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Recent works by Tristan Barry are currently dis-
played at the Ards Art Centre in County Down. 
These works were created in a wide range of media, 
including graphite on paper / board, linocut prints 
and ink, acrylic and graphite on canvas.

Barry presents two distinct and overlapping 
enquiries in this body of work. For the most part the 
works depict scenes of rural and / or urban scapes 
across Ulster. This choice of subject matter is not 
surprising when we consider that Barry’s home-
town and current place of residence is the small ru-
ral town of Comber in County Down, which is only 
a 15 minute commute from his secondary studio in 
Belfast city centre.

The presentation of the two contrasting ele-
ments of the Belfast landscape is not a new one. It is 
a juxtaposition that has long been the subject of po-
etry. Derek Mahon wrote,  “…keeping an eye on the 
hill / At the top of every street, for there it is / Eter-
nally, if irrelevantly, visible”. (Spring in Belfast). The Spring in Belfast). The Spring in Belfast
city is hemmed in within a horseshoe formation 
of hills. The industrial cityscape comprises empty 
warehouses and statues that memorialise the in-
dustrial revolution expressed through shipbuilding 
and linen. The surrounding countryside has its own 
less recognised wealth of history. Jonathan Swift is 
said to have found inspiration for Gulliver’s Trav-
els in the rock formation that looks like a skyward 
face and is visible across the city. Furthermore, the 
United Irishmen congregated on Cave Hill to take 
vows before the 1798 rebellion. After the rebellion’s 
failure Henry Joy McCracken was captured in the 
same hills. 

Two graphite-on-board images induct us into 
the exhibition. These display the Belfast Harbour 
area of the city. The compositions feature the indus-
trial landscape constructed of both steel and brick 
buildings flanked by foreboding clouds and hills. 

In other graphite works – portrayals of 
Sheephaven, Donegal – the obvious industrial 
features are absent. Although the urban aspects 
are not physically present in these images Barry’s 
technique manages to imply their presence. Softly 
shaded mountains in the background are overshad-
owed by abstract hard vertical lines, which imply 
trees, foliage and exposed rock, but seem reminis-
cent of the harsh verticality of city buildings. This 
is not a landscape of deepest rural Ireland; a town 
with amenities is a short walk away.

This dualism becomes even more evident in 
the two sets of black and white linocut prints. Of 
particular note are the two prints that create the 
Skyline Series portraying the skyline of Belfast and 

Comber. The impact of the linocut effect requires 
that neither the foreground of roof tops with their 
prominent chimneys, nor the thick cloud-embold-
ened sky, can be interpreted as the main character. 
Any hope of distinction between rural and urban 
has been further disrupted by Barry’s use of harsh 
cross hatch, which dominates both the representa-
tion of the manmade and the natural. This is par-
ticularly evident in the skyline of Comber. Here 
the sharp black silhouette of a thin church steeple 
is mimicked by a sky constructed from a collision 
of hatch and cross hatch imposed on black ink, cre-
ating the effect of a shattered mirror. Traditional 
perspective has been effectively diminished in this 
work, with the whole scene becoming 2D.

Barry’s practice gains both a technical and 
conceptual complexity in the mixed media paint-
ings. His use of ink, acrylic and graphite on canvas 
creates a deep flat-layered effect in a deliberate 
monotone. Some of the same inquiries are present 
in these works, but the final product is more pleas-
ing. In five larger pieces, part of the Skyline Series, a Skyline Series, a Skyline Series
more abstract presentation takes hold: dark silhou-
ettes and reflections of silhouettes. Yet these are not 
the same bold sharp silhouettes seen in the print 
series. The boundaries between buildings and sky 
have been blurred with thick brush strokes of ink 
and acrylic. Furthermore, there is very little distinc-
tion between skyline and reflection, which creates 
a huge mass of structure reminiscent of the hills 
that have featured so heavily in the rest of the ex-
hibition. If it weren’t for the name of the series this 
could easily be mistaken for another rural scene. 

It is difficult to be entirely sure if the artist’s 
intention is to display a catalogue of final product 
works or to show a development of his practice. 
Some of the more straightforward pencil works 
seem more appropriate for inclusion in the exhibi-
tion if the latter is the case. This assumption is sup-
ported by the exhibition title, but made doubtful by 
the fact that all of the works are for sale. 

In contrast to Barry’s previously exhibited sub-
ject matters the enquiry of this exhibition seems to 
marry a fine painterly skill set with a methodical 
conceptual framework. What at first seems to be a 
regurgitation of landscapes that play on the viewer’s 
familiarity and romanticisation of the local quickly 
reveals itself to be a concentrated enquiry.

Iain Griffin is a visual artist and writer based in 
Belfast. Iain studied at NCAD and has exhibited 
locally in exhibitions including trueprod2k11, 
PS Squared, Belfast (2012) and Alternative His-
tories, Ulster Hall, Belfast (2013).

Tristan Barry, River and Fields, Cahard, 20 x 20cm

Young Irish artist Leanne McDonagh (born 1990) 
used a crowd funding campaign to support the mak-
ing of her new body of work ‘Reminiscence’, which 
also includes a selection of earlier mixed media 
works. This distinctly modern and entrepreneurial 
approach illustrates the versatility of her practice. 
As well as being featured in an upcoming RTÉ series 
about Traveller women and business, she is a quali-
fied art teacher and is often called on to speak to 
students about her experiences continuing to third 
level education and pursuing a career as an artist.

As a member of the Traveller community Mc-
Donagh is all too aware of the prejudices and mis-
conceptions that her background invites, and she 
is astute in realising that her work provides both 
an insight into her life and an opportunity to tell 
her own stories. It is not flippant to speculate that 
current perceptions of Traveller womanhood are 
influenced by the often unpleasantly ethnographic 
reality TV vehicles portraying the spectacle of life 
events such as weddings and communions, which 
inevitably focus on the bruises gained by wearing 
a 20 stone wedding gown, or scantily clad tween-
age wedding guests gyrating on the dance floor. The 
ostentation of these showy events is completely at 
odds with the subtle, contemplative work McDon-
agh makes, though it too explores events and tradi-
tions embedded in the Traveller way of life.

The elusive nature of memory, and its unreli-
able tricks and ruses, is the subject of the principal 
work in this exhibition, exhibited in the elegant for-
mer drawing room of the Origin Gallery’s Georgian 
townhouse. Using manipulated photographs, frag-
ments of distorted and partial images are layered on 
top of one another, creating a dreamlike, whimsical 
quality evoking the ghostly pictures created by the 
double exposure of camera film. Printed as C-type 
Lambda prints or on rich Hahnemühle paper, these 
are presented as gleaming objects, slickly mounted 
in liquid acrylic like memories captured in aspic.

McDonagh creates fleeting glimpses of an 
event central to her culture, the annual Cahirmee 
Horse Fair held at Buttevant in County Cork, where 
generations of Travellers have gathered to buy and 
sell horses, socialise and reunite with friends and 
family. But these palimpsests, like recollections, 
are open to question. McDonagh concedes that 
the works “suggests a story about a past seen from 
the perspective of time,” and are not actual recol-
lections, but the idea of recollections. Her subject 
matter is an appropriate vehicle for exploring the 
fickle nature of memory, with its rich mythology, 
a largely undocumented history, and its links to fa-
mous historical figures including Napoleon and the 

Duke of Wellington, both of whom owned famous 
horses that were bought at the fair as colts. 

The series features ghostly images, predomi-
nantly in colour, of jockeys, details of extravagantly 
garbed women and, of course, horses. Occasionally 
these glimpses are overlaid with simple line draw-
ings in ink, as with Pride and Joy, where a stable boy 
carries buckets, or with the diptych Trader, where Trader, where Trader
the sketch of a small caravan is paired with a pas-
tel vision of a small girl. Though indistinct with 
swirls and dragged lines, there is no ambiguity in 
the reading of these reveries. Their haziness and 
the bleached summery light conjures up the stac-
cato slideshow of the mind’s eye where decades-old 
remembrances reside, with locations, people and 
objects jumbled together. Over and over again, the 
images restage memory, adding and subtracting the 
players and backgrounds.

The movement in each work not only plays on 
the very personal nature of recall, but questions the 
extent to which we can trust memories. As if to fuel 
this uncertainty, one image appears in monotone, 
not unlike our dreams: sometimes in colour, some-
times in black and white. This grey image, Mischie-
vous Play, depicts a young woman glancing back 
over her shoulder, and is sharper than those with 
washes of pigment. It is literally and figuratively 
darker in tone.

In the second gallery an earlier body of work, 
clearly a precursor to the more recent works, feels 
very much like the preparatory sketchbook. With 
these smaller, more tentative works McDonagh 
also employs layers, but these are formless and ab-
stract. Creating texture with impasto and paper col-
lage, they are in their original state or reproduced 
as a photograph, making yet another layer. They 
are awash with gothic, muted tones, occasionally 
stuck with the occasional flare of pale light, like 
sunbeams breaking through clouds. 

If ‘Reminiscences’ were a mid-career survey 
or a retrospective the inclusion of this earlier work 
could be warranted, but in the context of this debut 
solo exhibition they seem superfluous, a distraction 
from the delicacy of the more accomplished photo-
graphic series. As this is McDonagh’s debut solo it 
may be that this was seen as an opportunity to be 
exploited to the limit. Yet perhaps a paring back of 
material would allow the more mature work space 
to breathe, and added scope for the viewer to remi-
nisce.

Anne Mullee is a Dublin-based writer, curator 
and filmmaker

Tristan Barry, Lough and Trees at Twilight, 20 x 20cm
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