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Bringing art right back to the drawing board

Left: Nick Miller's grid of portrait images in coloured wash is

extremely effective

AIDAN DUNNE

VISUAL ARTS: AS INGRES famously proclaimed: "Drawing is the probity of

art." But he was speaking at a time – the first half of the 19th

century – when paintings were still constructed on formidable

armatures of preparatory drawings. Elaborating on his theme, he went

on to describe a painting as effectively little more than a

colour-tinted drawing.

Some of the plein air painters were already shifting the emphasis away

from drawing in that sense, and the Impressionists were to do so

decisively within a few decades. In fact, look much further back in

European painting and you will find individual painters who eschewed

the rigorous, drawing-based approach to picture-making. Ingres's views

represented the high point of a particular academic tradition.

What happened in the second half of the 20th century was of a

different order, however, to the shifts of emphasis on drawing evident

in art history to that point. Drawing was simply displaced from the

central position it had occupied in art education and dismissed as

irrelevant. While this extreme view has been reversed to some extent,

and drawing is now routinely described as a vital part of the

curriculum, other factors have contrived to further diminish its

importance to the visual arts. Prominent among these are the

extraordinary rise and effectiveness, not to mention the irresistible

appeal, of digital technologies. But also the exponential

diversification of visual-arts practices, so that drawing itself,

never mind drawing regarded as a particular set of skills, is now a

purely discretionary component in any artist's vocabulary.

THAT'S THE WAY it is, but does it matter? Or, to put it another way:

is something valuable or even essential lost with drawing's demotion?

A lot of people seem to feel that it is, and their concern has ensured

that, from the late 1990s onwards, there has been a noticeable revival

of interest in drawing, expressed in the form of many individual and

survey exhibitions. One such is Into Irish Drawing at the Limerick

City Art Gallery (it will then tour to venues in the Netherlands,

France and Northern Ireland). It is curated by an artist, Arno Kramer,

whose work is fundamentally rooted in drawing. It is a sequel to an

earlier, larger show that Kramer curated, Into Drawing , a survey of

contemporary Dutch drawing, which also showed in Limerick.

It's interesting that Kramer, and his fellow countryman Tjibbe

Hooghiemstra (another fine draughtsman), who have been visiting and

intermittently working in Ireland for many years now, gravitated

instinctively to the west coast. Hence the role of Limerick as a

primary venue for the shows Kramer has originated. There is another

reason that Limerick and the southwest in general have been

particularly active in mounting drawings exhibitions, and that is the

presence of artist-curator Jim Savage, who has been exceptionally

energetic in organising drawing events (and is included in Into Irish

Drawing ). The annual Open Drawing Awards Exhibition, which runs in

the Church Gallery in the Limerick School of Art and Design from

January 30th, is one significant sign of the local commitment to

drawing.

All of which would be to no avail if there wasn't something

interesting about drawing in the first place. Kramer doesn't claim

that the work of the 22 artists he invited to exhibit amounts to a

systematic survey of Irish drawing now. He cheerfully acknowledges

that he doesn't know enough about the field to have done that. But

what he has done is to come up with an open, generous and bracingly

diverse selection, one that blithely ignores some of the invisible but

emphatic divisions that segment the Irish art world. He hasn't, in

other words, just rounded up the usual suspects from one or other of

the generational or stylistic camps.

He notes that he has long been struck by the promiscuity of Irish

artists in terms of the modes of expression they employ. Drawing is

just one, albeit significant, aspect of what they do. This applies to

such artists as Gary Coyle, Kathy Prendergast, Alice Maher, Eamon

O'Kane, Isabel Nolan and Katie Holten. Yet drawing is absolutely

central for all of these artists, in that it's not an incidental

vehicle but integral to what they are trying to do. Coyle, notably,

uses drawing as a means of exploration in works of ambitious

complexity. Tom Molloy makes meticulous, exceptionally beautiful

drawings, always within the framework of a conceptual scheme.

Eamon O'Kane's wall drawing House and the tree , which links the tree

with what is made from it, is terrific. In fact there are two, related

wall drawings by him, where one would have been more effective in

purely dramatic terms. Still, outstanding. Good too to see huge

drawings by Gerda Teljeur and Timothy Emlin Jones, in which the

graphic patterns reflect the rhythmic movements of the bodies that

made them in a dance-like way. Stephen Brandes uses scale to extend

narrative in his linoleum drawing. Nick Miller's grid of portrait

images in coloured wash is extremely effective.

One of the strongest works has to be a sequence of drawings by Martin

Wedge. Small in scale and made with tremendous pace and spontaneity,

they have a magical, fantastical quality, though they are grounded in

the everyday. They manage to be both brutal – in their observational

ruthlessness – and tender at the same time. They bear comparison with

Claire Carpenter's dreamy, richly textural images, which are quite

different but strangely complementary, and a show featuring work by

the two artists would be fascinating. There's a lot more worth seeing:

Anita Groener, Niamh O'Malley, Brian Fay, for example.

Kramer has on the whole steered clear of the well-made academic

drawing, which is not to say that he is interested in work that

challenges the boundaries of what drawing is. Almost anything can be

described as a drawing so long as you're willing to extend the

definition to fit. But the show is clearly not about that kind of

deconstruction and redefinition. Kramer seems pretty sure about what

drawing is for him: a committed engagement with the process, an

all-or-nothing activity. "The drawing balances perpetually on the

verge of a confession," he writes eloquently. A confession "concerning

life and death, love, the mind, this world, nostalgia and yearning".

Into Irish Drawing , curated by Arno Kramer and featuring work by 22

Irish artists. Until Feb 22 Limerick City Gallery of Art, Carnegie

Building, Pery Sq
Contriving a striking absence on canvas

Irish Times, Wednesday, February 13, 2008

Aidan Dunne

AT KEVIN KAVANAGH, Better is Something You Build is a busy, noisy exploration of contemporary sculpture by five young artists. Curated by Jacqui McIntosh, the show considers the possibilities for making things with real, three-dimensional materials in an age of virtuality, when digital information in endlessly mutable forms is the main medium of communication and cultural exchange. Given which, there is an appropriately low-tech, even perverse edge to much of the work included, all of which is engaging and persuasive.

Two pieces visually dominate the show and one of them, Graham Hudson's International, also dominates aurally. It features a rough-hewn "arch" of cardboard packaging that spans the width of the gallery. At the foot of each pillar of the arch, lighted bulbs drag against record turntables, distorting the sound of a pair of LPs. These symmetrical events, linked by a trail of consumption, point to global homogeneity.

Karin Brunnermeier's tragicomic Hansi-Nummer (Ring-Clown), in which the prone body of a clown bears the fatal imprint of a huge ring of metal, presumably the circus ring, is succinctly expressed, both funny and horrible.

Ulrich Vogl is adept at winning elaborate effects from simple means, and does so with the two small pieces he shows, including a piece of inked foil that becomes a celestial vista when seen through a slide-viewer. Eamon O'Kane's DIY small-scale cinema, screening an animated film, also displays a penchant for quick-witted improvisation.

Gereon Krebber's Slice of a barricade is a representation of sorts: a scarred, burnt wedge that looks as though it might be excerpted from a bigger structure, evoking civil protest. It's appropriate, given the show's underlying appeal to us not to lose touch with the real.

Better is Something You Build, group show curated by Jacqui McIntosh, with Karin Brunnermeier, Graham Hudson, Gereon Krebber, Eamon O'Kane and Ulrich Vogl, Kevin Kavanagh Gallery, 66 Great Strand St, Dublin, until Mar 1; Crave: Linda Shevlin, Cross Gallery, 59 Francis St, Dublin, until Mar 1
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HEADLINE: Deep immersion in the world

January 17, 2007 Wednesday

Philosophy of Furniture, Eamon O'Kane, Ashford Gallery until Feb 1 (01-6612558)

At the Ashford Gallery Eamon O'Kane, an exceptionally prolific and capable artist, has titled his solo show The Philosophy of Furniture. His starting point was a piece written by Edgar Allen Poe for Burton's Gentleman's Magazine in 1840. The piece seems to be lighter than the headline might suggest, offering a critique of American furniture. O'Kane seems to be primarily interested in pursuing his own preoccupation with the natural and the fabricated.

Previously he has explored the siting of Modernist architectural structures, whether grandly public, or more domestic and personal, in natural settings.

The drawings, animations and laser etchings here are inventive explorations of the dialogue between manufacturing and natural processes. His large-scale drawings of trees are made with charcoal - burnt wood - on paper that is derived from cellulose. Most of the trees are conifers, presumably grown in managed plantations for use in construction. Each laser etching features one item of furniture. The image is burned through a layer of paint so that it is formed by the substance of the masonite board beneath, composed of the rendered fragments of the conifers.

A number of images feature composite images, of trees growing through items of furniture. These recall a strange episode in John Fuller's novel Flying to Nowhere, in which the wooden or wood-derived elements that make up a study - shelves, chair, desk, books - come back to life and start to sprout leaves, twigs and branches, gradually overwhelming the human cultural project. It's a haunting image and, while there is nothing in O'Kane's show with quite that concerted effect, he does generate some fruitfully ambiguous, conceptually neat pieces.
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HEADLINE: Is the wall big enough for both of them?

October 8, 2007 Monday

There is a popular misconception that the painter and the photographer, like the farmer and the cowman, can't be friends. After all, didn't photography steal painting's thunder? Aren't they in some way rivals laying claim to the same territory? There is some truth to all that. The advent of photography changed painting in several ways, writes Aidan Dunne.

It put many thousands of portrait artists out of business, for example. But any presumed antagonism between the two has not been as straightforward as it might seem.

For a long time there was a kind of snobbish disdain for photography among some echelons of the fine art establishment. The notion of using photographs as references was frowned upon, in public at any rate. In private, of course, things were different. Several revisionist historical studies have determined that painters have used photography pretty much since its inception. David Hockney's book Secret Knowledge details how painters have consistently, and pragmatically, used lens-based technologies for centuries. Equally, photography developed in the context of pictorial conventions that were shaped by painting. A reasonable observer would surely conclude that there has been, and is, an ongoing dialogue between painting and photography.

There are currently two large group exhibitions running in Belfast, and both, in different ways, reflect aspects of this dialogue. The Double Image at the Golden Thread Gallery, curated by Dougal McKenzie (himself a painter), is a fascinating exploration of what he terms "a new relationship" between painting and photography.

He writes of a "new 'way of looking' embodied in much contemporary painting". That is a sound observation, but the new way of looking, it can be argued, extends to photography as well - although, as with painting, not to all of its practitioners. What contemporary painters and photographic artists have in common is an awareness that they live in an image-saturated culture, that images are highly structured, and that part of their job is the critical consideration of those structures.

….The Double Image is not about painting and photography as such, but it is telling that the dual emphasis seemed to McKenzie to be a logical way of surveying recent work by artists in Northern Ireland.

His show is the fourth in a sequence organised by the Golden Thread Gallery under the general heading Collective Histories. There may be about 12 shows in all, and the aim is to cover art in Northern Ireland from 1945 to the present day. The multiplicity of shows allows a multiplicity of viewpoints, so that no single, linear progression is mooted.

The largest piece in McKenzie's show is by Mark McGreevy, whose paintings are always busy and compendious, as though each is an entire world in itself. This is something that is possible in painting but not in photography, because a single painting can incorporate, in Steven Pinker's phrase, many different "levels of analysis" at once. McGreevy's painting is very big and commensurately ambitious. He is a capable, adventurous and consistently interesting artist.

One can see links with the work of David Crone, in a sense the quiet man of Northern Irish art: a fine painter, extremely influential as a teacher, though modest and more at home in the studio than in the limelight. As with McGreevy's painting, but in a different way, his recent work, centred on the garden, occupies an indeterminate space populated by several possible versions of the real rather than one, authoritative account. McKenzie's own work explores similar conceptual territory, examining the way layers of history underlie and are woven into the surface of the contemporary, here and now.

SO PAINTING STILL has some good cards of its own to play, but what of photography? It is striking that much of the photography included concentrates on what is not immediately visible. Daniel Jewesbury's two photographs - both under the title Joy, and the Desire which Longs for it - chart a watercourse, channelled through concrete, through a wild patch of greenery, with a seasonal jump between the images. The water leads us into the picture to the point of its disappearance in the distance.

Similarly, Mary McIntyre's Passages features a mysterious, illuminated opening in the ground in a section of park-like woodland at night. Sean Hillen and John Duncan, on the other hand, consider the construction of heritage and cultural style in their respective ways. Hillen's postcard composites are well known, and his beautifully fashioned broadsides at the heritage industry are witheringly satirical.

Duncan has charted the remaking of Belfast in his series Boom Town, looking at the destruction of one cultural archetype in favour of another and noting the artificiality of both.

The Double Image also features Eamon O'Kane, Darren Murray, Elizabeth Magill, Michael Minnis, Colin Watson, Mary Theresa Keown, Dermot Seymour, Paul Seawright, Susan MacWilliam, Dan Shipsides, Mark Orange, Peter Richards, and Hannah Starkey, making up a strong and by no means obvious ensemble. The points made here have touched on some aspects of the show, but probably makes it sound too prescriptive, which it is not. McKenzie does not set out to illustrate points but to ask questions and open up possibilities. As he notes, photography is often viewed in isolation from painting in exhibitions, right from art college degree shows onwards, and it is provocative and intriguing to see them as partners.

The Double Image: Representing Narratives in Contemporary Northern Irish Painting and Photography, Golden Thread Gallery, The Switch Room, Belfast, until Nov 7

More space for a sense of place

Thursday, April 5, 2007

The 'ev+a 2007' exhibition features just 32 artists, which is exactly how its curator, Klaus Ottmann, intended it, writes Aidan Dunne

Each year, Limerick's exhibition of "visual+ art", ev+a, takes its character from the curator who is brought in to select it. Coming from an international arena, this curator is likely to be relatively unacquainted with Irish art, a vertical invader who is immune to local hierarchies and prejudices. This year's invader is Klaus Ottmann, a freelance curator and scholar who was born and brought up in Germany but has been based in the United States since 1983.

Arriving in Limerick for the first time, he was greeted with about 550 potential exhibits. From this beginning, he has come up with a show featuring work by 32 artists in all, which means there was quite a rate of attrition.

It sounds drastic and, for all those artists who submitted work and didn't get in, it is. But it is not, ultimately, a case of good and bad, more the nature of the show as it took shape in the selector's mind. "The reason there isn't more work in the show is because I couldn't fit more," Ottmann explains. "For example, I was surprised that there were so many video submissions. That's difficult - you can't show that many. They take up a lot of space." And, he might have added, time. In fact, the relatively low number of exhibitors in his extremely eclectic show is a reflection of his general philosophy.

Ottmann is a lean and bookish-looking man, and a careful, thoughtful speaker. Striding through the city in an elegant black overcoat, he has an almost clerical air about him. "My style as a curator is that if possible you should present more than one work by an artist. That's why I asked for more pictures from several people in ev+a. And I like to give each artist their own space. I like lots of white space, so that it's not too crowded and you can take each work on its own terms." When he selected the prestigious Santa Fe Biennial he took this to extremes, including just 13 artists. "A shockingly low number," he acknowledges, "but no one complained about there being too few."

His approach means that Anthony McCall, for example, has the entire Church Gallery at Limerick's School of Art at his disposal, for just one video installation - but what an installation. In the vast, dark space, McCall's Between You and I is a "solid light work", a dynamic, geometric linear projection in which the moving beams of light, travelling though the mist produced by two hazers, become changing, 10-metre tall forms that the visitor can move through. It's both simple and very complicated, and an amazing piece of work.

In making a point of giving artists space, and giving viewers space to absorb what they are looking at, Ottmann is to some extent going against the grain. The frenzied, crowded format of the international art fair has come to dominate the international art trade. "It has," he says, "and I'm concerned about that. I find it troubling that art fairs are the dominant platform for seeing new art. It's not just the money - which is disturbing - it's the level of installation, the fact that it's one-stop shopping. Then, on the other hand, if you go to MOMA [ the Museum of Modern Art in New York] you pay $20, which is a lot of money, so you want to see everything to get value for your ticket, which is not the way to see art either."

The rise of the art fair has turned the art world on its head in other ways. "It used to be that an artist was taken on by a gallery, given some shows, was noticed by a curator and included in some influential group shows, was noticed by the critics, and came to the attention of the collectors. Now, that process has been reversed.

"The collectors visit the fairs and buy up whatever catches their eye. They are the first to see what is new and if they buy then everyone else, the critics, the curators, the galleries try to hop on the train." In other words, he says, there is no quality control. It's purely market-driven, everything follows the money. "It's no one's fault, but I do think it's dangerous and unhealthy." It is, at any rate, once you regard art as no more than a commodity, a view that has become alarmingly prevalent in Ireland, on the strength of the economic boom.

So Ottmann's approach is always to assign each artist a strong presence, to enable viewers "to focus on the immediate experience of art". Hence, ev+a features several virtual solo shows, such as Tony Gunning's paintings which, made in a simple, storybook style, offer a view of Irish landscape filtered through the property boom. And David Dunne's chillingly effective installation, Station Z, Spirit & Sinew, inspired by visits to Sachsenhausen concentration camp, is an exhibition in itself. All of this work was entirely new to Ottmann. "There was so much work I didn't even have time to read the CVs. But then afterwards I noticed that some artists, like David Dunne and Ronnie Hughes, had been selected several times previously. This is Ronnie's eighth time to be included, each time by a different curator, which surely says something."

The show's subtitle is A Sense of Place, which might sound stereotypically Irish in some respects. Ottmann allows that the title does relate to Ireland, which he thought of as a place defined by differences: "North and South, Irish-English, traditional and modern . . . But everyone gravitates to the landscape as an underlying link. I was struck by how much work related to landscape." Still, the show is emphatically not thematic. "No, there is no theme to the exhibition. The title came after the work was picked."

AMONG THE HIGHLIGHTS is Danish artist Jesper Just's amazing trilogy It Will All End in Tears. With feature-film production values, it is a dreamlike work that evades conventional narrative logic but deals with a relationship between a younger and an older man - who could even be read as one and the same person - very sympathetically and, what's more, is about developing self-awareness. Alix Pearlstein's high-definition video piece, inspired by Michael Snow's seminal experimental film Wavelength, is also very impressive. Titled Distance, it is an elaborately choreographed, stylised drama, shot from two opposite and gradually swapped viewpoints, and is hypnotic.

In relation to the big budgets and professional participants of these works, Marie-Louise O'Dwyer can hold her head high. Her Kitchen Clean, produced for her graduate show at DIT last year, stands as an exceptionally powerful and promising piece of performance video

Siobhán Tattan's Brilliant Failures, on the other hand, is a fascinating piece that would probably benefit from a slightly more elaborate installation, but its fragmentary juxtaposition of footage of a derelict homestead, and comments on a theatrical non-performance, are a haunting portrait of post-Independence Ireland, with relevance to contemporary Ireland. She's someone to watch.

Orla Keeshan's highly promising photographic works, with a strong narrative element, display an exemplary determination to articulate her own experience and viewpoint. Eric Glavin's murals, based on the facades of "worker housing" in Dublin, are pertinently installed in the midst of the City Gallery's permanent collection.

Also outstanding are pieces by Patrick Corcoran, Sean Lynch, Joanne Lefrak, Enrique Martínez Celaya, Eamon O'Kane, Matthew Schenning, Christopher Reid, Shelley Corcoran, Suzannah Vaughan and Amy Hauft. Despite Aura Rosenberg's banners, with their scenes of mayhem and destruction, ev+a is low-key, even introspective in tone, very much in keeping with Ottmann's intentions.

"I told them when they invited me to select ev+a that they weren't getting one of the art-world mafia," he says with a smile. "I don't jet around the world to openings and mix with the stars. I'm not a career curator, in other words. I only do what I want to do."

What he wants to do is quite a lot. When he arrived in the US he worked as a freelance critic and organised "a few small shows". Then he taught and did curatorial works at the Wesleyan University in Connecticut.

It was a four-year stint at the American Federation of Arts, an independent curatorial organisation, that served as his real curatorial apprenticeship. "It was a great way of learning everything. I've no formal qualification. Now, of course, there are courses and degrees." But he is a free spirit by nature: "I wouldn't be happy as an institutional curator." Instead, "everything I do, I do part-time".

Apart from curatorial projects, Ottmann lectures and teaches, writes, translates and also runs a small publishing imprint - "I just love books." He is wary of overtly political art. "The more simplistically political it is, the less likely it will endure. The more universal the language, the stronger the work. I believe art is universal. All art speaks of the same fundamental human issues, asks the same existential questions. Of course they are unanswerable questions, but you try. You fail and, in Beckett's phrase, you fail better. Our culture is saturated with things that try to make us forget those questions, that divert us, but good art, and not just visual art, I mean good films, novels, music, poetry, all make us more aware of them."

• ev+a 2007: A Sense of Place is at the Limerick City Gallery of Art and other venues until Jun 24
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Opening spaces in the city

Tuesday, March 22, 2005

This year's Open EV+A exhibition in Limerick is less spread out, but still weaves nicely into the fabric of the city, writes Aidan Dunne

On the evidence of this year's Open EV+A, curator Dan Cameron runs a tight ship. From the mid-1990s, EV+A broke the bonds that tied it to a few centralised venues and found its way into the wider fabric of the city, finding a berth in shops, bars and churches, pavements and car parks. The legacy of that trend endures, but in a more limited, contained way, which is good news for visitors to the exhibition, because when it was most widely dispersed, even tracking down its constituent pieces became a Herculean task.

Given that the venues are as far from the city centre as the University's Bourn Vincent Gallery, some travel is involved, and you will still have to do a certain amount of map-reading, particularly if you want to take in Regina Corcoran's tour of Limerick's Alternative Gardens, a thoughtful inventory of accidental wild gardens that prompts reflections on nature and culture, chaos and order, life and death. In a flat in Cathedral Place, meanwhile, Nancy Hwang literally plays Host to visitors. The idea of viewing social space and interaction as art has gained considerable currency in the last few years, but sociability has always been EV+A's strong suit. If you can't get to the exhibition, it may come to you, in the form of Patrick Killoran and Willie O'Brien's taxi.

Somehow St Mary's Cathedral has become a regular venue, and a rather spectacular one. It's generally brought out the best in artists whose work is sited there. On a mound adjacent to the cathedral's burial plot, American sculptor Jason Middlebrook has installed a monumental, 3-D version of Robert Indiana's iconic typographic painting Love as a dilapidated memorial, crumbling and sprouting weeds, a work that needs no elaboration. Inside the building, Susan MacWilliam's latest exploration of the uncanny and the paranormal, a recreation of experiments designed to test a Russian girl's apparent ability to "see" despite physical obstacles to her vision, is perfectly located.

The vast bulk of the show, though, is concentrated in three buildings just minutes apart, the smallest being the Belltable Arts Centre. As ever, EV+A's centre of gravity is in the Limerick City Gallery, and the gallery's character as an outstanding conventional exhibition space makes a fine contrast with the Old County Council offices on O'Connell St, a terrace of linked, beautiful buildings still decked out in their blandly functional municipal livery of carpet and plasterboard partitions. This atmospheric, disused space makes an ideal home for a series of photographic and installation-based works.

American sculptor Chris Sauter engages ingeniously with the building's layers of history, fashioning the likeness of an ornate dining table (cut through by a plough) from the surrounding plasterboard panels. Mark Cullen has re-tailored his Cosmic Annihilator, playing with the viewers' sense of scale. Eamon O'Kane's portable studio, approximating in size to a shipping container, its walls lined with finished pieces and works in progress, seems to have materialised by magic, a room within a room. It is eerily effective and could well be titled A Portrait of the Artist as a Studio.

Although the basic principle of Open EV+A is that artists submit work or proposals and take their chance as to whether the curator will go for it, there is a certain discretionary element as well; a curator might signal to artists that maybe they'd be interested in submitting something. Cameron indicates why this may be necessary (see panel). Nevertheless, it's clear that Irish artists acquit themselves well with work that is presumably entirely unsolicited.

Whether prompted or unprompted, it's good to see a smart video piece by Guy Hundere, all about going fast and getting nowhere as the view in the middle distance seen in transit remains mysteriously static. Ignasi Abali's playfully trompe l'oeil lists are also clever. Tonico Lemos Auad and Janet Mullarney both prove that you don't need to work big to get noticed. Auad's wall pieces, composed of gemstones applied directly to the wall, are beautiful and invite reflection on art and monetary or other value. The diminutive scale of Mullarney's animal figures augments the tenderness of their mood. Bea McMahon works several layers of comment and meaning into her documentation of last year's dispute at Dunsink in Dublin. Martin Shannon's Taint, on a billboard on Bridge St, offers a witty, subtle take on the negative stereotyping of Limerick city.

This year's Young EV+A comprises several good, innovative projects, including On Loan . . . from our house, a project in which local children nominated objects from their own homes to go on loan to the Hunt Museum, where they are displayed among items of the permanent collection. Postcards relate the personal significance of the objects in each case. The Banshee Lives in the Handball Alley is a DVD in which pupils from three Limerick City Schools retell local stories. Michael Fortune, Aileen Lambert and Maurice Gunning are the artist-filmmaker-photographers involved.

One of the overall highlights is Dennis Connelly and Anne Cleary's RVB, virtually a show within a show at the City Gallery. It's an ambitious three-screen video installation interweaving three thematic narratives, all based on documentary material recorded in or around the artists' Parisian home over a three-year period. The three stories, all absorbing in their different ways, relate to the birth and infancy of the couple's twin girls, Bo and Lotti, the disappearance of one of a pair of Japanese nightingales, Igor and Vera, and, rather horribly, the circumstances surrounding the killing of Claire Koskas in the furniture shop run by herself and her husband Rene on the ground floor of Connelly and Cleary's building.

The coexistence of the three documentary strands generates a compound narrative texture that is much more than the sum of the parts, interesting though each is in its own right. RVB conveys a sense of urban life in a rounded, novelistic way, economically conveying the open-ended intersection and progress of different forms and levels of experience. There is nothing showy or portentous about the way it deals with the profound themes of birth, life, love, loss and death; it just sets about its task with quiet effectiveness and insight. Not the least of its virtues is that it explores and highlights the shifting, porous boundary between our personal and public worlds, incidentally pointing out how personal responsibility merges with civic responsibility.

• Open EV+A 2005 is at the Limerick City Gallery of Art, 061 310633, and other venues. Exhibition guides with maps are available at the City Gallery and elsewhere
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A self-contained show of art turned inside out

Wednesday, December 29, 2004

Visual Arts: Eamon O'Kane's The Mobile Museum is the second of a projected series of four exhibitions at the Millennium Court Arts Centre in Portadown under the collective heading Inverting Conventions, writes Aidan Dunne

 The first, by Dermot Seymour, took a skewed look at contemporary Ireland, North and South. In a sense, what O'Kane does is to turn the process of artistic production and consumption inside out. The subjects of the exhibition are the familiar art world categories of the gallery, the studio and the work of art.

The first thing we encounter is the "studio", which resembles a huge packing crate deposited in the middle of the floor. As noted in the show's explanatory leaflet, it looks almost as if this is the crate that the rest of the exhibition came in. But go inside and you find that it is indeed equipped to resemble a functioning studio. The walls are densely lined with images of various kinds, including original drawings plus photographs and photocopies, many of buildings, some of O'Kane's Sign series.

Some of his signs, featuring quotations relating to aspects of culture, are sited around Craigavon. Elaborate architectural models are laid out on tables, and e-mails, a casually placed book and other material surround a computer. All of which creates something like a Marie Celeste atmosphere: a sense that the space has been vacated suddenly.

Outside, in the gallery proper, a group of large, monochrome paintings line the walls. They are sketchy views of well-known gallery buildings, all architectural statements and landmarks. O'Kane has abstracted them from their various urban settings and depicts them as glimpsed through screens of foliage, surrounded by trees. Here he is developing an idea he explored previously in Ideal Studio, in which modernist architectural buildings are envisaged as idyllic studio spaces in natural settings, ivory towers far from the madding crowd.

The paintings have a cursory, hurried look about them, as though blocked out from projected images. Given the artist's considerable technical skills, we can take it that their offhand appearance is calculated. They're like working drawings writ large.

Two projected videos, in an adjoining space, complete the show. Retrospective mischievously inserts O'Kane's work into various high-profile institutional settings and Mobile Museum, echoing the black-and-white paintings, digitally sites museums in incongruous settings, building to a frenetic conglomeration of museums, a kind of visual arts Disney World.

There's a lot there, but what to make of it all? The Ideal Studio proposed a view of the artist as utopian dreamer, away from society. O'Kane seemed to be exploring this idea without taking any particular moral stance himself, though one could infer a critique of Modernism per se, and perhaps a subtext concerning nature and culture. Add in the work in The Mobile Museum and another theme begins to emerge. That is the idea of an autonomous, self-contained art world. This is bolstered by the absent artist, and the galleries removed from urban settings, devoid of visitors.

Certainly the Millennium Court show suggests a self-contained, even self-consuming circularity. The wittiest and probably the best part of the project are the videos. It's as if O'Kane by-passes years of career-building by virtually inserting himself into the most hallowed preserves of contemporary art in a cheeky piece of wish-fulfilment. Even better is the non-stop pan across an endless succession of museums, including Tate Modern and the Guggenheim, all deposited in a nondescript landscape.

The image of cultural palaces presiding over wastelands is strong and contentious. We recognise the buildings O'Kane refers to because they are landmarks that have made an impact on public consciousness. There is debate over the validity and the success of such galleries, but they are rarely follies; they attract visitors, even if they are based on a business model in terms of promoting a corporate identity: Guggenheim Inc.

The unmistakable implication of O'Kane's video sequence featuring an impossible collection of galleries, all with their trademark individual architectural identities, jumbled together in one museum-opolis, is that the art world is a theme park. There is some validity to such a view. In this context his quotation signs, dispersed throughout the environment, are perhaps indicative of a desire to restore cultural debate to the wider social context.

To get back to the artist: although he has just turned 30, O'Kane already has a formidable track record of travel, study, work and exhibitions. From the first, he has evidenced tremendous ambition, exceptional energy, technical facility and familiarity with theory. His technical facility applies equally to traditional and new media, to manual technique and new technology. His projects bristle with ideas. In fact, if anything, there is a surfeit of ideas, a surfeit of production. It has often seemed that fewer works, more critically focused, would serve him better. Yet, temperamentally, he seems to live in his work as a fish lives in water. More and more his various projects have become complementary aspects of one overall, investigative project. You could say that The Mobile Museum generates a huge volume of material to make its ambiguous points. Or, conversely, you could say it emerges, with all its ambiguities, from a huge volume of material, that the generative impulse is dominant and throws up various thematic by-products.

There is a great deal to The Mobile Museum. It's an impressive, highly competent installation with much of interest in all its several components. So why complain? Perhaps because, for all its virtues, it still leaves one with the feeling that O'Kane hasn't yet lived up to his exceptional potential as an artist.
© 2004 The Irish Times

Opening Irish gallery doors

Saturday, March 15, 2003

An open submission exhibition is attempting to widen the audience engaging with Irish art by exhibiting in unorthodox, accesible venues, writes Aidan Dunne.

As exhibitions of contemporary art go, EV+A 2003 is a user- friendly show. The basic template of the exhibition was established in 1979. That involves inviting an international adjudicator, a "vertical invader", to select work from an open submission. The idea is that an outsider will be free of the familiarity and biases of a local adjudicator, and also that the process will foster international links. Since 1994, as well, biennially, the adjudicator can invite artists to exhibit, as well as drawing on work submitted.

Another important development was initiated the same year. That is, the practice of treating the wider environment of the city as a gallery by dispersing works in various unorthodox venues. This was never just a question of imposition. The idea was that a work could initiate a dialogue with its particular location. This strategy is clearly designed to overcome a perennial problem with exhibitions of contemporary art: that they are usually art-world events for an art-world audience, they preach only to the converted. One would have to say there has been no dramatic breakthrough for EV+A in this regard, but qualitatively, the show has consistently performed well.

Operating on huge amounts of goodwill and hard work, it has stuck gamely to this overall scheme. It is one inherited by this year's selector, Virginia Perez-Ratton from Costa Rica. A curator and former jury member at the Venice Biennale, Perez-Ratton has come up with a particularly agreeable EV+A on the basis of a 400 strong submission. She built up her selection through instinct and with the potential venues very much in mind.

"I tried to make the show airy, that is to give each piece a lot of space. I think that if you can give the viewers a mentally uncluttered show you give them more space for reflection. There are relatively few images in EV+A. I didn't do that deliberately, but perhaps it came about partly as a reaction to the excess of images that bombard us all the time through the media and in advertising. If you see too many images you don't have the time to think about them, so I did want to create an exhibition in which people have the time for reflective introspection." Actually, despite her disclaimer, there are many striking images in EV+A, mostly photographic, including work by Kate Byrne and Amy O'Riordan.

Perez-Ratton has banded works thematically together. "I didn't want just isolated islands of meaning, I hope the spectator gets a sense of clusters of works dealing with different aspects of life." She identifies roughly four such clusters, relating broadly to introspection, global politics, the living city and spirituality, although there are no hard and fast boundaries.

She never thought in terms of quantity, but early on she did expect a much smaller show than she ended up with.

"As you work you prepare a reading of the show for the spectator and as I did that it became more difficult to eliminate certain pieces. There was a logic to their being there." Her reading of the show begins in its traditional nerve centre, the City Gallery on Pery Sq. There is a great deal of quietly good work there, and a couple of real show-stoppers, including Eamon O'Kane's extraordinary installation Bildermacher, an entire fantasy world. From there, the visitor heads down towards what have become two other habitual venues, City Hall and St Mary's Cathedral. You encounter other venues and exhibits en route - including Milton Becerra's striking Medusa suspended over the rushing waters of the Abbey River - and will have to make a couple of diversions to see some of the best pieces.

These include Priscilla Monge's soap Virgin in St John of the Cross Church in Johns Sq, and exceptional video installations, by John Gerrard and Susan McWilliam, in the Bourn Vincent Gallery.

You know the latter are good because Perez-Ratton admits to being wary of video. She is, it must be said, generally very open to different kinds of work, if wary of slickness, of product tailored to fit a trend. "I look for something personal."

In terms of video, she feels: "You have to think of what you're asking of your audience. Are you going to ask them to sit through a very long video? There must be a good reason to have them do that." Before she encountered television in Costa Rica she was, she points out, 13 years old, "so maybe I just didn't have the level of conditioning that others would have had".

Apart from the thematic clusters, she notes that: "At a certain stage I realised that the exhibition is about architecture. I mean architecture from many points of view - the architecture of the city, of the home, architecture as an aggressive context, or as a poetic space."

Part of her own role in this was as facilitator, in directing particular works towards their most suitable, telling setting.

"For example some pieces related very well to religious architecture. In fact I'd say some of the work is openly spiritual, some even religious. And that work is non-Irish, which surprised me. I thought that because religion was an issue in Ireland throughout its history that might come through in the work, but I didn't really find that."

There are works that sit extremely well in a religious setting. Dorothy Ann Daly's crocheted shamrocks, almost 170 of them, are studded against the inside stone wall of St Mary's Cathedral. These painstakingly made emblems subtly echo the brilliant, translucent colour of the stained glass windows.

The ruined interior in Alfaro Brooke's ethereal video Aria, with its intimation of transcendence, echoes the cathedral setting.

It is a feature of open submission shows like EV+A that, for whatever reason, many well established artists tend not to offer work. This surprised Perez-Ratton.

"I know group shows can be difficult. They are about sharing, generosity, they're exercises in diplomacy. Things are never ideal. But in Latin America even very well known artists would submit work. But in relation to EV+A I'd say it's not something I regret. I've come across Irish artists who I know I'd like to work with in the future." The fact remains, though, that the quality of the work will probably never be enough to build a wider audience.

People respond to names, and names will draw them into the exhibition. Invited EV+A, every other year, is an attempt to deal with this issue.

Perez-Ratton had visited Ireland before, about ten years or so ago, and was keen to come back. "In relation to the European art centres, Ireland is peripheral, and Limerick is peripheral in Ireland. I know it suffers from a bad image, being known as Stab City, as the setting for Angela's Ashes, all so negative, but then you come here and my experience has been that everyone is so open and so enthusiastic, so open to suggestions."

Perez-Ratton is very sympathetic to the integration of EV+A into the fabric of the city, but she is also aware that contemporary art poses particular problems for the viewer. "I know there is a problem with contemporary art and what might be escribed as the 'normal' community. There is still a lot to be done to have people approach contemporary art. The public will visit blockbuster shows of Modernists like Matisse or Picasso, but not contemporary work."

Where does she feel the problem lies?

"Well, I think people are afraid to give their opinion of contemporary art because they do not feel well enough informed. I think perhaps people are uncomfortable, as well, with the irony and humour of a lot of contemporary work. Artists try to establish a certain distance through irony and that can be difficult for the viewer.

"I always feel that the best way to approach an artwork is in relation to one's own life and parameters. But it does take a certain amount of thought and attention. The difference with a lot of contemporary art is that it demands a larger involvement from the spectator, it's not all given to them. But just ask basic questions of a work and you get closer to it. "

EV+A 2003, featuring work by 69 artists is at the Limerick City Gallery of Art and other venues throughout Limerick, runs until June 1st. Maps with detailes listings are widely available. The exhibition website is at www.eva.ie
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Maintaining classical calm in life's flux

Wednesday, September 19, 2001

By AIDAN DUNNE

Aine Nic Giolla Coda & Eamon O'Kane, Fenderesky Gallery, Belfast, until September 27th (048-90235245)

The prolific Eamon O'Kane is showing photographs at the Fenderesky Gallery, in a two-person show with Aine Nic Giolla Coda, who shows photographs and drawings on glass. O'Kane's large-scale "computer manipulated" prints come across as on-the-road snapshots, anecdotal and miscellaneous glimpses of things seen in passing. They are agreeable and well composed, though also curiously impassive, perhaps by design.

Nic Giolla Coda continues her exploration of architectural spaces with a series of Cibachrome studies of the interior of an unnamed Georgian town house. The restored interior, with its sanded wooden floors, looks unoccupied (though there is a grand piano in one room), and the images are hard lit and contrastive, so the house looks handsome but unsympathetic and uninviting.

The drawings strip aspects of the photographs down to spare linear statements of architectural (and some incidental) detail. They are intriguing pieces of work, spatially strange because of the transparency of the glass allied to their unmistakably architectonic nature, and, presumably intentionally, they benefit from their setting in the Fenderesky, which echoes the depicted space in several respects.

A rewardingly obsessive attention to artistic detail

Wednesday, January 2, 2002

By AIDAN DUNNE

Reviewed

Victor Treacy Award 2001, Butler Gallery, Kilkenny Castle, until January 6th (056-61106)

It so happens that part of Neva Elliott's contribution to the Victor Treacy Award 2001 exhibition is seasonally appropriate. She has made a fully functioning vending machine that, when you insert your money, dispenses either of two kinds of medicinal-looking boxes. One is labelled Self Assessment, the other Self Amendment. You open the box and . . . well, suffice it to say that the contents more than live up to the flawless standard of the presentation and packaging.

One of the several strengths of Elliott's work is her attention to detail. She never leaves a concept to fend for itself but follows it through to, dare one say, an almost obsessive degree. While there is an obvious and effective satirical edge to her vending-machine piece, it is also an incisive critique of our capacity for self-obsession, and the conviction that our neurotic insecurities can be ameliorated by a quick-fix pharmaceutical culture.

In All Apologies, the floor of the gallery is littered with handkerchiefs embroidered with tearful, typical phrases of apology. These ultimately amount to a distinctly masochistic wallow in guilt. In the sequence of photographs that make up Baby Bear, a discarded teddy bear takes its chances with the traffic and passers-by on a busy road. The images tactfully but forcefully convey a sense of the everyday callousness of life.

While collectively they make up a powerful picture of abandonment, this is all the more effective for being delivered with a deceptively light touch. Judging by the catalogue entries, Elliott could well be the youngest and least experienced artist in the shortlist of four. She didn't win, but given that the Victor Treacy Award is aimed at an emerging artist, on the basis of the focus, resourcefulness and energy of her work I would have given her the award.

Not that there isn't plenty of energy elsewhere. Eamon O'Kane, notably, is a prolific and versatile artist with an apparently limitless, omnivorous appetite for absorbing the world and reprocessing it as art.

An exceptionally capable individual, he is theoretically literate and fluently competent in whatever medium he turns to - here, photography, video and painting.

And yet, and yet . . . The sheer volume and promiscuity of his output is a bit perplexing. His After Kafka's Amerika project, for example, represented here and involving the painted transcription of masses and masses of photographs, while awesome in terms of its logistics, seems to rely on a tenuous underlying rationale, a not untypical state of affairs for him. Only an eye, one might say, but a curiously indiscriminate eye.
There is also an open-ended quality to the work of Daniel Jewesbury, who won the award. Both video pieces shown here portray examples of cultural dislocation.

In one we hear a recording of part of a Beethoven piano sonata played by Glenn Gould, but all we see is the bland facade of a red-brick house inside which the recording is being played. In the other we see, playing on a television monitor, a looped clip from Gillo Pontecorvo's propagandist classic The Battle of Algiers, in which the cynical French colonel cynically finds a name for his counter-insurgency operation.

Both are partly titled Cul De Sac, and both seem to be embedded in so many layers of irony - Beethoven's deafness, an inaudible performance rendered audible, France's imperialist cul-de-sac and other ironic elaborations - that there is an irony overload and the work is, literally, overwrought. Jewesbury comes across as rapturously absorbed in theoretical subtleties. But the pleasure and profit of parsing and dissecting meanings, media and nuances are ultimately offset by the law of diminishing returns.

Claire Halpin's paintings are greatly enlarged reworkings of typical family photographs. But in the process of translation the images become distorted to the point of illegibility.

For the most part Halpin achieves this effect by dragging wet pigment over a textured, irregularly corrugated ground.

We can read any or all of several implications into this. There is a sense of an ultimately elusive reality, of the difficulty of the fidelity of representation, photographic or painted. Or of the past as fundamentally coloured and recast by insights subsequently gained. The problem is that by now we are traversing well-trodden ground.

Since Gerhard Richter started dragging and smudging pigment to create his photographic-looking black-and-white paintings in the 1960s, the effect has been widely and variously used and developed.

While Halpin's work has going for it a slightly claustrophobic concentration on the family unit and family rituals, its execution is as yet uneasy.
Cautionary tales of a gallery guide

Wednesday, May 9, 2001

By AIDAN DUNNE

AKA (After Kafka's Amerika): Eamon O'Kane, Hallward Gallery until May 11th (016621482);

Eamon O'Kane is an artist of prodigious energy and application, and his Hallward Gallery show, AKA (After Kafka's Amerika), is testament to these qualities, comprising well over 200 individual works. Admittedly, most of them are more or less postcard size, but every such "postcard" is a painted, snapshot-like representational image, so we're talking about an enormous investment of time and effort. These images look like paintings of photographs, which invites the question: why not use the photographs?

The show's title refers to Kafka's imagined America, a dream of freedom, hope and wide open spaces - albeit in a Kafka-esque vein - dreamt by someone who never actually left Europe, never mind reached the New World. O'Kane's images read like a travelogue, a wide-eyed, excited documentation of everything archetypically American. You don't have to accept Jean Baudrillard's thesis - that the US is more or less a theme-park representation of itself, it is Disneyland - to recognise that when you encounter it you will inevitably match the real thing with the endlessly represented, endlessly mythologised America you carry in your head.

So it could be that O'Kane is offering us layers of representation: America filtered through Kafka's imaginings and his own preconceptions, paralleled by his matter-of-fact exploration of the place, with the implication that we can never quite get beyond those representational layers. There is, though, a distinctly affirmative air to his sightseeing, a sense that he believes America's promise of reinvention and happy endings. Yet in the end, in a very American way, the sheer logistics of the work in his show seem to outweigh the pay-off.

NCAD 250; Drawings 1740-1996

Thursday, November 21, 1996

By BRIAN FALLON

THIS show was an imaginative conception, which of course guarantees nothing in practice; but in this case actuality has lived up to theory. The basic idea was Noel Sheridan's and was, in effect, to assemble a selection of drawings which would virtually chart art teaching in Ireland from the time when Thomas West founded his Drawing School in 1746 down to the present era of the NCAD. The scholarly hand of John Turpin can also be felt, but this is not merely a historicist event, it is a wideranging exhibition which has plenty of contemporary vitality. It also has an excellent catalogue, which should prove more than useful for budding art scholars.

Give or take a few museum pieces, there is plenty of interest in the early section: typical works by Petrie, Brocas, Barry, etc. There is also a fine, unflattering self portrait by Martin Archer Shee, and an atmospheric Scottish landscape (in watercolour) by the still slightly mysterious John Faulkner.

The section "Exemplary Drawings" is explained by the fact that the Royal Dublin Society acquired busts and drawings which pupils might study. These include a powerful classical scene by Lebrun and surprise fine watercolours by Peter de Wint.

We launch into the 20th century with Orpen, Sarah Purser (her familiar pastel of Maud Gonne) and some of Michael Healy's inimitable watercolours, which are to Irish art what James Stephens's early writing is to Irish literature. The two great stained glass artists, Geddes and Clarke, are represented and Patrick Touhy's The Little Seamstress is allowed in because it is a watercolour. Good pieces by Jellett, Keating, Sean O'Sullivan, Harry Kernoff's 1931 portrait of Austin Clarke and Maurice McGonigal's of Kernoff typical works by Nano Reid, Norah McGuinness add up to a kind of potted history of the period.

The NCAD's recent decades have been among the most creative in its history, when it freed itself from the hidebound, fading academicians and charted i4s own course. There are too many works and names to give any adequate summing up, but those I singled out included Mary Rose Binchy, Cecily Brennan, Joe Butler, Carey Clarke, Charles Cullen, Paul Funge, Patrick Graham, Mary Avril Gillan, Pat Harris, Darragh Hogan, Mary Lohan, Alice Maher, Bernie Markey Michael Mulcahy, James McKenna, Mick O'Dea, Eamon O'Kane, Charles Tyrrell. Many of these are now established artists, others no doubt soon will be. It all goes to show how much energy and talent has been unleashed over the past

20 years, in particular

NCAD degree exhibitions

Friday, June 14, 1996

By BRIAN FALLON

THE RHA Gallagher Gallery is a spacious building, but this year the NCAD Fine Art degree exhibition not only occupies the ground and first floors, it has spilled into the basement as well. This innovation was necessary in order to house several of the large conceptual and installation pieces which could not be accommodated inside the usual, space limits.

Some of these are accompanied by very noisy soundtracks, which tend to stupefy rather than stimulate the viewer. Certain of them, too, are over ambitious and over elaborate; the parts are often more interesting than the whole. However, I was impressed by the macabre, slightly surreal pieces by Fergal Grogan and by Fiona McDonald's intricate creations of wire and vessels of coloured water, which are imaginative and off the beaten track.

In the painting and graphic art, Patricia Robertson's strong draughsmanship and almost Expressionist style give her pictures a good deal of impact. Olivia Reid's large abstract pieces on paper are not very original in vocabulary, but they do have energy and real presence.

Adrian Ward's quasi geometric paintings may owe a hint or two to Sean Scully, but are quieter and more austere, and I was impressed, too, by the darkly glowing pictures of Nuala Dalzell, the "cool" style of Peter Graham, Roisin Lewis's eloquently scribbly, slighty Twombly like works, and the imagistic paintings of Elaine Green.

Liza Kelly's prints are witty and economic, while those of Paul Robert Brooks are precisely the opposite - large, colourful and rather flamboyant. Piia Rossi's small, detailed, jewel like works are real curios, with something of the quality of icons and stamped by the marks of a vary individual imagination. Niamh Daly, Maria Doyle, Anne Slocket, Eamon O'Kane and Edel Campbell are all, in their contrasting ways, eye catching.

Frankly, I found the sculpture rather disappointing as a whole, not for the first time; there were too many large scale pieces which somehow lacked real invention or even inner conviction, and seemed to take up a lot of room relative to what they had to say. However, Chara Nagle's creation in coloured "bricks" of what appeared to be some reinous substance, with a light striking through from the rear was arresting and beautiful. The large scale installations of Gerry Pollard were intelligent and well thought out.

There is not sufficient space here to consider the crafts sections in detail, but the ceramics, glassware and jewellery are consistently inventive an varied. Best of all, however, is the textiles room at the very top of the NCAD building which vibrates with colour, ideas and talent.

The RHA comes back to life

Wednesday, April 24, 1996

By BRIAN FALLON

LAST year the RHA exhibition had the feeling of an ageing, dusty waxworks; this year, it has come back to life. A new format catalogue, neat and relatively uncluttered hanging, and above all, a presentable level of talent in general, make this year's show (the 166th, incidentally) a heartening rather than a depressing experience. It may not bristle with genius, but there is an overall sense of solidity and professionalism, and even an occasional breath of novelty.

A number of invited artists give much needed variety, particular the distinguished Scottish contingent which includes Barbara Rae and Elizabeth Blackadder, both of them excellent painters. Three deceased members are commemorated - with the usual mini exhibition: Alexandra Wejcbert, John F. Kelly and Arthur Armstrong. Kelly was a respected academician of the old, school, competent in portraiture and life particularly; Armstrong was probably the last figure of the old, and much missed, Campbell Ditton nexus, who like them found most of his typical subject matter in the West of Ireland landscape.

Alexandra Wejchert, by contrast, was directly in the line of Mitteleuropa abstraction and Constructivism, a master of form without being a formalist. She was, in my opinion, a major sculptor, though her talent bloomed relatively late; and the well chosen examples of her work show how she combined Modernist austerity with Baroque sinuosity and a special quality of aspiration, expressed in her flamelike, upward writhing shapes.

The inclusion of Stephen McKenna (a commanding canvas of a lighthouse) and of Michael Warren, who exhibits an imposing and well placed sculpture called Trade Winds consisting of three erect wooden capes on a metal base, was a well judged move, since both are artists who carry genuine weight and prestige. There are two heads by Louis Le Brocquy, of W.B. Yeats and Seamus Heaney respectively (two Nobel Prizewinners!) and a large, exotically colourful, Tony O'Mally painting.

Otherwise, some of the best and most satisfying painting - comes from John Shinnors, Hilda van Stockum (who still rules the field in still life), Nancy Wynne Jones, Cherith McKinstry, Mary Lohan, Martin Gate (two ultra delicate watercolours), John Kelly, Michael O'Dea's large pictures, somewhere between Expressionism and cartoon art, flirt with vulgarity but are always lively and very much his own.

I also, for the record, noted down the names of Michael Ashur, Rosaleen Davey, Sheila Pomeroy, Veronica Bolay, Tony Carroll, Marie Carroll (a kind of cross stylistically between naive painting and early Jack Yeats), Liam Breandan De Frinse, Melita Denaro, Ann Donnelly, Denise Ferran, Terence Gayer, Tim Goulding, James Hanley, Mary Rose Binchy, Donald Teskey, Raymond Mintz, Joseph O Connor, Eamon O'Kane, Charles Brady, and Tim Goulding. Among the graphic art, Terence Gravett's disciplined professionalism is noticeable and the intricate pencil landscape by James Savage is something of a curio.

The portraits this year are rather stilted on the whole (nothing new, of course, about that!) and personally I could pick out no work that was outstanding in this area Carey Clarke is as academically efficient always, but somehow official portraiture has an inhibiting effect, both on the viewer and so it seems - on the artist. This is true both of the painted portraits and the sculpted ones, though Eamonn O'Doherty's bronze maquette for a James Connolly monument has old fashioned virtues which I did not associate with him. A possible exception to the general rigor mortis is Brian Kreydatus's odd self portrait, done in thick paint faintly reminiscent of early John Bratby.

The sculpture itself is strengthened by several new arrivals, including Maighread Tobin whose state pieces are direct and original. Michael Duhan's vocabulary is a stock one, but he uses it to unorthodox ends, and he has a very happy, slightly anarchist vein of sexual humour. Tom Fitzgerald's mildly avant garde style is an antidote to the stuffier conventional pieces, and I enjoyed the wit of Gemma Guihan's A Terrible Beauty is Born and the broader humour of Maureen Bushe's sandstone Birdbath.

As usual, much or most of the weight and solidity in this section comes from the more established figures: Melanie le Brocquy, Imogen Stuart, John Behan, Edward Delaney, John Coen. Vivienne Roche shows one of her characteristic metal "hanging" pieces, and Brian King's single bronze is one of the few convincing abstract works on view, in any medium. But there are also sculptures in various media by Eddie O'Neill, Michael Quane (in particular), Pat Ryan, Michael Verdon, which stand out of the usual rut and have that essential quirk of personality. I do not quite know in what category to put Maura Whelan's Sea Dancer in glass or Isabelle Peyrat's delicate Violette et Tristan, but they do add something different.
