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In May 1983 an unsanctioned monument 
appeared on the summit of Carauntoohil, 
Ireland’s highest mountain. Consisting of a 
bicycle raised up on an iron pole with a plaque 
dedicated to Flann O’Brien and his book The 
Third Policeman, its presence went unnoticed 
outside of the local climbing community until 
a letter and photograph were later printed 
by The Irish Times newspaper. Written by 
JJ Toomey of Cork, it detailed his encounter 
with this mysterious monument that has since 
disappeared.

In O’Brien’s 1967 novel, an idea about the life and 
movement of atoms is described and enacted at 
length.1 A man who mounts his bicycle for an 
hour a day for, say ten years, will suffer from a 
condition where he takes on the characteristics 
of a bicycle, as atoms are exchanged daily 
through saddle and crotch.2 This theory forces 
local police to keep surveillance on possible side 
effects of individuals having prolonged contact 
with objects, frequently stealing unsuspecting 
citizen’s wheels. 

The appearance of a bicycle on Carauntoohil saw 
it supersede a large metal crucifix, now banished 
to the background of Toomey’s photograph.3  
What a moment! The dogma and doctrine of 
outdated Christian hierarchy, stamped upon the 
closest place in Ireland to heaven, overthrown 
and temporarily replaced by a potentially new 
belief system - the ontological chaos of Flann 
O’Brien. We all recognise Flann’s out-of-control 
digressive storylines, surreal slapstick and ability 
to push the medium of language until it crackles 
under the strain he puts on it. Could this become 

1 “’Did you ever study atomics when you 
were a lad?’ asked the Sergeant, giving 
me a look of great enquiry and surprise.
‘No’ I answered.
‘That is a very serious defalcation’, he 
said, ‘but all the same I will tell you 
the size of it. Everything is composed 
of small particles of itself and they are 
flying around in concentric circles and 
arcs and segments and innumerable other 
geometrical figures too numerous to 
mention collectively, never standing still 
or resting but spinning away and darting 
hither and thither and backagain, all the 
time on the go.’” Flann O’Brien, The 
Third Policeman (London, 1967), 2007 
edition, p.86. 

2 “You can tell it unmistakably from his 
walk. He will walk smartly always and 
never sit down and he will lean against 
the wall with his elbow out and stay like 
that all night in his kitchen instead of 
going to bed. If he walks too slowly or 
stops in the middle of the road he will 
fall down in a heap and will have to be 
lifted and set in motion again by some 
extraneous party.” Ibid, p.92.

3 A wooden crucifix was first erected 
at the summit in the 1950s, identifying 
Carauntoohil as a primary place 
of religious ascension. Its rapid 
disintegration in the harsh mountaintop 
climate resulted in a steel replacement in 
1976, involving a religious procession 
up the mountain and the placement 
of a wind-driven turbine to power 
lights attached to a new illuminated 
cross, intended to be visible from a 
great distance. The lights and turbine 
mechanism had since been blown 
away, leaving an empty iron pole that 
the monument to Flann then colonised. 
See my artwork Dear JJ, I read with 
interest… for a description of how the 
bicycle got to the top of the mountain in 
1983, particularly around the involvement 
of now deceased mountaineer and athlete 
Michael Kellett.



the primary way of looking at and dwelling in the 
world around us today? Could the metanarrative of 
God and the conservative frameworks it has inspired 
be supplanted by an impromptu action spurred on by 
narrative strains of O’Brien’s writing? 

Current reconnaissance undertaken at Carauntoohil 
suggests the bicycle might have fell off the summit 
and is now lost beneath rocks further down the 
mountain. Reading between the lines of the atomic 
theory, one might speculate that the whole mountain 
has, since 1983, shared in a molecular exchange with 
the buried bicycle through their physical contact over 
time. If the bicycle was once intended to be Flann’s 
monument, maybe now the entire mountain can be 
a dedication to his digressive logic? The mountain is 
connected to Ireland, to the sea, to the whole world… 
to you, wherever you are. There are no borders, no 
kingdom of heaven or pits of hell - instead one 
thing touches another thing that in turn is touching 
everything else, all now interconnected. Everything 
constantly mutates. Nothing ever stays the same. 
Expand on and think of Flann’s theory as a guiding 
force – in that everything you touch becomes part of 
you, every moment you engage with something, it 
changes who you are. You could never know a stable 
identity, a singular belief or even middle class comfort 
with atomic theory, because everything around you 
fluctuates all the time. 

Reverse!Pugin is an exhibition that attempts to 
come to terms with such an interpretation. There’s 
no hierarchical masterplan or concise spiritual 
identity to be found here, rather artworks, objects 
and attitudes bargain, hustle and improvise with 
a variety of locations and social formations. They 
figure out their existence through the thousand and 
one tasks and encounters of everyday life. In this 
accumulation, featuring post-industrial landscapes 
and garden design, Hollywood movies and Internet 
infrastructure, casinos, conference centres and 
antiquarian watercolours, there is little holistic 
certainty. If anything, the devil might reside in the 
details... 4 “Ask a child to draw a church and it is a rudimentarily Gothic church that will be ideogrammed: here’s the church and 

here’s the steeple, look inside and see the people. That is what a church looks like. It looks Gothic. The nave houses the 
congregation (if there is one) and the steeple or spire points to the sky, where god lives in climatic insouciance wearing 
funny clothes and a beard which obfuscates his irate face. He lives there in defiance of gravity, which is a post-god 
discovery.” Jonathan Meades, Museum Without Walls (London, 2013), p.159.

Reverse!Pugin is playfully titled after one of its exhibitors, the prolific architect 
and critic Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1811-52) - a substantial amount 
of his work can be seen throughout Lismore Castle and further afield on 
London’s Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament and many churches and cathedrals. 
Pugin’s catholic sensibilities, as expressed through large-scale architectural and 
ornamental schemes based upon a revival of Gothic design, promoted the idea 
of glorified unity and strict coherence to a singular vision.4 With this belief, all 
the forces of nature, human perseverance and morality would fuse together into 
an energised whole. Gothic was the style not because it looked good, but because 
it would do you good, a kind of feng shui raised up from medieval times to help 
shape holistic nineteenth century living. Pugin designed with pointed arches and 
tracery not because he liked the geometry, but because it brought us all closer to 
heaven. In 1836 he published his polemic Contrasts: or, A Parallel Between the 
Nobile Edifices of the Middle Ages, and Corresponding Buildings of the Present Day; 
shewing the Present Decay of Taste, where he argued that the virtuous majesty of 
this approach far exceeded what he saw as an impoverished diversity of eclectic 
cultural styles and approaches seen in his contemporary times. 

A carved wooden railing, appearing fragile and decayed, leftover from his grand 
1850 design for Lismore Castle’s elaborate banqueting hall, is presented at St. 
Carthage Hall. Alongside it, a selection of chairs (some verifiable as authentic 
Pugin, others imitations after his style) are used as part of the exhibition’s 
architecture, setting the scene for Pugin’s ideals to dwell in a series of conflicts 
and frictions found in the show’s thematic. 



According to legend, Saint Michael appeared on 
Skellig rock in west Kerry to help Saint Patrick 
banish serpents into the ocean. He then assumed 
role of protector of God’s kingdom and took charge 
of keeping the evil monsters of the Atlantic, then 
the edge of the known world, from coming ashore. 
While the idea of boundaries and exclusion of 
the ‘other’ expounded by Saint Michael’s folklore 
could well be thought of as an early manifestation 
of immigration policies and management of the 
natural landscape, the site has since fascinated 
many both through its natural beauty and resulting 
early Christian settlement. Monks lived in small 
stone huts in a harsh lifestyle, studying scripture 
and God’s word. While actual records of activity 
on the rock are scant, the annals digress that in the 
year 823 Vikings came and took Etgal, then the 
Abbot of Skellig, and starved him to death. Such 
raids were likely the reason for desertion by monks 
in the centuries after. The site since achieved 
UNESCO World Heritage status, one of only 
two such designations in Ireland. Reverse!Pugin 
examines some of the more digressional histories 
evoked by the legacy of these puritan souls - there’s 
much deviation to be had on the rock after all… 

By the early 1800s, Skellig was revived as a 
destination for religious pilgrimage. Yet, over time 
the penitential nature of these trips moved away 
from devoted prayer and fasting to young eligible 
bachelors and girls visiting the island to court, 
dance and drink - a kind of stag or hen party 
destination of the time. By the end of the century 
the local constabulary got orders to clear the rock. 
The binarism between clean saintly behaviour and 
shades of immoral corruption again appear as a 
stereotypical representation in the first episode 

of Kenneth Clark’s 1969 BBC television 
series Civilisation, where Clark’s film crew 
recorded elaborate scenes of Skellig. After 
waxing lyrical on the calm thought to be 
found there, Clark cuts to a scene of Irish 
Travellers moving through the nearby 
Kerry landscape on horse and cart, with 
the following narration, “The Christian 
few sought remote places of enduring 
sanctuary. But the pagan tribes were not 
interested in permanence, like the Irish 
tinkers of today they preferred drifting 
as the mood took them. All through the 
early dark ages great masses of people 
were on the move, taking their animals 
and possessions with them. What did the 
early wanderers care about? The answer 
comes out in the poems - gold.” Clark’s 
xenophobic remark on Ireland’s Traveller 
community of the 1960s fails to register 
any of the major social upheavals of the 
time. Rather than chasing gold around the 
island, the traditional traveller industries 
of tinsmithing and horse dealing were 
by then in severe decline, replaced by 
the mass production of plastics and the 
mechanisation of farming. This resulted 
in many travellers moving to urban areas 
to try survive by recycling metal and 
scrap. With resentment from the growing 
middle classes towards their nomadic 
ways, and little provision from the state, 
a growing civil rights movement soon 
began to emerge.5

5 For more about the day-to-day realities of Traveller life in 1960s Ireland, see my Views of Dublin 
(published by Gallery of Photography, Dublin, 2008). By the 1990s, community engagement programmes 
meant artists began to work with Traveller communities. Of particular note is a fabled artwork by Martin 
Folan, where a plastic lightweight sculpture was rolled by him and a group of men from Limerick City 
to Gougane Barra, Cork. Resembling a rock, the artwork was a response to the placement of large stone 
boulders in laybys and gates throughout the region by local councils, each acting as a deterrent for the 
Travellers to park in that area. While the placement of these rocks are akin to an ice age erratic, flushed 
from the front of a glacier onto an alluvial plain in front, the true shaping force in Ireland by the late 20th 
century was rather the aloof landscaping desires of prejudice. 
    Another case of mobility, still spoken about around Lismore, concerns 96-year-old Mr. Huddy, a 
nineteenth century postman of the town. As reported in the press of 1821, he “travelled in a Dungarvan 
oyster tub from Lismore to the town of Fermoy, a distance of about seventeen miles. The tub was drawn by 
a pig, a badger, two cats, a goose, and a hedgehog. On his head he wore a large red nightcap. He held a pig-
driver’s whip in one hand and a cow’s horn in the other. He blew the horn to encourage his team onwards 
and to give notice of the arrival of the mail. This exploit was watched by a large number of spectators and 
unsurprisingly was a hot topic of conversation in the neighbourhood.” 



Skellig again appears in Werner 
Herzog’s 1976 Heart of Glass. The film 
starts in Bavaria in the 18th century 
where a man dies and takes to his 
grave the secret of his special ruby 
glass. Soon the town goes collectively 
mad trying to unearth the formula 
and get its’ only industry going again. 
The resulting chaos is both predicted 
and watched over by a clairvoyant 
shepherd wandering in nearby hills. A 
crucial scene occurs at Skellig where a 
group of men, who have not yet heard 
that the world is round, end up on top 
of the rock where they perceive the 
edge of the world to be. After years 
of contemplation, they sail away in a 
small boat into the yawning abyss of 
the Atlantic. With the exception of 
professional glassblowers who appear 
in the film, Herzog had the entire 
cast hypnotised, intending to give a 
trace-like effect to the narrative. He 
said, “This will be done for reasons of 
stylisation and not for reasons of total 
manipulation. …This use of hypnosis 
could give us access to our inner 
state of mind, starting from a new 
perspective.”6

Hollywood conglomerate Disney Lucasfilm arrived 
at Skellig in July 2014 to shoot scenes for Star Wars 
Episode VII – The Force Awakens. Locals were sworn 
to secrecy and made to sign disclosure forms in return 
for paid work helping out with film production. 
A two-mile exclusion zone was put in place in the 
surrounding waters, patrolled by the Irish Naval 
Service. Airspace above and around the island was 
also shut down, enforced by an Air Corps helicopter. It 
has since emerged that the government did not charge 
Disney for any of these services, presumably to find 
favour for future film projects to be made in Ireland 
and the subsequent kudos and tourist dollars that 
might follow. 

Arts and Heritage Minister Heather Humphreys later 
released a statement, dispelling any concerns about 
dangers to the many birds resident at Skellig, or that 
filming could cost the site its UNESCO World Heritage 
status.7 It read, “Through collaborative engagement 
with the film company we managed to tailor the 
project to ensure that filming could take place without 
adverse impacts on the bird population…. This was a 
Team Ireland effort and I believe it showcased Ireland’s 
wonderful arts, heritage and cultural assets, as well as 
our technical capabilities in the film production sector.” 
However, documents sourced by Radio Kerry News 
under Freedom of Information contradict Humphries. 
In a letter sent to the Department of Arts, Bob Harris, 
a chief visitor guide on Skellig since 1987, claimed 
there was damage to nesting sites and the loss of an 
undetermined number of unfledged chicks. Though 
he noted the film crew displayed great sensitivity to 
the fragility of the island during their time there, he 
said large-scale productions are unsuitable to such a 
delicately balanced habitat. Previous to Star Wars’ 
arrival, activity had been restricted to teams of up 
to eight people, using only battery-operated hand-
held equipment. Harris concluded that filming on an 
industrial scale should not be allowed take place on the 
island again. 

6 See Alan Greenberg, Every Night the Trees Disappear: Werner Herzog and the Making of Heart of Glass (Chicago, 
2012), p.11.

7 The birds of Skellig include gannets, puffins, razorbills, guillemot, kittiwakes, storm petrels, Manx shearwaters, 
fulmars, along with ravens, hooded crows, wheatears, wrens, choughs, rick pipits, oystercatchers, shags, herring gulls and 
black-backed gulls.



At the time of this publication going to press, a Star Wars production team of over 
100 people are on the way back, rumoured to reshoot some key scenes or maybe 
some bonus footage for a special edition DVD with governmental approval. For 
fans of the film, Skellig is being mooted as a place of refuge for Luke Skywalker, 
and will be in cinemas this December. With no footage yet released by Disney, 
Dublin-based media company Bold Puppy ingeniously assembled a showreel of 
well-known characters and galactic spaceships from Star Wars mingling around 
Atlantic rocks and beehive huts - all done digitally using stock footage, taking 
three hours work and requiring no heavy intrusions onto Skellig. After receiving 
26,000 YouTube hits, the sequence is now presented in Reverse!Pugin alongside 
Clark and Herzog’s evocations. 

A commemorative €10 coin was struck by the Central Bank of Ireland in 2008, 
depicting Skellig with a flock of birds soaring away from the summit. The coin’s 
designer, Michael Guilfoyle, noted the birds are flying towards the stars, in 
the same way as Saint Michael carried the souls of the worthy to heaven. Like 
Herzog’s pilgrims, it also looks like the birds might be evacuating the island - 
which is probably what the government’s favoured intention is at this moment 
in time.

Daniel Knorr, a Romanian artist living 
in Berlin, made Leabhar Ealaíontóir 
(translated as Artist Book) during a 
trip around Ireland in 2009. He gleaned 
rubbish off the streets of Belfast, 
Dublin and Limerick, then flattened his 
substantial haul on an industrial press 
and arranged it into pages of a book, 
producing an edition of 200. Along with 
a DVD that documents Knorr’s process, 
one is presented in Lismore, a place 
thirteen times awarded a gold medal 
by TidyTowns Ireland and crowned the 
country’s tidiest town in 2004.8

Personal highlights for Knorr, each 
picked up off the ground and shown 
to camera before disappearing into his 
ubiquitous black plastic bag, include 
a screwcap from a Blossom Hill wine 
bottle, an empty box of Marlboro 
reds, a small toy ambulance, and apple 
cartons from end-of-the-day trading 
on Moore Street. He gleefully points 
a camcorder out of the window of a 
bus near Newry at spilled rubbish on 
the side of the road. By accumulating 
detritus and transforming it into a 
book, Knorr’s obsessional routine 
playfully evokes some of the anxieties of 
medieval scholasticism. Its belief system 
was predicated on finding a systematic 
ordering of all the world’s knowledge  – 
this was a job of tidying up all the loose 
ends, its errors and broken pieces into a 
classification, page after page in a linear 
structure. Characteristically, it didn’t 
find many moments of redemption; 
instead its ruminations and intellectual 
curiosity had more of a dampening 
spirit on any perceived wonder in the 
world.  

8 The TidyTowns movement encourages clean streets, 
green areas and an active civic pride based on the level 
of scenic character achieved in villages and towns 
throughout Ireland. The initiative reaches a high point 
each summer, as freshly painted townhouse facades 
and doses of flower baskets appease travelling judges. 
A nationwide competition ensues with various awards 
and accolades on offer. While laissez-faire attitudes to 
the built environment were undoubtably an influence 
in the establishing of TidyTowns in 1958, one could 
speculate ideas from the Bundesgartenschau movement 
in Germany was also an influence, Initiated in 1951, the 
biennial pageant of horticulture and landscaping since 
takes place in different cities, promoting the virtuous 
aspects of the picturesque as an alternative to post-war 
gloom. Today, annual reports are issued by TidyTowns, 
advising local committees on how to improve their 
districts and frequently pointing out disheveled gardens, 
yards and houses that should now conform to the 
movement’s ethos for a higher mark next year.



In 1994, The Sonas Centre, (translated from Irish as the ‘Happiness’ Centre) was 
proposed to be built on the edge of Dublin City – a football stadium, conference 
centre, 25-storey hotel, concert and leisure facilities would all rise up on the site 
of the old Phoenix Park racecourse. Backed by Ogden Entertainment Services, 
a company based in Las Vegas, local developers were insistent that the project 
could only go ahead with the inclusion of a casino. Impressed by the wherewithal 
of Ogden CEO Norman Turner, the Irish government initially sought a report 
on the casino’s viability, with the intention that its taxable profits could in turn be 
used to fund public contribution to build a national convention centre. 

Strenuous opposition soon surfaced from the surrounding upper middle class 
suburbs around the development site, with Turner noting “I must have heard 
the words “drugs, prostitutes and mafia more times than enough in the past few 
months.”9  Nonetheless, he and Ogden played hardball and made it clear that 
none of the development would proceed without a casino, which would be the 
only one of its kind in Ireland and given an exclusive trading license for ten years. 
Country folk could avoid the city centre of Dublin and spin off the motorway to 
play tables and slot machines. Major rugby and football matches would draw big 
crowds to the casino afterwards. After-conference drinks could turn into dinner, 
then morph into a late night Texas Hold ‘Em session. 

By 1996 a revised plan with a smaller hotel, more landscaping and an artificial 
lake was developed by Burke Kennedy Doyle Architects, known for their work 
on large scale urban infill and corporate greenfield site development. An Bord 
Pleanala then granted planning permission for a complex featuring the casino 
and a national conference centre, a 350 bedroom hotel, a 63,000-seater sports 
stadium and an indoor arena for concerts. Eventually the Rainbow Coalition 
of Fine Gael, Labour and Democratic Left shot down the plan - the casino’s 
presence would require substantial changes in Irish gaming laws, something the 
government of the time were unwilling to enact. Harry Shiels, then chairman 
of the West Dublin Action Group, a coalition of resident associations strongly 
opposed to the scheme, noted many politicians were keen to support their 
viewpoints, but that they received no support from Bertie Ahern on the issue 
“I would be worried that, if Fianna Fail were in power, it might have been a 
different story.”10

Subsequently, a large model showing the conference centre and its surrounding 
landscaping was salvaged out of a developer’s office by the Irish Architectural 
Archive, and is now presented in Reverse!Pugin. A single spotlight illuminates an 
area close to the complex’s bus station and back entrance. There, a stone circle 
originating in forms of the ancient megalithic age was proposed to be built. Its 
presence would give heady casino punters and corporate clients a place to rouse 
their spirits, mediate on their next move or simply watch the sun setting to the 
west over the M50. 
9 Irish Times, 17 September 1994. 
10 Irish Times, 19 June 1996.





Gabriel Beranger (1729 -1817), a Dutch 
Huguenot who settled in Dublin, made 
trips around Ireland to sketch megalithic 
monuments, ruined castles and 
abandoned monasteries before working 
up watercolours for sale. Jovially, he 
often illustrated the foreground of his 
compositions with images of gentry 
lying in the green grass or perhaps 
pointing with enthusiasm at a fascinating 
architectural feature. Sometimes he didn’t 
visit the place depicted, instead deciding 
to copy from other sources or drawings. 
This often resulted in exaggerated  
proportions of buildings, hills and trees, 
all for dramatic effect. Nonetheless, 
Beranger’s work is still valuable for 
its descriptive detail (many buildings 
he drew have since disappeared) and 
considered as an early example of Irish 
antiquarian practice. 

Michele Horrigan’s After Beranger 
combines a selection of his images with 
contemporary updates of sites portrayed. 
A dolmen, found in an open field in the 
eighteenth century, is now positioned 
within suburbia. Another view of a bay 
and sea beyond is today compromised by 
the construction of a large holiday home, 
while a ruined friary is surrounded by a 
golf course. Her comparisons edge towards 
the growing futility of the landscape 
tradition. Here, the process of framing 
the land into tidy pictures that later find 
popular resonance feels archaic. Instead, 
unexpected surprises dot the landscape, 
complicating it beyond the aesthetics of 
well-meaning taste. The constant warping 
and digression of these sites point to 
societal desires that expand landscape into 
a kind of fleeting animation or perpetual 
motion, something that can never be truly 
essentialised by pictorial form. 



In early 2013 I wrote an email to some contact addresses I found for 
a company online detailing my interest in subsea cable operations. As 
is fairly normal in these cases I didn’t hear back. A few months later it 
was still on my mind to follow up with the same company, and having 
contacted someone else there, this time I received an immediate reply 
with a positive response to my curiosity. Initially I requested visiting 
one of their ships while docked to get imagery of the manual process 
of loading cable into a storage tank, but once the conversation begun 
I was in a position to express my interest in more depth. It emerged 
that a repair was scheduled off the British coast soon and it would be 
possible for me to join in the expedition. I flew to Southampton, got a 
launch vessel out to sea and boarded The Wave Sentinel in the English 
Channel. The company had agreed to this access with a simple request 
that I provide some images of their ship at sea, as it had only ever been 
photographed in dock before. I was provided with all meals and a guest 
cabin on board for the duration of my stay.  

Global Marine Systems Ltd. both lay and repair cables as part of their 
remit, overseeing the maintenance of subsea infrastructure in the 
Atlantic region, spending half the year operating out of the UK and 
the other six months in Bermuda. Ships such as The Wave Sentinel are 
stocked with the appropriate cable types, joining kits and instructions 
for repair, as each cable has an individual composition with varying 
numbers of fibre strands. The cable for which I was there to oversee 
work on has been in position since the nineties, and while still somewhat 
operational, had some damage caused to it by a trawler illegally fishing 
in what is a restricted area. It was most likely hauled up when fishing 
gear got caught in it, then cut loose to drop to the sea bed, twisting and 
looping as it spiralled back down to a resting position. 

Upon my arrival on the ship the task was underway to locate the 
problematic section below. The general area of damage had earlier been 
detected by measuring the weakness in the pulse of the cable and so 
the ship’s captain knew general coordinates. Having sent down an ROV 
(remote operated vehicle) equipped with cameras, the exact section 
stretching almost 100 metres could be visually inspected, revealing a 
series of consecutive bows and upright twists. With a representative for 
the telecommunications company who owned the cable on board, there 
then began a conversation with technicians on land who could give the 

In three distinct artworks, Fiona Marron examines the physical activities that 
deliver and maintain Internet infrastructure in Ireland and the UK.  Her video, 
Latency, is composed of a single take detailing workers who coil a fibre optic 
cable into storage. Marron notes:

Stephen Brandes’ Inchydoney Beacon features the eyes of Eamon De Valera, one 
of the most dominant figures in twentieth century Irish politics, depicted upon 
a gigantic table lamp located in the car park of the popular four-star Inchydoney 
Island hotel and spa outside of Clonakilty, Cork. De Valera’s involvement in 
the creation and development of an independent, yet conservative and insular 
Ireland is subtly acknowledged by Brandes – as the beacon’s eyes stare towards 
land and not out to sea. One could speculate this gaze is to keep alive a pure 
and essential Catholic continuity, for it to grow without colonial capitulation, or 
indeed external influence of any sort that might sail ashore. De Valera was also 
known as a keen surveyor of the social landscape of Ireland during his lifetime 
and travelled extensively, striving to see the day-to-day life of a new nation. In a 
parallel akin to Goethe’s rambles throughout Germany, many houses, hotels or 
lodgings are known as places Dev rested a night in, either when he was on the 
run or later as the country’s primordial leader. The proposition now placing him 
in a hotel car park somehow resonates with this legacy.

In any case, Brandes describes his artwork as one in an ongoing series of 
”problematic monuments,” where “whatever is being proposed is worrying for 
a multitude of reasons.” If the manifestation of ideology and the hierarchy of 
belief systems are the driving forces behind this justified neurosis, one could also 
reference discussions in the 1950s about an unrealised monument of Winston 
Churchill at the Cliffs of Dover. Surrounded by five-metre high bulldogs, his 
effigy would give a V for Victory sign while smoking an ever-lit cigar that 
doubled as a beacon for shipping.11

11 Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and vandalism since the French Revolution (Yale, 1997), p.132.



dropped back to the seabed, a call had already been made to technicians 
on land to switch back on the transfer of data, as each minute the cable 
was out of use was costly to its owners.

Then, a team of crewmen walked the cable to the rear of the vessel, 
assisted by a system of pulleys and ropes that slowly dropped it off the 
back as the ship moved slightly forward to direct the trajectory of the 
cable’s fall to the seabed. This concluding stage continued through the 
last night until sunrise. Controlled and monitored from a portacabin 
on deck, the ROV was deployed and then steered along the course of 
the cable to ensure that it lay flat and had encountered no obstacles. The 
ROV then turned and traced back along the same route, this time using 
water jets to agitate the seabed and cover the cable with a coating of 
sand, creating a final layer of protection from the elements.

The next morning we sailed to port, marking the end of my time at sea 
and the end of a six week stint for the twenty officers and engineers, 
along with the thirty or so other crew members on board. The video 
footage that became Latency was shot at the depot when we docked in 
Weymouth. The cable being loaded into the tank was removed from 
the hull of the ship and the crew are local men who are called on when 
a ship’s estimated time of arrival into port is known. The depot houses 
a variety of fibre optic products for different companies, and this stock 
is left untouched indefinitely unless a cable at sea registers a problem.

go-ahead to begin the cutting of the cable, once it had been powered 
down and the Internet traffic which usually uses it was rerouted. 
A minimal downtime had been stressed. With the two ends of the 
damaged cable clamped, the first cut was made at the seabed, after dark 
on my first night on board.

The process then entailed hauling the cable to the surface and onto the 
deck of the ship. The repair necessitated splicing in a new replacement 
length into the two existing ends. This was all done inside technical 
workshops based on deck over the course of the next four days and 
nights by alternating teams working twelve-hour shifts. Layers of steel 
armour were stripped back until the plastic tubing containing strands 
of fibre optic core were revealed. Joining these tiny strands was an 
intricate process that involved splicing each individually, testing the 
strength of signal through the splice and then sealing it. The next step 
was to wrap these strands around a jointing mechanism that provided 
slots to expend their excess lengths - altogether a beautifully skilled 
process to watch, but also a frustrating and painstaking one for those 
tasked with the job. Having carried this out on both ends where the new 
and existing sections met and the signal throughout the whole cable 
tested, the reapplying of the layers of armour took place. The capsule-
like jointing mechanism was slowly concealed under numerous layers 
of plastic, rubber and steel. Before the newly repaired cable could be 

Also featured in Reverse!Pugin is Marron’s The dimensionless point of light, a small 
cuboid form made by wrapping over 20,000 strands of fibre optic cable together 
- the piece wryly compresses a distance of 1.2km into a block small enough to 
hold in your hand. Accompanying this, A journey of dislocated directions is a 
photoessay describing her pursuit of the internet around business parks and the 
suburbia of Dublin. Seemingly insignificant manholes and portacabin structures 
become pivotal points in a version of Dublin no longer based on ideals of 
civicness and public space - here it exists as a giant socket to accommodate the 
Celtic-Connect subsea cable.



Sam Keogh’s Untitled sculptures resemble contemporary 
models of Samsung, Vodafone or Apple mobile phones. 
Made in collaboration with his father Brian during several 
Raku kiln and pit firings during a residency at Askeaton 
Contemporary Arts this summer, Keogh presents a 
variety of glazed ceramic works alongside plastic ‘dummy’ 
replicas, typically used in high street shops as examples 
of the new, more technologically advanced consumer 
options available, now melted through the kiln’s heat. 
None of Keogh’s sculptures offer online access or even 
ring, rather they nonchalantly appear as bluffs or forgeries 
of some kind. As objects, they seem stubborn, and refute 
their associated functions. If these pieces do have any 
connectivity, it is to send a message around materialism. 
Typically, the value of exhibition formats is to cherish 
a particular object and acknowledge and preserve the 
nature of the material or medium it is made from. Keogh 
throws out these ideals – in a world based on obsolescence, 
things are identified and cherished for their generic form 
or updated continuity rather than for any kind of original 
substance. Disregarding function and oscillating between 
clay and plastic, these objects act as a smoldering, haunted 
problem in this day-to-day reality.



Known in households throughout Ireland, gardener and media 
personality Diarmuid Gavin’s television programmes have mass 
appeal and a wide reach. In a 2007 episode of I Want A Garden, he 
was commissioned to shape a half acre of land behind Pat and Mary 
Gaynor’s bungalow in Carlow, with a brief of making a bold statement 
while camouflaging a view of a motorway directly behind the client’s 
house. 

Soon, after a brainstorming session, Gavin’s responded: “Imagine a 
figure… a giant… but a beautiful one. She has been walking through 
the landscape. She has travelled, possibly from Dublin. She picks her 
way through fields and forest, steps over rivers and leaves mountains in 
her shade. She is tired, she lies down…she belongs here.” Shot as a fast 
moving fly-on-the-wall documentary, the action then moves to London, 
where Gavin booked a photo shoot with American supermodel and 
actress Jerry Hall.12 The resulting photographs were used as a template 
to shape a mound of earth into bumps and hollows, hills and valleys in 
the shape of a reclining female figure. While local JCB drivers initially 
were scratching their heads at the task, they soon got into the spirit of the 
project, with well-known artist Graham Knuttel on hand to contribute 
some clay mockups. 

The resulting folly is a rare combination of idioms of land art, garden 
design and pop culture that actually got built, fed through the baroque 
affluence of Ireland’s boom era.13 Yet, it’s unlikely that the exuberance 
of the design would find favour by television commissioning editors 
in post-Celtic Tiger times. Gavin has ridden the wave through these 
changes, later producing a series called Dirty Old Towns were he helps 
Irish towns out in creating community gardens and a sense of civic 
ownership over their local environments. Perhaps his televisual journey 
points to a landscape that is irreducibly bipolar, periodically lurching 
between hyped up mania and the irrational exuberance of bubble 
thinking and the depressive comedown into maintenance and upkeep.14  

12 No stranger to artistic forms of representation, Hall was 
already portrayed by Lucien Freud, Ed Ruscha and Francesco 
Clemente, along with inspiring TJ Wilcox’s short film about 
her life.
13 Some other ideas mooted, all unrealised, include the world’s 
largest fountain in Galway Bay, a monument to peace to be built 
on the Dundalk-Newry border, and a 50 metre-high figurative 
sculpture by Anthony Gormley, taller than most buildings 
in Dublin with its feet plopped in the river Liffey. Planning 
permission was attained for the project, before the economic 
downturn meant its execution would make the artwork appear 
as even more of a folly than what it already was.
14 A prominent example of this condition can be seen in the 
2014 purchase of the exclusive Doonbeg golf resort in County 
Clare by American billionaire Donald Trump. Arriving to 
Ireland in his personalised Boeing 757, he was greeted on the 
airport runway in gale-swept Shannon by a red carpet, minster 
for finance Michael Noonan, and troupe of a traditional Irish 
harpist, singer and fiddler wearing matching red dresses and 
high heels. Trump announced his intention to rebuild the golf 
course into a worldclass destination - Atlantic storms caused 
great damage in the months prior to his heralded arrival. 
Promising to invest millions into the local economy, he quickly 
identified two major stumbling blocks: the appearance of wind 
farms around Clare that in his view ruined the scenic landscape, 
and presence of the Vertigo angustior snail. A protected species, 
its presence in Doonbeg meant that the landscaping required for 
Trump’s overhaul could not be fully enacted. He soon went on 
a media frenzy citing the snail as something that could prevent 
economic progress in the region. Jokes began to circulate 
locally that the snail could move away from Doonbeg, since 
they already have their homes on their back. 
    A few weeks later the comedown arrived, when 
representatives of Trump advertised a job working in the 
resort’s gift shop. The successful candidate with good IT and 
interpersonal skills, would be employed full-time in a back-
to-work scheme and receive €50 per week in addition to their 
current social welfare payment. 

David A. Paton’s studio is at Trenoweth 
granite quarry, a few miles outside 
Falmouth. The site is one of only two 
functioning quarries in Cornwall, 
remnants from a once thriving industry 
that supplied stone from the region to all 
around the world. Today, Paton works 
as part of a small team who produce 
masonry for local building projects or 
take on specialist carving commissions, 
and he uses these activities to spur on 
various artistic and academic enquiries 
based around the everyday labour 
and skillsets adopted in the shaping 
of stone. He is particularly influenced 
by philosopher Manuel De Landa, 
whose writings pursue understandings 
of geology not only as a physical or 
scientific pursuit, but also as a cultural 
one. 

One particular strand of Paton’s 
research, A geology of morals (2015), 
involves firing blocks of granite to 
high temperatures in electric and gas 
kilns. In this process, the stone changes 
colour, partially vitrifies and aerates, 
destabilising its core strength for use 
as a building material. They now sit 
upon a table and on several Pugin 
chairs borrowed from Lismore Castle 
for the occasion. Such an arrangement 
emphasises their continued journey, for 
Paton knows that each piece of stone 
he touches can never crawl back into 
the ground, to its pre-ideological state. 
Instead, they are all tainted - dug up, 
shaped and continually mediated.



The shale bings of West Lothian, Scotland are large 
slag heaps, scattered around the landscape and up 
to 95 metres in height. Made up from waste caused 
by extracting crude oil from deep mined oil-bearing 
rock, the area accommodated the world’s first oil 
industry from the 1850s onwards. Production 
continued in various forms until 1962, by which time 
the Middle East had assumed world dominance.

From the late 1970s onwards, artist John Latham 
(1921- 2006) worked with the site, generating a 
complex set of proposals that teased out alternative 
viewpoints of this post-industrial terrain. At the 
centre of his ideas was the placement of colossal 
monuments in the shape of books on top of 
several bings. While visible from great distances, 
these structures could be climbed and used as 
observational decks for the surrounding landscape. 
Latham had a long history of using books in his art. 
He reversed the word and called them Skoob, and 
made stacked towers of Skoob which he frequently 
set on fire and destroyed. His attitude considered 
books as a kind of base material and a useful and 
flexible sculptural object because of their size, 
construction and other physical characteristics.16 
Although unrealised, Latham’s work is presented 
at Lismore through a selection of photomontages, 
aerial photographs and correspondence with 
engineers and local Scottish authorities. In a gesture 
playfully evoking aspects of Celtic mythology, 
Latham rechristened one of the bings, known 
locally as Niddry after a nearby castle, as Niddrie 
Woman, a title that he hoped would appeal to local 
government and any potential heritage and civic 
investment - at that time the Scottish Development 
Office were considering removing the bings, itself a 
very costly process. 

Latham’s idea of “observer principle” is evoked in 
images produced for his proposal. In his thinking, 
the ability to purposefully detach oneself from a 
scene results in a kind of freedom that no longer 
associates with a particular classification or 
structure. Instead, to observe things from a distance 
might offer valuable insights and heightened self-
awareness.  15 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, 

1957 (English edition, London, 
1972), p.60.

Philip Quinn is a gardener, sculptor and occasional 
stonemason based in Holycross, Tipperary. Over the 
last three years he is involved in restoring stonework 
at Lismore Castle, currently focusing on renovations 
on the northeast tower, structurally untouched since 
1854. Scaffold surrounds his working site, and Quinn 
disappears up it each morning to replace metal fixings 
and mortar fillings between blocks of imported 
Derbyshire sandstone used in the gothic makeover of 
the castle by Joseph Paxton, the architect responsible 
for the famous Crystal Palace of London. 

Reverse!Pugin gives Quinn an opportunity to showcase 
the materials that he encounters and uses to keep the 
castle in propriety and daily upkeep. Paxton became 
world famous for his use of wrought iron in raising 
the glassed exhibition halls of the Crystal Palace. Yet 
in its use in stone buildings such as Lismore, iron 
rusts, expanding up to 75% in size, bursting the ashlar 
around it and causing structural deficiencies - Quinn 
repairs this damage with new stainless steel dowels and 
crampons. A variety of fern roots are exhibited that 
were found in gaps in the stone. Of particular interest is 
the use of casein, a protein in milk that features as one 
of the tricks of the conservation trade. Quinn sources 
powdered milk, mixes it with water, lime and sand 
and then pours the mixture into small joints between 
Paxton’s stones, all to assist in weatherproofing the 
cracks between each block.    

Quinn’s approach could be semiotically linked to 
Roland Barthes’ famous passage, where “in the basic 
morphology of substances, milk is the opposite of fire 
by all the denseness of its molecules, by the creamy, 
and therefore soothing, nature of its spreading… milk 
is cosmetic, it joins, covers, restores. Moreover, its 
purity, associated with the innocence of the child, is a 
token of strength, of a strength which is not revulsive, 
not congestive, but calm, white, lucid, the equal of 
reality. Some American films, in which the hero, strong 
and uncompromising, did not shrink from having a 
glass of milk before drawing his avenging Colt.”15 In 
this manner, Quinn becomes a driving character in 
the castle’s history, in his own way holding together a 
narrative that continually changes ever since building 
began on the site in 1185. 

16 Much of Latham’s work 
was generated through a series 
of key concepts he identified 
through research into scientific 
and sociological themes. Skoob 
were the active agents of the 
Mental Furniture Industry (MFI), 
a term used to primarily describe 
the role of education and 
what society deems important 
to forefront as knowledge. 
Terry Measham’s 1976 Tate 
Gallery essay John Latham – 
an inevitably unfinished and 
undefinitive account of his work 
notes, “Like any other industry, 
it has profiteers, vested interests 
and controllers of ideas. Latham 
calls the MFI ‘our form of 
KGB’.”



17 Craig Richardson, in John Latham: 
Incidental Person, MAP Magazine, 
Autumn 2007.

Here, Latham’s monument is featured far away 
in the background of the photographic mock up. 
Despite the violent alteration of the landscape 
through a hundred years of industrial activity, 
man is hardly visible in Latham’s image, only as 
a shadow in the cab of a truck speeding along, 
oblivious to the scene of his own making. The 
same can be said for aerial photographs Latham 
presents of Niddrie Woman. In this view, the 
aggression at which the earth is plundered for 
oil makes humankind seem like a disease or 
malignant organism attacking its host. 

Nowadays some of the bings are listed as industrial 
monuments and protected in law against 
excavation and reshaping. With little topsoil on 
their slopes, biodiversity experts compare the 
bings to a volcano or sand dune, and take interest 
in hundreds of plant species that now grow there. 
Yet, visits to Niddrie Woman describe it “as an 
unkempt warren of scrambler bike tracks and 
stolen cars—a lonely sanctuary. Websites invite 
gatherings and devastation by Land Rover.”17
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