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‘Re-Framing the Domestic in Irish Art’
Highlanes Gallery, Drogheda, Co louth
29 April – August 2014

PAIPAIP ntIngs from Drogheda’s Municipal Art 
Collection provide a starting point for this ambitious 
exhibition, co-curated by Highlanes director Aoife 
Ruane, artist Amanda Coogan and art historian and 
writer Jane Humphries. Drawing on the respective 
interests of the curators, the show’s premise is an 
attempt to address a movement in Irish art that has 
been, if not ignored, then perhaps passed by. 
Humphries has written eloquently on what she has 
termed the “domestic avant-garde”,1 examining the 
work of Irish women artists in a feminist / home 
context in order to explore how these artists have 
subverted tropes of ‘home’ as part of their work.2

Coogan meanwhile often employs performative 
gestures in her work which can be interpreted as 
alluding to the domestic, such as sitting on top of a 
bucket while scrubbing fabric in Yellow (2008), or 
with the project ‘Labour’ (2012), a touring exhibition 
of live art where each of the participating Irish 
female artists worked with their own bodies.3

The curatorial trio has assembled an array of 
work that includes video installation, sculpture and 
painting, dating from the mid nineteenth to the 
twenty-first century. Though too numerous to 
discuss individually here, the works suggest a survey 
of the domestic in Irish art, a subject that in any 
culture creates a predictable gender imbalance. 

The earlier works, principally painting, address 
the notion of the domestic in a literal way, capturing 
informal moments of everyday life as seen through 
the eyes of the person – the woman – caring for the 
house. The illustrative quality of Bea Orpen’s gouache 
painting Back Yard, Bettystown (1945) captures the Back Yard, Bettystown (1945) captures the Back Yard, Bettystown
view of a modest back garden complete with shed 
and laundry drying on the line, the kind of private 
machinations traditionally kept hidden from public 
life. 

Figurative works such as Orpen’s are in the 
minority however, as the lion’s share of the space 
belongs to the generation of artists who have risen to 
prominence since the mid 1980s, including such 
luminaries as Alice Maher. Her scrutiny of the idea of 
home has drawn on ideas espoused by French 
philosopher Gaston Bachelard and his Poetics of Space, Poetics of Space, Poetics of Space
and the work here, a thorn piece called Soap Dish For 
L.B., calls to mind another aspect of the Irish home, 
the holy water font present in practically every 
Catholic home in years gone by.4

Maher is not so much subverting the idea of the 
domestic as destabilising it to offer a discomfiting 
invitation to re-examine this highly personal space. 
Aideen Barry’s Possession (2011), a video work now in s Possession (2011), a video work now in s Possession
the Arts Council’s collection, also plays with the 

minutiae of domestic tasks and the weight of anxiety 
prompted by a lonely suburban existence. Her 
protagonist obsessively washes her hands while 
around her the house makes ceaseless demands. She 
is also instrumentalised, becoming the devices (lawn 
mower, vacuum cleaner) required to maintain a 
perfect home.

Locky Morris, making work prompted by the 
“daily epiphanies” he experiences, offers a more 
familiar image.5 Stair Pile, a photograph of a pile of Stair Pile, a photograph of a pile of Stair Pile
clean washing awaiting transport to its next 
destination of hot press or bedroom drawer is a banal 
domestic scene, the kind more typical of the way we 
live now than the fantasies presented in aspirational 
home magazines.

The demands of family life and the toll it can 
take is also the focus of Anthony Haughey’s Safe As 
Houses (1994), depicting a tableaux of model ‘jails’ 
occupied by the detritus of marriage and family. In 
the Rev P Hanlon’s The Golden Cage (1969), taken The Golden Cage (1969), taken The Golden Cage
from the Drogheda Municipal Art Collection, the 
idea of entrapment is unambiguous. 

Though the above is just a snapshot of the 
diverse and wonderful works here, the common 
thread of the domestic as oppressive and crushing is 
striking. The literature supplied with the exhibition 
explains its mission to “ask what facts and fictions 
the domestic suggests to the artist today” and there is 
ample evidence to support the view that the domestic 
induces a deep-seated unease with both male and 
female artists.6

While it would be would be easy to assign this to 
the usual gender archetypes, the questions and lines 
of enquiry this exhibition raises are far more varied 
and more complex. A house, described 90 years ago 
by Le Courbusier as “a machine for living in”, offers a 
contract to live a certain life. Its terms are open to 
interpretation.

Anne Mullee is a curator, writer, filmmaker and 
arts administrator based in Dublin. She is 
currently working on a collaborative documentary 
about artist-led spaces in Ireland, and curated the 
recent Hannah Mooney exhibition at The LAB 
gallery.

notes
1. J Humphries, The Emergence of a Domestic Avant-Garde in Contemporary 
Irish Art: The Paradoxical House/Home. Journal of post Graduate research, 
university of Dublin, Trinity College, 7, 36 – 54, 2008 
2. The show featured work by: lucy Andrews, Aideen Barry, Diana 
Copperwhite, maud Cotter, Dorothy Cross, pauline Cummins, Gerard Dillon, 
laura Fitzgerald, Jessica Foley, Fr Jack Hanlon, Siobhan Hapaska, Anthony 
Haughey, Brian Hegarty, Grace Henry, patrick Jolley, rebecca Trost, inger lise 
Hansen, mary A. Kelly, John Kindness, Danny lartigue, Vanessa Donoso lopez, 
maggie madden, Alice maher, locky morris, Janet mullarney, William mulready, 
Sinead mcCann, William mcKeown, isabel Nolan, Abigail O’Brien, margaret 
O’Brien, Bea Orpen, William Orpen, Kathy prendergast, Hilda roberts, Declan 
rooney, mary Swanzy, Dominic Thorpe, and Jennifer Trouton.
3. S Barrett and A Coogan, (eds), Labour: A Live Exhibition – Performances by 
Irish Female Artists, Dublin City Arts Office/The lAB, 2012
4. G Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, Beacon press, 1994
5. press release from locky morris, ‘From day one’, mother’s tankstation, 
Dublin, April - may 2010
6. press release from ‘re-Framing the Domestic in irish Art’, Highlanes Gallery, 
Drogheda, 29 April – August 2014

sinéad ní Mhaonaigh  ‘Contours’
Kevin Kavanagh Gallery, Dublin 
1 may – 23 may

sInéAD Ní Mhaonaigh’s show at the Kevin Kavanagh 
gallery reveals the latest phase in her dynamically 
evolving practice. ‘Contours’ finds her parked, for 
now, within a ‘difficult’ aesthetic that feels like an 
up-to-the-minute exploration of the parameters of 
painting. Working largely in the abstract idiom with 
referential accents, this has much to do with her 
distinctive palette and the dense, conflicted handling 
of her medium. 

Ní Mhaonaigh has been exhibiting solo for a 
decade and her paintings have transformed over 
time, not resting too comfortably at any given 
juncture. For a while they featured primitive forms, 
pared-back and charmingly awkward. These works 
demonstrated an exciting instinct for colour – 
sometimes brassy, sometimes subtle – and delivered 
an instant aesthetic hit.

The transition from there to a condensed, even 
murky application of paint continues to provide the 
artist with room for manoeuvre. Although the 
exhibits in ‘Contours’ are all recent and untitled, 
they carry forward elements of her visual arsenal in 
diverse combinations. The works sit well in the 
gallery’s understated setting, and are individually 
quite immersive. More difficult to read from a 
distance than their forerunners, they invite the 
visitor to engage in up-close scrutiny, looking both 
at the surface and beneath it.

The accompanying text suggests that they emit 
a “potent optical charge”, which implies immediacy, 
a quick response to something unexpected. The 
potency is there, but it is slower and more elusive. 
What is immediate is the way in which Ní 
Mhaonaigh negotiates the act of making. In places 
the paint is applied impulsively, wet on wet, before 
being scraped back systematically to compress any 
built-up layers. Elsewhere, it is laid down in grid-like 
arrangements, and left to settle in its own unstinting 
fatness. Scrapings are allowed to dry out here and 
there, creating intriguing formations. They are 
suggestive of flayed skin and seem emblematic of 
the physicality of the artist’s painting process. 
Together with passages of bold colour, they create a 
context and foil for the obscurity she creates within. 

The word ‘contour’ describes an outline that 
represents the boundary of form, but can also refer to 
a meaningful change in a pattern of intonation. 
With the forms here defined by lines that seem 
transient at best, timeless geometric shapes are once 
more meaningfully contested. Diamonds, circles, 
squares and rectangles, whole and partial, teeter on 
the verge of collapse in balanced but unstable 
compositions. Fleshy pinks and acidic yellows, 
unconventional colours that play a supporting role 
to dominating greyness, underscore the resulting 
unease. Where they interact with the monochrome, 
which at times seems almost to weep, they are 
dragged, obscured or flattened, leaving small 
occurrences of vibrating hues, a reward for close 
inspection.

Untitled II is ‘decorated’ with daubs reminiscent Untitled II is ‘decorated’ with daubs reminiscent Untitled II
of painterly brushwork, but without the formal 
intention. These are applied differently to the 
randomly placed yellow dots, which appear to have 
special significance and are administered in a deft 
circular motion. One of my favourite exhibits is 
Untitled IV, which offers a pleasing interplay of Untitled IV, which offers a pleasing interplay of Untitled IV
colour – black, acid greens, oranges, reds, smoky 
greys and clotted-creamy white. These are contained 
within a thickly painted black frame (with irregular 
grey interventions that stop it from being too 
contained), and concentrated within bands that 
have been scraped upwards and sideways to create a 
chequerboard effect. 

A duo of works, Untitled VII and Untitled VII and Untitled VII Untitled VIII, 
revisit an earlier format and come closest to being 
representational. Easily interpreted as trees and 
hedgerows viewed from a moving vehicle, they 
reference Gerhard Richter’s photographic ‘blur’, 
which for Jörg Heiser “performs doubt as tremor”.1 

Interestingly, one is distinguishable from the other 
by superimposed dots, which restore it to the 
abstract.

An overriding feature of this phase of Ní 
Mhaonaigh’s output is that it is laden with 
contradictions, not just in the obvious juxtapositions 
but in the interval between what it is and is not. The 
work is decorated, but not decorative, coloured, but 
not colourful, expressive yet methodical, abstract yet 
referential, seductive yet repulsive. This seems an 
appropriate visual expression for a conflicted age: 
one that engages with disorder at the same time as it 
strives for perfection. 

Above all, it seems, ‘Contours’ is about the 
process of producing paintings, enriched by the 
fragments the artist has left within them. Sinéad Ní 
Mhaonaigh is to be commended for the exploratory 
nature of her practice and her reluctance to pursue 
an appealing formula into a commercial dead end. 
Some will be repulsed by the resulting physicality, 
some seduced by the ‘poetic’ ambiguity, but whatever 
the response, given her ability with colour and form, 
it will be interesting to see what happens when she 
next moves on.

Susan Campbell is a freelance art writer & artist.
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Foreground: Sinead mcCann run Fast, Glass: 1.5metres, frame of table, 2 
chairs, 1 light fitting, 4 bulbs, 1 electronic number counter and 1 cup. 
Courtesy of the artist. Background.: Hilda roberts HrHA Little Bridget,  oil on Little Bridget,  oil on Little Bridget
canvas, 54 x 44cm

Sinéad Ní mhaonaigh, Untitled II, oil on canvas, 50x50cm, 2014
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Janet mullarney, Domestic Gods II, 1998, wood, plaster, wallpaper, mixed media




