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Helen O’Leary in her studio.
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Introduction

The Dock presents Soft Spot, an exhibition by
Irish artist Helen O’Leary that foregrounds reuse,
repair, and ecological thinking as generative
artistic strategies.

Raised in rural Ireland in the 1960s and 70s,
O'Leary’s formative ethos — “if you can't make

it, you can't have it” — continues to inform her
materially rigorous practice. Over decades, she
has developed a distinctive formal language
built from modest materials and unglamorous
gestures: dismantled supports, reused canvases,
exposed joins, residual paint. Her works occupy a
dynamic space between painting and sculpture,
blurring categorical boundaries while insisting on
the physicality of their making.

O'Leary’s constructions respond to what

she describes as a “flipbook of faith, money,
possibility, belief, absurdity, disappointment,
and the ethical collapse of so many systems
that never worked for so many.” At The Dock,
this sensibility is sharpened through what might
be termed a form of studio archaeology: earlier
works are disassembled into rudimentary slabs
and reconstituted, transforming failure and
obsolescence into fertile ground. Grids buckle,



Réamhra

Ta athas ar The Dock Soft Spot a chur i lathair,
taispeantas leis an ealafontéir Eireannach Helen
O'Leary, a dhirionn ar ath-0said, deisiu agus
smaointeoireacht éiceolaioch mar straitéisi chun
ealain a ghinidint.

Tégadh O'Leary faoin tuath in Eirinn sna 1960idi
agus 70idi agus ta an t-éiteas a chuaigh i bhfeidhm
uirthi ina hoige — “mura féidir leat & a dhéanamh, ni
féidir leat é a bheith agat” — fés mar bhonn eolais
da cleachtas, ata pointeailte 6 thaobh abhair de.
Leis na deicheanna de bhlianta anuas, ta teanga
fhoirmidil, shainiuil forbartha aici atéd bunaithe ar
adbhair umhla agus bearta neamhghalanta: tacai
dichéimeailte, canbhais athlsaidte, ailt nochta,
iarsmai péinte. Ta a cuid saothar suite i spas
dinimicidil idir péintéireacht agus dealbhdireacht,

a fhagann teorainneacha dochta doiléir agus a
|éirfonn fisicitlacht a gcruthaithe ag an am céanna.

Tugann an saothar a thoégann O'Leary freagra ar, mar
a deir si féin, “leabhar meariompaithe d'iontaoibh,
airgead, féidearthacht, creideamh, amaidi, dioméa
agus cliseadh eiticidil an oiread sin coras nér oibrigh
riamh don oiread sin daoine.” Ag The Dock, déantar
an chéadfacht sin a ghéaru tri rud a d'fhéadfai
cineél de sheandalaiocht stitideo a thabhairt

air: déanann si saothair a bhi déanta aici roimhe

a dhichéimeail ina leaca bunUsacha agus iad a



supports tilt, surfaces carry the memory of prior
use. Fragility and resilience coexist in what the
artist has described as an “ecology of form.”

Soft Spot situates painting as a site of rupture
and restoration. Through circular processes of
reuse and repair, O'Leary aligns artistic method
with regenerative thinking and ethical making.
The exhibition also activates her commitment to
environmental practice and local engagement.
Elements of The Sustainable Studio, developed
with artist Kim Flick, will unfold during the
exhibition alongside glimpses into the artist’s
dye garden and a DIY museum initiative —
durational and participatory frameworks that
extend the gallery into a space of collective
enquiry.

In Soft Spot, vulnerability is not weakness but
structural condition: a means through which
inherited systems — aesthetic, ecological,
institutional — may be taken apart and
reimagined.

For press images, interviews or further
information, please contact
thedockartscentre@gmail.com



athchruthd, chun talamh torthuil a dhéanamh de
theip agus difheidhmeacht. Ta greilli lubtha, t4 tacai
claonta, t4 an Uséaid a baineadh astu roimhe seo

fos le brath i ndromchlai. Ta idir leochaileacht agus
athléimneacht ann in “éiceolaiocht na foirme”, mar a
thug an t-ealaiontdir i féin tuairisc uirthi.

An |éirib a thugann Soft Spot ar an bpéintéireacht
na suiomh an bhriste agus an athchdirithe. Tri
phroisis chiorclacha athUsaide agus deisidchain,
déanann O'Leary modh ealaionta a ailinit le
smaointeoireacht athghinidnach agus déanamh
eiticidil. Cuireann an taispeéntas a tiomantas do
chleachtas comhshaoil agus do rannphairtiocht
aitidil i ngniomh freisin. Beidh gnéithe de The
Sustainable Studio, a forbraiodh leis an ealaiontoir
Kim Flick, le feiceail i rith an taispeéntais, chomh
maith le sracfhéachaint ar ghairdin ruaimeanna an
ealaiontdra agus tionscnamh mUsaeim DIY — creatai
marthanacha agus rannphairteacha a dhéanann
spas don inidchadh comhchoiteann as an déanlann.

Sa taispeéntas Soft Spot, ni laige i an leochaileacht
ach riocht struchtlrach: bealach trina bhféadfai
corais a fuarthas le hoidhreacht — cérais
aeistéitilla, éiceolaiocha, institilideacha — a bhaint
as a chéile agus a athshamhlG.

Chun iomhéanna don phreas, agallaimh n6
tuilleadh eolais a fhail, déan teagmhail le
thedockartscentre@gmail.com



Helen O’Leary by Vona Groake
Poet / Ireland Professor of Poetry
Written in 2017, reprinted and translated with permission

‘The end of art is peace / could be the motto
of this frail device’, writes Seamus Heaney in
The Harvest Bow, but it is an end that is rarely,
if ever, easily attained. In between the identified
need and the desired end is a process of some
turbulence and disorder, wherein the claims of
fracture and disappointment must be accounted
for. Helen O'Leary’s new work understands the
play between a unifying scheme of resolution
and its opposite: how art is to be wrestled from
difficulty and contest, and may still cohere on
a surface that is given to peace as much as to
beauty.

Helen O’Leary’s art draws on her Irish background,
and explores with deftness, rigor and craft, the
idea of origin, of how everything we subsequently
become has been framed by the visual, cultural,
moral and emotional lines of definition that are
drawn around our formative childhood worlds.

In these surfaces, | see the shadow remnants of
ploughed fields and scrubbed wooden tables, of
the straight lines of rural conversation and tidy
timetables, of the ongoing poetry of season and
tide, pattern and ritual.



Helen O’Leary le Vona Groake
File / Ollamh Filiochta na hEireann

‘The end of art is peace / could be the motto of
this frail device’, a scriobh Seamus Heaney ina
shaothar The Harvest Bow, ach mas i siochain
toradh deiridh na healaine, is toradh & sin nach
mbaintear amach go minic, méa bhaintear amach
ar chor ar bith &. Idir an riachtanas sainaitheanta
agus an deireadh inmhianaithe t4 proiseas ina
bhfuil roinnt suaiteachta agus neamhoird, ait nach
mOor cuntas a thabhairt ar an mbriseadh agus ar
an diomé a mhaitear. Tuigtear i saothar nua Helen
O'Leary an t-idirghniomhu idir scéim aontaitheach
a thugann réiteach agus a mhalairt: conas is féidir
ealain a chruthl as deacracht agus comortas, agus
conas is féidir Iéi a bheith ciallmhar i gcomhthéacs
até tugtha don tsiochain chomh maith leis an
ailleacht.

Tarraingionn ealain Helen O’Leary ar a cUlra
Fireannach, agus déanann si initichadh le scil,
criochnulacht agus ceardaiocht ar choincheap
an bhundis, ar an gcaoi a bhfuil tionchar ag an
sainmhinid amhairc, cultlrtha, morélta agus
mothdchéanach a thugtar déar saol le linn ar n-oige
ar gach gné dar bhféinitlacht ina dhiaidh sin. Sna
dromchlai seo, feicim lorg na péairce treafa agus
an bhoird adhmaid scilrtha, feicim lorg ord agus
eagar an chomhr4 faoin tuath agus an amchlair



The beauty of the work is indisputable, but
these are paintings which also benefit from
considerable intellectual ballast and emotional
resonance. As well as their obvious awareness

of the painterly tradition, the depth of Helen’s
engagement with literature and, in particular, with
poetry, is markedly visible in these paintings:
Beckett's restraint, Heaney’s lyricism, Rimbaud’s
visionary luminescence, and Chekov's way of
structuring narrative all contribute to the forceful
and yet elegant articulation of her work.

There is resolution here, certainly, but it is neither
glib nor occasional. What O’Leary offers within
her frames are meditative spaces that do not
renege on the disarmingly messy business of life,
but instead suggest ways in which this might be
resolved into moments of intense feeling and
deliberate art. As a craftsperson and technician,
there is real achievement here: the handling

of colour, shape and texture reminds us that
O'Leary is a painter of profound and noted skill.
But she is also an artist of sensitivity and range.
These are not surfaces easily come by and in
their delicate negotiations, they declare a stay on
discord and friction, offering to us instead this
most accomplished peace.



shlachtmhair, agus feicim lorg na filiochta leantnai
até ag séasuir, taoidi, patrdin agus deasghnatha.

Nil aon dabht faoi ailleacht an tsaothair, ach té
machnamh intleachtuil agus ailinid mothtchanach
suntasach le feiceail sna pictilir seo freisin.
Chomh maith le feasacht shoiléir ar thraidisiun na
péintéireachta, td& doimhneacht chaidreamh Helen
leis an litriocht agus, go hairithe, leis an bhfiliocht,
le feicedil go soiléir sna pictilir seo: cuireann
srianadh Beckett, liriciGlacht Heaney, lonracht
fhisitil Rimbaud, agus bealach Chekov chun scéal
a struchtdarq, leis an mbealach laidir agus galanta a
chuireann Helen a saothar in idl.

Ta réiteach anseo, cinnte, ach nil sé fanach na
Ocaideach. Is é a thairgeann O'Leary ina framai na
spasanna machnaimh nach ndidltaionn mishlacht
an tsaoil, ach a mholann bealai inar féidir & sin

a aistrid ina bpointi dianmhothlchain agus

ealaine até a cruthu d'aon ghnoé. Mar cheardai
agus mar theicneoir, ta fior-€acht déanta anseo:
meabhraionn an chaoi a laimhseélann si dath,
cruth agus uigeacht duinn gur péintéir i O’Leary a
bhfuil scileanna doimhne agus aitheanta aici. Ach
is ealaiontdir i a bhfuil iogaireacht agus réimse

aici freisin. Ni dromchlai iad seo a chruthaitear go
héasca agus sa chaoi leochaileach ar baineadh
amach iad, cuireann siad easaontas agus aighneas
ar fionrai agus cuireann siad siochain iontach ar fail
ddinn ina ionad sin.



List of materials

e Aluminium
+ Ash dieback reclaimed timber

* Burberry bush and tree of heaven
(invasive species, PA)

» Carbon

+ Casein

+ Ceramic
* Chalk

* Charcoal

* Crushed egg shell
* Crushed stones

+ Depression-era Tramp art frame from
reconstructed cigar boxes (unknown artist)

* Dyes from roots

+ Egg yolk tempera

» Fish glue

« Framed cross-stitch c. 1890 (unknown artist)
+ Gold leaf

* Graphite

* lron

+ Lake pigments from plants

* Linen



Milk

Mirror

Oak galls
Oystershell
Pigments
Polymer

Rabbit skin glue

Reclaimed and restructured wood from ash
dieback

Reg,lb\aimed pigments from Acid Mine clean up
in

Silver leaf
Silverpoint
Soil

Soot

Spun nettle
Steel

Various reclaimed and recycled objects over
40 years

Violin bow maker Gary Leahy’s pernambuco
shavings

Wood scrap
Wool



Biography

Helen O’Leary (b. 1961) is a Wexford-born artist
best known for constructions that blur the
boundaries between painting and sculpture. She
holds BFA and MFA degrees from The School of
the Art Institute of Chicago.

Based between New York and Leitrim, her work
has been widely recognised through awards and
residencies including the Rome Prize American
Academy in Rome; New Jersey Fellowship for
the Arts; the Hennessy Purchase Award, IMMA,
Dublin; the Purchase Award American Academy
of Arts and Letters; the John Simon Guggenheim
Fellowship; the Pollock-Krasner awards; the Joan
Mitchell Award for painting and sculpture; the
Centre Culturel Irlandaise, France; the Sam and
Adele Golden Residency, NY; the Mac Dowell
Fellowship, New Hampshire; the Skowhegan
program, ME; and the Yaddo Residency, NY.

Among multiple and prestigious exhibitions are
the American Academy of Arts and Letters, NYC;
The American Academy in Rome, Italy and NYC;
The MAC Belfast, Ireland; National Gallery of Art,
Ireland; Lesley Heller Gallery, NYC; Maine Museum
of Art, Bangor, Maine; Muscarele Museum of Art,
Williamsburg, Virginia; The Butler Gallery, Ireland.



Her work has been featured in various
publications and blogs, including Sculpture
Magazine; Why | make Art: Contemporary Artist
stories of life; Work, Sound and Vision Podcast;
Art Forum; Hyperallergic; New York Times; The
Brooklyn Rail; Art News; and The Irish Times.
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