An alternative history of contemporary Irish art








It was never intended that the works purchased and contributed to public collections by the Contemporary Irish Art Society would amount to a representative collection of Irish art of the time.  Obviously that would have seemed to be a hopelessly quixotic aim when the society was originally established.  Even as time went by, and it became clear that the society might be around for a while, representative collection could never have been part of the plan.  This was partly because the purchases, destined for multiple institutions were not intended to be exhibited together, and partly because they were often strategically selected to make up for perceived weaknesses in public collections - of which there were and still are many.





	Yet in its 40-something years of existence, the CIAS has effectively assembled a collection of contemporary Irish art.  By the very nature of its activities, a collection has been growing steadily in the background, so to speak, albeit a dispersed collection, an enormous body of work not visible as one entity but indelibly linked by the means of acquisition.  Add to this ghost collection the formidable number of works acquired by individual members and member organisations and you have a kind of continual dialogue with Irish art as it evolves from the moment of the society’s formation in 1962.  Or, you could even say, if you pulled together all the strands, an alternative history of contemporary Irish art throughout this time.





	The 1960s were a decade of remarkable change in Ireland on every level. Apart from the fact that Taoiseach Sean Lemass was an enthusiastic exponent of TK Whitaker’s plan for economic development, and that the country benefited from an upswing in the world economy, there was tremendous symbolic significance in the departure of Eamon de Valera from the position of Taoiseach in 1959, to take up residence as President in the Phoenix Park.  De Valera was part and parcel of the foundation myth of the Free State, and symbolic of an era of struggle, hardship and self-denial.





	When the CIAS began purchasing works, its very first acquisition was a piece by Patrick Scott, a man who in many ways embodied the modernising impulse that transformed not only Irish art, but also Irish life, throughout the ‘60s and ‘70s.  Scott had trained as an architect and worked for a time for the country’s foremost Modernist architect, Michael Scott.  But he was a reluctant architect, and his influence is much more evident through his projection of a deeply felt personal aesthetic in his work as a versatile designer and fine artist.  That aesthetic sense, based on principles of clarity, formal elegance and rationality, permeates everything he has done.  The dominant motif in his paintings, usually made with gold leaf on linen, was inspired by the solar disk of the Japanese national flag, which he greatly admires.  Yet the immediate references for his ‘Device’ paintings were the nuclear devices being routinely detonated in tests by the superpowers at the time.





	As with Scott, several of the artists whose works were bought by the CIAS in its early years were nascent modernists who had long worked against a background of institutional conservatism.  From our current perspective it is as though some of the acquisitions look backwards and some very definitely forwards.  The simplest view of Irish art history from the foundation of the Free State to the 1960s posits a binary opposition between academic conservatism and progressive Modernism. Needless to say things were more complicated than that, but that basic opposition certainly existed, albeit defined in shades of grey rather than black and white.  The paintings of Nano Reid, Norah McGuinness and Gerard Dillon, for example, recall the period of decades when the main voice of Modernism in Irish art was the Irish Exhibition of Living Art, which was established in 1943.  At its heart was the kind of modest assimilation of postimpressionist and Modernist ideas from Paris evident (in the case of the latter) in the work of Evie Hone and Mainie Jellett: a polite, domesticated, though highly literate and skilled version of Modernism.  Louis le Brocquy, though, is an artist who showed a sharp, sophisticated grasp of Cubism and its pictorial possibilities early on.  It is perhaps not surprising that he thought it best to move on to London in the 1950s.





	In her low-key paintings, Reid’s abrupt, cursive rhythm and often-murky tonality is attentive to local detail and texture, and at the same time clearly aware of the nuts and bolts of Cubism.  Dillon’s folksy exuberance delights in Van Gogh-like simplification.  Patrick Collins strikes a different note. The society presciently nabbed a key painting of the fabled island, ‘Hy Brazil’, for the Hugh Lane Gallery in 1963. Collins and Camille Souter emerged from the climate of creative strictures and impoverishment of the 1940s and ‘50s with paintings that have a sense of making something out of very little: landscapes celebrating insignificant strips of bog, smallholdings clinging to rocky mountainsides, a few wildflowers in a jam jar.





	Several fine figurative sculptors, including Oisin Kelly, Edward Delaney and John Behan, all at various stages drew on sources in Celtic art, particularly animal imagery, and treated them in an idiom derived from European models.  Collins always regarded his own work as quintessentially Celtic, which he evidently associated with a misty, soft-edged quality, but one underpinned by rocky durability, something that is also evident in the stubborn, eroded look of much Irish sculpture of the 1960s. Collins’s compositions incorporate inner, cloudy frames of paint, as though the images emerge from some remote distance in time.





	By contrast, by the end of the 1960s, Robert Ballagh was making Pop Art in an Irish idiom, celebrating the brash vulgarity of an emergent consumer culture in hard-edged, stylised images.  The implication that the enjoyment of material things was not necessarily bad was almost shocking.  But this is not to cast Ballagh as an apostle of materialism per se; he has proved to be a critical observer of Irish society. As was Michael Farrell, who set about devising a form of international abstract painting that made reference to early Irish decorative art.  By the mid-1970s, based in France and beset by a desire to comment on events in Ireland, he embraced text and figuration.  The catalyst was the bombings in Dublin and Monaghan in 1974. Farrell subsequently created scathing pictorial commentaries on Ireland, Irishness and Catholicism, not to mention self-lacerating autobiographical works.





	In a way Farrell’s quixotic ambition, to reconcile the essence of Irish and international abstraction, is realised in John Noel Smith’s ‘Ogham’ series, in which the ancient language of linear notation is smoothly and logically incorporated into abstract painting.  In fact Patrick Ireland (until 1972 Brian O’Doherty), the conceptual artist, also used ogham as the basis for an extensive series of installations.  Smith is one of those who represent the consolidation of the spare, minimalist aesthetic pioneered in Ireland by Patrick Scott and Cecil King.  His home thoughts were for the most part directed from abroad, following some conspicuous Irish exemplars.





	Charles Tyrrell, whose early work was directly influenced by American post painterly abstraction, stayed in Ireland and, rather perversely in a way, settled in a remote edge of the Beara Peninsula, not a logical career move for an abstract artist. Yet from the mid-1970s he has produced a body of rigorously argued abstract paintings that are second to none in Irish art.  It is significant that Smith, Tyrrell, Felim Egan and Richard Gorman, the sculptor Michael Warren and, latterly, Paul Doran, have felt confident enough to work in the domain of abstraction without any particular anxieties about devising an overtly particularly Irish version of an international model.  One could also mention Sean Scully, whose identification with Ireland gives us some claim to his late-Modernist, heroic, elegiac abstraction.





	Eventually, throughout the 1970s, the habitual rivalries, even enmities within Irish art, between the RHA and the Living Art and between both and a third force, the Independent Artists, that emerged during the 1960s, were worn down rather than resolved.  The Independent Artists advocated a socially engaged, urban-based art of expressive figuration.  Michael Kane, Brian Bourke, Charles Cullen and the sculptor and writer James McKenna were prominent members.  While the Living Art maintained a lively and provocative role into the 1970s, the RHA was a tired, depleted institution and remained so until its current, remarkable resurgence, which began as far back at the mid-1980s.





	That resurgence, engendered in part by the recruitment of younger artists, was possible because the rationale for the prior art world divisions had largely disappeared with the waning of the monolithic power of Modernism.  A whole range of representational strategies, rather than any one, all-encompassing style, was seen to be artistically legitimate.  It’s well nigh impossible to imagine Stephen McKenna, James Hanley, or Martin Gale as stalwarts of the RHA as it was in 1970.  Equally, though, the passing of time has made it possible to appreciate the continuing relevance of more proficient academicians such as Carey Clarke, whose perfectionism and precision are clearly valuable qualities.





	Historically, another development in the international art world helped to loosen that knots that tied Irish art into a number of discrete bundles.  That was the phenomenon of Neo-Expressionism, which swept the boards at the end of the 1970s, eclipsing Conceptualism.  Several Irish artists were exceptionally well placed to make the most of a new vogue for expressionist painting.  As with Parisian Modernism, however, Neo-Expressionism meant something different here than elsewhere.  It gave renewed focus and impetus to Patrick Graham, a gifted draughtsman whose anguished musings on memory, guilt and identity, having hitherto seemed curiously marginal, were transformed into a forceful critique of aspects of Irish society.





	Brian Maguire also uses the mechanics of expressionism to articulate the experience of marginalised elements of society. In quite another key, Michael Mulcahy became something of a celebrity, latching onto the mythic status of the artist as a heroic, exploratory figure in a series of bravura self-dramatising paintings. Comparably, Michael Cullen’s long-term project has been an ongoing series of autobiographical, self-mocking, theatrical, picaresque tableaux.





	Throughout Europe, Neo-Expressionism was a largely male preserve, and the same was true of Ireland, though one notable exception was Eithne Jordan, who produced a series of extraordinary works, with something of the quality of an inner monologue, conveying a claustrophobic sense of female experience, of woman as the pressurised focus for an unrelenting battery of expectations and demands.  Alice Maher, a sculptor and exceptional draughtswoman, has developed a magic-realist way of working, often using protagonists as alter egos, notably her version of Alice in Wonderland as a precocious, capricious character.  There is a magical, dreamy quality as well to the work of Kathy Prendergast.





	As this CIAS selection makes clear, any consideration of contemporary Irish art brings one to the question of Irish artists’ enduring fascination with landscape.  In the iconography of the emergent Free State, the West was synonymous with Ireland, and Collins’s ‘Hy Brazil' is essence of Ireland.  Willie Doherty’s analytical approach to the myths of ownership and identity centring on the landscape was prompted by the experience of growing up in a contested, divided space: Derry.  Yet on the whole, Southern artists have not shown the same level of interest in the political uses of the representation of landscape.  Lyricism and pattern in the work of Tony O’Malley, William Crozier, Jacqueline Stanley and Jane O’Malley suggest a deep, untroubled affinity with landscape.





	Even TP Flanagan, another Northern artist, touches only indirectly on such issues as ownership and identity.  Much of his work documents the erstwhile world of ascendancy demesnes by means of a virtuoso watercolour technique that has about it an appropriately faded quality, as though what is depicted is already a remote memory.  There is a forthrightly proprietorial air to Sean McSweeney’s vigorous explorations of a landscape that is always local, known intimately through the seasonal cycle and treated with decisive authority in boldly coloured, ripe, buttery oil pigment.  Basil Blackshaw is equally proprietorial in his fresh, observant accounts of a rural environment and a rural culture, given a harder, more forensic treatment in the heightened realism of Martin Gale’s carefully built compositions.





	For Barrie Cooke, who settled in Ireland in the mid-1950s, the politics of landscape are the politics of our relationship to nature.  In Hughie O’Donoghue’s paintings land is layered with personal histories and the task of the artist is a kind of excavation.  A rapt engagement with phenomenal richness characterises Nick Miller’s descriptions of rural Sligo.  There is a sense of yearning and desire in Elizabeth Magill’s Neo-Romantic evocations of spaces at once familiar and inviting, and yet elusively nowhere.  The feeling of making a desirable space that cannot quite be pinned down also comes across in Mary Lohan’s generously painted landscapes. The romanticism of Anne Madden’s accounts of The Burren is echoed in Janet Pierce’s brilliantly lit skies.





	Often there seems to be a correspondence between the landscape and the body in Gwen O’Dowd’s studies of passage graves and coastline.  Cecily Brennan began her career as a landscape artist and has gradually gravitated towards a concern with the vulnerability of the body and psyche, treated in a variety of media. Her ‘Bandaged Heart’ is an extraordinary amalgam of strength, pain and repair. The late Aileen McKeogh, as well, dealt with issues of vulnerability and loss in her sculpture, using the motif of the house.





	Like Ireland itself, the Irish art world is a different place entirely now than it was 40 years ago.  The ambition and sheer scale of Dorothy Cross’s ‘Stabat Mater’ at the slate quarry on Valencia Island in 2004 is itself testament to that.  Throughout those years, the CIAS can claim to have been instrumental in engineered progressive change.  The impact of its work has reached into every corner of the country and significantly enriched the cultural environment.  It has also, as it set out to do, consistently provided direct, concrete benefits for Irish artists, something that is as important today as ever.  As is its role in relation to institutions.  Despite our current economic prosperity, purchasing budgets are never adequate, often coming quite low down the list. CIAS’s involvement with Irish art is exemplary and, as the richness of this exhibition attests, mutually beneficial and mutually rewarding.





AIDAN DUNNE, June 2005 


	





	











