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The idea of consubstantiation is that in the 
communion, the body and blood of Christ and the 
bread and wine coexist in union with each other. 
“Luther illustrated it by the analogy of the iron put 
into the fire whereby both fire and iron are united 
in the red-hot iron and yet each continues 
unchanged.”1 Diverse elements make Sandra 
Johnston’s ‘The Shadow of a Doubt’ something of 
an unusual construct, with the union of 
autobiography / communal history, of elements of 
past performance / new gallery-based work, of 
disparate gallery works and traces of site-
specificity.

While the artist is primarily known for 
performance work, this project for the Golden 
Thread Gallery features several non-performance-
based gallery installations and interventions. There 
is a sense of autobiography and reference to past 
practice, featuring motifs developed in previous 
works such as making marks with charcoal and 
video of past performance. These carry a sense of 
personal and communal history. The artist chose 
not to present works in the exhibition as single 
disparate pieces with separate titles, so that the 
exhibition is intentionally situated on the boundary 
between constituting a single complete new work 
and a collection of individual works. It is telling 
that Johnston’s past work has been described as 
always site-specific; in a sense, the transitional 
nature of this project – solo or disparate works, 
new or past works – deals with the specificities of 
the gallery as a site.

 Two text pieces printed on cards at the 
entrance to the exhibition, Cuttings 1 and Cuttings 
2, act both as initial indicators of this stream-of-
consciousness or near-Proustian technique of 
recalling autobiographical and familial and social 
history, and also as brief sections of narrative that 
identify re-occurring elements. The texts recount 
personal and childhood memories of growing up 
in rural Northern Ireland, dreams, those Proustian 
accounts of childhood sensations, a family death, 
the deaths of the Hunger Strikers and of Bobby 
Sands in particular, the deaths of British soldiers 
and the British media response. Within these texts 
and across all the elements of the show, there are 
sensations of dislocation and displacement. One 
screen, also at the entrance, displays the artist 
repeatedly standing and holding a chair behind 
her, very slowly lowering to sit on it then suddenly 
and dynamically rising to fully stand again. 
Another screen in the final room displays the artist 
sat on a chair, moving her body repeatedly from 
the natural sitting posture by very slowly arching 
her back and neck upwards until her shoulder is 
uncomfortably arched on the back of the chair. 

In each instance, the body is displaced from any 
natural state of comfort.

In another room, a large screen built across 
the room played old video footage of the queen of 
England inspecting the Household Cavalry in 1962, 
her first royal duty after coronation. Along the 
bottom of the screen run the lyrics of David Bowie’s 
1972 song Jean Genie. At a space some distance from 
the screen in the same room are three sets of three 
yellow plastic chairs, which the artist salvaged 
from a skip at the Maze prison. They are laid out, 
fixed and connected by metal bars, as two chairs 
facing a single chair in front of them – like the 
chairs of a prison visiting room – and in front of 
them at floor level are horrible municipal-office-
style fluorescent strip lights.

Johnston’s text piece Cuttings 1 recounts that 
Bowie’s Jean Genie – which is both nonsense verse 
and a homage to that attacker of the status quo, 
Jean Genet – was released in 1972, and that it was 
hunger striker Bobby Sands’ favourite song. Nine 
years after it was released, Sands starved to death in 
the Maze prison.

There is a consubstantiation – coexistence in 
union – within the connectedness of the diverse 
elements in this gallery room. It is their coexistence 
that gives a sense of an encounter with the power 
dynamics of the Northern Ireland conflict in 
particular, and of the performativity of the self in 
these power relations. There is the performativity 
of the self as prisoner, the immeasurable dynamic 
of the performativity of the self as body as hunger 
striker, the institutional power invested in the 
performativity of the self as ceremonial head-of-
state. Running as a subtext within this configuration, 
Bowie and his creation Jean Genie act as the 
apotheosis of the performativity of creating the 
self. The disparate elements of this coexistence also 
act as the contextual backdrop for the 
autobiographical traces of the artist and her years 
growing up in Northern Ireland.

 It is striking that the primary conceptual 
element at play within this gallery room – the 
performativity of the self – connects specifically to 
Johnston’s primarily performance-based practice. 
Johnston primarily articulates an art practice 
through performativity of the self. In this instance 
and across this show, Johnston demonstrates that 
she can use that same element in non-performance 
based work.

Declan Sheehan is a freelance curator and was 
recently awarded a 2013 Arts Council Visual Art 
Curator Residency.
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As a Dutch artist living and working in Ireland, 

Groener’s work has been characterised by a search 

for belonging, while exploring the duality of the 

artist’s past and present selves in the context of 

modern geopolitical realities. This is evident in 

earlier works such as Crossing (2006) and Land 

(2011), the latter of which is shown in this 

exhibition. Crossing explores Groener’s experience 

of visiting and revisiting her homeland over long 

period of time, while Land achieves a broader, even 

universal dimension, evolving to be not so much a 

visualisation of what Ciarán Benson calls “time as 

locations in a landscape”  as tacitly addressing 

more imposing notions of being. 

The integration of the 2012 work Moon, a 

4x4cm colour projection on the wall behind the 

painting, is the actuation of this reinterpretation of 

the earlier work. The delicate casein marks and 

single pin flag assimilate the qualities of a 

moonscape as envisioned by the popular media’s 

presentation of the 1969 lunar landing. The large 

black cloud – the vast dark cosmos – painted on a 

wall behind the drawing further enforces this 

perception. Yet there is a growing feeling of 

apprehension with the realisation that we appear 

to be simultaneously standing on and looking at 

the moon.  

In Lost (2011), tiny figures exist alone or in 

twos and threes, as distant from each other as they 

can be between the Morse-code-like sea of marks 

separating them. There is no vast universe here, 

but an equal sense of the diminished self prevails.

The dominant and eponymous work, State 

(2012), offers a vast field of tiny, 2cm-long figures in 

silhouette, most frequently alone and engaged in 

dynamic endeavours – jumping, lifting, reaching, 

hefting, pulling – or prone, either dead or sleeping. 

Sometimes the figures appear in twos and threes, 

often carrying or supporting one another. 

Like butterflies in a display case, they are 

frozen and pinned to an immovable surface, the 

motion of the nameless hundreds captured in a 

neat grid drawn by the shadows of the pins securing 

them in place. Linked in this way, through tentative 

threads created by the absence of light, these 

miniature people are filled with the all pathos of 

human agency, their world a microcosm of man’s 

collective experience. This circular matrix is held 

within a corona of brightness and bathed in a soft 

pink light like a firmament of souls.

Groener’s adoption of the grid as diagrammatic 

device is influenced by her 2010 residency at the 

Josef and Anni Albers Foundation in Connecticut, 

where Anni Albers’ archive of textiles and weaving 

in particular record her extensive use of the form 

throughout her career. Like fellow Bauhaus 

member Mondrian, Albers interrogated the grid’s 

reflexive nature again and again. In this context, 

Albers’s belief that “the thing itself [becomes] the 

meaning” offers a reading of the work as one which 

is free of narrative. Groener’s work, however, is rich 

with what Russian Futurist David Burylik described 

as ‘minimalistic realism’, in that it is both eloquent 

and spare.

The grid has recently been the focus of two 

major exhibitions: ‘Object: Gesture: Grid: St Ives 

and the International Avant-Garde’ at Tate St Ives 

in 2010 and ‘Tracing the Grid: The Grid in Art after 

1945’ at Kunstmuseum, Stuttgart In 2012. Both 

explored the freedom that emerges, paradoxically, 

through the use of the grid and scrutinised the use 

of the form as a kind of visual algorithm that 

liberates the artist.

For Groener, the grid imposes a conformity 

that corrals the vulnerability revealed by her 

tentative marks, dots and dashes; the sense of 

isolation explored in her earlier work is no longer 

localised or personal, but huge and vast. This 

sensation of teetering, of being poised to plummet 

into an unknown too great to comprehend, is 

tempered by the reassuring presence of lines 

crossing lines and marks following a predestined 

path. 

Like its purpose in architecture, the matrix in 

Groener’s work offers a design for living; a paradigm 

to enclose and confine the chaos of existence and 

the duality of lives lived in two places. State, Land 

and Lost offer a refuge of order and patterns – the 

seduction of safe and ordered worlds to escape to, 

alternate realities where one can consider still 

other, stranger worlds.

Anne Mullee is an artist and emerging curator 
currently working as LAB Gallery and Public 
Arts Assistant Intern at DCC Arts Office.

Notes
1. C Benson,  From Here to Where? Roads as Metaphors for Self & the Work of 
Anita Groener, from Crossing, 2006, rHA Gallagher Gallery
2. A Albers, 1939, www.albersfoundation.org

Anita Groener, Land, 2011, ink and one pin flag on paper, 57 x 76.5cm and Moon, 2012, video, looped, 4 x 4cm, image courtesy of the artist

installation view of 'The Shadow a Doubt' at the Golden Thread Gallery, image courtesy of the artist and GTG


