
Helen O’Leary is originally from Wexford but 

has built her career as an artist in the USA. Her work 

references her upbringing in rural Ireland in the 

1960s and 1970s and the idea of ‘make do and mend’ 

that prevailed at the time. Her work combines this 

subject matter with an exploration of the history of 

painting. 

O’Leary uses the the four rooms of the Butler 

Gallery to carefully construct a narrative that is richly 

personal, as well as acutely sensitive to the 

implications of materials and processes. Using found 

and discarded materials, she has developed a number 

of distinctive motifs, which we are gradually 

introduced to, like different characters in a play. 

These characters are all brought together to perform 

in a dramatic installation inside the final room. 

In the first room one encounters the series of 

works, ‘Places I’ve Lived’. They introduce us to the key 

motif that is reworked throughout the show: the 

re-use of painting studio detritus as the raw material 

to make art. Materials such as cardboard, stretcher 

pieces and scraps of linen are painted, repainted and 

joined together to make entities which, although 

whole, seem as if they could collapse in on themselves 

or fall apart at any moment. Places I’ve Lived 6, in 

particular, with its wobbly, spare, rectilinear form, 

seems to have an internal energy, like Cimabue’s 

writhing Christ on the cross. It stands alone rather 

than as part of a sequence of works and this heightens 

the feeling of tension. 

In the second room, the series ‘Unfortunate 

Agreements’, made using silverpoint on small 

agglomerations of painted wood, has a particular 

density and poignancy. The bringing together of the 

language of minimalism with the use of silverpoint 

– something one normally associates with high 

renaissance and Baroque art – seems elegiac to a lost 

idea of painting. The room is dominated by works 

that use rectangles within rectangles, the classic 

Modernist trope, but these are asymmetric rectangles 

which again feel as though they might collapse in on 

themselves. They owe more to the quixotic 

architecture of Duccio than they do to the sleek 

modernism of Mondrian.

In Room 3, the series ‘Diminishing Possibilities’ 

comprises combinations of fragments of stained and 

coloured linen. They are the most apparently 
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‘pictorial’ works in the exhibition. However, they 

seem to suggest the backs of paintings or their 

margins, the unseen and unloved by-products of 

‘pictures’.      

For things that I thought I wanted (pictured) is a 

construction that has, as one of its components, a 

stretcher rail with the brand name ‘Masterpiece’ 

stencilled on. The word, in this context, seems to 

imply a sense of yearning and loss, but also about the 

kind of painterly humour deployed throughout 

modernism from Picasso’s Ma Jolie onwards.  

Outawack is a room-sized installation which 

brings together the motifs from the previous rooms. 

Walking into the installation is rather like entering a 

place that has been inhabited by someone over a long 

period – like a garden shed or workshop. The way 

things are laid out has an apparent logic, but we may 

not be privy to that logic. Strips of canvas stream from 

the wall, painted wood and myriad fragments fill 

every inch of space. The field of fragments is ordered 

and contained by a sequence of diagonals made from 

long pieces of metal and wood. These create a kind of 

vorticist dance across the walls of the room.

The work has been made over three years and 

the process is reminiscent of Schwitters’s Merzbau. 

Where Schwitters used the detritus of the city as a 

subject – tram tickets and such as the index of urban 

living – O’Leary uses the fragments created by years of 

making paintings to explore our complex relationship 

with the history of art. Schwitters’s work came at a 

point in history where artists were moving towards 

fragmentation as a way of breaking from academia 

and the perceived tyranny of the picture plane. 

O’Leary’s work is about creating, from the 

fragmentation of Modernism, something which is 

whole again, albeit a more delicate and humble 

whole.

Andy Parsons is an artist based in Sligo and the 
Co-founder of Floating World Artist Books.
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In this exhibition of two parts, comprising the 

2001 series ‘The Palm House’ and the 2012 study 

‘The Big Sky’, photographer Amelia Stein (born 

1958) offered a kind of mid-career survey, albeit 

omitting her signature portraits. Instead, the show 

embodies her explorations of form, beginning with 

the dense intimacy of the equatorial vegetation in 

the Palm House at Dublin’s Botanic Gardens and 

ending with the space and openness of County 

Mayo’s landscapes and eponymous skies. The show 

was also part of this year’s PhotoIreland Festival,  the  

theme of which was ‘Migrations: Diaspora & 

Cultural Identity’, drawing on the role of the 

photograph in documenting human movement 

around the globe.  

Stein’s forays into creating still-life images and 

landscapes see her apply a taxonomic rigor, grouping 

like with like and often repeating compositions – an 

approach further underlined by her method of 

making photographs as artisanal objects. Using a 

large-format camera and travelling to Paris to work 

with a specialist printer to produce silver-gelatin 

prints, both sets of black and white images are 

resonant of photographs of an earlier age: artifacts as 

well as images. Modest in size (none exceed 50 x 40 

cm), their high-contrast tones and richly printed rag 

paper recall the photograph as an ethnographic 

record, reminiscent of explorers’ trophies from 

foreign climes. 

In ‘The Palm House’, produced between 2001 – 

2002 as a project commissioned by the Office of 

Public Works, Stein records the changing light and 

architectural structures imposed by the jungle of 

tropical palms, grasses and hardwoods. This is not 

the seasonal environment familiar to northern 

Europe and the changes she records are infinitesimal, 

relating to the husbandry of the botany rather than 

the cycle of denuding and regrowth. This allows the 

structure of both the plants and the palm house 

itself to remain in focus, the claustrophia of the 

vegetation almost obscuring the fragments of the 

man-made gantry, window frame or pot. 

It’s impossible to explore botanical photography 

without referencing the architectural work of Karl 

Blossfeldt or Imogen Cunningham, but where they 

magnified their subjects until the form transcended 

the botanic into the abstract, Stein maintains her 

distance to record a complex living architecture. 

This is most successful in the compositions where 

she turns her lens upwards to capture the layering of 

light and sculptural forms as in Metal Walkway and 

Dombega x Cagenxii, though there is a nod to her 

predecessors in Philodendron Nobile, where the leaves 

shed from the plant’s stem create a design of neat 

polka dots redolent of a modernist design. 

The second series of images is ‘The Big Sky’, 

Stein’s study of landscapes taken in County Mayo 

this year, where her attention turns to the impact of 

migration on human structures: the houses, barns 

and social spaces of a sparsely-populated 

countryside. 

Yet while ‘The Big Sky’ title infers a sense of 

vastness, of the enormity of the heavens, the 

inclusion in each work of a humble building grounds 

the ambition that appellation invites. The skies are 

undoubtedly expansive, yet it is the bricks and 

mortar that call for closer study, and at first appear 

an unambiguous comment on the depopulated 

Irish countryside. But careful scrutiny reveals that 

not all of these isolated vistas are empty of people. In 

White House, a TV aerial and security lighting reveal 

active inhabitation, while the residents of Pump 
House enjoy satellite TV, a new slate roof and the 

comfort of UPVC double-glazing.  

This subtlety reveals a disruption, though 

slight, of the received notions of migration in rural 

Ireland, where a common perception is that 

communities slowly disintegrate and homes and 

social spaces fade into the landscape. That nearly all 

of the images feature buildings from the 1930s Land 

Commission rural re-building programme also 

provides another point of classification, and a 

further nod to the allure of the ruin. In truth, 

however, many of these structures lie empty because 

the have been replaced, not abandoned.

In this way, Stein is offering images that 

memorialise. The plants in ‘The Palm House’ become 

totems of nature, even, perhaps, the botanical other, 

while ‘The Big Sky’ images are paeans to a 

romanticised anti-idyll, a beautiful rural 

environment bereft of people. Like the early 

pictorialists, Stein’s images do not seem to pose 

questions, instead offering pre-emptive answers. 

Susan Sontag writes that a photograph or a 

painting can never be other than a “narrowly 

selective interpretation”.1 This is the temptation 

here, where both the subject and process lend a 

carefully configured sense of distance between the 

images and their place in time.

Anne Mullee is a former journalist and TV 
producer turned emerging curator and writer . 
She is based in Dublin.
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