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Darn Thorn, Aggiornamento #2, and Aggiornamento #1, both 2016, installation view at EVA International 2016; 
photograph by Deirdre Power, courtesy of the artist

My lens-based installation works consider uto-
pian ideologies and cultural identity. Typically 
using wallpaper and large-scale advertising ban-
ners, my images fill the gallery wall and dwarf 
the viewer. I have a critical interest in how cul-
tural history is formed and how the narrative of 
the state can differ depending on the experienc-
es of individuals or groups within society. I ex-
plore themes of self-identification within larger 
cultural constructs and how abstract concepts, 
such as the utopian idea of progress, impact on 
the individual. 

‘Aggiornamento’ –  a current series that con-
siders utopian post-war architecture as realised 
in Ireland during the 1960s –  was exhibited at: 
EVA International in Limerick (2018); ‘2116’ 
at The Glucksman Gallery, Cork (2016); and 
Broad Art Museum, Michigan, USA (2017). 
The series focuses on the radical re-conception 
of ‘ecclesial space’, as witnessed in the churches 
commissioned during the period and its correla-
tion to dynamic public infrastructure projects 
realised by the Office of Public Works. Mean-
ing ‘to bring up to date’, the title reflects the 
modernist desire to reform society via a new 
type of architecture. This desire was manifested 
in the demolition of inner-city tenements and 
the vogue for building housing estates on urban 
fringes (e.g. Ballymun in Dublin and Southhill 
in Limerick etc.). 

‘Aggiornamento’ was also a term used by the 
Vatican in the lead up to the ecclesial reforms 
of the 1960s. The series comprises a collage of 
digitally-scanned black and white film negatives 
that I shot at various locations around Ireland. 
Digitally composited and re-coloured, they re-
locate buildings –  such as Our Lady of Divine 
Grace (Raheny, Dublin, 1962) –  into odd pasto-
ral landscapes, whose colouration references Sci-
ence Fiction tropes. Conjuring both the idealised 
landscape postcards of John Hinde and the eerie 
mysticism of filmmaker Alejandro Jodorowsky, 
these works have an unsettling presence. 

For me, the radical impulse for change evi-
denced during this period tells us something of 
a society responding to the tragedy of WWII. 
Printed as large commercially fabricated vinyl 
banners, these works are a kind of dysfunc-

tional advertising –  one that leaves the viewer 
impressed by its aesthetic, but perturbed by its 
oddness. ‘Aggiornamento’ responds to the com-
plex changes in Irish society from the 1960s to 
the present, where conservatism has given way 
to a kind of (neo-liberal) globalism. It considers 
how a society that initially embraced modernism 
in architecture and the ‘new and improved’ Ca-
tholicism of the Vatican II, has eventually come 
to abandon both doctrines. 

A recurrent issue in my work is the question 
of how to engage the genre of landscape in con-
temporary art. I trained at the Victorian College 
of the Arts in Melbourne, Australia, and my 
work responds to questions posited by post-co-
lonial criticism, namely the problematic rela-
tionship between representations of the land-
scape and colonial or nationalistic narratives. 
During an MA at Monash University, Australia, 
I furthered this exploration by focusing on the 
problematic relationship between photography, 
the landscape genre and the representation of 
societal trauma. Migrating to Australia at the 
age of 12 and returning to Ireland at 18, I felt 
like a ‘hybrid citizen’ – both cultural insider and 
outsider. I have explored these themes most re-
cently in my 2015 solo exhibition ‘Arcadia in 
Grey’ at Sirius Art Centre, Cobh; and in ‘Aca-
dian in Particular’, a work I made while on 
residency at Struts Gallery in New Brunswick, 
Canada, in 2016.

My work engages with the idea of an opposi-
tion between intuition and scientific rationalism, 
as conceived by the Romanticism movement. I 
employ motifs of ‘the sublime’, repurposed as 
a vehicle to highlight the disjuncture between 
the inner-world of lived experience and abstract 
ideological or cultural narratives present in so-
ciety. Accordingly, my artworks are visually se-
ductive but gnomic, featuring dramatic imagery 
(epic landscapes, monolithic architecture) that 
impress the viewer but usually lack narrative 
context. The de-contextualised presence of such 
imagery delays the viewer’s ability to easily in-
terpret the work, encouraging a more direct and 
sensory engagement.
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Ailbhe Ní Bhriain, Inscriptions of an Immense Theatre, 2019, video still, single channel film, 33:09 mins; courtesy the 
artist & domobaal gallery, London

MY NEW FILM, Inscriptions of an Immense The-
atre, which was recently shown at Temple Bar 
Gallery & Studios, opens in the interior of 
British Museum. The choice of location was a 
follow-on from my previous film, Reports to an 
Academy (2015). Here I took certain archetypal 
sites of collective cultural identity – the Natural 
History Museum in Dublin and the traditional 
drystone walls of the West of Ireland – and used 
film and computer-generated imagery to trans-
form them into stage sets of a kind. I was look-
ing to play with the constructs that underpin our 
relationship to certain familiar sites. 

When that film was completed, I started to 
look to further cultural fortresses. As the first 
national public museum in the world, the British 
museum seemed a good place to start. There is 
much reference within the museum to its telling 
of “the story of human culture” – a claim which 
reveals many presumptions. But as I spent time 
in the museum, the use of the word ‘story’ struck 
me as increasingly significant. Looking at the 
site through the lens of fiction became some-
thing I wanted to do, to navigate the troubled 
seam between the certainty and the fiction con-
tained in such a space. 

I start making films in the same way I make 
collages: by putting one thing next to another 
and seeing what happens. I am interested in the 
imaginative leap that happens when locations, 
images or texts are simply placed in contact and 
how a logic can be revealed or broken by the 
simple fact of proximity. Playing with these con-
nections – poking at existing ones or trying to 
surprise new ones into existence – defines how 
I approach any new piece of work. In the con-
text of the British Museum – which embodies a 
regime of visibility with such political, historical 
and cultural consequence – this relational ap-
proach was never going to lead me into simple 
territory. In the end, issues of environmental de-
struction, human displacement and the history 
of objects converged. 

The ideas and structure of the film stemmed 
from a single small display cabinet that I stum-
bled upon during an early exploratory trip. This 
was a relatively sparse display of early Assyrian 
artifacts, which included a small stone monkey 

(with a particularly compelling gaze) and two 
partially cracked and fully inscribed clay forms, 
supposedly recounting the glorious past of the 
earliest Assyrian empire. A photograph I took of 
this display became an unexpected touchstone for 
the work, providing visual cues to think through 
relationships between the museum, contempo-
rary displacement and the ways in which cultural 
history is variously inscribed, broken and recon-
stituted. It led me to the final trio of locations in 
the film: the earliest collection in the museum; a 
contemporary accommodation centre for asylum 
seekers; and a working limestone quarry. The dis-
play also prompted the presence of a small capu-
chin monkey in the film, surveying his man-made 
surroundings with a strange, fatalistic calm.  

The work is accompanied by a voice-over 
composed from collaged fragments of the ear-
liest published text on museums – Inscriptions or 
Titles of the Immense Theatre, a treatise by Sam-
uel Quichheberg dating from 1565, which also 
gave the film its title. The voiceover is stripped of 
specific contextual reference. Overlaid across the 
three disparate locations, it prompts questions 
around the ultimate implications of the muse-
um’s imperial agenda. 

Technically, this film was my most challeng-
ing production to date. It was made possible 
through Arts Council funding, which facilitated 
me to work with a lot of great people including 
Kris Kelly, Stephen O’Connell, Susan Stenger, 
Eileen Walsh and Feargal Ward. These rela-
tionships are precious and also underpinned the 
work I made for Sirius Arts Centre’s ‘One Here 
Now’ programme – Miranda Driscoll’s beauti-
fully varied series of commissions responding to 
Brian O’Doherty’s wall painting at Sirius. This 
commission influenced my thinking in ways 
I couldn’t have predicted, drawing me into the 
polyverse that is Brian O’Doherty’s work and 
bringing me into contact with some incredible 
new pieces – works like Liz Roche’s  I / thou or 
Peter Borderick’s One Hear Now, that make you 
look and listen differently and believe that com-
missions and collaborations really can result in 
little moments of magic. 
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