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Sarah Browne and Jesse Jones
‘The Touching Contract’
The Rotunda Hospital Pillar Room, Dublin, 23 – 25 September 2016

Robert Kelly 
‘Expanding Spaces’ 
Draoícht, Blanchardstown, 24 September – 19 November

THE day of the second public performance of Jesse 
Jones and Sarah Browne’s The Touching Contract fell 
on a date of heightened emotion for women in 
Ireland, taking place just hours after Dublin saw 
thousands take to the streets in the fifth annual 
March for Choice, part of the campaign demanding 
that the government repeal the Eighth Amendment. 
The atmosphere in the Rotunda Pillar Room’s ante-
chamber was withdrawn and respectful; the audi-
ence appeared fragile.

The third chapter of four performative works 
in the pair’s first collaboration ‘In the Shadow of the 
State’ was devised in consultation with local 
women.1 Feminist legal scholar Mairead Enright 
wrote the ‘legal score’ for the work, drawing on the 
archive of legal documents relating to the treatment 
of Irish women by the state and by the medical pro-
fession, both here and in the UK. This source mate-
rial reveals a sorry history of medical misdemeanors 
and the enforced adoption of illegitimate children. 
The artists view this legacy as a history of violence 
against women and, given the horrors endured by 
survivors of symphysiotomy2 and those who suf-
fered incarceration at the hands of the church (in 
the Magdalene Laundries for example), it is difficult 
to argue otherwise.

Against this backdrop, the audience was 
required to read a set of terms and conditions, before 
filling in and signing a contract of consent to be 
touched during the activation of the work. This 
prompted an instantaneous wariness in me as a 
viewer – now a ‘participant’ – as the legalese hinted 
that the territory ahead might prove unnerving. 
“Participants shall not bring or cause or permit to be 
brought into the Performance any fragile hopes or 
expectations for the state or its laws” warned the 
terms. “…Notwithstanding the foregoing, any such 
expectations of or aspirations are carried at 
Participants’ entire risk”.3

Before entering the main performance space, 
participants were required to complete a contract 
giving their consent to be touched in a variety of 
ways: sexual, violent, medical, paternal – even sonic. 
There was the option to refuse consent and instead 
to act as ‘witness’, in which case one’s senses would 
be impeded with a blindfold and earplugs.

The scene was now set – emulating the experi-
ence of being admitted to an institution – and par-
ticipants finally entered the Pillar Room. Performers 
dressed in pale blue and wearing nurse-like white 
shoes sat and stood around, waiting to be activated 
by the chime of a triangle, signifying the initiation 
of The Touching Contract.

Moving between the standing participants, the 
performers approached and retreated, in a loosely 

coordinated choreography of gestures and unspo-
ken instructions. This voiceless show started timid-
ly, with the performers offering participants a listen 
from their MP3 players (I was given a blast of Baby 
it’s Cold Outside), then slowly grew in intensity as 
they mimed washing and inspecting their hands, 
framed the cleft between their legs with forefingers 
and thumbs to form the shape of a triangle – a 
woman’s sex – then raised their hands over their 
faces, snapping their teeth and grimacing. Jamaican 
pop reggae band Inner Circle’s 1992 hit Sweat (A La 
La La La Long) boomed throughout the room.

The performers ran through the crowd in a 
seemingly random sequence, at one point gathering 
a few male participants together. Some threw them-
selves at our feet, crying out or soundlessly crum-
pling to the floor. They reached out, beseeching us 
to take their hands, and then drew us closer together 
in an intimate huddle. Finally, each one of us was 
led out of the Pillar Room, in many cases embracing 
the performer before leaving. Back in the ante room, 
we were given tea and toast, like so many newly-
minted mothers.

It was a visceral and consuming work. With its 
immersive nature (the hand of Anu Productions 
evident) and accelerated references to what we now 
know about the treatment of the Magdalene victims 
and the experimentation on Irish women by sur-
geons who split bodies and removed wombs with 
impunity, it felt like a kind of assault. It was a missile 
lobbed at the shocking complicity of the agencies 
that perpetuated these actions, even after the fact.

In a recent issue of Art Monthly, writer Morgan 
Quaintance argued vigorously for the pressing need 
for socially engaged work to “inform, empower and 
support the public by presenting and elucidating 
the subject matter of works dealing with contempo-
rary socio-cultural and political realities that, 
through bias, oversight or lack of interest, are not 
presented elsewhere”. Though he was discussing 
such work in the UK, the ferocity and conviction of 
The Touching Contract proves an unassailable force in 
the face of such oversight – the political as abso-
lutely personal.

Anne Mullee is an art writer and curator of the 
Courthouse Gallery and Studios in Ennistymon, 
County Clare.

Notes
1. ‘In the Shadow of the State’ was co-commissioned by Create (Ireland) and 
Artangel (UK), and is a key project in the Arts Council’s ‘ART: 2016’ programme 
for Ireland 2016
 2. The practice of symphysiotomy involved the severing of a woman’s pelvis 
to assist childbirth. See symphysiotomyireland.com
3. Sarah Browne and Jesse Jones, Terms and Conditions, ‘In the Shadow of the 
State’, 2016
4. Morgan Quaintance, ‘Rules of Engagement’, Art Monthly, October 2016 
p7–10
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ROBERT Kelly is a print-maker whose appetite for 

exploration takes his work from the flat surface into 

three-dimensional space. In his latest exhibition, 

this space is the ground-floor gallery at Draoícht, 

where some works are conventionally framed while 

others emerge and expand to more fully occupy the 

architecture. This choreography leads the viewer on 

an unfolding visual journey, underpinned by 

thought and process. The artworks also feature 

material folds, which manipulate internal spatial 

relations and introduce conceal-and-reveal dynam-

ics. 

The first five prints establish a link with Kelly’s 

exhibition ‘Interconnectedness’, held at Droichead 

Arts Centre in 2014. The imagery is built up in car-

borundum layers on Somerset paper, which entice 

the viewer into discerning the order in which they 

were laid down, while attesting to the time invested 

by the artist. In The Space Between with Triangles, 
Circles and Squares, it appears that a folded insert and 

background sheet were printed with a painterly 

texture, while outlines of the eponymous shapes 

were masked out and later overprinted in primary 

and secondary colours. The finished works are dis-

played with half-open pleats, which causes slippage 

in their geometry and creates, for Kelly, ‘liminal’ 

zones. The connection between these white spaces 

and the printed image recalls American physicist 

David Bohm’s theory of implicate and explicate 

order, in which visible and invisible elements relate 

in an unfolding and enfolding flow.

The rhythmic variation of the first group of 

images is maintained in Fold/Unfold, a sequence of 

four works that are diverse in terms of their scale 

and the way they are framed. Made with charcoal 

and pastel on single sheets of (mainly) Fabriano 

paper, they explore the interface between drawn 

and impressed elements. Reduced in formal com-

plexity, and with a less vibrant palette, their recur-

ring motifs are more calligraphic than geometric. 

According to Kelly, they are non-representational, 

but draw on ideas from astrophysics and biomedical 

science. They are an attempt to “understand the 

natural order” and allude to “the notion of things 

happening from within”. 

The style, repetitive mark-making and use of 

granular mediums, combine to produce almost 

decorative works that evoke microscopic or fossil-

ised organisms. Displayed open, they retain creases 

from fold patterns, creating relief works that fluctu-

ate between whole and partial forms while expand-

ing the space between paper and frame. This expan-

sionary dynamic, referenced in the exhibition title, 

is also found in the shift from fragmented geometry 

to open curvilinear forms. It gains momentum with 

the unframed Zephyr – Wind of Change II, mounted 

on a ‘hidden’ wall, which the visitor discovers upon 

rounding a corner. Conceived as a composite of 

multiple carborundum prints, its crisp, lyrical 

motifs are arranged within a familiar grid pattern 

that connects it to architectural features such as the 

tiled floor. But its unity is tenuous; the 16 sheets, 

each measuring 42 x 42cm, are loosely joined, cor-

ners protruding to hint at the spaces behind. Each 

has horizontal, vertical and diagonal (right or left) 

folds, scored rhythmically, with discordant ele-

ments, to suggest both stability and flux. The larger 

Entropy is similar in form, and introduces new linear 

formations that abut each other in lively, discontin-

uous arrangement. 

The final act is a pair of sculptural offshoots of 

the paper hexaflexagons and folded books shown in 

2014. Zephyr – Wind of Change features the printed 

organic motif of Zephyr II, but is the more uniform 

of the two, suspended from the full-height section of 

the gallery. It is equal and in many ways opposite to 

Expanding Spaces, which commences high on the 

wall, grows in scale as it tumbles to the floor, and 

features geometric, hand-drawn elements that bring 

the print-drawing dialogue full circle. Both unite 

the front and back of individual sheets – the meant-

to-be-seen and unseen areas – with meeting points 

derived from matching fold patterns. 

This is a smaller, more integrated showing 

than ‘Interconnectedness’, but it advances the art-

ist’s exploration of similarity and difference through 

the recurrent use of motifs and materials. Kelly’s 

responsive practice subjects geometric form and 

pattern to time-based process, movement and 

engagement with the unseen, substituting taut 

order for a subtly reverberating atmosphere of 

change and possibility.

Susan Campbell is a PhD candidate in history of 
art at the University of Dublin, Trinity College.

Note
1. Robert Kelly on ‘Expanding Spaces’, 12 September 2016 (draiocht.ie/blog)
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