Perdu Chat

Interpretations and reinterpretations
Orla Barry first exhibited at IMMA in 1999 as part of the Glen Dimplex Artists’ Award. The current exhibition is the result of a collaboration between IMMA, Camden Arts Centre, London and the Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst (S.M.A.K.), Gent. The focus of the exhibition in each of the three venues is Barry’s new film Portable Stones, (2005) supplemented by different selections of work giving an overview of Barry’s practice. Barry was born in Co. Wexford in 1969 and while in her early twenties she moved to Brussels. She has exhibited extensively internationally, including solo shows in Brussels, Antwerp, Milan, London and Amsterdam. Her work has been included in prestigious group exhibitions, such as Manifesta 2, Luxembourg, and Prix de la Jeune Peinture Belge, Brussels. Barry first came to prominence through her original use of text and sound in such works as A Barmaid’s Notebook, (1991-2001), and The Blue Volumes, (1991- ongoing), both of which are shown in the current exhibition. Barry belongs to a generation of Irish artists which includes Gerard Byrne and Garrett Phelan. While each of these artists make use of text and video in their practice, both Byrne and Phelan make use of appropriated text in their work unlike Barry for whom the writing of her texts is a central concern.

A Barmaid’s Notebook is the earliest work in this exhibition. It is a collection of several hundred notes, objects and photographs presented in projected digital slide format and is a useful starting point in gaining an understanding of Barry’s work, spanning, as it does, more than ten years of her practice. The ‘barmaid’ of the title is the artist herself, pointing to the semi-autobiographical nature of the work. A barmaid must necessarily have a relatively schizophrenic existence, constantly altering her persona to adapt to the ever changing emotional environment of the public bar. Clients can be gentle or interesting or aggressive or boring; and the effects of alcohol can change a personality dramatically. A Barmaid’s Notebook describes these experiences and while many of the entries in this ‘notebook’ are clearly recollections having a diaristic quality, the word ‘autobiography’ can be a misleading adjective as it suggests a looking back, a reviewing of a life lived or a memoir. Many authors when writing their autobiography, describe the fallacy of memory, and this possibility of being misled or deceived by the author is emphasised in Barry’s work, The Blue Volumes, the first entry of which reads: ‘Monday 7th of November 1991 (false date)’. This entry leads the reader into new territory as he or she begins to realise the possibility that any persona or situation described by the artist could be false or fictional. 

Alongside the dubious authenticity of these accounts, a study of Barry’s memoirs or ‘notebook’ will not give the reader an overview of her life as she existed in this ten year period, for these recollections do not describe events as they happen, Barry’s writings document a life as it is lived and breathed and felt and tasted, like a phenomenological system for archiving emotions and sensations. A random selection of entries from the Notebook demonstrates the breadth of experience contained within its pages: 


16 Jul 1996 


Spit and remember, spit and forget.


21 September 1996 

autumn is coming






winter is coming






spring is coming






summer is coming 


30 September 1996

A sad shadow 


25 March 1998


Perdu Chat…
These textual entries, combined with photographs and various drawings and ephemera, illustrate some of the themes which consistently emerge in Barry’s work such as the passing of time, mortality, the fallibility of communication, poetry and isolation. Perdu Chat is one of the most poignant entries in this work. Written in French, it is addressed ‘Dear Neighbours’ and tells of a missing cat, who responds to the name, ‘Pou-Pousse’, and of their little son, Louis, who without the cat, ‘se desespére’. While the piece is at face value a simple notice requesting information on a lost cat, the tone of the note is compelling and its punctuation and language strangely poetic. Worry or concern intermingle with love in these short words. A member of the family is missing, not just a household pet. It is an appeal to strangers in an urban environment not known for its compassion or empathy. This short text could present itself as a subtle metaphor. A little creature has left home, and is now lost. Those who have been left behind are worried and are losing hope of ever finding her. The undated entry from August/October 1994 sees the artist finding her way home and tasting its delights. A list of pleasures chanted like a prayer and ending, ‘But no…’, the artist can see ‘home’ for what it is and can relish its secure comforts, but no… she chooses her own path and strikes out into the world. 

Ireland, Summer 1994

Sun and Food

and guiness and quiet

and calm and sea and 

sandwiches and crabs

and shells and dogs and cats

and faces and blobs and holligans

and dublin and maidens and 

gin and tonic and islands and blue

and green and flowers 

and flies and bees and grass and sand 

and red hair and white skin and

freckles and charm and no charm 

and lows and highs and tears and grannies and

mothers and fathers and sisters and 

phonecalls and pernod

and shadows and roses 

and guiness 

and long roads and pop music 

and holligans

and wondering and work 

and decisions and time and rest and talk

andtea and tea and tea and talk 

and guiness and tea

and biscuits andcakes

and freckels and more freckles and more freckles 

but no…

The ending of this piece, in which the artist leaves much unsaid, evokes the work of the Italian Hermetic poet, Giuseppe Ungaretti, whose poems from the first world war, terrify with the simplicity of their language and the gaping descriptive holes which he leaves for the reader to fill in. Soldati from 1917, could almost be an entry from Barry’s work, having a similarity of tone and composition, but it is also a compelling work on the futility of war, mortality and the wanton destruction of life. 


Soldati 1917


Si sta come l’autonno


Su gli alberi, le foglie

Ireland Summer 1994, reads like a recited prayer; telling of a Catholic upbringing it is a litany of pleasures, like a list of reasons to stay. But no… the negatives are unspoken and unsaid - a powerful treatment which, like Ungaretti, allows the reader to write his own list and complete the poem. It is a sensual list, evocative and timeless. It is a list devoid of Playstations or other contemporary noise and could just as easily have been written in 1894 emphasising the artist’s ability to draw on the quotidian and express the universal.

Barry’s work repeatedly returns to an interest in poetry, both by direct quotation or reference and in compositional and metrical terms.  The entry for 2 November 94 refers to Milton’s Paradise Lost, just one of a number of entries relating to this epic work of the 17th century. Paradise Lost describes the biblical story of Adam and Eve and the loss of innocence and immortality - here, in the book of Genesis, life is created and so is mortality; the concept of death and the destructible body was created and given structure or meaning; a fascinating idea for an artist whose work is full of memento mori and references to the passing of time. 

Film and video combined with performance have been central to Barry’s practice for the past ten years. The work Wideawake, which will be performed twice during this exhibition shows a stressed woman in high heels making her way around a narrow platform constantly speaking to herself and occasionally appealing to an unseen someone, ‘Do you know a hotel I could book for the night?’. Unlike the texts from A Barmaid’s Notebook, Wideawake takes the form of an extended monologue. The performer speaks of many varied subjects: ‘One day I hope to find an abstract existence…’, ‘I am what you made me and I am running out of time, God love me…’, ‘My lonely soul filled the space. At least it attempted to fill it, but no matter how hard I tried the space overwhelmed me.’ The seemingly random subject matter and the manner of its delivery is reminiscent of Surrealist techniques of automatic writing or like a verbal cadavre exquis.  Apparently unrelated sections of text are folded together producing a narrative which can exist as a poetic whole, or as a stream of elements each of which can be broken up by the audience/reader to create a new and individual interpretation of the work. 

Barry’s most recent film work Portable Stones, 2005 begins in an apartment where we see a young woman in a red t-shirt, packing her bag - but symbolically, with words rather than objects.  She takes a train to a graveyard where she pitches a tent. Then, the artist breaks the narrative and the film slows down; the viewers’ expectations of a plot with a beginning, middle and end are confounded; the film moves dreamily from the woman’s tent, to a hut on the beach built by a young man in a blue sweater - but the plot never recovers; it never regains its momentum to satisfy the viewers’ expectations, rather the beginning of the film misleads the viewer into a false sense of the expected, only to lead him or her into more dreamlike territory. Despite the lack of a conventional plot line, a number of clear themes emerge in this film. The most dominant is, perhaps, the searching for a metaphoric escape. This escape seems to be elusive, something not easily defined or even recognisable when found. The girl erects a tent, the man a hut, the snail has its shell and the dead their tombs – many different manifestations of a fundamental need, a primal desire for shelter or sanctuary. Family, or fraternity is also an important aspect of the film’s development as we see the interaction between the three brothers, the five sisters, and perhaps most importantly between different generations of women. The little girl at the beginning of her life who cannot understand the meaning of her words says, ‘I am already a little dead, but I am so alive’, words which must have great meaning for the old woman, her senses failing, at the end of a long and full life. Language, time and the sea recur as themes from earlier works, here expressed as extensions or developments from earlier treatments. This recurrence of themes is a clearly deliberate trope of the artist’s as she not only revisits the themes of earlier works, particularly Foundlings, 2001, but also the characters/actors and locations. 

Portable Stones carves out the possibilities of language from seemingly inanimate, silent objects. Barry equates stones and language in a number of ways. Texts are translated into stone writing by Barry’s arranging of pebbles on the beach to form words, these ‘stone words’ are then arranged in sequences laying down layers of possible meaning. In the work, Stoneyscrabble at Bastardstown, photographs of these ‘stone words’ are arranged on a grid. The viewer can view these photographs as individual works, or attempt to construct a narrative by reading lines across, up and down, backwards etc. Some possible readings which emerge include: ‘Vernacular undemanding babble’, ‘Bloodless sea girl’, ‘She alive he unsure’. Through their arrangement in stone, these words attain a sculptural quality, something beyond their semantic possibilities, conversely, the words become energised by the properties of the stones which created them, while the stones cease to be nameless forms on the sea shore but find a semiotic voice. But this voice is fragile, Barry places these stones on the beach where their meaning is fixed only until the next tide changes them, or erases them completely. Like meaning, the voice of these stones becomes mutable and ephemeral, governed by the tide and the passage of time.  

Barry names her stones, as we discover in Foundlings: ‘long-legged stone’, ’Heavy-heart stone’, ’Two-faced stone’, ’Wide-eye stone’, ’Field-touches-landscape stone’ - the artist imbues these objects, whose name is a by-word for a lack of feeling, with fleshy characteristics the opposite of the ‘heart of stone’ qualities most usually attributed to them. Barry’s work emerges from a culture whose earliest form of the written word was dependent on rocks and stones and pebbles. The sister writings Ogham and Rune have survived carved on rocks, most frequently as memorials to the fallen. Ogham letters, carved on stones, were named after trees: b - beith - birch, s - saille - willow, d - duir - oak. Runic letters were also named, names which are visual and primal: ( - uruz - aurochs, l - laukaz - lake, s - s(wil( - Sun. But these rune letters had more significance than being mere elements to compose the written word; they were magical tools of divination each containing meaning beyond their ascribed face. The name ‘rune’ translates as ‘something hidden, something secret’, and as early as the first century AD, the Latin historian Tacitus described the use of runes for divination among the Germanic and Celtic tribes. Runes can be used like tarot cards to predict the future or tell the will of the Gods. A selection of stones is thrown, and the resulting configuration read by one who knows the secret language contained within them. It is a language which exists on many planes - past, present and future, but also present, spiritual and psychic. Some of Barry’s characters in Portable Stones appear to descend from this lineage of seers. The five sisters by the ruined monastery evoke the three witches from Macbeth, ‘When shall we three meet again, in thunder lightening or in rain?’. Barry’s witches each chant a line from her spell:

Without anyone there is no one


Without no one there is nobody


Nobody can replace anybody 


Anybody cannot be the only one


Shall we raise our glass alone

Like the language of the rune stones, the sisters’ chant is simultaneously esoteric and exoteric, the words make perfect sense on their own and are useful tools for communication; but in the mouths of Barry’s soothsayers, they become a secret language and the Rosetta Stone for their translation lies in the heart of each of her readers - such is the ability of Barry’s words to provoke associative imagination, that each person viewing the work comes away with a unique message or sensation; but like the runes, it is an inexact science that can mislead as well as beguile. 

The sisters’ incantation speaks of the states of being ‘without’ and ‘alone’, the condition in which we find the protagonists of Portable Stones. But it is clear that this state has been chosen by these characters. The young woman in the red vest, leaves what appears to be her family home with its pets and other paraphernalia, to find ‘aloneness’ in the cemetery. Likewise the man in the blue sweater has constructed his aloneness in the form of his hut by the sea; a shelter composed of flotsam and jetsam, but his solace is disturbed by his brothers who come to be with him, to bring him food - meat which they have hunted, and rich chocolate from his mother - its wrapping bizarrely incongruous by the sea, but received as a reminder of the comforts of home and the sure welcome that can always be found there. Food becomes synonymous with nurture, a wordless sign of affection, or possibly like a language for the emotionally illiterate to express otherwise embarrassing sentimentality, becoming something which nourishes the spirit rather than the body? 

Both protagonists appear to have removed themselves from their familiar surroundings, but also from the noise of an urban environment to find quiet, or a dreamlike place. Why these characters have chosen this path, is not clear; it is perhaps some form of existential crisis, but that remains unsure - the narrative of the film, being non-linear does not give answers, but the sisters’ chant might suggest a broken-heartedness or a sense of isolation. Barry does not answer our questions, but has us look out to the sea for answers, the mighty sea which, like life itself, can drown or bathe or caress. John Donne writing in 1624 said:

"No man is an Iland, intire of it selfe; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the maine; if a Clod bee washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse, as well as if a Promontorie were, as well as if a Mannor of thy friends or of thine own were; any mans death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee."

Barry’s characters have isolated themselves on emotional islands, and this absence diminishes the lives of those close to them. The huts which they construct are like the walls which we build around ourselves to protect ourselves from feeling, but these structures are fragile and temporary. Donne might argue that no man is an island, but every man has the capacity to isolate himself. Barry’s work reflects on this capacity. The layers of interior monologue which she constructs all speak of the secret voices and hidden fears which unite human kind. Her work exists in a space between the conscious and the unconscious, the spoken and the unspoken. 
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� Giuseppe Ungaretti (1888-1970)


Soldiers 1917


They stand like leaves�on the trees in autumn








� John Donne (1572-1631)


From Meditation XVII 
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