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ACCIDENTS FLOWING, ONE AFTER THE OTHER...
Walking towards The Dock in Carrick-on-Shannon, the building strikes me as a church
with stained glass windows. Life has taken on an oddly religious tone lately. I treat my
morning walk like a cleansing ritual. I write at my desk under a quote from Catholic
philosopher Simone Weil: “Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.”(i) I had leant on a
passive sense of cynicism throughout 2020, to help me cope with the uncertainty of the
pandemic. Unchecked cynicism is a siren call. Monstrous and affirming, it drowns out
nuance. Even the funny meme accounts I follow online start to sing the same tune. Things
that resist the call: small acts of attention. I let the steam from my morning coffee
condense on my face. Micro-affections scoop me out of the big narrative. ‘Unmixed
attention’ does not cradle in the way of a siren, but neither does it consume. I think that’s
worth something.
Up close, I discover the stained glass is in fact filament. Tall gel strips by recent graduate
Jamie Cross pool the lobby in violet and mossy green light. It’s unusual to stand in a
building that isn’t designed for eating, sleeping, or buying groceries. The staff have spent
the last few months working from home while the gallery lay empty. I sense a heightened
enthusiasm for the architecture in curatorial details like blocks of cerulean and sky blue on
the walls. Someone is having fun here. The workspace is present throughout Second
Summer; the studio or the desk. Pencils, paper, scraps of material. An active kind of
boredom: accidents flowing, one after the other, to some decisive break.
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(i) Weil, Simone (1947/2002). Gravity and Grace. Routledge Classics. P. 117.

After a long period of domesticity, I am especially cognisant of space. Here I am in a
large 19th Century former courthouse, silent apart from a muffled phone conversation
in the other room. The negative space around each object, nothing out of the
ordinary, today comes across as a near exaggerated act of care. Gallery Two opens
up to an arm, outstretched across a framed diptych. The drawing by Brian Fay looks
at the reconstruction of Cimabue’s 13th Century Crucifix, focusing in on a singular
limb. Pencil is intimate and elemental. The afterlife of one work here makes its way
into the production of another. That sweet spot where the snake eats its tail. Cimabue
is known for deviating from the Italo-Byzantine style with his humanising depiction of
Christ. Head slumped in exhaustion, his languid body extends beyond the pictorial
bounds of the cross. Though titled ‘Cimabue Crucifixion before and after Baldini’s
restoration left arm’, patches of decay eat into the original composition in both sides
of the diptych. After volunteers known as ‘mud angels’ rescued the crucifix from a
1966 flood in Florence (ii), a team led by Umberto Baldini and Ornella Casazza
brought the it back to life in a painstaking ten-year conservation project. Each of Fay’s
sketches look at preserved images through various vignettes, occupying different
positions within the standard frames. The sensation of flicking through a book, or
sorting through materials on a conservator’s desk. Idle looking is an end in itself.
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(ii) Traverso, V.M. (2019). "How the Cimabue crucifix miraculously survived Florence floods". Aleteia.
<https://aleteia.org/2019/07/05/how-the-cimabue-crucifix-miraculously-survived-florence-floods/>

Further in, Ellen Duffy is world-building in an installation with the witty title, The
Theatre in which stuff happens. Neon rope sinks snugly into concrete ridges. A halo of
plastic cable-ties encircles a tall cylindrical cage. The installation finds confidence
through repetition. You can imagine the artist assembling and reassembling grids and
cutouts, seeking out unexpected relations between materials. Giving form to time with
paint, chord, packing materials, and repurposed single use plastic. The
recontextualising of industrial fragments can often be overplayed, but I find their
animation here stimulating. Artistic practice in conversation with all of its peripheral
tools and labour. It’s an interesting note that Duffy also interacts with some of these
objects in her work as a visual merchandiser.
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Behind the cage structure, there is a roll of cartridge paper marked with delicate
organic shapes. This newly commissioned work, Ether series 1 by Brian Fay,
recognises the legacy of Modernism in Ireland. The pattern is a reference to the work
of Francis Fitzgerald, the first physicist to suggest a method of producing radio
frequency waves in 1883 using oscillating electric current. Fitzgerald’s studies were
pivotal in the development of navigation, radio, TV, mobile phones and satellite
communication.(iii) His niece, Mary Harriet "Mainie" Jellett was a pioneering
Modernist painter in early 20th Century Ireland. Her portrait appears in one of Fay’s
drawings on the pale blue wall. Similar organic marks recur around the delicate
portrait, while Jellet’s geometric lines are suggested in the framing mechanism of
Ether series 1. Abstract lines counteract the utilitarian roll, a reimagined studio staple.
reciprocative energy. There is a genealogy of influence at work in these two objects.
The constellations of events and (for better or worse) relationships that gave rise to a
canon.

(iii) Reville, William (2001). “Geroge Francis Fitzgerald – Eminent Irish Physicist.” The Irish Times.
September 6, 2001.
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Paper trails onto the floor. I am nostalgic for shared workspaces, their tactility and

The resilient pencil appears again in a series of drawings on gesso by Eve
O’Callaghan. A soft palette of lilac, violet, pear and avocado gives off a sun-bleached
look in the natural light. I sit for some time with the shadowy contours of plant life on
gesso. The chalky finish is more magnetising than expected. Assertive and opaque.
My eyes have obviously adapted to viewing artworks through a liquid crystal display. I
think about the distinction between preservation and regression, always present when
working with traditional materials. How to make innovation feel alluring, and less of a
mandate? Artistic conventions linger, along with the pressure to reinvent.
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In Gallery Three, Fiona Finlay pulls apart a familiar aesthetic trope in her abstract
impressions of cut flowers. The chaotic energy of the oil paint, applied with force and
urgency, matches my own restlessness. I’m reminded that still lifes are as accidental
as they are customary. Objects lying around the studio will naturally creep their way
into the work. I look for evidence of time passing in the tracks of fine brush hairs.
Slicks of oil shoot across the canvas like streamers. I interrupt this looking to fumble
in the notes app of my phone. I mistype a word and my irritation distracts me.
Artworks are not received in a cerebral vacuum. The body is always complying or
resisting. A trace of nausea hangs around from the long car journey. My body guides
me subconsciously to the cool greys and blues.
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I rarely follow a prescribed route in a gallery. I have to retrace my steps to find Gallery
One. The atmosphere here is thicker; the solitude, more surreal. Lake-stormlightwinter, a small woodland scene, sits in the room’s commanding archway against a
circle of sky blue, recalling Brian Fay’s sketches of erosion and preservation. Having
lived in Hong Kong for 11 years, David Smith’s practice is informed by Chinese
painting principles, one of which is ‘Spirit Resonance’ (qiyun
(shengdong

⽓韵) or vitality

⽣动). A dip into research on the concept outlines a kind of nervous

energy, born of the relationality implicit in the painting experience. According to the
handout, Smith is interested in the idea that “elements within the work are living and
dying at the same time.” How to make the tension between life and death tangible in
an image? Pigments of deep browns, plums and reds have an organic, even flesh-like
give the appearance of corrosion, while other details burn with energy. The contents
of each small oil-on-birch painting are formulaically listed in the title. In Fire-lake
shore-dusk, the ambivalent shadows of the landscape throw a vivid and hungry fire
into relief. Licks of primary red and yellow on a core of white heat. The image makes
me think of fire as a technology of warmth and entrancement: the point of intensity
from which we draw stories.
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quality. Patience is implied in the successive layering of thin washes. Miniscule cracks

The words Second Summer enter my head. The exhibition title places gravity on a
suggestive pinpoint in time – a great name for a pulp horror or a slasher movie
sequel. The redemption sequel to ‘I know what you did (or didn’t do) last summer’.
There is no contrived concept anchoring the works of Second Summer. The exhibition
is perhaps instead a recognition of the struggle to piece together a narrative, while
emerging from a drawn out lockdown period. It comes at a time in which we are
encouraged to bounce back to normality, although we have been inevitably
transformed. As I write this, I am weaving together scraps of thoughts. I’ve been
thinking in terms of waves. Why do I get swept up in a particular wave of attention?
How do I catch another? Virgina Woolf writes about this in a letter to Vita Sackville
West. “Style is a very simple matter: it is all rhythm. [...] A sight, an emotion, creates
this wave in the mind, long before it makes words to fit it; and in writing (such is my
apparently to do with words) and then, as it breaks and tumbles in the mind, it makes
words to fit it...” (iv)

(iv) Woolf, Virginia (1926/2021). Love Letters: Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville West. Penguin Random
House: Vintage Classics. P. 56.
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present belief) one has to recapture this, and set this working (which has nothing

Out in the lobby, a mesh image of a partly decomposing whale by Jamie Cross is
installed up high. On the adjacent wall, an assortment of household items sits
alongside the exhibition’s only screen-based work. A grey spiral rotates slowly within
the small screen at eye-level. Spiral and Whale appear jarring alongside one another.
There is maybe more to be teased out in this clash of imagery. Spiral has an element
of the smartphone zombie cliché, but the depth and claustrophobia of the work brings
something else to the table. The spiral is carved into a cylindrical structure of
ambiguous scale and stony texture. From this perspective, you could be looking
upwards from the bottom of a well, or travelling through a portal. I am noticing a digital
fatigue around me which may have been delayed, had it not been for our dependency
under covid-19 restrictions. In isolation, the ‘infinite potential’ of the internet becomes
a drowsy and artificial current. The current promises to take you somewhere, then
swiftly brings you back to the place from which you began. (v)
When you’re forced into stillness, you can hear your own frequencies. This is not
entrapped loop. I think of my focus as an aperture: more details require more
moments of light passing through, uninterrupted. When I write, I feel for these rhythms
until form flows correctly. In a version of intimacy, I imagine my voice oscillating with
my reader. Eyes scanning, left to right. Write, abandon, erase – repeat. Eventually, a
wave breaks.
(v) Zadie Smith describes this sensation in her short story, “The Lazy River”. The New Yorker.
December 18 & 25, 2017 issue. <https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/12/18/the-lazy-river>
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always a pleasant experience. Sometimes I have to force my thoughts out of an

Photography by Paul McCarthy
Second Summer
Brian Fay, David Smith, Ellen Duffy, Eve O’Callaghan, Fiona Finlay & Jamie Cross.
Curator Sarah Searson
Meadhbh McNutt is an Irish artist and writer. Meadhbh's written and visual practice looks at
questions of documentation, particularly where intimacy meets information. A recipient of the
VAI/DCC Art Writing Award 2020, her words can be found in publications including Tank
Magazine, Circa Art Magazine and the Visual Artists’ News Sheet. She has also exhibited
internationally in Ireland, the UK, Hungary, Poland and Hong Kong.
www.meadhbhmcnutt.com
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