
 
 

Cattle 
 

 
‘For though they trace themselves to the kith and kine 
that presided over the birth 
 
of Christ (so carry their calves a full nine 
months and boast liquorice 
cachous on their tongues), they belong more to the line 
 
that's tramped these cwms and corries 
since Cuchulainn tramped Aoife.’ 

 
     —Paul Muldoon, ‘Cows’ 

 
 
The bull stands on a patch of grass. It looks straight on, head turned to the side so that we can see 
one eye only, a tag in the right ear, a ring in the nose, the drop of saliva that is falling, suspended, 
from its soaked mouth. An extraordinary heft. Behind it, a redbrick building, and what appears to 
be a pebbledash house. Some vans out the front, a car. In front of them, a tree that lends the bull 
definition. So far, so ordinary. But it’s what’s on the bull that takes us into the realm of the 
fantastical: a saddle, strapped about its stomach, light purple belts fixing it in place; standing out 
against the creamy expanse of its skin. And stretching upwards from the saddle that rests flat across 
the bull’s back, a sculpture. Curved, hollow plastic shapes, ridged, in shades of light blue and pink 
and orange and green. They look like oversized horns, sprouting from entirely the wrong place. 
They look like little wings, with no hope of motion. There’s a gentle surrealism to the image, a 
pleasing campness. The stocky, workaday bull and the delicate, beautiful apparatus that’s been 
affixed to it. This apparatus recontextualising the bull entirely, in fact. An accessory that strikes us, 
then prompts us to look more closely at the creature that wears it.  
 
The bull is in a photograph, one of several that document Maria McKinney’s artistic practice. It’s 
a practice that blends sculpture, installation, photography, and video; the artist has, for some years, 
been particularly interested in exploring rural life and agriculture, and has relied heavily on 
discussion and collaboration with scientists and farmers. When I send my dad the picture of the 
animal, over WhatsApp, he tells me that it’s a Charolais bull (Charolais, I’ll learn later, as in Charolles, 
the commune in the Bourgogne-Franche-Comté region of eastern France from which the breed 
originated; breed names, I’ll learn later, being intimately linked to place, evoking land and land 
disputes, areas’ hidden histories.) Amazing for me (for whom a bull is a bull is a bull, a cow is a 
cow is a cow) that he’s able to pinpoint the breed with such ease. Amazing, really, to think of all 
the secret knowledge he holds. 
 

* 
 
I scroll through more photos of Maria’s work online: here another bull, a different breed this time, 
but just as imposing. Seen in side profile, another elaborate, technicolour structure strapped to its 
back, multihued and radiant against a corrugated shed wall, painted a uniform black. Here, from a 
different series (‘Cattle and Capital’) the artist herself wearing one such contraption across her 
shoulders, leading a cow through a paddock at the Royal Jersey Agricultural and Horticultural 
Society Summer Fair, as the caption informs me, attendees looking on. I am looking at these 
photos in a small room in a first-floor apartment far away from any fields, in the centre of London; 



 
 

craning over a laptop made in China, which balances on a flatpack desk (constructed by the room’s 
previous occupant) from a Swedish furniture chain store. When I step out of my building, to go 
to work or the grocery shop or to meet friends, all my surroundings are of the manmade variety: 
here in the gleaming, bustling centre of a nation’s capital, the buildings are testament to human 
ingenuity, great glinting glass and metal monoliths as far as the eye can see, streets congested with 
cars, trains shuttling through the darkness deep beneath the ground. It strikes me that the only 
animals I have seen, in the months since I moved here, are the ubiquitous pigeons, the occasional 
dog viewed from across a train platform or in a park, the occasional cat in a window, the odd stray 
fox, and once, startlingly, a police horse: a real novelty. The area has its charms, but cows are not 
among them.  
 

* 
 
At the flatpack desk again, over Zoom, I speak with Maria about her work: about the questions 
she’s interested in, to do with farming in an age of biotechnology, the rapid developments in cattle 
breeding, the production of dairy and meat, how all this relates to traditional understandings of 
farming, our claims to—and responsibilities for—the land and the animals we share it with. I jot 
down some notes about the binaries or somehow oppositional concepts which seem to me to 
underlie, inform the art: creation/ destruction. Old / new technologies. Physical / cerebral. Rural 
/ urban. Natural / artificial. Art / agriculture. We’ll return to this list later, in subsequent 
conversations. Are art and agriculture really in opposition, Maria will ask me, and I’ll think about 

how her practice doesn’t just gesture towards these oppositions, but attempts to resolve them⎯or 
to show that they’re not actually oppositions at all.  
 
For now, I listen as she tells me about the process of embedding on a farm, all she’s learnt from 
people who work the land. I grew up, I tell the artist, just outside a small town in County Down, 
not quite on a farm but by a farm, a farm my father had, as a boy, worked with his father. We talk 
about the sense of proximity to the farm; in Ireland, the artist notes, as opposed to England, say, 
many (most?) people seem to be just one or two generations separate from agricultural labour. 
What I do not say is this: that being, I suppose, relatively incurious about such matters as a child, 
I didn’t ask all the questions I might have about different breeds of cattle, the process of rearing 
them; about the activities that occupied my dad’s days as child, then as a teenager, all that time 
spent with the grandfather who I never met, working the land. That I barely paid attention to 
anything going on outside at all, head in a book or a Game Boy, an ignorance which I regret freshly 
every time I go home, as I walk around and think I wish I knew the name of that tree or I wonder which 
bird is making that call. Aged seventeen I had moved to a city, aged twenty-seven to another, bigger 
city. I was through, I thought, with cows. 

 
* 

 
Still, it’s not too late to learn some things. On one visit home, thinking about Maria’s work, I ask 
my dad about the farm he grew up on, his father’s cattle. He tells me about rearing them, caring 
for them: about the risks of fluke and magnesium deficiency and viral complaints; about the 
processes of castration and dehorning; he tells me about rising with the sun, mornings before 
school, to help feed them, about grinding meal on Saturdays, about the hours spent building hay 
ricks. We’re in the car, having been on a run into town to pick up the Sunday papers; he’s driving, 
his strong, sure hands around the wheel. Farming hands. Heading out of the town, towards home, 
we pass dozens of fields, hundreds of cows. Always, there is so much more to learn about the 
world around us. Always, so much more to learn about and from the people we love.  
 



 
 

* 
 
Back in the city, a friend tells me that cows are having a moment. I do not know what this means, 
exactly, but I nod seriously nonetheless. Cows are having a moment, I agree. 
 

* 
 
He is talking about two recent films, First Cow by Kelly Reinhardt (2019) and Cow by Andrea 
Arnold (2022). I decide to watch them, First Cow first. The titular cow (the first to be brought into 
the recently settled frontier territory that the film takes as its world) is a figure of hope, of 
opportunity, of prosperity. It’s owned by the Chief Factor, a wealthy English trader, but the film’s 
protagonists, happy-go-lucky friends Cookie and King-Lu, milk it in secret—by moonlight—using 
their ill-gotten gains to start a successful biscuit-making business. There are tensions between the 
entrepreneurial duo and the other townspeople (the biscuits keep selling out), between the duo 
themselves (is their endeavour too risky?), and there is suspense (will they be found out?) but 
ultimately this a film about a bond between men, and about that old-fashioned concept: the 
American dream. The cow, in this context, is a cash cow, status symbol. Here is a catalyst for 
industry; here is the milk of life.  
 

* 
 

Reinhardt’s cow is a Jersey cow, the breed on which Maria focused in ‘Cattle and Capital’. In her 
writing on that series, the artist highlights some of the histories that would later inform First Cow: 
 

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries the best of the native Jersey breed left the island, 
destined for America to establish dairy herds and sustain the burgeoning populations in 
emerging cities. Famous Jersey cows and bulls instigated bidding wars and in 1919 Sybil’s 
Gamboge was sold at auction for $65,000, a record amount paid for a bull at that time. 
Afterwards Sybil’s Gamboge was paraded down Wall Street, to prove the investment value 
of a dairy animal. 

 
The text leads me to a New York Times article of May 29th, 1921, the delightfully titled ‘Cattle of 
Fancy Prices’, that reflects on the story behind the sale of Sybil’s Gamboge, and the fate of the 
bull and its progeny. ‘On the verge of retirement,’ the report notes, ex-State Senator L.V. Walkley, 
the present owner of Sybil’s Gamboge, ‘will sell his herd, exclusive of the bull, at public auction 
next Saturday.’ It continues in the manner of a short story (unfortunately, no by-line is provided): 
 

The Senator decided some years ago to have a private trout pond. He bought a stream and 
the fields through which it ran, and got a hired man to look after the whole. The hired man 
said he could not be happy tending fish unless he had some cows for solace. Now a cow 
was still a cow to the Senator at that time, not a fixed idea, but he gave the man $1,000 to 
buy ten of the animals. One of them turned out to be a regular cow that gave milk and 
everything. The others were boarders, whose only noticeable activity was to make the place 
look rural. 
 This profitless investment annoyed the Senator considerably, and he turned his 
attention to the important question, “When is a cow a cow?” With the impetus of 900 
wasted dollars behind him, his studies brought him to the conclusion that the female 
bovine ruminant was not entitled to be called a cow under $1,000. Diligent application of 
this theory for ten years built up a famous herd of Jerseys at his farm in Connecticut.  

 



 
 

The remainder of the article describes the lifestyle of the herd, in colourful language: ‘Mooing 
aristocrats must be kept in the luxury to which they are accustomed’; ‘The housing of these cattle 
would rouse the envy of many a mere apartment-dweller’; ‘It is the general opinion around the 
barns that a pretty Jersey, her coat shining from the currycomb, her horns freshly scoured and her 
hoofs freshly manicured, her license tag or her pedigree number, or whatever it is, suspended upon 
her forehead by a glittering chain, has the human debutante crowded right out of the paddock 
when it comes to looks.’ A cow may have been a cow to the Senator, in the beginning, but the 
report tells us something about how a cow is never really just a cow. The story of a cattle auction is 
also the story of the Roaring Twenties, that decade of excess and accumulation: of money, prestige, 
and power. 
 

* 
 
The realities of Andrea Arnolds’ Cow seem harsher than those of First Cow, perhaps because the 
film is a work of cinema verité. Filmed over four years, it records the life of Luma, a female dairy 
cow who is kept at Park Farm, Kent. We follow her story, from her giving birth to a calve through 
to her eventual death. In between times, we witness the routines and rhythms of her day: suckling 
from a plastic milk teat, chewing on silage, being milked herself (the whir of the suction pump 
becomes a refrain). The palette is green, brown, grey (muddy); the yellow of her ear tags a pop of 
colour against this backdrop, a punctum. Arnold doesn’t cut to talking heads, doesn’t make any 
overt attempts to ‘explain’ what we’re seeing, just presents us with the truth of the farm. 
Occasionally, those working there call to each other, or talk to the cows, but mostly, there’s an 
absence of human speech in a soundscape where mooing is dominant. ‘From the beginning,’ 
Arnold told one interviewer, ‘I always wanted to show the consciousness of their [the cow’s] being 
alive. For some reason, I wanted to start with eyes open and end with eyes closed—I guess that 
meant life to death.’ Cow presents to us the circle of life, then, as experienced by one animal. Luma 
is not a symbol the way the cow in Reinhardt’s film is, but she is, nonetheless, ultimately a 
commodity, and in this respect, although she’s a living, breathing being, an individual, she also 
stands for the millions of cows that are slaughtered each year in the UK.  
 

* 
 
I start seeing cows everywhere. It turns out I didn’t have to look far. I’ve been living in Farringdon, 
by Smithfield, a part of the city best known for the sprawling meat market at its centre. Smithfield, 
I’ll learn, has been the site of a livestock market since as early as the 10th century, making it one of 
the oldest market sites in London. In 1174, William Fitzstephen described the area as ‘a smooth 
field where every Friday there is a celebrated rendezvous of fine horses to be traded, and in another 
quarter are placed vendibles of the peasant, swine with their deep flanks, and cows and oxen of 
immense bulk’. Now, it is home to the resplendent Victorian building that I pass each day on my 
way to work, when the traders are packing up after their night shifts. It’s always busy, serving the 
inner city’s butchers and restauranteurs. At most times, lorries are backing into its lay-bys; 

sometimes, on my way home late at night or early in the morning⎯passing Fabric, which is just 
opposite the market (and a former cold store), its throngs of clubgoers spilling out onto the 

street⎯through the open back door of one of these lorries I’ll see row after row of carcases, pigs 
and sheep I think, hung from hooks, ready to be unloaded. The names of streets and bars speak 
to the area’s history: most days, I’ll walk down Cowcross Street, pass The Old Red Cow pub; 
sometimes, I’ll pass The Slaughtered Lamb.  
 
Maria’s work is invested in thinking through such signs. As she writes in the text accompanying 
‘Cattle and Capital’, ‘We humans once measured our wealth per head of cattle. Evidence of this 



 
 

can be found in the shared origin of the words “cattle” and “capital”. The old French “chattel” 
refers to personal property or wealth; this in turn traces back through to the medieval Latin 

“capitale” and to an earlier Latin “capitalis”⎯both of which came from “caput”, meaning “head”.’ 
The connections extend into the present; Maria tells me more about the histories that inform our 
current language, citing as an example the term ‘bull market’, a market in which share prices are 
rising. As Rosa E. Ficek writes in a paper on ‘Cattle, Capital, Colonization’, for the journal Current 
Anthropology, 
 

Just as the European history of capitalist expansion cannot be fully understood without 
acknowledging its interconnections with indigenous history, human history must be 
likewise understood as interconnected with the history of animals. The links between cattle 
and capitalism run deep. For Engels, livestock—domesticated, inheritable animals—were 
the first private property. Marx argues that the British enclosures of communal agricultural 
lands to make way for sheep turned peasants into wage laborers, creating the conditions 
for the emergence of capitalism. More recently these insights illuminate contemporary 
questions about the production of wealth through interventions in nature, showing how 
livestock create new frontiers for capital by supporting other extractive activities in the 
same location and by creating new opportunities for capitalization through the 
technoscientific manipulation of livestock genes. 

 
* 

 
A ticket out of an impoverished life, and into one of opportunity. An item of private property. A 
pet. A companion. An idol. A food source. A tragic figure. A cow can be many different things.  
 
Some facts I learn about cows: they play games together. They make friends, like humans do. As 
they grow, they learn who they can trust, and avoid others. They can bear grudges. When isolated, 
they might experience depression or anxiety. They feel grief. 
 

* 
 
First Cow and Cow: one fictional film and one factual one, two artworks that bring me closer again 
to the living, breathing animals that were always ambling about or grazing or dosing at the edges 
of my childhood. It’s a trick that Maria’s work pulls off as well, and her work does more besides, 
opening my eyes to the symbols that are all around, hidden in plain sight. In her art, the thread is 
an important motif. Those sculptures I’ve mentioned: they’re tapestries of a sort, woven together 
from the straws used in the widespread farming practice of artificial insemination, using traditional 
corn-weaving techniques. Old and new, fused. So, there’s a remarkable skill on display, invoking 
ancient rural craft, the warp and weft of history, a line that weaves its way up to the present. (I 
think of all the things my parents have taught me, all they have yet to teach me, of how knowledge 
is passed down in families, threads running for generations.) Of course, the juxtaposition of folk 
fertility rituals and the high-tech, big business realities of AI also forces us to think about the thread 
of DNA. And the thread is, too, the thread that ties herds together. Kinship, loyalty, family: these 
concepts are meaningful to cows as they are to us humans. Maybe, it’s the thread that ties us to 
our non-human companions, as well.  
 
But let’s circle back to the double-helix of the DNA molecule for a moment, to the question of 
genomics, for this is a central concern in Maria’s work. At present, she tells me, she’s particularly 
interested in a specific breed: the Irish Moiled, sometimes nicknamed the Moilie of Maol. 
Distinguished by their domed heads, their inability to grow horns, and their red and white 



 
 

colouring, the Moiled’s looks are downplayed by Adam Henson in his book A Breed Apart: My 
Adventures with Britain’s Rare Breeds: ‘I know that beauty is in the eye of the beholder and all that, 
but there can’t be many people who’d call this an attractive breed.’ Nonetheless, these cattle have 
long been desirable to northern farmers due to their hardiness: they can be wintered outside, and 
can forage ‘bad land’, making them a good fit for the rockier locales of the northern part of the 

island⎯‘the perfect beast for the age of austerity’, as a 2015 Irish Independent article argued. Further, 
they can be reared for both beef and milk. Once found in a particularly high concentration in the 
drumlins of South Ulster—mile upon mile of rolling green hills—by the 1970s the breed was 
endangered. As the Independent article further states, ‘by 1979, our native breed of Irish Moiled was 
rarer than the tiger, giant panda, mountain gorilla or any of the 10 most endangered species 
worldwide.’ Enthusiasts from the Rare Breeds Survival Trust began work to conserve Moiled cattle 
(in no small part, apparently, because of the quality of their beef); their status, it seems, is no longer 
critical. Yet the Moiled, Maria tells me, is one of only four remaining native cattle breeds on the 
island of Ireland.  
 
Cows, it must be said, are, and always have been, important in Ireland—important to Ireland. Amy 
Sherwood writes on their profound significance in the country’s development and its early myths: 
‘The importance of cattle in nearly every aspect of Iron Age Irish life cannot be overstated’. 
Jumping ahead, a little, we might think of The Táin, that foundational work of Irish literature, that 
epic describing a war between counties, all over a bull: 
 

Then their herds of cows and droves of cattle were brought in from the woods and the 
wastes of the province. They were reckoned and counted and claimed, and found to be 
equal in size and number. But among Ailill’s cattle was a prize bull, that had been a calf of 
one of Medb’s cows—Finnbennach his name, the White-horned. Not wanting to be 
reckoned as a woman’s asset, he had gone over to the king’s herd. And to Medb it was as 
if she hadn’t a single penny, for there was no bull to equal Finnbennach among her cattle.  

 
Or we might think of any number of stories that have included cows since, right up to the present. 
But what is an Irish cow? (Certain Irish Moiled cows, legend has it, were raided by the Vikings; their 
ancestors now flourish in Finland and Norway. More recently, efforts have been made to introduce 
the breed to Australia: as an article in the local Queensland newspaper Burnett Today reported last 
year, ‘Droughtmaster heifers and Irish Moiled semen are currently in transit to Denis and Theresa 

Roberts’ cattle farm located between Kingaroy and Kumbia.’) So here is another thing Maria’s work 
asks us to consider: the precise relationship of animal to country; our own relationship to country 
(and to borders). Is the Moilie an Irish cow? A Northern Irish cow? An Ulster cow? There’s 
something vaguely absurd about the will to taxonomize in this way, and it’s an absurdity Maria is 
keen to probe.  
 
We chat about the dangers of ‘claiming’ breeds for specific territories, about how, conversely, the 
Irish Moiled might even be a sort of cross-border symbol. When is valorization of ‘the local’ 
positive (helping to reduce our carbon footprint, for example), and when is it negative (when it 
feeds into xenophobic narratives, louder still in the wake of the Brexit referendum, with a virulent 
strain of British exceptionalism in the public discourse)? Nationalism, globalism, where these 
concepts meet capitalism and mass farming. Consumption and hunger. Further threads of inquiry, 
so to speak. Breeding, agriculture, industrialism, post-industrialism, ethics—Maria’s work picks at 
these ideas, prompting us to pay attention to the things we might otherwise glance over. And it 
prompts us to examine our own inheritances: genetic, cultural, familial, societal. The farmyard is 
transformed: is not only a site of production, but a site of conversation, exploration, and reflection.  
 


