests itself in the form and content of a poem.  
190 This drive towards a homogenous identity also replicates the ways in which the conception of a shared 
language, race and identity in the setting up of the Free State suppressed difference in its conception of 
Irishness.  
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implicit violence of the action. What is meant to be natural is re-introduced in what 

finally appears to be the most unnatural manner, despite and infringing upon the 

mother-child relationship. In this way the scenario also anticipates the distance between 

Irish emigrants to England and their anglicized children, which is more than a 

generational gap. Hegarty’s wish for a return to authenticity reflects the difficult birth of 

the notion of a hybrid identity, “second-generation” Irishness being a contested and 

largely invisible identity in Britain and Ireland alike (Gray 2006; Walter 2008).  

Artist and writer Shirley McWilliam, who interviews Hegarty in the catalogue, 

comments on Hegarty’s momentary inhabitance or possession of spaces in a number of 

recent video works. Hegarty responds: “But not in a way that leaves a permanent mark, 

because that’s part of the political landscape that I’m trying to avoid or trying to avoid 

speaking of” (1999: 80). Although it is merely a passing comment, her stated attempt 

“to avoid speaking of” what is nevertheless present, alerts us to the fact that her 

childhood loss of voice is compounded by a kind of self-censorship of her adult speech 

as an Irish artist in London. I am interested in the intertwined relationship between these 

two occasions of loss of voice – the absence of this unheard voice in the art work itself, 

as well as in the discourse that is produced around it.191 I wonder if there is space in 

curatorial narratives to hear these kinds of silences and to address the work in question 

with regard for the wider social and cultural phenomena it evokes.  

In this chapter, I want to consider these questions in relation to an exhibition 

from 1999 entitled 0044: Irish Artists in Britain, which, in contrast to Distant Relations, 

celebrated what it described as the “transnational” position inhabited by Irish artists 

living in London. Hegarty was selected to participate in this exhibition, for which she 

chose to exhibit Auto-Portrait #1, a video work dealing with her self-image. In this 

chapter I will bring her earlier work Turas to bear on the multi-layered speech acts 

surrounding the 0044 exhibition as a whole.192  

                                                 
191 See also Alison Kooistra (2008) for an analysis of the relationship between being seen, having a voice 
and embodying identity.  
192 In his review of the exhibition for Iconophilia, William V. Ganis referred to Frances Hegarty’s video 
installation, Auto-Portrait #1 as “the exhibition’s literal and emotional center,” with the loud soundtrack 
actually giving the exhibition a pulse, while presenting a self-image without a voice. He writes: “Auto 
Portrait #1, 1999, is a narrative sequence of strobes increasing in cadence. The artist claws at herself until 
under increasingly bright light she becomes skeletal and dematerialized. Later in the sequence, Hegarty 
mimes her rematerialization, grabbing substance from the void and putting herself back together as the 
strobe tempo slows” (Ganis: 1999). Auto-Portrait #1 is the first of three self-portraits Hegarty makes 
around this time. In the second one, she includes a distant voice that is not her own and in the third, her 

 189



In chapter two we observed that Le Brocquy did not protest against curatorial 

reframing of his national identity as English, and with it, the reframing of important 

aspects of his work. His silence was seen to be a strategy of advancement and a mark of 

ambivalence regarding his national identity. In this chapter I will negotiate the interplay 

between the authority of the curator, social opinion and artists’ own reflections on their 

practices and artistic identities in more depth, using artists’ interviews from the 

catalogue, the curatorial essay, a related interview with the curator and wider critical 

response to issues surrounding Irish emigration to Britain. My aim is to examine how 

the symbolic power relation between speakers engenders the social conditions of the 

possibility of establishing discourse.  

In the absence of other visible markers of identity, Irish people’s use of 

regionally varied dialects is collapsed in the English context into a perceived “Irish 

accent” which typically triggers stereotypical associations, which are “embedded in 

English culture, available to be drawn on in specific contexts” (Walter 2008: 174). The 

digits in the exhibition title 0044 refer to the telephone dialling code for the UK, a title 

which refers to the artists’ position as interlocutors between the two countries, with an 

emphasis on speech. Following in the conceptual footsteps of Turas, I will examine the 

potential gap between the migrant artists’ apparent ability to speak or produce discourse 

and the submerged gaps and fissures that operate in response to the social conditions for 

the production of discourse.  

The exhibition offers an unusual opportunity to examine the relationship 

between ordinary speech in the form of artists’ interviews and the production of a more 

official discourse through the artists’ works, the exhibition as a curatorial act, and 

through what the artists and curator say about those works. The exhibition concept itself 

begs questions about the often contradictory relationship between curatorial conceptions 

of migrant artists as, on the one hand, metropolitan intellectuals and, on the other, 

members of a diaspora and potentially an embodied “history of the present within the 

longue durée of colonialism-nationalism” (Radhakrishnan 1993: 764). We will observe 

that the artists’ voices awkwardly inhabit the indeterminacy between the double status 

                                                                                                                                               
own voice becomes present. Sharon Kivland describes how, in the work “this liberal act of speech 
produces what appear to be undesirable side effects, which in their turn have an effect on the supposedly 
curative flow of speech. She clutches at her throat, plucks at her dress. … Her breathing is rushed. I hold 
my breath; my chest hurts. The words suffocate her and there is no respite from remembering (2003: 13).  
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of metropolitan professional and postcolonial diaspora, which leads towards sketching 

out a grey area between national and transnational discourses. 

For this study I look in particular to Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis in Language and 

Symbolic Power (2003). Bourdieu criticizes linguists like de Saussure for approaching 

speech “as if the capacity to speak, which is virtually universal, could be identified with 

the socially conditioned way of realizing this natural capacity …” (2003: 54). He 

argues rather that the linguistic competence necessary to produce grammatically correct 

speech in no way qualifies the speaker for the production of legitimate language that is 

“likely to be listened to, likely to be recognized as acceptable in all the situations in 

which there is occasion to speak” (2003: 55). This social capacity to speak is drawn 

from the habitus and thus the social conditions for the production of legitimate 

discourse involve long-term cultural narratives, with the meaning and value of speech 

determined by history. Having seen the Irish transition to whiteness in the last chapter, 

this explains for example why Irish accents might be admired in the U.S. context but are 

considered to be of low cultural capital in the former colonial Motherland (Walter 

2001a; 2008). The structure of these linguistic relations depends on the symbolic power 

relation between the two (or more) speakers on an individual level and on the level of 

national discourses.  

 

The Exhibition 

0044: Irish Artists in Britain has been one of the few contemporary art exhibitions to 

explicitly engage with the emigration of Irish artists.193 By doing so, the exhibition also 

broke wider silences within Irish cultural discourse, where the accumulative cultural 

affects of emigration have been rarely, if ever, discussed, despite emigration being one 

of the most defining characteristic of Irish society (O’Sullivan 1994). The exhibition 

confronted a specific silence about the privileged position of London-based Irish artists 

on occasions of national representation abroad. As a former commissioner of Irish 

representation at the Venice Biennale, Murray was interested in using 0044 as an 

occasion to reflect on this situation. As internationally-oriented displays like the Irish 

pavilion at the Venice Biennale did not tour to Irish venues until recently, this work 

generally went unseen in Ireland and 0044 provided a significant opportunity to change 
                                                 
193 Distant Relations and Diaspora Project were the only two exhibitions addressing this subject to date. 
See Ziff (1996) and Hardy (1994) respectively.  
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this situation. The exhibition also toured to the U.S., where it was shown among other 

venues at the prestigious P.S.1 gallery in New York as well as at the Albright Knox Art 

Gallery, Buffalo, whose assistant curator Claire Schneider had aided the overall 

selection.194  

In his curatorial essay, Peter Murray outlined that the twenty artists represented 

in the exhibition did not constitute a group in any formal sense of the word. He 

perceives them collectively because of their places of origin and location, being “for the 

most part … born and raised in Ireland, and now liv[ing] and work[ing] in and around 

London” (1999: 9). The artists were mostly in their thirties and forties, having been 

making art professionally for a decade or more. Two-thirds of the artists were women. 

This reflected the fact that there has been a higher number of women emigrating from 

Ireland than men in most decades since the 19th century, as well as the centrality of 

women artists to Irish art discourse in the 1990s (Gray 2004: 1). The P.S. 1 press release 

further illuminated that the exhibition aimed to address “issues of identity and mobility 

among artists moving between two countries.” The artists were said to explore the 

theme of transnationality, which the title allegedly referred to. Murray suggested that 

the high regard for emigrant artists in Irish selection processes might be attributable to 

the perception that their work was more “connected” to the international art world, or 

what appears to be the British art world specifically. He emphasizes that migrant Irish 

artists are “instrumental in defining the visual arts culture of Britain today” (1999: 10, 

emphasis added). 0044’s reframing of emigration as a success story resonated with a 

wider reframing of Irish culture in which “crises in the nation-state [we]re recoded as 

opportunities in the global village and “[w]hat would have been seen as emigration 

mutate[d] into ‘working abroad’” (Merriman 2005: 493). 

If we compare the narrative emerging in Turas and Distant Relations to the 

curatorial narrative surrounding 0044, a tension emerges between two apparently 

conflicting readings of the subject position of the Irish emigrant artist in Britain. On the 

one hand we find a successful metropolitan subject choosing a lifestyle and on the other 

a contemporary embodiment of historic narratives of colonisation and migration.  

                                                 
194 The exhibition opened at P.S.1 and ran from June 20-Aug. 29 1999 before touring to Albright Knox 
Art Gallery, Buffalo, Sept. 17-Nov. 8 1999, Crawford Municipal Art Gallery, Cork, Ireland, Nov. 1999-
March 2000, and Ormeau Baths Gallery, Belfast, April 2000. It was the inaugural exhibition in the new 
Exhibitions Wing at the Crawford Municipal Art Gallery. 

 192



Both readings homogenize what is in fact a very diverse experience. The range of 

contemporary migrant positions undermines homogenizing definitions of diaspora, 

which fail to distinguish between degrees of mobility, levels of attachment, access to 

resources and forms of cultural capital. The participating artists have differentiated 

degrees of privilege and career mobility and their individual histories are varied.  

Mo White is the only artist who was born in Britain of Irish parents and has 

always lived in Britain, while Frances Hegarty moved there at the age of eight. Of the 

rest, six moved for undergraduate study, a further six for postgraduate study and the 

remainder in mid-career. Over half of the artists moved to London in the 1980s, the 

most recent period of mass out-migration from the Republic of Ireland (Gray 2003: 4). 

Still living in London in the 1990s, they are seen to embody the new entrepreneurial 

spirit associated with the Celtic Tiger. It is now cool to be Irish in Britain, we are told, 

and emigrants’ success stories take centre stage, despite the statistics that most Irish 

emigrants to Britain still had no third level education. Far from being “caused” by the 

“adventurous spirit” of individualistic and upwardly mobile adults, Jim Mc Laughlin 

observes that “Irish emigration has always been a social response to structuring 

processes operating at the level of the national and global economy” and continued in 

this vein during the Celtic Tiger period (2000: 320).  

Murray’s exuberant claims about the artists’ defining presence might be 

identified with one particular success story – namely Mark Francis’s inclusion in 

Sensation: Young British Art from the Saatchi Collection, exhibited at the Royal 

Academy the previous year. This breakthrough, after sixteen years of study and 

professional practice in Britain, was followed by a series of international exhibition 

opportunities that certainly earned Francis the reputation of being well connected 

internationally. There are four other participating artists whose success is conspicuous, 

not least Siobhán Hapaska, who also studied in Britain, who has shown at the I.C.A., the 

Serpentine and the Whitechapel, and was included in Documenta X. Kathy Prendergast, 

who completed her M.A. at the Royal College in London, has exhibited at the Tate 

Gallery, the Royal Festival Hall and the Camden Arts Centre, as well as representing 

Ireland at the Venice Biennale. John Gibbons, who studied at St. Martins in London, is 

also well regarded within British sculpture and has had solo exhibitions at the 

Serpentine and Taylor Galleries. Andrew Kearney, who did his M.A. at Chelsea, won 
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the Barclay’s Young Artists Award at the Serpentine Gallery and has had a solo 

exhibition at the Camden Arts Centre. For the majority of the 0044 artists, exhibiting in 

London means participation in group shows in small galleries with varying levels of 

reputation.195 A few have occasionally been represented in more high-profile venues.196 

In general, access to more prestigious or state-run institutions has been limited to Irish-

themed exhibitions, such as Frances Hegarty’s participation in Distant Relations at the 

Camden Arts Centre and Paul Seawright’s inclusion in Contemporary Irish 

Photography at the Royal Festival Hall.  

Bourdieu points out that one of the few forms of transmission of cultural capital 

that is relatively autonomous from the bearer of cultural capital is the academic 

qualification, which acts as a certificate of cultural competence, regardless of the holder 

(1986: 247). It is perhaps not surprising then, that educational institutions, including 

London’s most prestigious art colleges, appear to be the main means for Irish artists to 

enter the London art scene. Yet, as Bourdieu warns, the economic and social yield of the 

educational qualification depends on social capital (connections), usually inherited or 

via existing acquaintances, which can be used to back it up (1986: 243). While the 

continued importance of college ties in one’s artistic career is not in itself unusual, it 

does seem that, despite their relative success, the artists have difficulty in widening their 

professional circles. For example, artist Tina O’ Connell, who continues to rely on the 

network she built up during her M.A. at Chelsea, describes herself as having a “low 

profile” in London.197 

The 0044 exhibition started out with a rather different working title, “Mind the 

Gap,” which seemed to point to the potential disconnections within the artists’ complex 

inhabitances. This earlier title better evoked the artists’ absent presence in the Irish art 

world, their disproportionate representativeness of Irish art abroad and the possible 

                                                 
195 These include Central Point Gallery, Camerawork, Chisenhale Gallery, Anthony Wilkinson Gallery, 
Victoria Miro, 291 Gallery, Frith Street, Paley Wright, Cubitt Street Gallery, Cole and Cole, The 
Tannery, Dirama Gallery, The Showroom, and London Artforms. 
196 Notably Nicholas May has been included in group exhibitions at the Royal Festival Hall, the Tate 
Gallery and the I.C.A., while Elizabeth Magill has been included in group exhibitions at the Whitechapel 
and the Serpentine galleries. 
197 For those who have not done a Masters in London, the situation is more difficult. Daphne Wright has 
had two solo exhibitions in London in the eight-year period since her graduation from a Masters in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne. In the 0044 catalogue she describes how, having arranged her first London 
exhibition, no one came. “It was a disaster because no-one saw it … The first time, I knew nobody. There 
are so many shows in London, you need to know people” (1999: 172).  
 

 194



disjuncture between the reception of their work in the British and Irish contexts. When 

Peter Murray invited the artists to participate, their overwhelming response was one of 

concern, however. The artists were anxious that the exhibition might highlight their 

ethnicity or nationality in any way. This reaction might have prompted a deepening of 

the curatorial engagement, prising open potential conflicts between national and 

transnational art discourses. But it might equally have meant that the show would not go 

ahead, depending as it did on the artists’ involvement. Murray responded to the artists’ 

resistance by reassuring, “I want the exhibition to be about the artist’s voice and not 

about some curatorial concern” (Allen 1999: 31). Despite this intentionally self-effacing 

curatorial departure point, a decisive curatorial narrative becomes necessary to resolve 

the tension between this opportunity for self-expression and the silencing of identity 

discourses that must be put in place to facilitate the exhibition. We are asked to consider 

the artists as articulating “universal positions” as “independent” artists and the shared 

diasporic status of the artists is not mentioned in collective terms, despite the focus of 

the exhibition on migrant artists.  

Bronwen Walter talks about “diaspora” entering the vocabulary of the Irish 

population most clearly through President Mary Robinson's inaugural speech of 1990 in 

which she introduced the keynote theme later elaborated as “cherishing the diaspora” 

(2001: 11). Yet, it has remained a rather contentious term; enabling a more inclusive 

definition of Irishness on the one hand and being criticized for its exclusionary 

functions on the other. Academics like David Lloyd have critiqued its applications in 

the U.S. context, where it is said to enable privileged Irish to “jump on the ethnic 

bandwagon” (Walter 2001: 13). In the British context, Breda Gray has argued that the 

term homogenized both gender and class, implicitly referencing transnational privileged 

classes and excluding working-class female migrants (Walter 2001: 14).  

Roger Waldinger and David Fitzgerald point out that what is otherwise referred 

to as “transnationalism” in discourse addressing immigration is usually its opposite; 

namely “highly particularistic attachments antithetical to those by-products of 

globalization denoted by the concept of ‘transnational civil society’ and its related 

manifestations” rather than attachments “extending beyond loyalties that connect to any 

specific place of origin or ethnic or national group” (2004: 1178). This appears to 

equally be true of 0044, in which the use of the term “transnationalism” forecloses a 
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discussion of hybrid identities and migrant subjectivities that might put pressure on the 

terms of identity used within Irish and British art discourses.198 The term sidesteps 

rather than addresses the artists’ positions in social and artistic discourses. It forecloses 

symbolic conflict over canons of the kind that we have seen emerging tentatively in 

chapter one with Orpen and disavowed in chapter two in relation to Le Brocquy and 

Bacon.199  

The reasons for the 0044 artists’ concerns about reference to their nationality are 

not directly stated but it is implied within the catalogue essay that they stem from a 

general awareness of the pitfalls of recent identity politics in limiting the range of 

meanings in their work. This makes sense, given the backlash against identity politics 

exhibitions in the international art world in the years leading up to 0044. However, 

national identity played a different role in British art discourse than elsewhere. This was 

due to the centrality of a group of artists who became known as the yBa’s (young 

British artists).200 Murray suggests that “one of the defining characteristics that united 

the artists of what has become known as the YBA … phenomenon is the same adamant 

refusal to be defined or viewed in terms of ethnicity,” sameness here referring to the 

0044 artists who are said to do likewise. Rather than rejecting identity, however, the 

yBa artists are known for their ironic redeployment of national identity. They have been 

credited with a reinvention of derivation and the recasting of roles and stereotypes 

(Legge 2000).  

The significance of the yBa’s was partly in their role as barometer of a wider 

political backdrop in which what “British” represented came under pressure from many 

sides. Within England this pressure came from minority ethnic groups and the 

integrationist project of the European Union; within Scotland and Wales from demands 

for devolution and within Northern Ireland from the entry of Sinn Féin into the 

                                                 
198 The relative absence of hybridity as a means of analysing Irish identity stems from wariness about the 
dangers of a possible cultural relativism that is at odds with the strategic necessity of adopting 
British/Irish binaries in oppositional politics (Kirkland, 1999: 213).  
199 This avoidance also means that the Irish art world does not have to acknowledge the extent to which 
British facilities and funding have supplemented the resources of the Irish art world, particularly until the 
Celtic Tiger economy. See also Cotter (2006). 
200 The yBa phenomenon originated in 1988 when a group of 16 students from London’s Goldsmiths 
College took part in a self-organized exhibition called Freeze at a warehouse in the London Docklands. 
The term Young British Artists is derived from shows of that name staged at the Saatchi Gallery in 
London from 1992 onwards, which brought the artists to fame. Key artists included Damien Hirst, Tracey 
Emin, Mark Wallinger, Michael Landy, Gary Hume and Sarah Lucas.  
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mainstream political debate and the emergence of the peace process (Hickman 2007: 

20). The contradictory relationship between these various factors is foreclosed in 0044 

through a particular reading of the transnational to mean beyond national discourses. 

Nevertheless, closer inspection of the artists’ interviews suggests that national 

identifications continue to inform their work, both negatively and positively.  

If we look at the contents of the exhibition, one of the striking aspects of the art 

works is that they make very few references to Irish culture on a visual or conceptual 

level. In the P.S.1 press release, Murray is quoted as saying “Any visitor to 0044 who is 

looking for familiar or stereotypical views of Ireland is likely to be disappointed.” 

However “familiar or stereotypical views of Ireland” are not the only possible way for 

artists to engage with their cultural backgrounds, despite a common association of 

Irishness in the Irish art world with hyper-visible content. What I have in mind is a more 

complex engagement with location as a network of social, cultural and political 

discourses, both historical and contemporary. There are other ways of reading the 

absence of traces of the artists’ national origins. Bourdieu argues that artists’ typical 

denial of national belonging should be regarded as a strategy of advancement. He also 

points to a further operation of self-censorship in the case of an unequal exchange rate 

for the cultural capitals of those in question (1977: 655). The lack of Irish references in 

the exhibited works raises the question of whether these artists can speak in Britain as 

Irish (or Northern Irish) artists. It seems to me that many of the issues raised in Turas 

regarding the gap between the apparent conditions for speech and the lived reality 

operated more generally within the production and reception of Irish art in 1990s 

London. I look more closely now at the conditions for the production of discourse as 

experienced by one artist, Daphne Wright, before considering how her observations 

shed light on the conditions for the production of the exhibition narrative as a whole.  

 

Language and Critical Reception 

Daphne Wright is the only 0044 artist who reflects explicitly in her interview on the 

relationship between her artistic practice, the conditions for production and the 

reception of the work in the London context. Born in the Republic of Ireland, Wright 

had moved to England ten years earlier to do her M.F.A. at Newcastle-upon-Tyne 

Polytechnic. She had been actively engaging with identity issues in her work as an 
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undergraduate at Dublin’s National College of Art and Design, but it was not until she 

moved to England that she perceived her own subject matter in this way. This reflects 

the kind of new perspective Murray identifies as opening up through emigration, which 

can lead to a more engaged practice. However, in Wright’s case, she also felt compelled 

to engage with identity by staff on the M.A. course. In her catalogue essay she recalls: 

 
[E]veryone that wasn’t white, everyone that was black or from somewhere 
else was made to look at themselves. The white British students get on with 
their art, the other students get on with the problem! (1999: 173) 

 

Following her graduation, Wright found that this engagement with identity had negative 

repercussions for the reception of her work. She comments “I hate saying this, but 

people don’t look any further at the work; they slot you into a pigeon-hole when you 

discuss the research.”  

 This dismissive reception was not only a consequence of the demise of identity 

politics discourse, however. Wright became wary of how any attention to her Irish 

nationality affected the reception of her work. In England she now says “Don’t put me 

in as the Irish artist” because “anything that’s a peculiarity in the work will be put down 

to being Irish. I look at all those pieces now and I want to delete the language.” In fact, 

Wright changed her artistic language almost entirely as a response to this reductive 

reception. In the 0044 catalogue two images of Wright’s installations are displayed on 

facing pages: Still Life: The Green House (Fig. 5.2) from 1995 and Indeed, Indeed (Fig. 

5.3) from 1998. To compare the two gives us an idea of the kind of visual vocabulary 

formerly used by Wright and the current work in which the language has been 

“deleted.” Although her strategies of artistic adaptation have quite specific political 

motivations, they give us an example of the kind of change of artistic tack that can 

occur when an artist immigrates to a country with a field whose discourse is of 

relatively higher symbolic capital than the field in their nation of origin.  

In Still Life: The Green House Wright was searching for a visual language that 

referred to her own background. She chose to use plaster casts of Georgian house 

decoration, associated in Ireland with the Protestant Big House and Church of Ireland 
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culture.201 She was aware of the irony of people assuming that, as a Protestant, she must 

have grown up in such a house. In reality the only way in which she connected to this 

architecture was through her experience of living in run-down bed-sits, made by 

splitting such a house into thirty or forty segments. In Still Life: The Green House she 

tried to subvert the visual language of the Big House. She made replica panels of the 

plaster decoration and used them to construct a “glasshouse.” The glasshouse contains 

what appear to be plaster rocks, recalling the saying “people in glass houses shouldn’t 

throw stones.” Given the standard meaning of the phrase to warn that people in 

vulnerable situations shouldn’t criticize, the architecture which in Ireland is associated 

with a holding of (colonial) power thus returned subverted as a position of vulnerability. 

Up close, the “stones” are in fact plaster casts of cabbages, which reverts the greenhouse 

to its horticultural function, yet simultaneously undermines expectations by presenting a 

rather common vegetable in a highly ornate setting.  

 

  

Fig. 5.2 Daphne Wright, Still Life: The Green House, 1995 (left)  

Fig. 5.3 Daphne Wright, Indeed, Indeed, 1998 (right) 

 

Both readings seem to allude to the tenuous position of Protestants within Irish 

culture. The title Still Life also conjured up the stasis of cultural relations within the 

                                                 
201 The Big House refers to the houses of the Protestant landowners, whose distant forefathers in the 17th 
century would have been English and Scottish colonial settlers, who moved to Ireland to secure British 
rule.  
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postcolonial nation, while the subtitle The Green House further mingled two cultural 

and political heritages – the Protestant Big House and green, the national colour of 

Ireland. The work begs questions about the heterogeneity of Irish identity, about cultural 

hybridity and the possibility of holding power in one relation while being subordinate in 

another. As such, it points to the multiple contradictions of Anglo-Irish relations, past 

and present.202  

In Indeed, Indeed from 1998, the visual language which Wright earlier found 

most suitable to describe her own cultural predicament is nowhere to be seen. In its 

place has come a kind of anamorphic aesthetic. The surfaces of the organic structures 

have been covered, wrapped in a layer of aluminium foil, a material she later refers to as 

having a kind of autistic language of its own (Curtis 2006: 6). The silvered surfaces 

have become hardened, refractive, unlike the porous and fragile plaster exterior of Still 

Life: The Green House. The presence of the structures is rather overwhelming, reaching 

over three and half metres in height. The addition of small foil gulls at various points of 

the surface reinforces the viewer’s sense of being a diminutive presence in an 

overwhelming landscape. Up close, a theatrical male voice can be heard emanating from 

the structures, reciting a rhyming verse that revolves around the phrase “Dead indeed. I 

was dead indeed.”203  

The contradiction between the animated speaking voice, the message conveyed 

by the voice and the static impenetrable forms is significant here. The narrator is present 

but absent and strangely non-emotive, given the message being communicated. Wright 

comments that she has tried to remove the “nuggets of emotion” that were available in 

the earlier constructed spaces. In the catalogue interview she says:  

 

                                                 
202 Wright read widely on postcolonial issues at the time and I wonder if she was aware of Indonesian 
novelist Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s use of the glasshouse as a metaphor for the total surveyability of the 
colony, cited by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities, an issue that returns in Wright’s 
heightened self-consciousness of her own surveillance in the British context. Ananta Toer named his 
novel Rumah Kaca – literally The Glass House (Anderson 1991: 184).  
203 The chain verse goes as follows: “Deed’n deed’n double deed, Dead indeed. I was dead indeed. Like a 
penknife at my heart; When my heart began to bleed. Dead indeed. I was dead indeed. Like a penknife at 
my heart, Dead indeed. I was dead indeed. Deed’n deed’n double deed, Dead indeed. I was dead indeed. 
When my back began to smart. When my heart began to bleed. Dead indeed. I was dead indeed. Like a 
penknife at my heart. I was dead indeed. When the door began to crack, like a hickory at my back. 
Deed’n deed’n double deed. Like a penknife at my heart. When my heart began to bleed. Dead indeed! I 
was dead indeed. When my back began to smart” (O’Regan 2006: 44).  
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The big silver coils in Indeed, Indeed are like icebergs, with the voice of the 
man saying, “I’m dead.” It’s this thing of detached emotion. It’s a very 
removed piece. (1999: 169) 

 

Wright’s explanation of her own work prompts consideration of the relationship 

between the art work’s occupation of space and her position as an artist in social space. 

She mentions that she no longer allows herself the “privilege of being in a complete 

emotion, of being enraged or whatever.” She explains that, “For people to live around 

one other, to move around one another, that luxury is not possible, not allowable” (1999: 

169). The position of Indeed, Indeed in space is, in the artist’s words, “very removed.” 

The surface of the aluminium foil is reflective, throwing the viewer back on their own 

image rather than encouraging intimacy. There is a disjunction between superficial 

appearances and what lies within. The jagged anonymous forms of the icebergs create 

distance. The work suggests an uncomfortable presence, bound up with a kind of absent 

or frozen emotion, curtailed self-expression.  

Without collapsing the distinction between the distance embodied in the work 

and Wright’s negotiation of her sense of place as an artist in London, I would like to 

draw parallels between the two. Bourdieu emphasizes that cultural capital is not only 

objectified or institutionalized, but also embodied in persons “in the form of what is 

called culture, cultivation, Bildung” (1986: 244). This capital is acquired through the 

habitus and depends on the cultural capital held by the family in particular. Bourdieu 

elaborates that the position occupied in social space is very closely linked to this 

cultural capital and especially “the self-assurance given by the certain knowledge of 

one’s own value, especially that of one’s body or speech”:  

 
The practical “science” of positions in social space is the competence 
presupposed by the art of behaving comme il faut with persons and things 
that have and give “class” (“smart” or “unsmart”), finding the right distance, 
by a sort of practical calculation, neither too close (“getting familiar”) nor 
too far (“being distant”), playing with objective distance by emphasizing it 
(being “aloof”, “stand-offish”) or symbolically denying it (being 
“approachable,” “hobnobbing”). (2006: 472) 

 

He calls this practical way of experiencing and expressing one’s own sense of social 

value “bodily hexis” (2006: 474). This sense of finding the right distance pervades 

Indeed Indeed in a very direct manner. If we look now at Wright’s reflections on her 
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interaction within the London art world, we will see that the artist’s bodily hexis and its 

relationship to her linguistic capital in particular also play out in other areas of her 

professional life.  

Roland Barthes reminds us that while the artwork travels far from the body, the 

speech act is irrevocably tied to the body, “narcissistically retained” by the body (1977: 

204). This is typically an uncomfortable retention for the Irish artists. Wright, for 

example, feels confronted with her own Irishness on occasions when she is asked to 

give an artist’s talk. Having avoided explicit references to her identity within her work, 

Wright finds that on occasions when she must be physically present her voice becomes 

a giveaway of her Irishness, with similarly negative consequences. In the catalogue 

interview she elaborates: 

 
I resent when I put up a show and people hear an Irish accent or the press 
release says you’re Irish, and people then use simplistic language to explain 
your work. It makes your work read one-dimensionally … If you’re asked to 
give a talk on your work, you categorise yourself by being Irish. I refuse to 
do them, or I don’t speak; I play a sound piece. It doesn’t follow that your 
accent would make your work political. 

 

Wright is a native English speaker. Yet when she opens her mouth, her accent is the 

striking feature that exposes that she is almost but not quite English, an ambiguous 

status I have examined in relation to Orpen in chapter one. Wright has the linguistic 

competence necessary to produce grammatically correct speech, but her social capacity 

to speak is drawn from her habitus and the relation between Wright as an Irish artist and 

her implicitly British audience.  

Writing during the French occupation of Algeria, psychiatrist Frantz Fanon 

commented that even when a speaker from a dominant nation speaks another language 

badly, one can nevertheless not forget that “he has a language of his own, a country, and 

that perhaps he is a lawyer or an engineer there …” (1986: 34). For the postcolonial 

subject speaking the language of the former coloniser, there are other associations. The 

embodied memory of origins in the Irish voice relates not to cultural authority, but to a 

history of colonial plurilingualism. It recalls the act of mimicry inherent in the adoption 

of the mother tongue of the colonizer. Regardless of the contemporaneity of her work 

and regardless of the conscious intentions of her audience, Wright’s voice will evoke 
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archaic references and stereotypical discourses that will almost inevitably lead to 

simplistic responses. 

Wright’s unease in the face of public confrontation is in tension with her relative 

success within the field. Yet previous experiences have alerted her to the kind of 

auditory surveillance that will operate when she speaks. Homi Bhabha’s explanation of 

the psychology of colonial surveillance comes close to conveying the dynamics of what 

is taking place here: 

 
This process is best understood in terms of the articulation of multiple forms 
of belief that Freud proposes in his essay on fetishism. It is a non-repressive 
form of knowledge that allows for the possibility of simultaneously 
embracing two contradictory beliefs, one official and one secret, one archaic 
and one progressive, one that allows the myth of origins, the other that 
articulates difference and division. (2004: 115) 

 

Wright recognizes that, regardless of the content of her work, she will evoke “myths of 

origins” or arrested forms of Irishness, through the act of speaking alone. Refusing to 

speak is no solution, however, because her silence would confirm the audience’s (and 

possibly even her own) subconscious anticipation of her inability to produce a 

legitimate discourse. Without Wright’s explicit reconstitution of the narrow associations 

of Irish culture, a stereotypical understanding of Irish culture as such will inevitably be 

presupposed, producing a reductive explanation of her oeuvre. This is an example of the 

kind of occasion where culture-as-such must be presupposed for an explanation of an 

individual work, as I discussed in my concluding reflections of chapter three on the 

necessity of undermining the teleology of representation. I would argue that this kind of 

situation can only be resolved by a simultaneous breakdown of the teleology inherent in 

representation and a radical reconstitution of the implicit definition of Irishness within 

nationally-framed exhibitions.  

Bourdieu comments on how prolonged inequality in the relationship between the 

speaker and the audience has the potential to become “the root of a sort of permanent 

linguistic insecurity” for the less dominant speaker. Although it is entirely unintentional 

on the part of the dominant interlocutor, “the supervision and censorship of the 

dominant language exert a constant pressure.” The common response is a sort of self-

censorship: 
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By “watching their tongues,” the dominated groups recognize in practice, if 
not the supervision of the dominant (though they watch themselves most 
closely in their presence), then at least the legitimacy of the dominant 
language. This disposition towards language is, at all events, one of the 
mediations through which the dominance of the dominant language is 
exerted. (1977: 655-6) 

 

By “watching her tongue” and thus accepting the status quo, Wright perpetuates the 

inequality between Irish and English culture. Like Hegarty, Wright’s work in general 

becomes informed by this issue of the self-voice. While Wright censors her voice in her 

public performances, she sets up a slippage of register between self and voice in her 

sculptural works.  

 In many of her subsequent works, Wright creates a juxtaposition of a sculptural 

environment with a soundtrack of a speaking voice that is usually Irish. She tries to 

convey the gap between the voice as an expressive vehicle and a displaced organ by 

only using the first-made recording of the narrator reading the material. In a manner that 

has distinct parallels with Coleman’s A Ploughman’s Party, the “I” in Wright’s 

narrative thus does not collapse into the subject of the work. It critiques the surveillance 

of the voice by providing a voice that confounds the system of accumulating knowledge 

through listening. Writing about her motivation for this approach, Wright comments: 

 
What I am trying to achieve is the quality of bad animation or of poorly 
dubbed films, where you see the mouth moving but the voice is in a 
different place. I find that a really compulsive condition. I suppose that’s 
how I look at the relationship between the sculpture and the voice. You have 
a sculpture before you but the mouth is in the wrong place; the voice has 
gone in another direction. I find that a very poignant place to position the 
work and the viewer. (qtd. in Morrissey 2006: 12) 

 

The poignancy of the image of the mouth “in the wrong place” takes on wider 

social meanings when it is read against accounts by a number of other 0044 artists 

on the negative receptions of their voices in social space, as we will see below.  

Bourdieu observes that in terms of voice, accents become the main source of 

symbolic capital or what he specifically calls “linguistic capital.” He explains that 

pronunciation and diction provide the surest indices for social placing, because “the 

memory of his or her origins, which may be otherwise abjured, is preserved and 

exposed” (1977: 659). This phenomenon emerges in the accounts of a number of the 
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other participant artists. For example, when asked in the catalogue interview about his 

immediate reception in London as a young art graduate in 1980, Northern Irish artist 

André Stitt comments on how his accent made him feel inferior: 

 
I did feel a lot of low self-worth, like I was some kind of third-class citizen. 
This was always made very obvious by the way one spoke. (1999: 145) 

 

Stitt experienced this situation as a form of moving down the class ladder. His 

observation sheds light on a wider dynamic of a historical and contemporary linking 

between working-class identity and Irishness, with the two being seen as synonymous. 

Bronwen Walter explains that “at an individual level Irish accents may trigger this 

association, drawing in middle class Irish people” (2008: 175). Walter also refers to a 

slippage between ethnicity and class in England. When Limerick-born artist Tina O’ 

Connell reflects on her experiences of anti-Irish racism in her catalogue essay, she 

tellingly finds it necessary to assert both her whiteness and her class position: 

 
I take no more notice of it than the man in the moon. In comparison to other 
people, it’s the tip of the iceberg, because basically I’m white and middle 
class, and if I don’t open my mouth I can get away with an awful lot. (1999: 
124) 

 

Keeping her mouth closed to avoid racism, O’Connell too “watches her tongue.”204  

In his catalogue essay Murray recalls O’Connell’s response as a sign of Irish 

artists taking no notice of what, he suggests, is a petering out of anti-Irish racism. 

Although Irish accents became more popular in the British media in the 1990s, the 

                                                 
204 An exhibition entitled “Conquering England”: Ireland in Victorian London held at the National 
Portrait Gallery, London from 9 March to 19 June 2005 set out to revise the assumption of the working-
class background of Irish emigrants during the Victorian era. Differences in the approach of the two 
curators, Roy Foster and Fintan Cullen, were evident in their catalogue essays. Cullen uncovered 
neglected perspectives: “Apart from refocusing attention on the artistic, literary and political contribution 
of the Irish to Victorian London, it is hoped to reclaim a number of forgotten individuals and groups, 
many of whom have been sidelined due to gender and/or lack of a distinctive voice.” An implicit reversal 
in power relationships rhetorically echoed in the exhibition title (a quote from playwright George Bernard 
Shaw) returned more problematically Foster’s description of the emigrants’ successes. He described for 
example how “Irish people colonised central areas of London metropolitan life in the Victorian period” 
and to “Irish writers who colonised whole areas of the journalistic world” as well as to how Yeats and his 
circle of Irish authors “had colonised and dominated the Irish Literary Society.” This implied that the 
success of a class of Irish petit bourgeoisie compensated for or became equivalent to a kind of Irish 
colonisation of London, a claim made all the more problematic because of the contested relationship 
between the Victorian rule and the Famine, which many historians claim far exceeded that of a natural 
disaster alone and amounted to genocide by the British colonial government (2001).  
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wider impact on the low cultural capital associated with Irish accents is slow to be felt. 

Even in the late 1990s O’ Connell finds it necessary to keep her mouth shut. Irish 

emigrants occupy a complex position within the social constitution, benefiting from 

their whiteness which is perceived as making them more easily assimilable. This 

undoubtedly affords a level of protection from certain kinds of racism, as O’Connell 

indicates. Nevertheless, the shrinking of the discourse of race into the black/white 

binary also leads to a forcible inclusion of the Irish within the “white” category, which 

discounts the very real “auditory” racialization that typically follows the English 

reception of Irish accents and reinforces racism as colour-based.  

 

Emigration 

In his review of the 0044 exhibition at P.S.1, William V. Ganis writes that: 

 
The theme that runs through the show is a sense of alienation that occurs, 
not so much through manifestations of identity politics, but from the 
disembodied representational stance and the artists’ psychological 
estrangement from being cultural outsiders. (1999) 

 

More accurately perhaps, the sense of alienation that occurs from the psychological 

estrangement brought about by emigration is intimately tied up with aspects of identity 

politics that evoke the contemporary political situation and recall a colonial history in 

complex ways. Despite the overall emphasis of the 0044 concept on connectivity, 

Murray does revisit the initial departure point for the exhibition which had emphasized 

this perceived alienation common to many of the works. In the 0044 catalogue, he re-

affirms that underneath the proposed concept of connection and personal success stories 

lay more complex areas of disconnection and implicit cultural failures: 

 
[T]he concept of this exhibition is much less to do with ethnicity than with 
examining the dislocation that occurs when people move from one country 
to another, a move which brings them in contact with a different 
environment. It focuses on how artists react to that jolt and how it influences 
their work. If there is a theme to this exhibition, it is not about Ireland or 
England, and the interminable political wranglings that constitute their 
relationship at a political level. It is about the personal fractures, faultlines 
and dislocations, less significant perhaps on the grander political stage, but 
that nonetheless constitute the reality of people’s lives and the attempts 
made to repair damage from these traumas. (1999: 9) 
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In an interview held prior to the exhibition, Murray had also highlighted the 

potentially productive shift of consciousness brought about by emigration, which 

seemed to explain why Irish artists in London passionately explored ideas artists in 

Ireland only toyed with (Allen 199: 30). In the exhibition catalogue artist Maud Cotter, 

who had been living in London for five years at the time of the exhibition, emphasized 

the analytic distance that emigration affords her: 

 
Exile is fantastic. It’s the neutrality of it, and the fact that you can look back 
on yourself. You get to a point where you can remove both from where you 
are and where you came from. But something about it was that I never felt 
as fully engaged with Ireland as much as I did when I was in London 
because you are free of the context, so you are totally free to examine it. (52) 

 

It is interesting that Cotter (like Murray) uses the term “exile” rather than emigration or 

diaspora. It seems to emphasize the individual nature of the experience, evoking the 

romantic artist outside of society. It brings focus to the personal in disassociation from 

the social or political.  

In his essay, Murray cites Cotter’s reference to London as a “neutral” location. 

The personal is seen in dissociation from the political “fractures, faultlines and 

dislocations.” The politicization of self-identity that accompanies Irish migration to 

Britain falls out of this equation. Yet “Irish identity is ‘political’ in England” and, as 

Murray later mentions, all particularities and political allegiances tend to be flattened in 

the process (Gray 2006: 215). Research shows that many immigrants from Ireland 

overlook this reception in the early years in a wish to assimilate, underplaying incidents 

of racism or discriminatory passing comments in the process (Kells 1995: 32). However, 

on the long term, emigration also changes one’s relationship to the national because 

what has been described as “the alienation effect” forces emigrants to relativise their 

original condition. This starts at the personal level but with time, it often facilitates a 

greater shift in cultural consciousness and, being made to feel conscious of one’s 

nationality daily, a greater sense of oneself as a political subject. Although writing in the 

rather different context of Algerian emigration to France, sociologist Abdelmalek 

Sayad’s description of this process is insightful: 

 
[E]migration authorizes a new social, and therefore political, world-view, a 
new representation of [the emigrant's] relationship with the world, and of 

 207



the position he occupies within it. ... Whereas the old attitude, which was 
historically and culturally determined, made him seem deeply attached to 
the colonized condition, which was perceived – and how could it be 
otherwise? – not as a product of history, but as a sort of natural “given”, he 
now discovers the historicity of that condition; in other words, he ascribes to 
it an origin, a social genesis and, therefore, a historical meaning. (2004: 91) 

 

In the case of immigration from Ireland to Britain, this raises questions about received 

ideas about the relationships between the two nations, past and present, and the location 

of one’s own complex affiliations in relation to them. Significantly, John Carson and 

Paul Seawright, the two artists in 0044 who make explicitly political work, both 

comment on how their migration facilitated a shift of consciousness that led to greater 

interest in the political. Let me elaborate on how this influenced their artistic production. 

Belfast-born Seawright’s migration to Britain to study at the age of eighteen or 

nineteen sparked a new interest in politics. In his catalogue interview he recalls: 

 
Up until that point I had never really made any photographs about the 
political situation, and leaving made me hungry for information about the 
conflict. I started collecting political books, texts, all kinds of stuff, reading 
material I would never have read if I had stayed in Ireland. When you’re 
close to something you’re not interested in it. (1999: 137) 
 

 

 

Fig. 5. 4 Paul Seawright, Gate: Belfast, 1997, C-print on aluminium, 

Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin 
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Seawright is best known in Ireland for subtle but powerful photographs engaging with 

the urban landscape marked by the Troubles. He comments in the interview that he has 

deliberately avoided making work in Ireland in recent years to deal with more generic 

issues that go “beyond” this specificity. Gate: Belfast (1997) (Fig. 5.4) is an example of 

his location-specific work, being one of a series depicting physical barriers that divide 

Protestants from Catholics in public space in Northern Ireland. The gate fills the whole 

image, occluding the horizon line and creating a sense of unease, while the star-shaped 

structure vaguely recalls the British flag. Seawright’s less identifiably Irish works 

include the Untitled (from Missing Series) (1997) in which apparently innocuous 

landscapes are presented; however, through the title and an uncanny tension within the 

framing of the images, the viewer is led to suspect that something has happened here.  

Seawright suggests that his own discomfort at the inclusion of Irish references in 

his work seems to be shared by most of the artists in 0044:  

 
I don’t know what work people are showing, but when you look at the list, 
in a strange way the majority of the people are not dealing with Irish issues 
directly. I even feel uncomfortable about that myself, which is why recently 
I haven’t been making work in Ireland. I’ve been making some work out of 
Ireland, making a point that some of the issues I am dealing with are generic 
issues that go beyond the specificity of Ireland itself. (1999: 140) 

 

The artist does not elaborate on why this might be the case. However, closer inspection 

of his C.V., presented in the catalogue, suggests that his success in Ireland, the U.S. and 

mainland Europe has not been matched to date in London, despite having lived there for 

over 15 years. Although Seawright is free to speak about Irish subjects in his work, it 

appears that the price of that dialogue is a blocked mobility in the London art world. On 

the two occasions that he has had solo exhibitions in the London context (both at the 

Photographer’s Gallery), the first exhibition entitled Police Force bore no relation to 

Northern Irish politics, while the second, Orange Order, explicitly represented 

Unionists. In retrospect, it seems that his later strategy of eliminating specifically Irish 

references also paid off for Seawright. Three years after 0044 he was commissioned by 

the Imperial War Museum to document the aftermath of the war in Afghanistan. In the 
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following years the range of sites for his photographic works and his scope of exhibition 

venues seem to have grown accordingly.205  

In fact none of the artists whose careers are most successful in London have 

explicit Irish content in their work. Let us consider for example Siobhán Hapaska, 

whose successes had included a solo exhibition at the I.C.A. and group shows at the 

Serpentine and Whitechapel galleries. She has also represented Ireland at the Venice 

Biennale. In her catalogue interview, Hapaska does not mention any explicit choice to 

eliminate Irish references in her work, but she states that the inability to identify the 

origin or precise meaning of her work creates a sense of dislocation that is important to 

her. In 0044 she exhibited three fibreglass sculptures, whose opalescent surfaces have 

been polished to perfection. Want (1997) and Hanker (1997) were wall-mounted works 

that resembled high-tech components blended with the anonymity of minimalist 

sculpture. The most recent work, Land (1998), was placed on the ground and sprouted 

tiny plants, but its aerodynamic shape and celestial blue surface suggested escape rather 

than rootedness. The form was based on the stylised silhouette of a motorbike lying on 

its side but it recalled rock formations in its form and smoothness and through the small 

circular indents that resembled rock pools. For emigrant artists, the subject of land is 

often an emotional one, yet Hapaska's sculpture invites no personal narratives as such. 

In her catalogue interview Hapaska discusses Mule (1997) (Fig. 5.5), an earlier 

sculpture that resembles a racing car the wheels of which have been replaced by tufts of 

fake donkey fur. Mule also emits the sound of an approaching storm, of shells exploding 

and of a mule braying. When her interviewer comments that her works are not silent but 

“seem to be constantly murmuring,” Hapaska responds: 

 
No, they definitely are not silent. It’s more like they have concussion or 
slight amnesia, as if they’ve been traumatised by a former existence and an 
inability to understand what is required of them. (1999: 73) 

 

In her response, the artist distances this state of amnesia or trauma from her self, 

overriding the possible association of the sound of shells exploding with her youth in 

                                                 
205 Having moved away from the specificity of his earlier Irish works, some critics have raised questions 
as to whether Seawright’s later works, which can be appreciated purely in terms of classic Modernist 
notions of aesthetics, serve to engage or distance viewers from their underlying issues. See for example 
one blogger’s discussion of this shifting relationship in his Afghanistan series and his Invisible Cities 
project (Hugh: 2010). 
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Northern Ireland. She refers in passing to “the suffocating history flowing beneath the 

skin of the object” but does not elaborate on what this history might be. To borrow a 

phrase from philosopher George Steiner, the “semantics of remembrance” are denied by 

her will towards amnesia, yet the work nevertheless seems to act as a response to what 

the artist refers to as a “former existence” (qtd. in Palmer 2001: 1). 

 

 

Fig. 5.5 Siobhán Hapaska, Mule, 1997 

 

Mule’s opalescent surface has been polished to perfection. When Hapaska’s 

interviewer makes reference to one critic’s suggestion that the “neurotic perfection” of 

her surfaces might represent a fear of expression, the artist replies: 

 
The reflective surfaces safeguard against a saturation of memory and 
overload. I wanted to keep them fresh. I wanted them to be self-contained 
and self-sufficient. The surface creates a sensual boundary between the 
internal life of the object and the person. It was important to eradicate my 
presence from these objects. They were not meant to be about me. I wanted 
to give them their own life, as if they had just arrived from somewhere. 
(1999: 73) 

 

There appears to me to be a tension between this stated wish to eradicate her presence, 

to ensure against a saturation of memory and the traces of her subjectivity in what she 
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describes. While meaning to express detachment, her words recall the emigrant’s 

difficulty with balancing attachment and independence. Sayad explains that the 

condition or paradox of the emigrant is that “he [goes on] being present despite his 

absence” in his country of origin (2004: 125). Although Murray emphasizes the positive 

aspects of this double inhabitance, it is not necessarily wanted by the artists. Hapaska 

intends her surfaces to “safeguard against a saturation of memory and overload.” She 

wants to eradicate her presence from the objects, to make them appear as “just arrived 

from somewhere” rather than having a place of origin.  

In the interview, Hapaska does not draw parallels between her art works and her 

position as an artist in social space, but whether or not it is a conscious choice, the titles 

of many of her recent works seem to act as keywords of diasporic experience. Consider 

for example Land (1998), Heart (1995) Here (1995), Hanker (1997), and Stray (1997). 

Furthermore, Mule seems to me to embody the different temporalities embedded in the 

0044 artists’ lived realities. Its opalescence and aerodynamic shape communicate the 

desire to escape, to be weightless, placeless and timeless, while the donkey fur 

undermines the potential speed of the object, insisting on physicality, rootedness and 

slow labour. Hapaska refers to the “push and pull” of the idea of progress and the 

memory of motionlessness. There is a palpable tension between the difference paces 

within Mule, from the speed of the racing car shell to the slowness of the beat of burden 

evoked by the fur and the sculpture’s title. The use of fake fur seems intent on 

reminding us of the inauthenticity of nostalgic memory. It stands in for the past rather 

than claiming to represent it.  

Bourdieu uses the term “hysteresis” to describe a similar disjuncture in 

temporalities, particularly when the habitus lags behind the material conditions that 

gave rise to it and with which the habitus has to catch up:  

 
The categories of perception that agents apply to the social world are the 
product of a prior state of this world. When structures are modified, even 
slightly, the structural hysteresis of the categories of perception and 
appreciation gives rise to diverse forms of allodoxia [“misapprehension”]… 
representations of present reality that do not account for new realities.206  

                                                 
206 (Bourdieu 1996: 219). In its original scientific context, the hysteresis effect refers to the physical 
phenomenon whereby there is a time lag between the actual reversal of a magnet’s poles and the point 
when that reversal begins to take effect, the different ends of the magnet now repelling north or south 
where they once attracted these poles (King 2000: 427). Bourdieu highlights that “the hysteresis of 
habitus, which is inherent in the social conditions of the reproduction of the structures in habitus, is 
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It seems to me that the artists represented in 0044 are also caught in a hysteretic 

position. In keeping with the habitus of their place of origin, their rhetoric is 

susceptible to interruption by moments of alienation when they conduct their 

speech from a subordinated position that is at odds with their professional status. 

The curatorial discourse that frames the artists in 0044 appears itself to be caught 

somewhere between the national and a shifting sense of transnationality in 

keeping with global developments and Ireland’s newly acquired place on the 

global economic stage. This negotiation between the national and the international 

recalls aspects of the A Sense of Ireland exhibitions as well as Distant Relations in 

many respects. Yet there is a marked attempt in 0044 to leave behind a nationally-

oriented conception of artistic belonging by way of the concept of transnationality. 

I want to look at the relationship between the national and the transnational in 

more detail before examining wider implications of understandings of 

transnationality for curatorial discourse more generally.  

 

Transnationality? 

Before discussing transnationality in relation to the artists’ status, I would like to pause 

to consider what the term “transnational” really signifies. The prefix comes from the 

Latin preposition trans, which means “across, to or on the farther side of, beyond, 

over.” This provides alternative meanings: going beyond national boundaries or 

interests, or working across existing national boundaries or interests.207 The first 

understanding of trans-national is therefore close to the term “postnational,” implicitly 

rendering nations and nationalities obsolete, while the second is closer to the term 

“international.” It leaves nations and nationalities intact but acknowledges a close 

network and high level of exchange between them. The exhibition title, 0044, seems to 

refer to this sense of “transnational.” It acts as a metaphor that emphasizes the artists’ 

                                                                                                                                               
doubtless one of the foundations of the structural lag between opportunities and the dispositions to grasp 
them which is the cause of missed opportunities and, in particular, of the frequently observed incapacity 
to think historical crises in categories of perception and thought other than those of the past, albeit a 
revolutionary past” (2005: 83). See also Bourdieu’s discussions of hysteresis in relation to education 
(2006: 142). 
207 Transnationalism is defined as “Extending or having interests extending beyond national bounds or 
frontiers; multinational” (OED 1989). 
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connection to both locations.208 However, as Derrida reminds us, there are often gaps 

between what the speaker intends to say and what his or her words are nevertheless 

constrained to mean. If we examine the title further, we will find that it evokes many 

points of contention embodied in the exhibition as a whole. 

Murray tells us that the 0044 title “derives from the telephone dial code between 

Ireland and Britain,” but it is rather the international dialing code used to access Britain 

from many places in the world. (The Republic of Ireland has its own international 

dialing code, 00353.) The implication that Ireland and Britain have their own 

communication code, separate from the rest of the world, unwittingly reveals something 

of the claustrophobic cultural relationship between the two nations. It also gives a sense 

of one-way traffic from Ireland to Britain. Although the abstract nature of the numbers 

in the title give the appearance of impartiality, renouncing in advance any form of 

political engagement or comment, further examination shows that politics nevertheless 

lead a clandestine existence. Murray’s and the P.S.1 press release’s explanations of the 

title overlook that the same dial code must be used to access Northern Ireland from 

within the Republic of Ireland.209 This “detail” introduces the Northern Irish situation, 

troubling a depoliticised conception of transnationality. It calls for an answer to the 

same kind of prior methodological problem to be resolved that we saw the curators of A 

Sense of Ireland faced with in 1980, namely “how to deal with present history and its 

immediate prehistory?” (Radhakrishnan 1993: 758). 

If we look further to the curatorial essay in the catalogue, we find multiple 

occasions where references within the text foreclose, but nevertheless bear testimony to 

the presence of symbolic struggle. Murray describes the artists as being “for the most 

part … born and raised in Ireland” for example, and in doing so raises the question of 

whether the artists born and raised in Northern Ireland are also included in his reference. 

Are they British, Irish or both? Elsewhere, in the subtitle of the exhibition, Irish Artists 

in Britain, it is implied that the artists born in Northern Ireland are indeed conceived as 

                                                 
208 The P.S.1 press release framed the title differently, by acknowledging that it was the international 
telephone code for Britain, and suggesting that it thus communicated the transnational identity explored 
by the artists in their work. However, this claim contradicted the fact that that the works had not been 
selected in terms of any formal connections to each other. In fact, as we have seen, what they have most 
in common is their shying away from reflection on identity, transnational or otherwise.  
209 As on many borders, the arbitrary nature of geopolitical division can be experienced first-hand in 
many places in Northern Ireland where one can stand on one side of the road and be within a 00353 
network area (Republic of Ireland) and then cross the road to find oneself in a 0044 network area (Britain).  
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Irish. Moreover, despite Murray’s interest in a relational understanding of identity, 

Irish-born artists in Britain are also seen as necessarily retaining their Irish identity. This 

forecloses analysis of their (future) assimilation into the British canon or a consideration 

of how a relational understanding of identity might come to bear on canon-formation. 

The contradiction between the concept of transnationality and this reinstatement of one 

fixed national identity and location is left unconsidered. Research on middle-class 

emigrants from Northern Ireland and the Republic alike attests to a far more 

contradictory sense of belonging that is based on interests as well as affective ties and 

that typically changes depending on the context (Kells 1995: 8-10).  

There are a number of occasions in the curatorial narrative when a train of 

thought appears to be halted before it reaches its likely conclusion in political discussion. 

Murray observes, for example, that artists from Northern Ireland are most likely to feel 

a sense of cultural alienation: 

 
[T]he artists are activated by a strong sense of place … However, this sense 
of place may not necessarily be translated into a sense of belonging. In some 
cases with these artists, there is actually a sense of being alienated from 
one’s homeland, even while living there. This is particularly evident in the 
consciousness of the artists who were born or grew up in Northern Ireland. 
(1999: 10) 

 

The reader is provided with no means by which to consider how we might conceive the 

relationship between this sense of alienation and such events as the Troubles, despite 

Murray’s specific reference to artists from Northern Ireland. There is furthermore no 

sense that cultural alienation might relate to postcolonial cultural conditions.  

 Murray’s engagement with the postcolonial relationship between Ireland and 

Britain is understandably tentative. He attempts to do justice to the complexities of 

power relations that are too readily flattened by undiscriminating references to 

colonialism, problematizing the binary of colonizer/colonized. Yet, the final effect 

comes close to a disavowal of the overall inequality of the relationship. He writes:  

 
A history of colonialism is easier to construct when there is considerable 
geographical distance or distinct racial differences between the colonised 
and coloniser. Britain and Ireland are separated by only a hundred miles of 
sea, both islands have been colonised over the millennia by waves of 
different races, and so the reality of the relationship between the two islands 
is complex, with Ireland historically a colonised neighbour but often 
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complicit in the wider colonial ambitions of Britain England itself emerges 
finally, not so much as a colonising force, but as a country that has itself 
been colonised over the centuries, creating a complex web of dominance 
and submission. (10) 

 

The need for cultural diplomacy in the organization of international exhibitions is 

unquestionable. However, when diplomacy becomes the driving force of the critical 

framing of the work at hand, the result is not entirely separable from the effects of prior 

censorship within the field.  

In a move that seems to sidestep issues of identity rather than opening up the 

kinds of confrontation with identity that migration brings about in different ways for 

migrants from the Republic and Northern Ireland, Murray stresses the artists’ interest in 

moving beyond national identities. He gathers together quotations from the artists’ 

interviews to demonstrate the apparent predominance of this wish: 

 
Paul Seawright is determined to avoid being “tagged” with national labels: 
“If you say Northern Irish, it’s like you’re making a political statement. If 
you say I’m British, which is what I would have felt growing up – again, 
another political statement. So it’s very, very difficult.” Anne Carlisle points 
out that irrespective of political posturing, the issue of not really belonging 
is so deeply embedded in the Northern Irish psyche that it has become a 
physical and mental state in its own right. Echoing the sentiments of Mo 
White, Nicholas May and other artists in 0044, she finds it liberating to be 
nowhere: “I can ask am I Irish or British, or both? Now that’s what I call a 
real ‘free state.’ When you perceive yourself positively as being nowhere, 
even though you may not have chosen but inherited that position, you 
become comfortable about the idea of making connections, because you’ve 
got no place to defend.” (1999: 11) 

 

The quotations Murray selects all refer to an interest in moving beyond national 

identities, yet these sentiments are not as generally representative of Irish artists as they 

are presented. Paul Seawright, Anne Carlisle and Nicholas May all come from Northern 

Ireland and I consider their attitude to reflect the kinds of engagement with an unstable 

sense of place we have seen in the work of Belfast artist Philip Napier rather than 

transnationalism per se. In fact technically speaking, artists from Northern Ireland are 

migrating within the British nation, so the term “transnational” has limited applicability, 

except for in its political dimension, which is disavowed here. Mo White was 

furthermore born in Britain to Irish parents, leaving her with the difficult dilemma of 
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what she experiences as her second-generation Irishness at a time when such an identity 

was not recognized in public life.210 The political tension to which this so-called 

“transnational” approach forms a response is very far from the lived experience of 

artists from the Republic of Ireland and does not explain why they also demonstrate 

ambivalence towards their national identity. Presented together with artists from 

Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland artists’ ambivalence appears to be a logical 

response to a direct political context, yet in reality it is the result of a far more 

contradictory disposition that I associate with postcoloniality.  

Let us look again at what we are implicitly asked to assume is a transnational 

account of artistic reception: 

 
Some of the artists have been chosen (as part of group shows mainly) to 
“represent” Britain in international exhibitions, thus benefiting both from 
historical links between the two countries and from a mutually accepted 
policy of both British and Irish governments that regards domicile as 
“belonging”. This transfer of identity tacitly acknowledges a relational 
understanding of identity formation and of the relationship of the individual 
to society. The artists develop different strategies to deal with this problem 
of identification. (1999: 11) 

 

In this account, what might otherwise be perceived as the hegemonic subsumption of 

Irish artists’ identity in the British context is framed as a mark of transnational cultural 

success. Murray puts the word “represent” in inverted commas, which seems to insist 

that this representation is merely nominal, rather than having real repercussions. This is 

possibly intended as a further response to the reluctance of the 0044 artists to represent 

Ireland in the exhibition. Yet in order to justify the alleged lack of tension, Anglo-Irish 

relations appear to need retranslating. The curator reframes the postcolonial relationship 

as “historical links between the two countries,” links which have “benefited” the artists, 

it appears, although we are not told how. The artists furthermore gain from “a mutually 

accepted policy of both British and Irish governments that regards domicile as 

‘belonging,’” although we are not told how. Yet, Murray paradoxically concludes: “The 

                                                 
210 In the 1991 census the options for self-identification were white/non-white, with an additional line on 
which to add ethnicity if desired. The counting mechanisms used to create the census later discounted this 
line. It was not until 2001 that “Irish” was added as an identifiable ethnicity, creating the space for 
second-generation Irish to be British by nationality and Irish by ethnicity (Kells: 1995).  
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artists develop different strategies to deal with this problem of identification” (emphasis 

added) (1999: 11).  

In fact the real problem of identification is that the absence of a recognized 

diasporic identity has been detrimental to the welfare of Irish immigrants at large, who 

reported blocked social mobility, alarmingly high levels of unemployment, physical and 

psychological illness and suicide.211 Despite forming 11% of London’s population and 

being Britain’s largest minority, the Irish Diaspora has been structurally written out of 

official narratives. This followed a long-term policy that the assimilation of Irish in 

Britain should be based on denationalization as much as an inevitable process of 

integration (Hickman 1996: 45-55). During the time of the exhibition Irish emigrants 

were fighting to be recognized as an ethnic minority in order to combat their poor 

access to social welfare services. This inability for the Irish Diaspora to be heard within 

hegemonic discourse forms the backdrop against which the artists, problematically, 

insist on silence. A consideration of this backdrop contrasts starkly with Murray’s rose-

tinted reference to how “the history of Irish emigrants living in Britain has been one of 

social transition. Their movement in economic terms has been steadily towards 

prosperity, and with that prosperity has come assimilation into the dominant culture” 

(1999: 12).  

While Murray assures that the exhibition will be “primarily about the artist’s 

voice,” there are occasions when his interest in diplomatic Anglo-Irish relations is 

challenged by the artists. In particular, John Carson’s work raises the question of 

whether the artist’s voice will continue to be heard when what it has to say has the 

potential to create controversy. Out of the twenty artists exhibited in 0044, Carson is the 

only one who directly challenges fixed conceptions of Irish identity and associated 

stereotypes, engaging with the distinction between originating from Ireland as opposed 

to being an “Irishman,” and playfully engaging with stock images of Irishness. An early 

work from 1978, that was not included in the exhibition, is a case in point: I'd walk from 

Cork to Larne to see the 40 shades of green was titled after a famous Johnny Cash song. 

Carson walked 320 miles across Ireland, photographing “anything green – cabbages, 

                                                 
211 Research from the late 1990s reported that Irish males suffered an unemployment rate 50% higher than 
the white average, that they were the only migrant group whose life expectancy shortened on arrival, that 
they had a 30% higher rate of poor health than their British counterparts, that they were twice as likely to 
be hospitalized for psychological distress and had a 50% higher rate of suicide. “The Irish Community in 
London,” London Civic Forum, Voices for London Policy Commission, March 2002.  
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milk-crates, ‘go’ signs, industrial complexes, railings, a plastic coat – as a means of 

radically deconstructing the song's nostalgic sentiment.”212 In the 0044 catalogue, art 

critic Mic Moroney described one of his performances entitled So What (Fig. 5.6): 

 
One of [Carson’s] many surreal juxtapositions was a slide of the veteran 
Free Presbyterian leader and fomenter of Ulster’s Democratic Unionist 
Party, Ian Paisley, with the word ‘PADDY” plastered across him. Carson 
usually accompanied this with a commentary of how, having come from 
good loyalist stock, his own inescapable Irishness was starkly brought home 
to him in London, where he was roughed up in bars on more than one 
occasion for having the accent of an IRA man. (1999: 36) 

 

 

Fig. 5.6. John Carson, So What, 1990, video still from performance 

 

Raised in a Loyalist household, Carson had considered himself to be British until the 

racist reception of his voice in London made him come to the realisation that he was 

Irish. This experience appears to be common among Protestant emigrants from Northern 

Ireland (Kells: 1995). By using the term “Paddy,” the stereotyping reference to all Irish 

men, to refer to Unionist leader Ian Paisley, Carson turns the derogative reductive terms 

of British racism back on itself. He breaks the chain of signifiers of Irishness and 

Britishness, creating space for change, although the political implication of the work is 

distinctly nationalist.   

                                                 
212 “0044: Contemporary Irish Artists in Britain” Press release, Albright Knox Gallery. 
http://www.albrightknox.org/Past_Exhibitions/1990s/0044.html. Accessed July 2007 and May 2010. 
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Barthes suggests that stereotypes can not be transcended but must be confronted 

in order to be destroyed: “Setting the stereotype at a distance is not a political task, for 

political language is itself made up of stereotypes, but a critical task, one, that is, which 

aims to call language into crisis” (1977: 199). Carson does something similar here. He 

calls the very language of the fixity of Irish identity into crisis and confronts the 

language of Anglo-Irish relations in the process. Through the alienating effect of 

emigration, Carson discovers the grain of his own voice, the relationship between 

language and his voice in all its materiality. Following Sayad, we can see that this 

experience has authorized a new social and therefore political world-view for Carson 

and has given him a renewed social capacity to speak. The black humour inherent in 

Carson’s performance refuses any celebration of Irish nationalism, but its subversive 

mockery of an entire system of representation is an explosive cocktail in the context of 

Anglo-Irish relations.  

In the catalogue Murray reframes John Carson’s experience as merely an 

occasion of British misunderstanding of Irish politics, thus undermining Carson’s 

subversion of stereotypes: 

 
John Carson has also had to confront simplistic British views of Northern 
Ireland, having been roughed up on occasion in bars for having the accent of 
an IRA man. (1999: 12) 

 

By not mentioning how this misunderstanding led to a formative proto-nationalist 

experience, Murray silences the inherent political narratives. This seems representative 

of the wider silencing of politics in the representation of Irish artists in Britain in 0044. 

Yet, arguably, Carson’s experience perfectly reflects the “gap” that opens up between 

self-perceptions, reception and a changing sense of self as a result of emigration.  

In an interview addressing the exhibition, Murray had proudly boasted that “a 

considerable amount of the vitality of the Young British Art scene is actually coming 

from Ireland” (Allen 1999: 30). Yet he passes over a more specific critical commentary 

on the points of consonance and dissonance in the Irish and British artists’ work. In fact, 

Carson’s renegotiation of Anglo-Irish identity makes an interesting point of discussion 

in relation to yBa artist Mark Wallinger’s Oxymoron (1997) in which he recreated the 

Union Jack in the colours of the Irish flag. Elsewhere, Elizabeth Legge suggests that the 

yBa’s presentation of a disempowered self was partly the outcome of the interiorization 
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of postcolonial theory. These British artists, she suggests, cast themselves in a way that 

is theoretically informed by the presentation of the disempowered colonized other in 

postcolonial theory. Ironically, as Legge elaborates, the yBa artists occupied their “loss 

of Empire” seats “with an almost anarchic sense of power,” “produc[ing] a recognizable 

voice both for the art and its criticism” (2000: 6). Even in their disidentification with 

power, the yBa artists showed their ability to be heard within hegemonic discourse. This 

led to a recuperation of their “critique” for a rebranding of dusty old Britain as Cool 

Britannia. I wonder how the 0044 artists related to this development.  

 

Minding the Gap of Transnationality  

Abdelmalek Sayad argues that to associate migration solely with freedom of choice and 

mobility overlooks the fact that the constitution of migration patterns and the reception 

of migrants fall under national systems of governance, independent of the will of 

individuals, however much they are informed by the dynamics of community life. If we 

ignore this system effect “we surreptitiously erase that which creates the objective truth 

of the immigrant's situation” (2004: 162). This observation is relevant to the wider 

experience of immigrant artists, whose situatedness in relation to national narratives is 

not acknowledged by their labeling as “culturally diverse” rather than inhabiting a 

specific positionality vis-à-vis their country of origin and residence. The 0044 artists’ 

lived experiences demonstrate that being an artist does not cut one off from the range of 

social and cultural processes experienced by all migrants, although they are experienced 

in differentiated ways. The 0044 exhibition’s original title, Mind the Gap, seemed 

productive in pointing to the space between fixities. The notion of the gap implicitly 

makes space for artists’ occupation of different positions – potentially supplementary as 

well as contradictory – within Irish and British art discourses. It creates space, for 

example, to talk across the kind of gap that opened up when Orpen’s work was 

presented in Dublin and London by drawing attention to the ways in which people 

inhabit identities and social positions in complex and often contradictory ways. To 

recall Chantal Mouffe once again: 

 
It is only when we discard the view of the subject as an agent both rational 
and transparent to itself, and discard as well the supposed unity and 
homogeneity of the ensemble of its positions, that we are in a position to 
theorize the multiplicity of relations of subordination. A single individual 
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can be the bearer of this multiplicity and be dominant in one relation while 
subordinated in another. (2006: 77) 

 

The incommensurability of Ziff’s framing of artists in London as inevitably subordinate 

and Murray’s celebration of their definitive presence suggests the ongoing difficulty in 

doing justice to the tensions as well as the possibilities. The narrative clarity typically 

expected of curatorial discourses also hampers a more interrogative approach, as I 

discussed in the previous chapter.  

 Murray’s preference for a new articulation of emigration is understandable, 

given that the traditional understanding of “a one-way outward flow” is at odds with the 

artists’ mobility and their centrality in representing Irish art in international events 

(Walter 2001: 11). In his shift to a transnationalism assumed to mean “beyond the 

national” Murray nevertheless seems to be caught somewhere between the conception 

of the artist as a cosmopolitan intellectual and/or romantic exile and a conception of 

cultural deterritorialization. By deterritorialization I refer to the ways in which people 

now feel they belong to various communities despite the fact that they do not share a 

common territory with other members (Papastergiadis 2000: 208). Although 

globalization has become a more tangible experience in the decade or more since 0044 

took place, this strain on curatorial narratives seems to persist. Curators very often 

oscillate between received art historical notions of the artist as an autonomous 

individual (exile) and contemporary understandings of (collective) processes of identity 

formation. The often contradictory responses evade the question of whether artistic 

expression is viewed as an expression of an authentic cultural identity or as an 

expression of social and political particularity. This particularity can in fact be almost 

impossible to address in formal terms, thanks to art’s traditional denial of its 

situatedness within particular social and cultural discourses.  

In my previous analyses of the work of Orpen, Le Brocquy and Bacon, we have 

seen how the ongoing rigid separation of national discourses tends to bring about 

conflicting readings which typically co-exist in different locations. Rather than being 

negotiated in relation to each other, the reading produced by the dominant nation is 

generally received as universally valid. In contrast, one might harness the potential of 

the initial departure point of “Mind the Gap” by reading across existing national 

boundaries. By more fully addressing the double consciousness that is inevitably 
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constituted through migration, these alternative readings might be negotiated in relation 

to each other. I mean double consciousness here in the sociological sense of the co-

existence of two places of identification for the diaspora, the new field or habitus with 

which one is confronted through emigration often being read relationally to the field and 

habitus of origin.213 A deeper engagement with double consciousness might potentially 

challenge the unquestioned privileging of readings from dominant nations, making 

space for minor narratives. This double reading might prompt a re-negotiation of the 

exchange rate between the cultural capitals of the nations in question. Outside of the 

ethical and political repercussions of such a move, I contend that trans-national readings 

might open up a more sophisticated understanding of emigrant artists’ oeuvres, past and 

present.  

In order to do so, curators would firstly need a vocabulary with which to talk 

across the relationship between the artistic, cultural and political, which I have proposed 

Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field, field of power and cultural and symbolic capital 

provide. Such a negotiation would also require a much deeper understanding of the 

psychological processes that are brought about by emigration, which, rather than being a 

one-time event, might better be seen as an ongoing reconfiguration of one’s habitus of 

origin relative to that of the culture of residence. The reception of Irish artists’ work in 

London demonstrates that this is not the undifferentiated melting pot situation that 

references to transnational or global identity as being beyond the national seem to imply. 

Rather, as Radhakrishnan suggests, aesthetic and philosophical paradigms operate 

hierarchically (2003: 23).  

Although the political aspects of the Anglo-Irish encounter colour the reception 

of Irish art in London in particular ways, I propose that the artists’ efforts to adjust their 

work to the demands of the new context and their subordination of the identity of origin 

is representative of the broader experience of many emigrant artists today. Research 

suggests that contemporary artists typically move to a small number of dominant 

countries (Wu 2009). Inevitably then, they are forced to negotiate their originary 

                                                 
213 In the case of the Irish in Britain, it is generally not until the second diasporic generation that this 
comes closer to Paul Gilroy’s (1993) understanding of double consciousness as “both/and” (in this case, 
both British and Irish, as the 2001 British census made room for). For many Northern Irish this self-
understanding had already applied before emigration. Mary Kells confirms this in the mid 1990s in 
relation to middle class migrants from Northern Ireland with Protestant and Catholic backgrounds (1995: 
8-10).  
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dispositions regarding cultural, social and artistic values, as well as political beliefs, in 

contexts where the habitus, field and field of power in the place of residence is 

understood to be of higher cultural and symbolic capital. This negotiation process can 

include responding to a (positive) reception of one’s work as exotic, which is 

nevertheless reductive, failing as it does to secure a place in art history, as we have seen 

with Le Brocquy in chapter two. It can include the kind of introjection of supervision 

we have seen in 0044, because of more specific tensions in the respective histories of 

the two countries, or solely a sense of lower cultural value, which may or may not be 

directly linked to a colonial history.   

These issues can not be addressed unless the relationship between habitus and 

field (of origin and residence) are made visible; rather than positing the situation in 

terms of certain artists “having an identity” vis-à-vis a field that is taken to be culturally 

and politically neutral. Contemporary artists today often address their migratory 

experiences within their work. Yet their insights and the increasingly sophisticated 

theoretical understandings of double consciousness they draw on are rarely brought to 

bear on curatorial narratives surrounding artists who do not take this experience as 

explicit subject matter. I would like to see this knowledge brought into the curatorial 

narratives of all exhibitions addressing the work of artists who migrate, whether 

historical or contemporary. With regard to historical artists, for example, a retrospective 

of Arshile Gorky’s work held at Tate Modern in 2010 comes to mind. In what was 

otherwise a wonderful display of Gorky’s oeuvre, the wall texts tended to interrupt and 

undermine the complex ways in which the experience of being an immigrant informed 

the artist’s work.214 The wall texts emphasized formalist readings of the paintings, with 

                                                 
214 The social and political implications and references within the artist’s work were largely understated in 
the wall texts, although referred to in the biography presented on a separate wall outside of the exhibition. 
Curiously, following the initial introductory wall text, the other eleven wall texts replicated the contents 
of a small pamphlet that accompanied the exhibition word-for-word, with the exception of the following 
sentence, which was omitted from the wall text: “Although Gorky was politically on the left, and 
abstraction and radical politics were seen as interlinked, he differed from his friend Stuart Davis in 
preferring not to combine art and activism.” It was the only text that made explicit reference to Gorky’s 
political beliefs. In the wall texts curators Martin Gale, Head of Displays, Tate Modern and Ben 
Borthwick, Assistant Curator, Tate Modern, made a courageous move, however, in referring to the 
Armenian pogroms “which are widely recognized as the century’s first genocide,” a move which 
prompted critique from the Turkish government. In response, the Tate issued a flyer in which it was 
explained that the wording in the wall texts had been carefully selected to demonstrate the contested 
status of the term. The flyer went on to point to discrepancies between the British government’s 
constitution of the pogroms in terms other than genocide and the European Parliament’s acceptance of the 
status of genocide.  
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selected references to biographical and contextual factors, in standard fashion. 

Throughout, Gorky’s engagement with the European canon is given greater weight than 

his overt visual engagement with his migrant memory. Wall texts in the “Garden in 

Sochi” room made reference to Gorky’s “general recuperation of his mythic past,” 

which undermines the psychological intensity of some of his best works, inspired by the 

deep-felt tension and poignant investigation into the relationship between past and 

present, interior and exterior.215  

Little insight is provided about the kind of interior processes that follow 

immigration, which might lead to greater insight into the partly figurative “biomorphic 

abstractions” referred to. In the “Image in Khorkom” room – Khorkom being the artist’s 

childhood village – there is for example no comment on the subject matter of a number 

of paintings which incorporate visibly female body parts, as if in an interior 

renegotiation of woman as archetype, memory and human presence in his life, past and 

present. The wall text states that these works “seem to allude to Gorky’s Armenian roots 

and experiences, more than a decade after his emigration” with no further elaboration. 

In fact, Gorky relates these to a specific childhood memory in his published letters. 

Later inspection of the biographical timeline showed that the painting was begun the 

year of Gorky’s first marriage. Yet the wall text provides no sense of how, for the 

immigrant, moments of life change like this tend to prompt such reflections on origins, 

often bringing about an intense reconfiguration of the self.  

As many canonical artists originate from less powerful countries, a 

reconsideration of these well-known artists’ migrant status – often subsumed by the 

identities of the dominant countries where they reside – might furthermore lead to a full 

realization of the “cultural diversity” or more accurately, the presence of alterity, within 

the Western canon. While the writing out of non-Western artists from the canon has 

understandably been given precedence within cultural identity discourses, this 
                                                 
215 To offer one example, the wall text in the “Garden in Sochi” room referred to “a magically evoked 
memory of his father’s orchard in Khorkom” before situating Gorky in relation to the European 
Surrealists in wartime New York. The “magical” evocation seems to divorce the memory from reality, 
just like the aforementioned reference to a “mythic past.” Although Gorky’s encounter with the surrealists 
is an important artistic milestone, the stated “coincidence” between his engagement with migrant memory 
and the surrealist concern with psychological reality and non-rational images seemed to foreclose 
reflection on the crucial differences between Gorky’s work and that of his surrealist peers. In a tag 
accompanying Cornfield of Health (1944) in a much later room, André Breton is cited in a manner that 
seems to confirm this differentiation: “Gorky is the only [surrealist] who maintains direct contact with 
nature” by combining the process of looking at nature with “a flux of childhood and other memories.”  
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revisionism from within and its potential for a redistribution of cultural capitals 

unevenly accumulated in major canons to date should not be underestimated.  

In pointing to the gaps of silence within the speech act in this chapter, I have 

tried to demonstrate that representation can coincide with enforced absence on other 

levels. While Spivak’s famous question “Can the subaltern speak?” is concerned with 

subaltern identities that can not be addressed in hegemonic terms, I contend that it is 

also crucial to attend to a comparable (albeit unequal) “violence of silence” in dominant 

discourses on major artists’ work, which forecloses the space of alterity. This is partly 

constituted by the oversight of readings from dominant locations, which typically 

misunderstand what I referred to in chapter one as “minor narratives.” Turas reminds us 

that a barely perceptible scene of translation can belie the most apparently simple 

transfer of knowledge. My proposition of “minor curating” would aim to create space 

for precisely this kind of submerged alterity. In this globalizing world, the shape of 

culture is shifting towards flux rather than stability and towards double or multiple 

locatedness. This makes it urgent to seek out ways in which curatorial narratives can be 

reconfigured to incorporate new understandings of cultural practice – and furthermore, 

to creating an enabling space in which new identities might be articulated.  
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Conclusion 

Over the past five chapters, we have seen examples of the multiple ways in which the 

norms of professional curation interweave, problematise and fundamentally clash with 

the cultural and political functions of representation. In the first chapter, we witnessed a 

curatorial attempt to increase the value of William Orpen’s oeuvre, which threatened to 

rob the artist of his subversive identity and with it, some of his most important artistic 

innovations. We saw the recalcitrance of Orpen’s work to the demands of seamless 

identity inherent to the retrospective as an exhibition genre; a recalcitrance that recurred 

in different ways in monographic representations of the work of Le Brocquy and Bacon. 

We saw how certain (erroneous) readings of all three artists became fixed, thanks to 

their role in maintaining critical and art market value for the artists. I have proposed that 

many (historical) artists are locked into stories and myths which prevent us from really 

seeing their work. Following in the tracks of representation’s failures, I have outlined 

some tentative strategies to open up a more nuanced ground for the articulation of the 

complexity and internal diversity of individual and collective artistic production. 

 Not all curatorial presentations are as openly narrative as the Orpen retrospective, 

in the sense of telling a definable story. In fact the exhibitions that require no discursive 

justification for their aesthetic choices are in the majority. Yet they are able to forgo 

external justification because they are indirectly justified by the exhibitions and art 

works that are openly legitimated. They “stand on the shoulders of countless earlier, 

now obsolete legitimating discourses” (Diederichsen 2008: 29). It is the absence or 

scarcity of these shoulders to stand on that cause artists from emerging or postcolonial 

nations to be so symbolically dependent on dominant discourses. This makes it 

necessary to create more space for symbolic conflict within curatorial discourse.  

In order to create this space, I have suggested that curators should be encouraged 

to inhabit the contingency of their own representative positions more self-reflexively 

and more explicitly; to show their critical locatedness vis-à-vis the subject matter in 

question without claiming the position as definitive or neutral. This self-reflexive 

inhabitance would mark a shift from an ontological, philosophically based presentation 

of things (reality, art works, cultures) “as they are” to an epistemologically based 

presentation that acknowledges the construction of meaning by the curator. The 

curatorial act might thus become both a container that assumes responsibility for the 
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proliferation of meanings the exhibition generates, as well as being just one of them.216 

By more readily engaging with the representative component of the curatorial act, 

curators might find themselves in a position to actively interrogate and embrace the 

fractures within their own exhibition narratives; to make more space for their inevitably 

multiple and conflicting meanings. This creation of space for a proliferation of 

meanings might offer the possibility of openly acknowledging symbolic conflict 

between different readings, values and paradigms within individual works and, by 

extension, between (conflicting) national and cultural paradigms. 

I have suggested that, following in the tracks of representation’s failures, we 

might best develop curatorial strategies to open up a more nuanced ground for the 

articulation of complexity per se. The multiplicity of relations of belonging, in terms of 

place and artistic field, demands such a development. So too it is through the subtle 

interweavings of cultural and social discourses in one’s sense of self that the term 

habitus can lend itself more readily to the situatedness of artists’ practices in wider 

cultural, social and historical discourses than the notion of identity. There is also the 

multiplicity of relations of subordination and power among nations and individuals, as 

the Irish-British case study highlighted. I have demonstrated the relevance of 

questioning a binary conception of art as mainstream or other and the associated 

division of the world into what Edward Said once referred to as “two unequal halves” 

(1978: 873). The outcome of my case studies strongly concurs with Chantal Mouffe’s 

proposition that we need to discard the supposed unity and homogeneity of the 

ensemble of any subject’s positions – or for that matter, the supposed coherency of any 

nation or culture’s position (2006: 77).  

My study insists on the importance of history to the understanding of the present. 

Yet, the notion of history itself must be articulated in its complex form. We have seen in 

chapter three how the standard curatorial presentation of cultures and identities as 

transcendentally sanctioned might be transformed by a transition to understandings of 

identity as historically produced and contingent. In the final chapter, we witnessed the 

                                                 
216 I draw here on Asja Szafraniec’s discussion of Derrida’s analysis of Kafka. She writes: “It is through 
such self-reflective series of iterations (and as one of them) that the author’s signature inserts itself into 
the work. From then on, the signature is both, and undecidably, a ‘receptacle’ assuming responsibility for 
the (hyper-)totality of textual effects produced by the work, as well as just one of the infinity of the 
gatherable singular items. It attempts to embrace the textual event of the work as a whole but is at the 
same time itself embraced, put en abyme, by the latter” (2008: 54).  

 229



uneasy transition from the national to the transnational, which brought about not so 

much the disappearance of macropolitical identitarian problems but their “passage 

underground” within curatorial discourse (Jameson 1984: xi). These issues continue to 

operate unconsciously as a way of thinking about and acting in our current situation; a 

fact made evident by the slowness with which the agency of global artists increases. 

I have tried to imagine what it might mean to explicitly approach curating as a 

mirror that necessarily reflects unfaithfully; as a representation of a whole series of 

further representations, which may or may not be faithful to the artist’s own image. I 

have identified the tension between the multiply located position of art works in 

particular social, cultural, political and artistic discourses and the professional demand 

for a unifying curatorial concept. I have suggested the relevance of “inhabit[ing] the 

very cracks that open up between the promise of representation and its contingency” 

through deconstructive approaches to curatorial concepts and exhibition space (Laclau 

2007: 87-88). Curating can and, I propose, should follow in the footsteps of art itself by 

shifting its focus from the represented to the process of representing and to the 

relationship between the subject of representation and the act of representation. More 

radically, these deconstructive strategies could productively lend themselves to 

supporting an alternative ethos in curating, designed to bring about a redistribution of 

cultural and symbolic capital and a greater autonomy from market forces.  

In his recent book, On (Surplus) Value in Art, Diedrich Diederichsen points out 

that rather than providing an exception to the commodity market, the singularity of the 

art work is “precisely the desired quality of a specific commodity type” – “its universal 

attribute” (2008: 38). As the competitiveness of the global art world becomes more 

aggressive, art is purged of its history and politics in order to become an ideal object for 

reinvestment through financial speculation or cultural-political instrumentalization (25). 

This situation results in an increasingly reductive association of art works with 

“mythified artist subjects,” while the autonomy of economic markets from state and 

national cultural formations allows obligations towards cultural values to simply 

disappear (43, 49). This process is not only taking place in the traditional market place – 

the art fair or the commercial gallery – but in the museum as well. We are witnessing a 

rapid institutional passage from educational and civic remits to market niches (Witcomb 

2003: 48). The nuances of identities and their associated values and histories are also 
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flattened in the well-branded exhibition products, produced by museums under the 

pressure of commercial competitiveness.  

 We can conceive of mainstream curation today as predominantly “major 

curating” in the sense that it typically asserts its social and cultural autonomy and 

overlooks the complexity of how socio-cultural origins inform the paradigms of art. In 

light of the globalization and rationalization of the art market, it is relevant now, more 

than before, to establish a kind of curating that protects the ways in which art functions 

as a social and cultural container. From such a perspective we can challenge curation’s 

normative complicity with the drive towards prestige and marketability, which 

exacerbates cultural inequality by privileging dominant discourses. To that effect I have 

put forward the concept of “minor curating,” which sets out to deterritorialize the norms 

of the curatorial field from within.  

It seems important at this point to acknowledge that the space for minor 

literature to be “revolutionary” – that is, immanently political rather than engaged in 

existing politics – was carved out by Deleuze and Guattari at the cost of acknowledging 

Kafka’s nationalist engagement in Czech literature striving to assert itself vis-à-vis the 

dominant German literature. Literary critic Pascale Casanova, who made this 

observation, argues that by hailing Kafka as a prophet or seer of politics to come, rather 

than addressing his political engagement in the present, Deleuze and Guattari “retrieve 

the most archaic of political mythologies” and “impose a modern opinion upon a writer 

from the past who did not share it” (2004: 204). From my perspective, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the value of both Deleuze and Guattari’s isolation of wider creative 

possibilities for the deterritorialization of language and Casanova’s insistence on the 

significance of the original locatedness of Kafka’s deconstructive strategies in national 

politics. Casanova makes this argument in The World Republic of Letters and the 

necessity of the political and ethical functions of representation for a redistribution of 

cultural and symbolic capital in the literary world informs her argument. However, it is 

only when seen together that the two readings provide ways to think forward both the 

breakdown of representation and its necessity for political and ethical functions. 

Following Spivak, I have argued that this double strategy is a necessary response to the 

complexity of the current situation.  
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Rather than representing the unique artistic subject that art history produces for 

works of art, or the simplified version thereof preferred by the market, minor curating 

would aim to address what traditional art history and the market prevent us from 

thinking.217 I find it crucial that curators challenge the norm of seeking to contain and 

restructure aspects of artists’ characters and works that act as threats to the equilibrium 

of established discourses. Going against normative curatorial discourse’s drive towards 

seamless identity and a seamless exhibition narrative, minor curating would be 

interruptive. Minor curating would also be located in the sense of considering the 

relative status of overshadowed readings. Elements in an artist’s work which have been 

underplayed to secure the investments of one national canon would be highlighted in 

relation to other national perspectives. Rather than providing only an alternative framing, 

minor curating would openly communicate the symbolic conflict that opens up in the 

process. It would aim to undo the exclusionary effects of trying to present coherent 

identity; whether national identity, artistic identity or any other. 

It is because of the immanent refusal of this autonomous ethical identity that 

Deleuze and Guattari find all minor writing inherently collective and political and never 

individual. Kafka is not minor because of his minority identity as a German-speaking 

Czech Jew, but because he produces artistic narratives that do not culminate in national, 

racial, sexual or social identifications that stabilize identity. This writing strategy 

prevents Kafka from becoming representative in the sense of a major writer (Lloyd 

1987: 22). As we have seen with Coleman’s The Ploughman’s Party, the radical 

interrogation of seamless identity does not necessarily deny the possibility of 

representation, however, but can insist on simultaneously maintaining political 

representation and a full awareness of the limits of representation itself. Identity can be 

represented disjunctively.  

If minor curating has a political function, it is firstly to insist on space for the 

cultural and social value of curating – which is not the same as its market value – and 

secondly to hold open space for cultural diversity in its full sense of potentially 

competing hegemonic paradigms. These two elements are almost two sides of the one 

coin, because it is through the devaluing of the socio-cultural locatedness of art 

                                                 
217 I borrow my formulation of the problematic that the artistic subject is produced by art history for 
works of art from Griselda Pollock from a paper given the National Identity and Visual Culture 
conference, held at the Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam on June 10-11 2010. 
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discourse that symbolic conflict between competing hegemonic paradigms is typically 

repressed and market incentives secured. Offering an alternative to a globalized 

curatorial discourse that conceives of a streamlining of art discourse worldwide, minor 

curating might maintain space for the nuances and contradictions of artistic, cultural, 

and national identities. It might insist on the relevance of multiple histories in a 

knowledge-based economy with a package-based approach to the past and on the 

politics of culture amid the neo-liberal culturalisation of politics.   

Dorothea von Hantelmann recalls that the fact that the norms of exhibition-

making affirm, enact and cultivate some of the most basic categories of a democratic 

capitalist society does not imply that the public sphere which exhibitions participate in 

producing does not exist (2010: 14). It does not mean that the political bias of art is 

already completely determined in advance by these institutional factors. Rather, it is 

within these conditions that art has significance. “The artwork does not gain a societal 

impact by rupturing these conventions; it is via these conventions that there already is a 

societal impact” (14). I see the exhibition functioning in similar terms to the art work in 

this respect. The political bias of curating is not entirely determined in advance by 

institutional factors. Rather, the silence surrounding the norms of curating enables the 

repressive and culturally hegemonic aspects of curation to be reproduced without 

question.  

As with art works, the perception of exhibitions, which owe their formal 

properties and their value only to the structure of the field and thus to its history, is a 

differential, diacritical perception (Bourdieu 2008: 266). It is attentive to deviations 

from other exhibitions, both contemporary and past. These exhibitions are a product of a 

long history of breaks with tradition in Western art discourse and tend to become 

historical through and through. Yet they are more and more dehistoricized in social and 

cultural terms in recent curatorial discourse. I wonder about the current level of 

consensus on the important art exhibitions of the past 50 years, visible in conferences 

and publications that start to set down a history for curating. As my case studies 

substantiate, the absence of questions about how to define the value of curating is in 

itself problematic for such consensual judgements. The foreclosure of currently 

devalued parameters of cultural identity and national cultural discourses will have an 

impact on emerging generations of curators; one which is likely to allow their practices 
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to lend themselves too easily to the market-driven purging of complex histories and 

subjectivities.   

Clearly, the curator is in a highly contingent position today; caught between the 

conflicting demands of various funding bodies, politicians, art discourses, artists and 

publics. Yet, as Irit Rogoff argues, we always seem to be operating out of a contingent 

position in today’s world. One can never “do the right thing” as such. The crucial point 

is to ask how the contingency of this ongoing condition might be inhabited differently 

to create new knowledge:  

 
One is after all always operating out of a contingent position, always 
seemingly at fault, this is a permanent and ongoing condition … Criticality 
is therefore connected in my mind with risk, with a cultural inhabitation that 
acknowledges what it is risking without yet fully being able to articulate 
it … “Criticality” as I perceive it is precisely in the operations of 
recognising the limitations of one's thought for one does not learn something 
new until one unlearns something old, otherwise one is simply adding 
information rather than rethinking a structure. (2004, unpaginated) 

 

Rogoff’s observations on criticality apply not only to the practice of the individual 

curator, but, I contend, to curatorial discourse more generally. It is precisely in the 

operations of recognizing the limitations of curatorial practice’s historical thought, and 

actively unlearning them, that new curatorial strategies can be something other than a 

mere addition to what has been. 
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Summary: 

Curating, Cultural capital and Symbolic Power: 

Representations of Irish Art in London, 1950-2010 

 

In the aftermath of 1990s identity politics discourse and following the globalization of 

the art world, most international curators today perceive identity issues as passé and 

largely irrelevant to their daily practices. Yet recent research points to the significant 

disjuncture between the prevalent image of the art world as a place which has been 

thoroughly globalized and the continued power of a select few geographic centres to 

steer the financial, conceptual and formal interests of art discourse. The deep structural 

inequalities associated with unevenly accumulated levels of symbolic and cultural 

capital are difficult to shift, despite current developments. As I see it, the central issue in 

the present is no longer the inclusion of global artists in the cultural field, as it was in 

identity politics discourse, but rather how the value of cultural production is defined and 

determined and in whose interest. I am concerned with how professional curatorial 

practices engage in this process of value-making.  

Rather than addressing exhibitions as isolated curatorial acts, I articulate a long-

term vision of how the internal dynamics and values of the norms of professional 

curation interweave, problematise and fundamentally clash with art’s complex 

imbrication in the cultural and political functions of representation. I address these 

issues in relation to the representation of art associated with one nation in one location 

in order to make visible how the underlying drive towards prestige demands the 

reproduction of certain discourses. I show how the re-articulation and transformations of 

those discourses are related to wider cultural, social and political shifts, and with them, 

renegotiations of sources of value (both critical and economic). The case study in 

question is the representation of Irish art in London from 1950 to the present. As a 

European country and a former British colony, Ireland provides a unique perspective 

from which to question the binary axiology that underpins identity politics and cultural 

diversity discourses. It is precisely in its holding of multiple levels of subordination and 

dominance that Ireland prompts a more complex approach to colonialism and to the 

binary understanding of power and otherness that underpin art discourse. Thanks to the 

long duration of my case study, we observe shifts in the cultural and symbolic capital of 
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Irishness and the relative value of Irish art as the nation goes through economic 

recession in the 1950s and 1980s and an economic boom in the 1990s, known as the 

Celtic Tiger economy.  

I set out to rethink issues surrounding representation in a manner that bridges the 

gap between postcolonial discourse’s emphasis on the cultural basis of history (which 

informed identity politics discourse) and globalization theory’s highlighting of the 

cultural basis of the economic. This leads me to take a sociological view of the art world, 

drawing on the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu who developed a series of 

terms – habitus, field and field of power – to articulate the dynamic relationship 

between artistic dispositions, art discourse and the politics of culture. In my analyses I 

use these concepts to supplement notions like “identity” and “representation” which 

cannot fully cover the multi-layered operations at work. I sketch out the complex 

relationships between the artist and other artists, and beyond them, the spectrum of 

individuals involved in the production of the social value of the art work – with a focus 

on curators.  

Following Bourdieu,  I present curators as being occupied with increasing 

artists’ cultural and symbolic capital in order to ensure their success in the art world, but 

show that “the exchange rates [of cultural capital] vary in accordance with the power 

relation between the holders of the different forms of capital” (2006: 125). As curators 

underplay aspects of artists’ work or identity that decrease symbolic capital and 

emphasize aspects that add prestige, they thus tend to favour dominant artistic narratives 

over minor narratives and less familiar artistic paradigms, of framing emigrant and 

second-generation artists in ways that overlook the complexity of their identities, and of 

presenting Other artists of a high social standing as being intellectually above and 

therefore outside of their country of origin. Although these professional norms are not 

intended to misrepresent particular cultures or identities, the colonially inscribed 

definitions of value lends these representational practices a culturally hegemonic 

character.  

A shift in focus to the relative exchange rate of different national identities in 

terms of cultural and symbolic capital enables me to consider the play of identity in a 

transactional art world. I look at artists’ role in highlighting and underplaying aspects of 

their own identity construction in collaboration with the curator with a view to greater 
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success in the field. We see that artists’ self-understandings in terms of their national 

identity affect their art production. Moreover, curators’ understandings of an artist’s 

identity are seen to inform fundamental aspects of their representation of the work. I 

demonstrate that, rather than being of ethical interest alone, challenging received 

readings of national identity can bring about very different understandings of artists’ 

oeuvres.  

My case studies show the tension between artists’ multiple belongings and the 

contingency of their self-identifications and the inability of the norms of curation to 

make space for that complexity. I point to ways in which ambivalence surrounding 

national identity and authenticity inform artists’ and curators’ activities, self-perceptions 

and the conceptual and aesthetic content of their art work or exhibitions. I examine how 

art’s structural denial of its social and cultural origins facilitates and justifies this status 

quo. Emigrant artists are seen to inhabit the art discourse and circuits of their country of 

origin and residence differently, becoming complicit in contradictory curatorial 

framings that play havoc with national canons. National art canons are seen to continue 

to operate along the ideological lines of the unitary subject, and while the immediate 

solution might appear to lie in the dissolution of national canons, I show that even 

apparently post-national conditions in the art world shore up the privileges of the 

national legacy that this condition of ‘post’ implies.  

Chapter one opens with an on-the-spot analysis of a retrospective of 19th-century 

painter William Orpen held in the Imperial War Museum, London in 2005 and 

travelling to the National Gallery of Ireland. I examine the discrepancies that emerge 

between curator Roy Foster’s art historical accounts in the exhibition catalogue and the 

curatorial narrative within the London exhibition. Drawing on the work of Homi 

Bhabha and David Lloyd, I reread Orpen’s oeuvre from a postcolonial perspective and 

examine how the incalcitrance of his oeuvre to one identity or national canon plays 

havoc with curatorial norms. I subsequently make a comparative analysis of the Dublin 

version of the same retrospective, which exposes conflicting curatorial narratives, each 

one designed to suit the ideological needs of the local context. I examine how 

understandings of the artist’s oeuvre become affected in the process of this curatorial 

framing and reframing. What appears to be a mere issue of national identity offers the 

means for an aesthetic reorientation of the retrospective as a whole.  
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In chapter two, I look more specifically at the relationship between curating, 

identity formation and the art market. I follow the early career trajectories of two Irish-

born London-based artists, Louis Le Brocquy and Francis Bacon in the post-war period. 

I examine the trajectory of their early careers in the 1940s and 1950s to map out how 

their increasing fame affected the curatorial articulation of their national identities. Le 

Brocquy went on to be claimed as “Ireland’s greatest artist” while Bacon became “the 

greatest British artist of the 20th century.” Rather than being a matter of national interest 

alone, I examine how the founding myths of their artistic reputations, which are closely 

connected to national discourses, affect readings of their work in the present. I look at 

how both national tags obscure some frames of reference and highlight others. This 

chapter deconstructs the assumed naturalness of artists’ assimilation in particular 

national canons and tracks a general curatorial bias towards the accumulated cultural 

capital of dominant nations. I question how much leeway there is in curatorial practice 

to go against the normative drive towards the accumulation of prestige and sketch out 

possibilities for curatorial alternatives.  

In chapter three, I examine whether nationally-framed exhibitions offer the 

potential for a redistribution of cultural and symbolic capital. My case study is Without 

the Walls, a group exhibition showcasing nine Irish artists working outside of traditional 

art forms. It was held at the I.C.A. in the spring of 1980 as one of three contemporary 

art exhibitions in the A Sense of Ireland festival, which I briefly compare. All three 

curatorial narratives attempt to solve the problem of derivativeness associated with 

displays of postcolonial cultural production by different means, but come to an impasse 

of some sort with regard to the narrative production of Irishness. Turning to James 

Coleman’s work for inspiration and drawing on Gayatri Spivak, I suggest the possibility 

of having a double loyalty to the national survey exhibition as a form – that it can be 

used to engage in hegemonic representational practices in the interests of political 

scrupulosity (of decolonising and new nations in particular), – while simultaneously and 

however paradoxically also functioning as a departure point from which to reinhabit and 

problematise the very notions of identity and of representation. 

In chapter four, I examine a comparative exhibition of Mexican, Chicano and 

Irish contemporary art, held in London in 1996 at the tail end of identity politics 

discourse. The artists are presented in terms of potential postcolonial commonalities. I 

 265



re-examine the show from the unaddressed aspect of race, looking to theoretical 

analysis of Irish racial discourse by Luke Gibbons, Richard Dyer and Noel Ignatiev. I 

reflect on the contingency of Irish whiteness due to the British framing of Irish as black 

in the nineteenth century, an issue which re-emerges around the time of the exhibition 

when definitions of Irish culture as white are confronted due to a sudden influx of 

immigrants during the Celtic Tiger economic boom. My analysis enables an 

examination of the often unspoken colour line that informs definitions of otherness in 

art. It appears that many of the contradictions of the racial construction of Irishness 

derive from the capacity of any one individual to be at once “inside and outside,” 

“subject and object of racist discourse,” a situation which poses the challenge of how to 

address multiplicity and contradiction in curatorial discourse (Lloyd 1991: 88).  

In the first four chapters, it becomes evident that the symbolic power relation 

between individuals or institutions engenders the social conditions of the possibility of 

establishing (artistic) discourse. In chapter five, I specifically negotiate the interplay 

between the authority of the curator, social opinion and artists' own reflections on their 

practices and identities. My point of departure is an exhibition entitled 0044, 

representing the work of Irish artists resident in London, which was held in 1999. I look 

especially at embodied aspects of cultural capital, focusing on the voice, informed by 

Bourdieu’s analysis in Language and Symbolic Power (1991). I draw on the artists' 

interviews from the catalogue, the curatorial essay, a related interview with the curator 

and wider critical response to issues surrounding Irish emigration to Britain. I examine 

the uneasy transition from national to transnational art discourse in practice in relation 

to the curatorial concept.   

In the course of my research, I use Deleuze’s notion of minor literature to 

develop the notion of minor curating, which I define as curatorial practice that 

deterritorializes the historical norms of curation from within. I consider how space 

might be created for a redistribution of cultural and symbolic capital in the art world 

through curatorial practice. In the conclusion I elaborate on the relevance of channeling 

the current aspiration to create new curatorial forms into the transformation of 

traditional exhibition forms, including the monographic exhibition, the retrospective and 

the national survey exhibition. I sketch out tentative ideas for the further development of 

post-structural and post-representative forms of curatorial representation.  
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Samenvatting: 

Curating, Cultureel Kapitaal en Symbolische Macht: 

Representaties van Ierse Kunst in Londen, 1950-2010 

 

De nasleep van het discours rondom identiteitspolitiek van de jaren ’90 en de 

globalisering van de kunstwereld hebben ervoor gezorgd dat veel internationaal actieve 

curatoren identiteitsproblematiek vandaag de dag beschouwen als passé en grotendeels 

irrelevant voor hun praktijk. Recent onderzoek wijst echter uit dat er een significante 

discrepantie bestaat tussen het heersende beeld van de kunstwereld als grotendeels 

geglobaliseerde sector, en de praktijk die uitwijst dat een select aantal geografische 

centra de financiële, conceptuele en formele belangen van de kunstwereld sturen. Deze 

fundamentele en structurele ongelijkheid—geassocieerd met onevenwichtig verworven 

niveaus van symbolisch en cultureel kapitaal—is moeilijk recht te trekken, ondanks de 

huidige ontwikkelingen. Naar mijn mening is de belangrijkste vraag niet langer of de 

positie van internationale kunstenaars voldoende gewaarborgd is in het culturele veld 

(zoals kernvraag was binnen het vertoog rondom identiteitspolitiek), maar hoe de 

waarde van culturele productie wordt gedefinieerd en vastgesteld en wie daar belang bij 

heeft. Ik richt me in dit onderzoek met name op de manier waarop het werk van 

professionele curatoren verband houdt met dit proces van waardeproductie. 

Ik beschouw tentoonstellingen niet als geïsoleerde manifestaties van 

curatorschap, maar ontwikkel een langetermijnvisie ten aanzien van professioneel 

curatorschap en de manier waarop de normen en interne dynamiek van deze praktijk 

botsen of samenvallen met de complexe wijze waarop kunst overlapt in de culturele en 

politieke functies van representatie, of deze problematiseert. Om zichtbaar te maken hoe 

de hang naar prestige (die altijd meespeelt) de noodzaak creëert om bepaalde vertogen 

te reproduceren, bespreek ik deze problematiek in relatie tot de representatie van kunst 

op één specifieke locatie die in verband wordt gebracht met één specifiek land. Ik laat 

het verband zien tussen de herformulering en herwerking van deze vertogen, en bredere 

culturele, sociale en politieke ontwikkelingen die op hun beurt weer heroverwegingen 

aangaande het begrip waarde (zowel in kritische als economische zin) met zich mee 

hebben gebracht. Mijn casestudy is de representatie van Ierse kunst in Londen van 1950 

tot nu. Als Europees land en voormalige Britse kolonie heeft Ierland een unieke positie 
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die het mogelijk maakt om de binaire axiologie die ten grondslag ligt aan 

identiteitspolitiek en vertogen rond culturele identiteit in twijfel te trekken. Juist omdat 

Ierland meerdere niveaus van ondergeschiktheid en overheersing kent, vereist het een 

complexe benadering in relatie tot dat wat aan de basis staat van het kunstvertoog: het 

kolonialisme en het binaire denken over macht en anderszijn. Doordat ik een relatief 

lange periode als onderzoeksobject heb genomen is het mogelijk om ontwikkelingen te 

signaleren in het culturele en symbolische kapitaal van het Iersheid en de relatieve 

waarde van Ierse kunst tijdens de economische recessies van de jaren ’50 en ’80 en de 

explosieve economische groei in de jaren ’90 die ook wel de Keltische Tijgereconomie 

genoemd wordt. 

Ik heroverweeg en herformuleer ideeën rondom representatie op een manier die 

een brug probeert te slaan tussen de nadruk die het postkolonialisme legt op cultuur als 

fundament van geschiedenis (hetgeen het discours rondom identiteitspolitiek beïnvloed 

heeft) enerzijds, en de nadruk die globalisatietheorie legt op cultuur als fundament van 

de economie anderzijds. Hierbij pas ik een sociologische benadering op de kunstwereld 

toe die leunt op het werk van de Franse socioloog Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu 

ontwikkelde een aantal aan elkaar gerelateerde concepten—habitus, veld en 

machtsveld—die de dynamische samenhang tussen artistieke strategieën, kunstvertogen 

en cultuurpolitiek duiden. Ik gebruik deze termen als aanvulling op concepten als 

“identiteit” en “representatie,” aangezien die laatste de gelaagdheid van de 

mechanismen niet volledig weten te vangen. Ik schets de complexiteit van de relaties 

tussen kunstenaars onderling, en het spectrum van individuen daarbuiten die bijdragen 

aan de productie van de sociale waarde van kunst, met bijzondere aandacht voor de rol 

van de curator hierin.  

Voortbordurend op Bourdieu laat ik zien dat curatoren te maken hebben met de 

stijgende waarde van het cultureel en symbolisch kapitaal van kunstenaars, maar ook 

dat “the exchange rates [of cultural capital] vary in accordance with the power relation 

between the holders of the different forms of capital” (2006: 125). Wanneer curatoren 

bepaalde aspecten van het werk of van de identiteit van kunstenaars afzwakken die het 

symbolisch kapitaal in waarde doen verminderen, en in plaats daarvan prestigieuze 

aspecten benadrukken, geven zij daarmee de voorkeur aan dominante artistieke 

vertogen boven kleine vertogen en minder vertrouwde artistieke paradigma’s. Zo 
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plaatsen ze emigranten en tweedegeneratie kunstenaars in een context die geen recht 

doet aan de complexe identiteiten van deze kunstenaars, en beschouwen Andere 

kunstenaars met een hoge sociale positie als intellectueel superieur aan hun land van 

herkomst. Deze professionele normen zijn niet bedoeld om een verkeerd beeld te geven 

van bepaalde culturen of identiteiten. Desalniettemin krijgen ze een cultureel 

hegemonisch karakter doordat het onderliggende idee van waarde sterk beïnvloed is 

door koloniale ideologieën. 

De focus op de relatieve “koerswaarde” van nationale identiteiten uitgedrukt in 

cultureel en symbolisch kapitaal stelt me in staat de rol van identiteit in een 

transactiegerichte wereld als de kunstwereld te onderzoeken. Ik analyseer hoe 

kunstenaars in samenwerking met de curator bepaalde aspecten van hun identiteit 

benadrukken of juist afzwakken om zo belangrijke spelers in het veld te worden. Hun 

kunst wordt beïnvloed door de manier waarop zij zichzelf zien ten opzichte van hun 

nationale identiteit. Het werk van curatoren wordt op een cruciale manier beïnvloed 

door hun eigen opvattingen en ideeën over de identiteit van een kunstenaar. Ik toon aan 

dat het bekritiseren van conventionele ideeën over nationale identiteit niet alleen een 

ethische kwestie is. Het kan ook een radicaal andere kijk op het oeuvre van een 

kunstenaar opleveren. 

Mijn casestudies tonen aan dat kunstenaars niet in één identiteit te vangen zijn 

maar op meerdere plaatsen thuishoren, en laten tevens zien dat de huidige maatstaven 

van curatorschap geen recht doen aan deze complexiteit. Zo wordt zichtbaar hoe het 

zelfbeeld, het werk en de conceptuele en esthetische inhoud van het werk van 

kunstenaars en curatoren juist worden gevoed door ambivalenties aangaande nationale 

identiteit en authenticiteit. Ik onderzoek hoe deze status-quo gehandhaafd en 

gelegitimeerd wordt door het feit dat kunst structureel haar sociale en culturele afkomst 

miskent. Geëmigreerde kunstenaars nemen in hun land van herkomst en in het land 

waar zij zich hebben gevestigd, verschillende plaatsen in in de kunstwereld. Daardoor 

worden zij deel van tegenstrijdige curatoriale kaders die de geijkte nationale canons 

volledig in de war sturen. Ideologisch gezien gaan nationale kunstcanons uit van 

eenduidige subjecten. Het zou logisch zijn om dergelijke canons te ontbinden, maar 

zoals blijkt uit dit onderzoek ondersteunen ook postnationale situaties in de kunstwereld 

nog steeds de geprivilegieerde positie van nationaal erfgoed.  
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Hoofdstuk 1 begint met een ooggetuigenanalyse van een retrospectief van de 

negentiende-eeuwse schilder William Orpen, gehouden in het Imperial War Museum in 

Londen in 2005 en later in de National Gallery of Ireland in Dublin. Ik analyseer de 

discrepantie tussen de kunsthistorische benadering van de curator Roy Foster in zijn 

bijdrage aan de tentoonstellingscatalogus, en zijn verhaal zoals dat gepresenteerd wordt 

door zijn curatorschap van de tentoonstelling in Londen. Ik maak gebruik van het werk 

van Homi Bhabha en David Lloyd voor een postkoloniale herlezing van Orpens oeuvre 

die laat zien dat Orpens werk zich niet makkelijk laat vangen in één identiteit of 

nationale canon. Dit gegeven druist regelrecht in tegen het huidige curatoriale denken. 

In mijn daaropvolgende analyse vergelijk ik de tentoonstellingen in Londen en Dublin. 

Ik toon aan dat beide verschillend van opzet en aard zijn, afhankelijk van de 

ideologische context en belangen van beide locaties. Ik onderzoek hoe de specifieke 

kaders waarin een curator een kunstenaar plaatst, de opvattingen over het oeuvre van 

een kunstenaar beïnvloeden. Deze problematiek is niet alleen een kwestie van nationale 

identiteit: het biedt ook de mogelijkheid tot een esthetische heroriëntatie van het concept 

retrospectief. 

Hoofdstuk 2 gaat dieper in op de verhoudingen tussen curatorschap, de 

kunstmarkt en identiteitsvorming. Ik richt me op de naoorlogse periode, en specifiek op 

de vroege fases in de carrières van Louis Le Brocquy en Francis Bacon, twee 

kunstenaars die in Ierland werden geboren maar zich later in Londen vestigden. Een 

analyse van hun carrières in de jaren ’40 en ’50 laat zien hoe de manier waarop hun 

nationale identiteit benaderd werd door tentoonstellingsmakers veranderde naarmate ze 

beroemder werden. Le Brocquy zou later beschouwd worden als de “grootste 

kunstenaar van Ierland,” Bacon daarentegen als de “grootste Britse kunstenaar van de 

twintigste eeuw.” Mijn analyse laat zien dat deze problematiek breder is dan het kader 

van nationale belangen. De mythen die ten grondslag liggen aan de reputaties van 

Bacon en Le Brocquy—mythen die nauw verband houden met nationale vertogen—

beïnvloeden nog steeds de manier waarop hun werk benaderd wordt. Ik analyseer hoe 

een dergelijk nationaal etiket bepaalde referentiekaders op de voorgrond plaatst en 

andere juist verdringt. Daarmee deconstrueert dit hoofdstuk de manier waarop 

kunstenaars ogenschijnlijk op een natuurlijke manier opgenomen worden in een 

nationale canon. Ook signaleer ik een tendens onder curatoren om voorrang te verlenen 
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aan het culturele kapitaal van invloedrijke, dominante landen. Ik ga verder in op de 

vraag of het curatorschap de mogelijkheid biedt om tegen deze conventionele hang naar 

prestige in te gaan, en schets daarnaast hoe mogelijke alternatieven eruit kunnen zien.  

Hoofdstuk 3 belicht de vraag of tentoonstellingen met een nationale invalshoek 

een herverdeling van cultureel en symbolisch kapitaal kunnen bewerkstelligen. Ik neem 

hier Without the Walls als casestudy, een tentoonstelling met werken van negen Ierse 

kunstenaars die buiten de conventionele kunstvormen vallen. Ik besteed kort aandacht 

aan de verhouding tussen Without the Walls en twee andere tentoonstellingen van 

moderne kunst die alle drie deel uitmaakten van het festival A Sense of Ireland, 

gehouden in de lente van 1980 in het Institute of Contemporary Arts in Londen. Deze 

tentoonstellingen proberen elk op hun eigen wijze een oplossing te vinden voor het 

etiket “afgeleide van” dat vaak kleeft aan postkoloniale culturele uitingen. Alle drie 

raken ze echter in een impasse wanneer het gaat om de constructie van Iersheid. De 

kunst van James Coleman en het werk van Gayatri Spivak bieden handreikingen voor 

een alternatief: naar mijn mening is een dubbele loyaliteit ten aanzien van een 

overzichtstentoonstelling vanuit een nationale perspectief mogelijk. Enerzijds kan een 

dergelijke tentoonstelling een hegemonische manier van representatie inzetten die—met 

name in dekoloniserende en nieuwe naties—politieke striktheid kan propageren. 

Anderzijds kan het ook als vertrekpunt dienen voor een heroverweging en 

problematisering van begrippen als identiteit en representatie.  

Hoofdstuk 4 is een studie naar een tentoonstelling van Mexicaanse, Chicano en 

Ierse moderne kunst, georganiseerd in 1996 in Londen. Deze tentoonstelling—een 

uitloper van het discours rondom identiteitspolitiek—was samengesteld op basis van 

postkoloniale kenmerken die potentieel gedeeld werden door deze kunstenaars. Mijn 

analyse van deze tentoonstelling richt zich op het onderbelichte begrip ras, waarbij ik 

specifiek het discours rondom Ierland en ras beschouw zoals geformuleerd door Luke 

Gibbons, Richard Dyer en Noel Ignatiev. Hierbij ga ik dieper in op de manier waarop de 

Britten Ierland in de negentiende eeuw als zwart neerzetten. Deze kwestie werd actueel 

rond de periode van deze tentoonstelling, toen de economische groei in Ierland zorgde 

voor een explosieve stijging van het aantal immigranten, hetgeen de definitie van het 

Ierse ras als blank problematiseerde. Deze oriëntatie maakt het mogelijk om te belichten 

hoe de definitie van anderszijn in de kunst vaak impliciet gemotiveerd wordt door 
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huidskleur. Hieruit volgt de conclusie dat veel tegenstrijdigheden in de constructie van 

de Ierse raciale identiteit ontstaan doordat het individu tegelijkertijd insider en outsider, 

subject en object van een raciaal vertoog kan zijn (Lloyd 1991: 88). Dit werpt de vraag 

op in hoeverre curatoren deze tegenstrijdigheden kunnen meenemen in hun eigen werk. 

Deze vier hoofdstukken laten zien dat de symbolisch machtsrelatie tussen 

individu en instelling aan de basis staat van de sociale condities voor de mogelijkheid 

tot het ontwikkelen van een (artistiek) discours. Hoofdstuk 5 richt zich op de 

wisselwerking tussen de curator als autoriteit, de publieke opinie en de ideeën die 

kunstenaars zelf hebben over hun praktijk en identiteit. Het startpunt van mijn 

onderzoek is 0044, een tentoonstelling uit 1999 die werken samenbracht van Ierse 

kunstenaars die in Londen gevestigd waren. In navolging van Bourdieu’s analyse in 

Language and Symbolic Power (1991) richt ik mij specifiek op de stem als belichaamd 

aspect van cultureel kapitaal. Ik maak gebruik van verschillende stukken uit de 

tentoonstellingscatalogus (interviews met de kunstenaars, het essay van de curator), een 

interview met de curator en bredere kritiek verbonden aan kwesties rondom Ierse 

emigratie naar Groot-Brittannië. I analyseer hoe stroef de overgang van een nationaal 

naar transnationaal kunstdiscours in de praktijk verloopt in relatie tot deze 

tentoonstellingsopzet.  

In mijn onderzoek ontwikkel ik—in navolging van Deleuzes minor literature—

het concept minor curating. Ik definieer dit concept als een curatoriale praktijk die de 

historische normen gehanteerd binnen het curatorschap van binnenuit bekritiseert en 

herschikt. Ik beschouw hoe deze curatoriale praktijk kan leiden tot een herverdeling van 

cultureel en symbolisch kapitaal. In de conclusie ga ik verder in op de waardevolle rol 

die deze ambitie tot het ontwikkelen van een curatorschap nieuwe stijl kan spelen in het 

hervormen van traditionele tentoonstellingsvormen zoals het retrospectief en 

overzichtstentoonstellingen vanuit een nationaal kader of gewijd aan één kunstenaar. Ik 

geef tot slot aanzetten tot ideeën voor verdere ontwikkeling van poststructurele en 

postrepresentatieve vormen van curatorschap. 
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