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Abstract 

This practice-based doctoral research project contributes to a new understanding of Ireland’s 

contemporary ruins by responding to the landscape of abandoned building sites created in the 

wake of the collapse of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economy in the late 2000s. Through an artistic 

practice encompassing film and photography, the research explores how art and creative 

practice can respond to this condition, offering new perspectives on how we perceive, 

interpret, and experience Ireland’s still visible sites of bankruptcy and abandonment.  

Primarily concerned with investigating how the transformative relationship between the 

object and its referent can generate a dialogue between the shared indexical, temporal and 

material properties of analogue technologies and Ireland’s contemporary ruin,  the creative 

research also explores how these discarded building sites reframe our perception of place in 

Ireland today, examining the correlation between the ephemeral celluloid fabric of 

photography and film, and the decay and stains of time displayed on the unfinished structures 

of the contemporary ruin, each a temporal barometer, physically registering memory, the 

imprint and history of time.   

To convey this discourse on ruination, indexicality and temporality, the photography 

and film methodology is primarily informed through location-based fieldwork.  Polaroid 

photography is employed for its distinct indexical, temporal, material and visual qualities, and 

to facilitate an intuitive interaction with these abandoned sites. This creative practice 

encourages a dialogue between the activity of looking and recording, and that of delivering 

on-site single framed images and objects, a dialogue that can also probe the dichotomies 

between the past and present, the fixed single moment and the sequential fixed moment. 

Recordings are made in Super 8 to examine celluloid’s ephemeral, and temporal qualities, and 

to investigate the medium’s transformative capacity through engaging with its alchemical 

processes and presentational properties. The research examines how this low gauge medium 
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and its capacity to interpret time, duration and movement can also communicate stasis, and 

Super 8’s textural qualities and static shots are also analysed within this context to emulate 

the abandoned sites in between condition - stuck in time, yet slowly evolving and changing. 

Conceptually, the research is also informed by the work of various artists and 

filmmakers who have explored processes of ruination, film and photography’s indexical and 

temporal qualities, especially those who have employed the Polaroid as a visual notebook to 

inform context and cinematic style (for example, Andrei Tarkovsky and Wim Wenders in their 

respective reflections on the deployment and processes of Polaroid photography); Chris 

Marker’s film and visual art also draws upon an engagement with ruination, memory and time, 

while Tacita Dean has responded memorably to the demise of an industry and material by 

recording the closure of the Kodak factory in Chalon-sur-Saône after learning they were to halt 

production of 16mm film (Kodak, 2006). The creative practice is also influenced by the work 

of other filmmakers whose explorations into the texture and trace of celluloid and offers a 

mediation on the historicity of the medium (for example, Hollis Frampton and Bill Morrison). 

The thesis concludes with a discussion of the Static Vision (January, 2020), the gallery 

exhibition which acted as a catalyst for the creative and conceptual aspects of this practice-

based project, and which invited the viewer to actively participate in its temporal and material 

qualities of the images, offering simultaneous engagements with stillness and movement, 

ruination and reclamation. 
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 Introduction: Framing the Contemporary Ruins  

 

Reimagining Ruins is a practice-based doctoral research project and examines how analogue 

technologies incorporating still photography and moving images can be employed to interpret 

the phenomenon of Ireland’s contemporary ruin. It focusses on the parallels between the 

increasing obsolescence of these mediums and the condition of new ruins, signifying a past 

time and period of progress and modernity, but now discarded and redundant. The project 

explores through creative practice their shared temporal and indexical qualities and offers new 

perspectives on how we engage with the phenomenon of ruination as an architectural, 

topographical, and of course, metaphorical feature of contemporary Irish culture.  

Over a decade after the collapse of Ireland’s ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy (1998-2008), the 

landscape is still strewn with the remnants of that era’s profligate property developments and 

hubristic banking practices.  A large proportion of these remains take the form of unfinished 

and abandoned housing developments and have been coined ‘ghost estates’. At the height of 

economic crash, the construction of hundreds of housing estates together with a significant 

number of commercial complexes, became discarded and were left to disintegrate, leaving an 

imprint on the landscape and the social psychology of contemporary Ireland. These 

abandoned domestic and commercial developments have become new ruins in a country long 

synonymous with various forms of architectural, agricultural, economic, and political 

ruination caused not least by its colonial history, and experiences of famine and mass 

emigration. The project demonstrates how these incomplete sites signify a new model in 

contrast to Ireland’s traditional ruin, epitomising a time that has long passed, a lived history 

and beholding fragmented forms within the landscape. The contemporary ruin is not fully 

formed or inhabited, attaining both an absence and a presence, representing both the past and 

an abandoned future. 
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The project focuses particularly on how the material and tactile qualities of ruins 

embody a temporal trace and become physical reminders of time passed. Unlike the 

traditional ruins, these new ruins do not merge or blend into their setting, but rather they sit 

awkwardly, an incongruity of their environs; their fabric is not porous and permeable stone 

like ruins from the past but are formed out of modern materials such as concrete, steel, and 

hard plastics so their deterioration is different. The contemporary ruin does not erode and 

corrode, fade out or fade away. It does not disintegrate over time in a predictable way but 

displays a decay and decline on its surface, presenting a fabric which is of its time (Bruno, 

2003: 20-24).  This research project therefore aims to demonstrate how these new ruins 

correlate to the materiality and ephemeral fabric of analogue photography and film - each 

physically registering the imprint and passing of time.  

The primary concern in the research involves realising an experience of suspended 

time in the art-work to reflect the contemporary ruin’s ‘in-between’ and liminal state, its 

‘sense of loss’ at not becoming fully formed, but abruptly coming to a halt when Ireland’s 

property bubble burst and the country fell into deep recession. These remaining sites, 

especially the large commercial developments, are now deemed official derelict sites by many 

local councils and are reminiscent of post-apocalyptic scenes.  To convey this condition the 

expansive and incomplete building sites and scattered debris are recorded through analogue 

technologies to investigate the parallels between the contemporary ruin and the mediums 

obsolescence, temporal, and material qualities.  

In recent years there has been much debate amongst artists, filmmakers, and theorists 

on the comparative virtues of analogue technologies and digital formats in light of celluloid’s 

demise. This parallel process of transformation informs the project’s creative practice. 

However, the research focusses predominantly on artist and filmmakers’ utilisation of Super 8 

film and Polaroid photography for their distinct aesthetic qualities. These mediums are 
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frequently regarded as amateur and low-gauge technologies, yet they have been employed 

extensively by avant-garde and experimental artists and filmmakers. Polaroid photography is 

adopted to facilitate an intuitive interaction with the abandoned sites and cultivate a dialogue 

between the activity of looking, recording and attaining instant images on site. Polaroid’s 

unique capabilities provide a direct visual interaction with the contemporary ruin and its 

referent, which inspires the compositions of prospective photographs and informs the framing 

shot sequence in Super 8 film.  

Polaroid has recently enjoyed something of a revival, partly as a new commercial 

novelty for a new generation and a nostalgia for an old medium, but also as a direct response 

to digital photography’s propensity to not produce ‘an object’ (Buse 2010: 189-204; O’Hagan 

2010). Even though digital devices such as smart phones, tablets and apps such as Instagram 

(which employs Polaroid’s iconic square framed format), take and present instant images on a 

screen within an instant and can be shared instantly, there is the loss of generating an object.   

The exhibition, The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, was 

organised by the Foundation for the Exhibition of Photography; Minneapolis/New 

York/Paris/Lausane in collaboration with MIT Museum and West Licht Museum for 

Photography in Vienna, and was exhibited around world from: Fort Worth, Texas, Vienna, 

Hamburg, Berlin, Singapore, Montreal and finished at the MIT Museum in June 2020. The 

exhibition focused on Polaroid photography as an innovative medium and explored various 

dimensions of the art-technology relationship through the exhibition of both art and artifacts. 

Featuring original works by over one hundred artists, the exhibition included photography by 

Ansel Adams, Barbara Crane, Walker Evans, David Hockney, Dennis Hopper, Robert 

Mapplethorpe, Robert Rauschenberg, and Andy Warhol. It also show-cased Polaroid artifacts 

from cameras, prototypes, experimental films and other technical materials from MIT’s 

Museum’s Polaroid collection, and a substantial exhibition catalogue/book was published to 
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coincide with the exhibition. This event was an important marker of the contemporary cultural 

significance of Polaroid photography as a 20th century invention, and it offered a reflection on 

its history, and artistic significance today. The current fascination with Polaroid photography 

is quite remarkable given how rapidly analogue technologies are facing obsolescence, which 

the Polaroid company encountered when its last remaining factory at Enschede in the 

Netherlands closed in 2008. However, since its reinvention by initiatives like the Impossible 

Project, a renewed passion and interest in instant photography has emerged to suggest the 

importance of Polaroid photography as temporal and indexical medium today.  Other recent 

exhibitions have also reflected on the cultural and artistic significance of Polaroid 

photography through the presentation of Polaroid collections of filmmakers:  the renowned 

Dutch cinematographer, Robby Müller, (Master of Light, Eye Film Museum, Amsterdam, 

2017), his frequent collaborator the German filmmaker and visual artist, Wim Wenders 

(Instant Stories: Wim Wenders’ Polaroids) Berlin 2018 and the Photographers’ Gallery 

London, 2017 -2018).  

The Reimagining Ruins project also examines Andrei Tarkovsky’s Polaroids and his 

utilization of the medium as a visual notebook to inform the selection of locations for his 

films, particularly Nostalgia (1983, Soviet Union/Italy, 125mins). Tarkovsky’s Polaroids have 

a beauty and ephemeral quality emulating the temporal and atmospheric qualities in his films. 

Boris Groys, for example, has discussed the relationship between the fiction of Tarkovsky’s 

films and the documentary nature of his Polaroids with Nadim Samman and Anya Stonelake 

in Venice, June 2007, explaining: ‘There is a feeling of recognition, a looking for what 

Roland Barthes describes as the “punctum”. Film and Polaroid are quite close, both are rather 

instantaneous and very much fix the moment’ (Tarkovsky, 2008:124). To further understand 

the role of the ‘punctum’ and a photograph’s ‘noeme’, Roland Barthes’ thoughts in Camera 

Lucinda: Reflections on Photography remain an indispensable point of reference.  
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Within this wider international context, Reimaging Ruins is concerned with recording 

this specific moment in Ireland’s history, contextualising the creative practice necessitates 

reviewing how Ireland’s new ‘landscape of ruination’, its contemporary and historical 

moments, have been represented in photography and film. A number of contemporary artists 

actively working with Polaroid photography in Ireland, for example, are based in Achill 

Island, County Mayo. The Belgian and South Korean artist, Francis Van Maele and Antic 

Ham work under the name ‘Franticham’ and print and sell artist books, analysing different 

techniques in Polaroid photography, experimenting with new and expired films, making 

comparisons between different models of Polaroid cameras as well as collecting old Polaroid 

photographs.  Franticham exhibit and feature Polaroid photography in their artist books and 

explore subjects as diverse as car-wrecks to portraiture, as well as documentation of different 

locations and cities: Venice, Paris and New York. The Polaroid collection and artist books by 

Francis Van Maele, Desolation Island (2016) and Achill Island (2011) are digitally printed 

and have a limited edition. The Polaroid photobooks depict Ireland’s west coast landscape and 

the abandoned buildings and historic ruins on the island to convey a visually distinctive sense 

of place and pastness. These small publications inform how representing Ireland’s 

contemporary ruin with Polaroid photography creates a new understanding of a new type of 

place and forms a dialogue between ruins from the past and ruination in the present.  

To further the projects investigation into analogue technologies, its materiality and 

indexical qualities the research also explores the expressive possibilities of Super 8 film, and 

how this particular low-gauge medium relates to the condition of Ireland’s new ruins. 

Examining renowned international avant-garde and experimental artists and filmmakers’ 

utilisation of Super 8 film such as Dutch artist, Jan Pieters, Canadian artist John Porter and the   

British artist Derek Jarman. The research also focuses on a number of artists and filmmakers 

working with Super 8 and 16 mm film in Ireland and include Michael Higgins, Atoosa Pour 
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Hosseini and Ronan McCrea. The research also considers the role of archival film in 

contemporary film practice and how the filmic artefact offers a reflection on cultural or 

private histories, and records from the past in the present. The Irish filmmakers Pat Collins 

and Tadhg O’Sullivan, for example, utilise Super 8 film in Living in a Coded Land (Harvest 

Films, Ire., 2014, 80mins) and What Remains (Harvest Films, Ire., 2013). The latter is an 

assemblage of images predominantly from amateur footage sourced from the Irish Film 

Archive and explores the value of personal and cultural memory. The eclectic mix of moving 

images present tactile and ephemeral qualities similar to those evoked in Polaroid 

photography, each capturing and imprinting moments in time and offering the viewer an 

engagement with archival forms from the past in the present. Pat Collins justifies using Super 

8 film for its mysterious quality, often altering the narrative structure by introducing 

enigmatic and profound imagery. In Living in a Coded Land, segments of Super 8 footage are 

included, this is a poetic and imaginative film essay that makes unexpected links between 

events and history and contemporary life. ‘The film revolves around the notion of a sense of 

place and stories associated with place, reflecting on the subterranean traces of the past in the 

present and probing themes such as the impact of colonialism, emigration, the famine, land, 

housing and the place of art in society’ (Collins & O'Sullivan, n.d.).  

The creative research process has also been informed by the work of Irish avant-

garde artists and filmmakers and contemporary Irish artists and filmmakers’ engagement with 

analogue technologies and explorations into contemporary Irish identities and landscapes. The 

Irish Museum of Modern Art (IMMA) recently presented the film works of the Irish avant-

garde artist, Vivienne Dick, in an exhibition entitled 93% STARDUST (2017). Dick is an 

internationally celebrated filmmaker and artist and was a significant figure in the New York 

avant-garde scene in the late 1970s. Her early Super 8 works figure New York as a site of 

conspicuous consumption and waste. One of her first films, Staten Island (USA, 1978, 5mins, 
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55 secs), for example, is set in a derelict rubbish-strewn beach and features an abandoned 

barge which appears to be the home of an androgynous female figure played by Pat Place. In 

this short work the creature-like figure investigates various discarded objects and debris. This 

post-apocalyptic scene resonates with the condition of Ireland’s contemporary ruin, with its 

iconic concrete towers, discarded building materials and waste accumulated from anti-social 

behaviour.  

Having introduced the broad cultural and intellectual framework for Reimaging Ruins, it 

might be useful at this point to comment on creative research methodology, and how it has 

been applied in this context, or how it has been utilised to interpret Ireland’s contemporary 

ruins and offer new insights into the perception of this new phenomena and place in Ireland 

today. The methodology adopted has a mixed approach to praxis, stemming from a qualitive 

methodology and can be best described as bricolage. As discussed later in Chapter Three, this 

methodology is informed by different models and debates on practice-based research and has 

developed through an understanding of different approaches from a variety of scholars and 

artists writing on creative practice-based research and is realised through an amalgamation of 

them. The project is not directed by any singular set of ideas or theories but stems from an 

intuitive and hermeneutic approach. The bricolage methodology is informed by contemplating 

an established arts practice and how it can inform the research project while also examining 

tacit knowledge and reflecting in and on action through the handling of materials and 

technologies while creating an exchange and evolving dialogue between the praxis and the 

exegesis. Ultimately, the methodology is informed by the practices of other artists and 

filmmakers, relevant theories on photography, film, and visual culture in this context; as well as 

some phenomenological concepts and periods of reflection when ‘making and doing’ the 

research, and where ideas of embodied experience were examined in the arts practice. 
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It is, however, also important to point out even at this preliminary stage that the 

approaches developed in realising the exhibition Static Vision, were informed by a pre-

reflective experience of engagement with the Irish contemporary ruin, and this is particularly 

relevant to its engagement with analogue technologies, and their creative use in interpreting the 

abandoned building sites, and in mediating a phenomenological experience of the artwork to 

offer new insights into perceiving place in Ireland today. 

  

Framing Ruins in Irish Film and Moving Image Art 

 

To understand how ruination has been interpreted in Ireland, it has been necessary 

throughout the research to examine how the colonial ruin was depicted in Irish visual art and 

culture, in contrast to interpretations of European and English ruins in early nineteenth 

century. For example, the depiction of the naturalization of ruination has been perceived as a 

stock form of romanticism. According to Luke Gibbons, ‘ruins represented the triumph of 

natural forces over human endeavour, and if at one level this was a process of destruction and 

decay, at another level it was redeemed at a higher totalizing, in the form of a trans-historical 

communion with nature’ (Gibbons, 1996: 159).  Elsewhere, Gibbons has written: 

In Ireland ruins and antiquities carried with them an entirely different set  

of associations. Instead of being recuperated by nature, they dominated the  

landscape (as is clear from the prominence of round towers in nationalist   

iconography, or indeed in historical romances such as the German/Irish film  

Fire and Sword [Feuer und Schwert: Die Legende von Tristan und Isolde, 

 Veith von Fürstenberg]. The very survival of ruins meant they had withstood the 

ravages of time and successive waves of invasion, thus attesting to the  

continuity between past and present and the resilience of Gaelic civilisation.        

          (Gibbons, 1987: 62)  

 

Furthermore, visual representations chronicling events of the nineteenth century Irish life like, 

such as Daniel Maclise’s ‘Installation of Captain Rock’ (1834), Joseph Peacock’s 
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‘Glendalough’ (1828), and Henry Mac Manus’ ‘Reading the Nation’ (1849) depict 

contemporary social and political activities taking place within, or alongside ancient ruins 

(Ryder, 2005: 81). These representational tropes provide an important context on how Irish 

artists utilise a visual narrative of historic events through the depiction of Ireland’s ruins to 

communicate its political climate and the landscape’s temporal trace.  Irish contemporary 

artists have responded to this phenomenon and have recorded different forms of ruination, 

Anthony Haughey’s series of photographs Settlement, for example, features abandoned 

housing estates in different locations around the country. Haughey photographed these ‘ghost 

estates’ between sunset and sunrise, emanating a sublime quality to this new form of ruin-

scape. These desolate images exude a timeless quality reminiscent of the landscape paintings 

by the German Romantic painter, Caspar David Friedrich.  

Haughey’s images evoke more than the spectre of the recent past, however. 

As landscape photography, they operate in relation to the stereotypical 

images of Ireland as green, lustrous, ancient, and unspoilt. They depict the  

struggle over place and narrative characteristic of the current moment as  

people engage in complex renegotiations of personal and collective  

history, identity, and purpose in an effort to rediscover what Ireland ‘means’.   

                 (O’Callaghan, 2011: 33) 

 

To further understand how past Irish ruination and landscape was visualised, it can also 

be instructive to consider how it was communicated in early Irish cinema. Gibbons explains 

that ‘place had been centrally important to Ireland’s cinematic identity from the first films 

produced in Ireland by the American Kalem company in the 1910s’ (Rockett et al. 1988: 223). 

Martin McLoone has examined how films of the Irish landscape fell into two distinctive 

categories: ‘most scholars have identified two traditions of representations within the cinemas 

of Britain and America – in one, Ireland is represented as a kind of rural utopia removed from 

the stresses of the modern world and in the other, as a site for an almost pre-modern religious 
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bigotry and violence’ (Mc Loone, 2008: 89). This latter description largely refers to 

depictions of the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, however the predominant cinematic tradition 

is a depiction of Ireland’s rural and romantic landscapes. Hollywood Films such as The Quiet 

Man (1952, USA 129mins), Darby O’ Gill and the Little People (1959 USA, 93mins), 

Finian’s Rainbow (1968, USA, 145mins), have famously popularised a contrived image of 

Ireland (and ‘stage-Irishry’, illustrating a fake ‘Irishness’ which was far-removed from social 

reality. The treatment of the Irish landscape was portrayed as overly picturesque and 

idealistic, a pseudo-mystical backdrop to the antics of an irrational and infantile people.  

 Vivienne Dick’s Visibility Moderate: A Tourist Film (Super 8, 1981) challenges the 

stereotypical image of Ireland and charts Dick’s transition from New York underground film 

culture toward an emergent film practice and culture in Ireland. It explores the difficulty of 

representing Ireland, and the Irish experience (Connolly, 2004: 258). In an interview with 

Scott MacDonald, Dick explains:  

Tourist Land is always make-believe land in a certain way. […] You  

escape into this fantasy land, where everything has to be beautiful and  

fabulous. If its Ireland you see lush green countryside and horses and carts  

and the Blarney stone. […] Its totally unreal; it’s all memory and myth.  

       (MacDonald: 1982: 97) 

 

Dick’s other films also focus on the representation of the Irish rural landscape, for example:  

Like Dawn to Dust (1983). The opening shots feature an abandoned and burnt-out ‘big house’ 

most likely a remnant of Anglo-Irish society. Rothach, meanwhile, (1986, UK, col., 9 mins)  

was Dick’s first film to be made on 16mm, a film which both evokes typical postcard 

depictions of the Irish landscape and countryside (in this case, Donegal), to comment 

ironically on both the romanticisation of landscape but also the role of subjectivity in the 

perception of that landscape.  
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Maeve Connolly has written extensively about experimental Irish cinema, and focuses 

on the works of Irish avant-garde and women filmmakers, particularly Dick. In the conclusion 

of her 2003 monograph, An Archaeology of Irish Cinema: Ireland’s Subaltern Migrant and 

Feminist Film Cultures,  Connolly describes how ‘the persistence of 16mm and 8mm tradition 

amongst Irish filmmakers has been dominated by Irish woman who gravitated towards a 

materialist aesthetic during the late 1980s and 1990s, most notably, Orlagh Mulcahy and 

Moira Sweeney.  This concern with the materiality of Super 8 film and 16mm can also be 

found in the work of a younger generation of Irish woman artists and filmmakers, including 

Mairead Mc Clean, Jaki Irvine and Moira Tierney’ (Connolly, 2003: 311-313). However, 

other important developments in contemporary experimental filmmaking in Ireland have 

included the forming of the Experimental Film Society (EFS) in 2000 (by the Iranian 

filmmaker, Rashidi Atoosa) to support the development of low budget films, while also 

organising film screenings and talks. Members of EFS include Pour Hosseini, Maximilian Le 

Cain, Vicky Langan, Michael Higgins, Jann Clavadetscher, Shelly Kamiel, Chris O’Neill and 

Zulfikar Filandra. Further initiatives in contemporary and experimental filmmaking have also 

seen the establishment of the Experimental Film Club (EFC) in 2008, which provides curated 

screenings, discussion events and a forum for diverse artistic and experimental film works. In 

Northern Ireland, Artists’ Moving Image NI (AMINI) was founded by Michael Hanna and 

Jacqueline Holt in 2015 and has been very active in promoting avant-garde work both locally, 

and in relation to figures like Dick, Kate Davis, and Duncan Campbell, while The Artists’ and 

Experimental Moving Image (AEMI) (which was formed in 2016) continues to support artist 

and experimental filmmaker’s and exhibit moving image. In addition to engaging with this 

strand within Irish film culture, my creative practice is also responsive to international trends 

of contemporary artist and filmmakers working with celluloid rather than digital technologies 

for example: Tacita Dean, Runa Islam and Ben Rivers.  
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Ruins and their Visual Representation  

In recent years the ruin has re-emerged as a topical subject, bringing new perspectives 

and reflections from international and contemporary writers, scholars, filmmakers and artists:  

Tate Britain’s 2014 exhibition: Ruin Lust, offered a guide into ruins in art from the 

seventeenth century to the present day; and included extensive perspectives on ruination with 

over a hundred works by artists such as J.M.W Turner, John Constable, Rachel Whiteread, 

Jane and Louise Wilson, and Tacita Dean. The exhibition was accompanied with a 

programme of talks and events at the Tate and a publication entitled: Ruin Lust, Artists’ 

Fascination with Ruins from Turner to the Present Day, written by one of the exhibitions 

curators, Brian Dillon. Other significant publications discussing different facets of ruination 

that have appeared in recent years include: Ruins of Modernity (2010), a collection of twenty-

four theoretical essays examining different facets of ruination and our relationship to ruins, 

edited by Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle; as well as Dillon’s own anthology of ‘documents’, 

Ruins (2011), published by Whitechapel gallery as part of its ‘Documents of Contemporary 

Art’, Christopher Woodward’s, In Ruins (2002), examines the reading of historical ruins 

while Jonathan Hill approaches the phenomenon of the modern ruin from a more architectural 

perspective (although, his concept of architecture is wide) in his The Architecture of Ruins: 

Designs on the Past, Present and Future (2019). Again, these collections and interventions 

have informed the development and shape of Static Vision.  

In particular, the artist Robert Smithson’s work ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, 

New Jersey’ (1967) has been important in the project’s approach to the correlation between 

the experience of ruination and the recording or documenting of it. Smithson’s ‘Monuments 

of Passaic’ alludes to the possibility that these sites carry ‘the memory traces of an abandoned 

set of futures’. Similarly, the collapse of the Celtic Tiger economy in Ireland produced ‘ruins 

in reverse’, these ‘don’t fall into ruin after they are built but rather rise into ruin before they 
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are built’ (Smithson, 1996: 72).  This anti-romantic mise-en-scéne suggests the discredited 

idea of time and many other ‘out of date’ things (Smithson, 1996: 74). The contemporary ruin 

is not only a trace of a recent past, but its remains also as a history of the future.   

The contemporary British artist Tacita Dean’s analogue film works and her exploration  

of ruins are also key to this projects inquiry into how the obsolescence of analogue 

technologies can be utilised to emulate the condition of Ireland’s contemporary ruin. Dean is a 

passionate advocate of analogue technologies in respect of their current threat and demise. 

Her work explores the relationship between film’s materiality, temporality, aura, and 

obsolescence which correlates to the project’s utilisation of analogue technologies in 

documenting Ireland’s contemporary ruins. The creative practice explores how the materiality 

of film can register the presence and redundancy of the incomplete and abandoned 

contemporary ruins. However, in Dean’s work the ruins depicted have had lived histories and 

have fallen into ruin whereas the Irish contemporary ruin does not have a history in that sense, 

and never became fully operational or formed. Therefore, its obsolescence represents a 

different form of redundancy as it has no past and offers only a liminal presence in contrast to 

Dean’s depiction of the obsolete as a past fading in the present in Berlin, for example, or the 

inner cities of the American ‘Rust Belt’. Dean’s film work and her writings offer a formidable 

insight into the relationship between ruination and analogue technologies, and directly support 

this research project’s exploration of indexicality and temporality. In the publication, Tacita 

Dean: Selected Writing, published on the occasion of the exhibition, Landscape, Portrait, Still 

Life at the Royal Academy of Arts, the National Portrait Gallery and the National Gallery, 

London in 2018, she provides a description of analogue which resonates with its utilisation in 

this doctoral project: 

Analogue, it seems, is a description - a description, in fact,  

of all things I hold dear. It is a word that means proportion and 

likeness, and is according to one explanation, a representation 
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of an object that resembles the original; not a transcription 

or a translation but an equivalent in a parallel form: 

continuously variable, measurable and material.   

    (Dean, 2018: 68) 

 

Overview of Thesis Structure  

To fully appreciate the relationship between contemporary Ireland and forms of 

ruination, Chapter One examines how the Irish landscape and the Irish ruin has been depicted 

culturally while focusing on how photography and film as indexical mediums have visualised 

these places and times over the centuries.   Reference is made to critical writings by figures 

such as Luke Gibbons, Justin Carville, and David Lloyd to help understand  how the presence 

of certain types of Irish ruins became familiar ideological tropes in the visualisation of 

Ireland’s landscapes. Following on from this, the chapter examines how absence has featured 

predominantly in Irish contemporary photography, particularly in representations of Northern 

Irish Landscapes. The work of the Derry-born artist Willie Doherty is explored in relation to 

how and why this genre of photography has been coined by David Campany as ‘late 

photography’ (Green, 2003: 88-94). Furthermore, attributes from ‘late photography’ have 

become widely present in Irish photography, particularly in photographs depicting Celtic 

Tiger and Post-Celtic Tiger culture and society through the Irish ‘Ghost Estate’. These new 

representations of place in the Irish landscape can be described as a type of cancelled or 

negated space and “non place” because they were never fully realised to become a functional 

place. Mark Augé introduced the term “non-places” in his description of super-modernity’s 

production of places like motorways, airports, and shopping malls. For Augé, ‘if a place can 

be defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be 

defined as relational, or historical, concerned with identity will be a non-place’ (Auge, 1995: 

77-78). The initial appearance of contemporary ruins on the Irish landscape relates to Augé’s 
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description because they were unidentifiable as place. However, as these new places became a 

familiar feature they started to be identified as ‘ghost estates’ and Celtic Tiger remnants in the 

landscape to become Ireland’s new ‘terrain vague’. The Spanish architect Ignasi de Sola 

Morales coined the phrase ‘terrain vague’ (in an essay, also published in 1995) while 

discussing ideas around photography. Translations of ‘terrain vague’ encompass ‘wasteland’, 

‘vacant land’, and ‘derelict land’, which all contain restricting or negative connotations. 

Patrick Baron describes ‘terrain vague’: 

Whether vacant lots, derelict industrial sites, or unkempt border  

areas, these terrains vagues act variously as refuges, mirrors,  

and memento mori. Residual and ambiguous, they allow us 

to examine ourselves and our everyday surroundings from outside 

the frenetic circuits of work, commerce, and transit. As  

counter-spaces, terrains vagues are also containers of a  

fragmented shared history, illuminating the imperfect process of  

memory that constantly attempts to recall and reconstruct the past. 

           (Barron, 2014: 1) 

Ireland’s new ‘terrain vagues’ have also become a form of memento mori as they 

stand for the failures in Irish society and the economic crash of 2008, and have been widely 

documented by Irish photographers within this metaphorical or figurative context. Despite 

different approaches to ‘terrain vague’, for the most part photographic representations of 

Ireland represent an absence, for example: Haughey’s Settlement, but also David Farrell’s, An 

Archaeology of the Present (2010-2013).  Justin Carville describes how this work represents a 

new form of absence, ‘after the economic crash of 2008, a number of photographers 

increasingly looked inwards at the spaces and experiences of place in everyday life. Place was 

no longer portrayed as something from which people were geographically dislocated, or as 

what Edward Relph describes as the ‘inauthentic’, uniform ‘placelessness’ reflected in 

Ireland’s new urban and suburban landscapes (Carville, 2017: 18). This chapter will discuss 
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the new form of absence in the photographs of  Ireland’s ‘terrain vague’ and discuss how a 

new presence emerged in contemporary Irish photography following the economic crash of 

2008 which is also realised in the project. The performative actions of the model visualising 

and recording the new ruin sites through Polaroid Photography and Super 8 film questions 

how we engage and understand this new form of ruination and place, and the increasing 

obsolescence of analogue technologies. The chapter also makes reference to Irish Cinema’s 

underground and experimental film culture and explores how diverse forms of Irish ruination 

have been interpreted by contemporary artists and filmmakers, Paddy Jolley and Micheal 

Higgins, as well as in relation to the experimental documentary, When All is Ruin Again 

(2020).  

Chapter Two examines how ruins have always been a topical subject area in the arts 

and focuses on how they have been represented, particularly by artists utilising analogue 

technologies. Concentrating on the representation of ruins by artists working predominantly 

with photography and film to demonstrate their parallel indexical and temporal qualities. The 

analogue technologies, Polaroid photography and Super 8 film utilised in the project have 

been selected to not only record new forms of ruination in the Irish landscape, but to also 

provide a dialogue between their shared attributes and explore how their combined 

materiality, indexicality, temporality and obsolescence provides a new understanding of place 

and ruination in contemporary Ireland.  

This chapter examines how photography has been utilised as not only a technology 

with the capacity to frame and arrest time, but also as an activity of bearing witness to events. 

As mentioned above, Smithson’s work ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey’ 

has informed the project’s study of the relationship between the experience of ruination and 

recording it. Chis Marker’s’ La Jetée (1962, Fr., b&w, 28mins) explores post-apocalyptic 

landscapes, and an engagement with ruination, memory and time through an images stasis and 
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movement, or rather: one image that moves. It also discusses cinema’s unique relationship 

with ruins, examining for example, Tarkovsy’s depiction of ruins in Stalker, for example, or 

Nostalgia.  

 Followed by contemporary artists’ fascination with the medium of film and ruins, the 

chapter also looks at the work of figures such as Tacita Dean, whose engagement with the 

obsolete mediums of analogue photography and film in exploring metamorphosis and decay 

creates a duality between the medium and its subject. Her creative practice mediates ‘how 

contemporary untimeliness can be articulated by utilizing technologies or artistic forms of the 

past to convey obsolescence, but also affirm the potential that the material still promises’ 

(Dillon, 2014: 48-52). (Similarly, my own creative practice focuses on how the observation 

and embodiment of the new ruins can be transferred and experienced in an artwork.) 

Dean remarks: ‘So obsolescence is about time in the way film is about time: historical 

time, allegorical time, analogue time. I cannot be seduced by the seamlessness of digital time; 

like digital silence, it has a deadness’ (Dean, 2002: 26). An exploration of history and the 

obsolescent, and films medium specificity can be witnessed not only in Dean’s work: 

Fernsehturm and Palast, but is also central to artists such as Matthew Buckingham, Jeroen de 

Rijke/Willem de Rooij, Stan Douglas, Sharon Lockhart and Ben Rivers (Balsom, 2013: 68). 

The theorist, Erika Balsom, continues to explain these relationships in more detail, ‘the aim of 

these films is to emphasise the necessity of conceiving of history as a succession of ruins of 

failure as much as monuments to success, to look at the spectral trace of the past […] The ruin 

has the passage of time engraved on its very surface, thus bearing witness to the movements 

of change and stasis with a fragile persistence that is becoming increasingly rare as digital 

novelty triumphs’ (Balsom, 2013: 100). 

 A key theme throughout this chapter involves thinking about how an arts practice 

encompassing analogue technologies (chiefly, Polaroid photography and Super 8 film) 
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responds to Ireland’s contemporary ruin, and realises a new perception of ruination and 

temporality. In Static Vision the low gauge Super 8 film was also utilised in this way, which is 

discussed in relation to the Super 8 films of Dick. 

The third chapter in the thesis examines the creative practice methodology developed 

in the research, discussing how its practice-based methodology has been informed by different 

models and debates on the forms, value, and scholarly role of practice-based research in the 

screen and creative arts.  Bricolage as the principal methodology of the approach in the 

research project is examined alongside an investigation of practices of other artists and 

filmmakers, relevant theories on photography, film, and visual culture in this context, as well 

as phenomenological considerations involving periods of reflection when ‘making and doing’ 

the research, and where ideas of embodied experience were examined in the arts practice.  

An exploration of analogue technologies indexical and temporal properties is  

fundamental to the research throughout. The index as a trace, as suggested in the writings of 

André Bazin and others, but also the relevance of the index as a pointing (indicative) gesture 

are examined. The two indices are simultaneously realised in the project, particularly in the 

Polaroid photography, where the photograph’s index and imprint are physically realised at the 

contemporary ruin sites alongside recording the performative role of the camera and the 

model featured taking photographs. The temporality and indexicality of the Super 8 film in 

the project are also examined and are further accentuated through the stasis of the film.  The 

static films of Andy Warhol are considered – in particular, Empire (1964) – to further explore 

the differences and similarities between photography and film. The research also examines 

how a photograph featured in a film operates metaphorically, and this issue is informed by 

Raymond Bellour’s suggestion that the dominance of the photographic in cinema enables a 

more pensive film viewer. As Bellour puts it:   

What happens when the spectator of a film is confronted with a  

photograph? The photo becomes first one object among many; like 
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all other elements of a film, the photograph is caught up in the film’s 

unfolding. Yet the presence of a photo on the screen gives rise to 

very particular trouble. Without ceasing to advance its own rhythm, 

the film seems to freeze, to suspend itself, inspiring in the spectator a 

recoil from the image that goes hand in hand with a growing fascination 

 . . . Creating another distance, another time, the photo permits me  

to reflect on the cinema.  

    (Bellour, 2012: 6-7) 

 

My own Super 8 film work, Still to Moving Instants, explores how the role of the 

photographic image in the film becomes a suspended image representing the stasis of 

Ireland’s contemporary ruins and how they have become symbolic of the collapse of the 

Celtic Tiger. Therefore, there is a parallel between the suspension of the film’s photographic 

image and the suspension of the ruin, and how they each endure and yet also encounter 

temporal motion. In addition, the suspended images in the Super 8 film progress forward in 

their projection, the film and its image start to deteriorate over time just as the new ruin 

becomes more dilapidated so there is an exchange between different experiences of ruination 

and time.        

The concluding chapter focusses more directly on the creative practice output itself, 

the exhibition Static Vision and how it can be evaluated in terms of a practice-based research 

methodology. The role of the gallery space is examined in terms of how it facilitates dialogue 

between still and moving image systems and how the space provides the spectator with a 

physical interaction with the indexical nature of photography and film, narration and duration.  

Each work in the exhibition is discussed separately including the role of the photobook: Static 

Vision: Katrina Maguire. The significance of artist publications and photobooks are examined 

particularly how Edward Ruscha’s photobooks, Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1962), Various 

Small Fires and Milk (1964, printed 1970), Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) to name 



 
 

 
20 

a few have been an important influence on photography and the seriality of imagery. Rusha’s 

books are registers of time and places in America, particularly Los Angeles and also includes 

records of road trips between LA and Oklahoma: ‘The photography is a form of map-making 

or topographical study suggesting a conceptual, rather than documentary, thrust’ (MoMA). A 

discussion is also provided on how artist publications have become an important feature in 

contemporary art practice, where the artist book has become a companion piece to the 

exhibition, offering the viewer an additional exchange with the artist’s creative practice. In 

recent years there has been a surge in artists self-publishing, alongside innovative publishers 

producing artist books, catalogues, zines and photobooks. Another addendum to the 

contemporary art exhibition in recent years has been the discursive event scheduled as part of 

the exhibition experience. This has been described as the educational turn in artistic practice 

and its role is discussed in relation to the discursive event organised as part of Static Vision.   
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Chapter 1: Contemporary Irish Cultural and Social Issues  

 

Interpreting Ireland’s Ruins  

 

To speak of colonial ruination is to trace the fragile and durable 

substance of signs, the visible and visceral senses in which the  

effects of empire are reactivated and remain.  

     (Stoler, 2013: 11) 

 

The approaches adopted throughout in this creative research project stem from a 

central question: how has the collapse of the Celtic Tiger and Ireland’s property boom 

changed and reframed how we interact and perceive time and place in contemporary Ireland? 

Focusing on how the ‘ruined’ remains of the abandoned developments and incomplete 

building sites located around many parts of the country affect our understanding and 

relationship to temporality and place. Ireland’s historic ruins and landscape epitomise a 

diverse past and history, encompassing the events and tragedies arising from Ireland’s 

colonial past, the famine, and the Troubles while today’s ruins symbolise a transitional period 

in Ireland’s modernity, representing recent failures within Irish society, its economy, cultural 

and political evolution.  

    The perception of the Irish contemporary ruin represents a very different ideology 

and engagement to ruins from Ireland’s past. Depictions of old ruins in literature, 

photographic documentation, painting, and film were generally informed by a building’s 

architecture, landscapes, and inhabitants’ history.  As buildings, they had a particular role and 

function: formerly designed as a church, monastery, fort, castle, big house, cottage, etc. 

whereas Ireland’s new ruinous structures have no lived history; their function and purpose 

were never fully realized, they never became fully formed and were never inhabited. These 

sites remain as liminal spaces: waiting, immobile, stuck in-between time, and have become a 

new type of ‘non-place’ in Irish landscape and ideology.      
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However, as time has progressed and nature has advanced, these contemporary ruins 

have started to settle into their environments. Similar to the ruins of the past, these ‘non-

places’ with their incomplete structures and raw building materials have slowly started to 

change from being a ‘spectacle’ to metamorphosing into a more familiar and recognisable 

manifestation in the Irish landscape. The classical German sociologist, Georg Simmel, wrote: 

‘as long as we can speak of a ruin at all and not a mere heap of stones, (nature’s) power does 

not sink the work of man into the formlessness of mere matter. There rises a new form which, 

from the standpoint of nature, is entirely meaningful, comprehensible, differentiated. Nature 

has transformed the work of art into material for her own expression’ (Simmel, 1965: 261-

262). Contrary to Simmel’s analogy, contemporary Irish ruins have never become completed 

forms that were then destroyed, however their incompleteness just like historic ruins are being 

transformed by nature.  

To position the project, it is necessary to study past representations in Irish art history 

and writings on traditional ruins, to inform the examination of the Irish contemporary ruin. 

Walter Benjamin remarks: ‘In the ruin, history has physically merged into the setting’ 

(Benjamin, 1977: 176-8). In respect to the Irish landscape, its traditional ruins have certainly 

become a familiar fixture and inherent part of its landscape and history, and it is important to 

examine how they have been interpreted to fully understand the ‘sense of place’. This chapter 

discusses the symbolism of the Irish ruin, while concentrating on how the landscape and its 

ruination has been interpreted by artists and filmmakers through photography and film.  And 

will focus on how this indexical medium visualised place and time through recording its 

landscape and ruins over the centuries.  
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Traditional Irish Ruins and Landscape 

 

‘Ruin’ is both the claim about the state of a thing and a process                                  

affecting it. It serves as both noun and verb. To turn to its verbal, active 

sense is to begin from a location that the noun, ‘ruin’, too easily freezes 

into stasis, into inert object, passive form. Imperial projects are themselves 

processes of ongoing ruination, processes that ‘bring ruin upon,’ exerting 

material and social force in the present and through their presence.   

     (Stoler, 2013: 11) 

 

            

Ann Laura Stoler’s description of ‘ruin’ as both noun and verb encapsulate the Irish ruin as an 

object, but also as a process where they stand still, surviving their past yet enduring a 

presence.  Ruins are widespread across the Irish landscape, and it is necessary to examine how 

the presence of these forms can be understood, and how they have been recorded to fully 

understand our relationship to place and ruination in Ireland.  

David Lloyd describes how Irish ruins are symbols of Ireland’s colonial history:  

‘Historically, they mark the successive waves of conquest, displacement, rebellion, and 

subjection that constitute Ireland's colonial history. Ruined castles and ruined abbeys, 

destroyed in a series of religious wars and colonial settlements, ruined cottages, abandoned by 

emigrants, and ruined coastguard stations or mansions, burnt out in the Anglo-Irish war: ruins 

are scattered across the Irish landscape’ (Lloyd, 2004: 266). These ruins are temporal markers 

and denote the events and conflicts of Ireland’s diverse past to become physical remnants and 

reminders in the present. 

To fully understand the impact of ruination in Ireland it is necessary to reflect on 

articulations made from the observance and experience of the Irish traditional ruin.  In news 

reportage and literature there are countless descriptions of Ireland’s ruins and their 

significance. In 1620, for example, Luke Gernon reported of the typical village that he had 
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seen in Limerick: ‘It looks like the latter end of a feast. Here lieth an old, ruined castle like the 

remainder of a venison pasty: there, a broken fort like a minced pie half eaten: and in another 

place, an old abbey with some turrets standing, like a carcase of a goose broken up’  (Whelan, 

2004: 303). Thomas Flanagan compares the difference between the idea of landscape in the 

novel, The Wild Irish Girl (Owenson, 1806) to the preoccupation with the prairie in early 

American romanticism: ‘the reader is likely to have become quite bored with ruins, just as 

studies of early American novels weary us with prairies – and for the same avoidable reasons. 

Ireland is a country of ruins. They do not so much define the landscape as exist as part of its 

being […] The prairie suggests a culture which has yet to create forms, while the ruin implies 

a culture whose forms have been shattered. But the fallen stones bear hieroglyphs which the 

artist tries to read’ (Flanagan, 1976: 123). Flanagan’s observation of how Irish ruination was 

so prevalent in the novel signifies how Irish ruins can be read as inherent features of the 

landscape while also a symbol of the destruction and transformation of a culture.   

The Irish rural landscape – particularly in the West of Ireland – remains synonymous 

with examples of architectural and structural ruination from the remnants of abandoned stone 

cottages, churches, castles, and big houses. These landscapes and their crumbling ruins are 

often perceived as quaint and picturesque owing to the ruins settling into their setting to 

become part of the landscape. However, there is an interesting dichotomy between the 

perception of traditional Irish ruins blending into the landscape while also appearing as 

fragmented shrines to Ireland’s diverse history. Cultural critic David Lloyd describes the 

extent of ruination in the Irish landscape: ‘Ruins have a venerable place in the Irish landscape, 

the marks of its antiquity as a culture and the object of a more anxious discourse on history 

itself. Accordingly, they retain an aesthetic and historical doubleness’ (Lloyd, 2004: 266). 

Lloyds, description of Irish ruins having a two-fold meaning create a dichotomy between the 

past and present where they have become accepted visuals forms while also emblematic of 
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Irelands colonial history.  The doubleness of being both past and present brings to question 

the unique nature of Irish ruins in how they bring the past forward into the present to merge 

into enigmatic forms. Therefore, to understand the Irish contemporary ruin, it is important to 

reflect on how past ruinations have been represented in photography and film to form 

disparate relationships with place and our perception of Irish ruination and landscape.  

 

Absence and Presence of the Irish Traditional Ruin  

In early photography, the Irish famine was not documented, and the images that emerged 

during this period only give a fragmentary, partial insight of ruination in the Irish landscape. 

In the 2014 essay collection, Limits of the Visible: Representing the Great Hunger (2014), 

Luke Gibbons describes how ‘representations of famine are rare in nineteenth century 

photography. Though the first decade of the new medium coincided with the Great Famine in 

Ireland, no photographs were taken, as many commentators have noted of the unfolding 

disaster’ (Gibbons, 2014: 11). The rationale for this was partly because of the cumbersome 

photographic equipment, but more importantly the photographers of the time were Anglo-

Irish landlords and gentry so it would probably have been inappropriate to document these 

scenes.  Instead, the photography pioneers and landlords such as Edward and Louisa King-

Tennison, and Lord Clonbrock focused on recording domestic settings and the surroundings 

of their homes, and when going beyond the perimeters of their residence they documented the 

ruined churches. Justin Carville describes this activity by reverting ‘their gaze away from the 

colonial violence and shock of the famine, which had left its mark across rural Ireland, by 

concentrating their gaze upon the visualization of the country’s ruined ecclesiastical 

architecture’ (Carville, 2013: 189). Hence a picturesque photographic aesthetic emerged from 

these recordings forming an extensive photographic archive of Irish ecclesiastical ruins which 

can be easily accessed through the National Photographic Archive. This photographic 
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collection of Irish ruination from this period is an important visual and historic record, but it 

also creates a flawed visualisation or impression, because the ruins recorded were not the only 

type of ruination which existed at the time. Therefore, a comprehensive photographic record 

of the atrocities from the famine and Ireland’s colonisation is absent in our visual history.  

 

       

Fig. 01: Dorothy Cross, Endarken, 2000, video stills 

 

Absence plays a significant role in the Irish landscape, in particular our perception of 

how traditional ruins denote loss, from the death of inhabitants and demise of communities 

through emigration. David Lloyd explains: ‘The softened contours of masonry reduced to 

rubble, overgrown by vegetation and devoid of distinct military or cultic function, blend with 

those of the land itself to erase the memory of conflict’ (Lloyd, 2003: 124). The slow 

disintegration of these ruins and their gradual disappearance alleviates their presence so their 

historical significance declines. The Irish artist Dorothy Cross addresses how Irish traditional 

ruins are diminishing in a one-minute looped video work, Endarken (2000), which depicts an 

abandoned cottage in Connemara. A small black dot expands over the image during its 

duration, covering and then erasing it. Yvonne Scott explains: ‘For Cross, these ruins are the 

last vestiges and tangible evidence of a culture that has all but disappeared. They represent 

significant irreplaceable documents on the verge of being irretrievably lost’ (Scott, 2017: 

163). However, despite their erosion, Irish traditional ruins still have a presence in the 
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landscape even though their symbolism and historic index has faded and continually erodes, 

they still offer an experience of the past in the present. This presence in the past can also be 

experienced in Geraldine O’Reilly’s series of photo etchings, Deserted Village, Achill Island 

(2012), which record the remains of a famine village. Therefore ‘the ruin is that part of a past 

which lives on to find its place and meaning in a relation with the present’ (Lloyd, 2003: 128).  

Ireland’ ruins from the past can also be perceived as ‘temporal indices’ symbolising 

Ireland’s colonial past, but as these ruins continue to erode the process of slowly withdrawing 

and retreating back to the land can also be interpreted as signifying Ireland’s decolonisation, 

and perhaps this is why traditional Irish ruins are regarded as such an intrinsic part of the Irish 

landscape because they represent a physical connection to the past but are also symbolic of 

change and presence.  

Interestingly, the depiction of ruins from the recent ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland do 

not only represent ruination of the present, but they also relate to ruins from the past. Lloyd 

also argues that ‘unlike the picturesque, historical ruin, whose decay appears as the 

subsidence of past violence, these contemporary ruins blast not out of the past but out of the 

present, coming into configuration equally with the image of the past and the insistent 

violence of the present’ (Lloyd, 2004: 269). The atrocities from the ‘Troubles’ in Northern 

Ireland were extensively covered by international journalists and images of violence and 

conflict circulated around the world. In rejecting the visual languages of shock and cliché 

and insisting on a more ephemeral and less sensational image, the photography of Willie 

Doherty, Paul Seawright, John Duncan, and Victor Sloan explored empty and liminal spaces: 

‘Their images of vacant landscapes are far from celebrations of a mythic Irish past or an 

insistence on an idyllic present. By turning their lenses on waste and waste grounds, these 

artists show a land that has been marred by human intervention, although the humans 

themselves are usually absent’ (Millar, 2017).  
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Vacancy and absence are of course a significant trope in Irish photography more 

generally, especially in its documentation of ruined landscapes but the presence of absence in 

the photography of the ‘Troubles’ is worth some consideration within the context of 

representations of historical and contemporary ruins. The photographic imagery of the 

‘Troubles’ by Northern Ireland artists, for example, explore the environs from where the 

artists live, and work and features detritus left behind by conflict to offer a contemplation on 

absence as much as presence. These photographs have often been classified as ‘late 

photography’ which over the last two decades has seen the emergence of photographs 

depicting the effects of historical events and processes on landscape and the built 

environment. The genre of ‘late photography’ often addresses the traces of violent or 

catastrophic events, such as disasters, terrorism, and warfare. In David Campany’s words, 

‘[“late photographs” are] not so much the trace of an event as the trace of the trace of an 

event’ (Campany, 2003: 124). Therefore, the large-scale photographs of Northern Irish 

landscapes and cityscapes present residues of conflict and contested spaces.  However, there 

is a strange and poignant quality in these works because they operate to divert the gaze from 

the horror of the ‘Troubles’ and offer an engagement with its aftermath and fallout. Campany 

explains further that such images have ‘a reticent muteness… that leaves them open to 

interpretation. Moreover, their status as traces of traces fulfils for art a certain modernist 

reflection on the indexicality of the medium’ (Campany, 2007: 191).   Therefore, these ‘late 

photographs’ of Northern Ireland point to the imprint of the realities leftover from the 

‘Troubles’ and depict scenes such as burnt out cars left on the roadside, barricades and border 

controls which are familiar landscapes for Irish and  Northern Irish citizens however, these 

large scale photographs also provide the viewer with a distance from the real and offers a 

reflection and re-reading of the absences of the Irish landscape and its relationship to the 

present. 
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 The Derry born artist, Willie Doherty’s large-scale photographs of landscapes in 

Northern Ireland also represent different forms of ruination caused by the ‘Troubles’. Ian 

Hunt describes the photographs as ‘large in scale and are usually placed on a wall at a 

surprisingly low height so that one feels lost in them rather than being able to master or 

contain them’ (Hunt, 1998: 48).  The photographs have an immersive quality and register a 

familiarity with the image and scene in parallel to providing an unsettling experience. 

Therefore, Doherty’s work offers an experience of in-betweenness ‘and calls into question the 

ontological status of such categories as truth and fiction, actuality and preconception, 

substance and style, by constantly blurring the boundaries between them’ (Mac Giolla Leith, 

2001, p. 164).   

 

 

 

  Fig. 02: Willie Doherty, Border Incident, 1994, Cibachrome on 

Aluminium, 125 x 186.9 cm / 49.2 x 73.6 in   

  

 

The ideas of the in-between do not only revolve around the real and imagined space and 

memory and place in Doherty’s work, but there is also an interesting intersection between his 
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film/video and photographic works. The immersive quality of the largescale photographs is 

reminiscent of static moving images while the film/video possess a stillness. 

However, before moving onto Doherty’s film work it is necessary to examine another 

artist who has engaged with a particular space and place in Northern Ireland which is 

synonymous with the “Troubles”. The Maze/Long Kesh prison opened in 1976 and became a 

site of conflict while receiving world-wide attention during the 1981 hunger strike. After the 

Peace Agreement of 1998 the prison was slowly decommissioned, and the photographer 

Donovan Wylie was granted permission to photograph and film the Maze prison in 2002 and 

was published as a photo essay/book in 2004. Wylie subsequently returned to the Maze in 

2007 to record its demolition which culminated in the exhibition Maze 2007/8. Wylie 

recorded the demolition process of the Maze by making frequent visits to the site where he 

became witness to its destruction and disappearance. It is interesting how Wylie recorded this 

historic site over a six-year period and witnessed the Maze as an empty space while 

navigating its layout and final traces before documenting its demolition so there is any 

interesting dialogue between trace and absence. Wylie’s Maze ‘acts simultaneously as a 

record, an act of deletion, and a rewriting, while prompting questions about the role of 

photography in the context of memory and history’ (MET, 2017). 

 Doherty’s Remains (2013, High-definition video (colour and sound), duration: 15 mins) 

is a powerful fictitious film based on real events in post troubles Northern Ireland. As part of 

a spate of punishment shootings in Derry carried out by the dissident Republican group 

Republican Action Against Drugs (RAAD) during 2012, a father was ordered to bring his son 

and another boy, a cousin, to a specified location to be ‘kneecapped.’ Such punishments were 

administered by the IRA to control drug use or anti-social behaviour during the conflict in the 

North of Ireland but are now used by dissident republicans to exert their power. Commenting 

on the work Doherty stated: ‘I revisit these same locations in Remains to explore the idea of 
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the generational nature of the conflict, how it passes through families and the vicious circle 

that people can get caught up in’ (Doherty, 2014). Remains makes an important statement 

about the generational nature of conflict and history repeating itself, or as the father’s voice in 

the narrative terms it, ‘past as present.’  

The past still being represented in the present in post troubles Northern Ireland has 

become an increasing concern for artists and filmmakers like Doherty who are exploring how 

the transition from a place of conflict to a place of peace is being articulated or not. In 

considering how film as a medium is utilised to record Northern Ireland outside of feature 

films and archival footage this chapter will also examine the artist, Miriam de Búrca’s ‘post-

Troubles’ Super 8 film work. Go Home (2006), records a road in west Belfast which is 

located between two conflicting districts in the city. When viewing the work, it appears as 

archive footage from the ‘Troubles’ however it’s an actual recording in the present day. An 

interesting dichotomy develops here between the past and the present, the archive and the 

contemporary.   Declan Long explains  ‘The film  is  thus  linked  to  an  earlier  historical  

predicament  and  so,  potentially,  an  element  of  ‘non-synchronous’  temporal  uncertainty  

is  introduced  into this  spatially  constrained  situation’ (Long, 2017:139). Long’s analogy of 

‘non-synchronous’ in relation to analogue technologies recording of the present where the 

obsolete medium is out of sync with its subject could also be said of the depiction of Northern 

Irelands post troubles landscape is inconsistent with how it should be represented and is still 

connected to its past and the ‘Troubles’ instead of portraying a new image of change and 

future.      

At this juncture chapter one will reflect further on artists and filmmaker’s explorations 

of ruination and examine developments in Irish film culture, and although it’s important not 

to simplify Irish filmmakers as either avant-garde or commercial, the development of new 
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digital technologies and distribution possibilities has encouraged critics like Maeve Connolly 

to revisit presumptions about Ireland’s so-called ‘First Wave’ of the 1970s and 1980s:   

Connolly makes a very interesting argument in explaining how the legacy of Irelands 

‘First Wave’ can include filmmakers such as Joe Comerford, Vivienne Dick, Pat Murphy, 

Thaddeus O’Sullivan and Bob Quinn however she argues the ‘First Wave can be observed in 

the exhibition practices from the mid-2000’s and the correlation between contemporary art 

and film’ (Connolly, 2019: 106).  

             Over the past twenty years contemporary artists, experimental filmmakers, writers, 

curators, and organizations such as those associated with Experimental Film Society (EFS), 

Experimental Film Club (EFC) and Artist’s Experimental Moving Image (AEMI) have made a 

considerable contribution to establishing a new contemporary experimental film environment 

in Ireland, facilitating contemporary artists and experimental filmmakers exploration of 

landscape and diverse forms of Irish ruination.  

The artist and filmmaker Paddy Jolley, for example, is renowned for his photography 

work and Super 8, 16mm and 35mm films. The film, Here After (2004, 13mins, b/w, 16mm), 

is a collaborative project with German artist, Rebecca Trost and Norwegian artist/animator 

Inger Lise Hansen where they filmed the abandoned interior of ‘Shangan’, a four-storey flat 

complex in Ballymun, Dublin, as part of Breaking Ground (the Percent for Art Programme of 

Ballymun Regeneration Ltd). The arts programme commissioned a series of moving image 

works, including short films and video installations by Christine Molloy and Joe Lawlor, 

Graham Parker and Grace Weir, and Adam Chodzko, among others. The artist Sarah Pierce 

describes the context of Here After in her essay “Inside Hereafter” (2003), which discusses 

how the Ballymun flat complex became dilapidated and derelict over time due to economic 

and social degradation and how the film work captures the traces of families who resided in 
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the flats which are now in a limbo state, abandoned and waiting to be demolished (Pierce, 

2003).   

 

 

Fig. 03: Paddy Jolley, Here After (2004) 

 

The Super 8 and 16mm film footage explores empty rooms of the four-storey flat 

complex and examines the absent space and remnants left by its residents. As the film 

progresses, a metamorphosis of the space ensues, where walls start to secrete and ooze and the 

space becomes flooded and transforms into ruin. In the publication Paddy Jolley: All That 

Falls (2012), the essay entitled: Things, discusses the link between subject and object and 

how the subject collapses into pure objecthood: 

Here After, takes this relationship one step further by removing 

the subject entirely, leaving the spectator to witness a sequence 

of rooms containing only objects – a bed, a sofa, curtains, a lamp 

and so on. The absence of human protagonists infuses these rotting 

ownerless things with an eerie presence. It is their very abandonment, 

their lack of care, that has rendered them feral, returned them from  
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their place as knowable, functional objects, to the wilderness of the 

things, and finally, a breakdown into pure matter. 

    (De Oliveira & Oxley, 2012: 42) 

 

Similarly, the Irish photographer, filmmaker, installation artist and member of EFS, 

Michael Higgins works with a range of digital and analogue technologies and explores films 

materiality and tactile qualities. The film, Concrete Walls (2011), features an abandoned 

industrial building known as Pigeon House power station situated in the Poolbeg Peninsula of 

Dublin. The power station was decommissioned in the 1970s and became derelict about 20 

years later. The film follows a protagonist navigating the space and is composed of long takes 

of the industrial ruin and its surroundings. As the film progresses the protagonist is replaced 

by a dog, evoking Andrei Tarkovsky’s film, Stalker (1979, USSR, 161 mins.). The film 

incorporates an evocative soundtrack by Síol Na Gréine, which further enhances the 

encounter of one of Ireland’s industrial ruins.  

The representation of an abandoned Irish industrial ruin in Concrete Walls is also 

reminiscent of the photographic imagery of Detroit, where industrial decline from 

manufacturing particularly the car industry ravaged the city. In Dora Apel’s book, Beautiful 

Terrible Ruins: Detroit and the Anxiety of Decline (2015), for example, she describes the 

former Motor City ‘as the poster child of ruination in the advanced capitalist countries today. 

Although images are never the same as the real, the global network of ruin imagery visually 

constructs the nature of modern decline and shapes collective ways of seeing’ (Apel, 2015: 4). 

Concrete Walls, offers an insight into another form of ruination in Ireland other than the 

traditional ruins and remnants from the Celtic Tiger and reflects on how the derelict industrial 

site once represented modernity and faith in progress but now signifies its decline.  
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Fig. 04: Michael Higgins, the Poorhouse Revisited, 2011,  

16mm, 63 mins. 

 

  Michael Higgins further explores ruination and Ireland’s past in the film, The 

Poorhouse Revisited (2012). However, this film examines the ruination of film’s material and 

is composed from discarded film rushes buried and found by the filmmaker in the Ringsend 

Peninsula, Dublin. The rushes are from a film entitled, Poorhouse (1995), a half-hour 

IFB/RTÉ period drama, broadcast in 1996. Poorhouse, was directed by Frank Stapleton and 

based on a short story by Michael Harding and is set in a rural workhouse several years after 

Ireland’s famine, and explores the relationship between an ageing gravedigger and a young 

girl. Excluding its 1996 appearance on RTÉ, the film was seldom shown in public.  The 

scattered reels of decayed 16mm material consisted of some 120 minutes of slated scenes, re-

takes and camera tests. Higgins restored, re-worked and re-edited, the weathered and damaged 

films and the decaying imagery which is accompanied with music by Brian Conniffe and 

Suzanne Walsh. Filmmaker and fellow member of the EFS, Maximilian Le Cain describes the 

film as ‘a celebration of the textural richness of decaying, discoloured 16mm film, composed 

to the point of abstraction […] the ghostly images that survive within it are appropriately 

ancient looking and famished – images from a drama about the Irish Famine that might 
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initially suggest one of Bill Morrison’s epic reframing’s of footage from early cinema.’ (Le 

Cain, 2020: 104) 

Poorhouse Revisted, is a reconstruction of found remnants of cracked emulsion 

celluloid which has become a ruined archive of the former film to produce a re-enactment. 

Margaret Pierson provides a contemporary interpretation of re-enactment: ‘In a re-enactment, 

something is repeated (a past way of living, or doing, or acting), and through the activity of its 

performance, that which is repeated is also transformed’ (Pierson, 2009: 2).  Poorhouse 

Revisited, is a transformation of the original film and can be compared to Morrison’s Decasia: 

The State of Decay (2001).  Both films ‘use archival footage, not only as a mode of cultural 

commentary, but in order to re-enact something about the past of which this footage is in 

some sense a record and are concerned with offering an experience of another time’ (Pierson, 

2009: 2). Therefore, the decayed archives offer an experience of the past through a ruined 

reconstruction in the present.  

Poorhouse Revisited, has been presented in different formats from film screenings to 

gallery installations with live musical accompaniment. Following the screening of the film in 

Dublin’s Joinery Archive, a discursive event was organised. The writer of the original story 

Michael Harding describes how its premise represented ‘a way of saying that nineteenth-

century Ireland’s walled-off mansions helped wealthy landowners to ignore the famine while 

it was happening. And that in the following century, the same plantations helped their new 

inhabitants to systematically forget the shame of having grown up in poverty’. Consequently, 

Harding felt that those houses had ‘rotted away at the Irish psyche, and are still “eating the 

anima” from us’ (O'Sullivan, 2012). It goes without saying that the Irish famine continues to 

have a profound impact in Irish cultural memory. 

Other contemporary artist and experimental film events examining ruins and ruination 

through moving image include the curated screening of films by the EFC in collaboration 
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with the Irish Film Institute (IFI) in 2013: Ruins & Entropy: Part 1, focused on two seminal 

film works by the artist Robert Smithson (Spiral Jetty (1970), based on his earthwork 

sculpture at the Great Salt lake in Utah; and Mono Lake (1968-2004, 8 mm, 19. 54 mins.), a 

film made with his partner Nancy Holt, and incorporating 8 mm film and Polaroid slides). 

Ruins & Entropy: Part 2, meanwhile, concentrated on contemporary filmmakers Emily 

Richardson, Ben Rivers and Patrick Keillers’ filmic explorations of decay and impermanence 

within the contemporary landscape. 

The title of the documentary, When All is Ruin Again (2020) comes from a line in 

Yeats’ poetic inscription, written in response to the dilapidation of Thoor Ballylee, a Norman 

tower which Yeats purchased and restored. The poem reads:   

I, the poet William Yeats, 

With old mill boards and sea-green slates, 

And smithy work from the Gort forge, 

Restored this tower for my wife George; 

And may these characters remain 

When all is ruin once again. 

 

The documentary is directed and filmed by Keith Walsh and traces connections between 

history, place and community. Walsh captures a picture of Ireland’s recession and collapse of 

the Celtic Tiger by focusing on the abrupt halt of the construction of the M18 Motorway in 

2010, due to lack of funding. The termination of the motorway’s construction was located 

near the town of Gort and village of Crusheen and did not resume until 2017. This 

monochromatic film is beautifully shot and explores the landscapes and lives of the 

communities from these locations and reflects on the time in between Ireland’s progress and 

stasis.  
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Recording Absence in Celtic Tiger and Post Celtic Tiger Photography 

The photography of Ireland’s ‘Celtic Tiger’ and post-Celtic Tiger landscapes continued to 

follow the familiar trope of vacancy and absence in Irish photography. They offered the 

viewer a distant reflection and a new re-reading of the absences of the Irish landscape and its 

relationship to the present.  

Collectively, the ‘Celtic Tiger’ and post-Celtic Tiger landscape photography provided 

a timeline of imagery depicting Ireland’s journey from boom to bust. These images rarely 

include people and focus on new forms and types of “non-places” in the Irish landscape. The 

Celtic Tiger photography explored how these new terrains were formed by Ireland’s 

newfound prosperity and the effects of global capitalism, to encompass building sites, 

construction of roads and motorways and surrounding landscapes. These non-places 

encapsulated landscapes which were nondescript. They were certainly modern, while 

possessing a vagueness and coolness. For Mark Augé non-places ‘cannot be defined as 

relational, or historical, or concerned with identity’ (Augé, 1995: 63). 

 The photography of the Celtic Tiger period visualised a landscape which was in the 

process of transformation and becoming contemporary. In some respects, the photography 

reflected a shift from a traditional view of Ireland to a new Ireland which was anxious in 

pursuing a new image and future. The lack of identity and anonymity reflected in the Celtic 

Tiger photographs presented a landscape which could have been anywhere in the world. 

Justin Carville describes how these non-places are the ‘topographical turn’ in Irish 

photography because the residential and commercial construction sites of the boom time 

landscapes were devoid of people. Therefore, theses spaces could be perceived as 

‘placelessness’ - described in the 1970’s by Edward Relph in response to the eradication and 

standardisation of landscapes. (Carville, 2019: 17) 
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Carville’s description of Irish photography’s topographical turn is informed by 

international trends in photography where ‘late photography’ became a new genre in fine art 

photography. In addition to this influence the topographical turn in Irish photography was 

undoubtedly informed by Irish artists’ documentation of the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, 

where ‘late photography’ became the dominant mode of recording its aftermath. As already 

discussed in relation to Willie Doherty’s work, late photography encapsulates ‘the trace of the 

trace of an event’ (Campany, 2003: 185-186). Therefore, the predominant characteristic of 

both Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger photography can be described in terms of ‘late 

photography’.  Simon Faulkner describes the relationship between the late photograph and 

memory and its matter-of-fact approach to recording the aftermath of sites. ‘Buildings and 

other objects are often depicted from the front and positioned in the centre of the image. 

Objects and surrounding landscapes are rendered in extreme detail often using large format 

cameras. An emphasis is placed upon the picturing of material structures and topographical 

minutiae’ (Faulkner, 2014: 123).  This description is comparable to the documentation of the 

Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger landscapes photography.  

Artists exploring the transformations and changes to the Irish landscape during the 

Celtic Tiger included, Liam Devlin’s, Space to Love, Space to Shop (2008), Martin Cregg’s 

series, The Midlands (2008) and Dara McGrath’s, By The Way (2004). Mc Grath’s exhibition 

and the publication of the same name explores the transformations of the Irish landscape 

during the Celtic Tiger while focusing on the traces left on the landscape from building works 

and the development of road networks. Fiona Kearney describes how the photographs in the 

exhibition at the Crawford Gallery, Cork, ‘render the hinterland of our new roads in acute 

focus, every element razor-sharp in vivid colour. The concentration and clarity of the image is 

almost surreal, the human eye could never see so much: every speck of stone in an upturned 



 
 

 
40 

field, the tiniest fragments of strewn debris, the surface and texture of both fabricated and 

natural world’ (Kearney, 2004). 

 

 

Fig. 05: Dara McGrath, N11-Kilmacanogue, 2003 

 

There is an interesting parallel here between the concentrated gaze of photography 

from the Celtic Tiger period and a preoccupation with depicting such detail from a landscape 

which can only be described as nebulous. In some ways the photographs can be seen as a 

representation of frenzied construction of both commercial and domestic developments 

throughout the country. Therefore, the concentrated detail encapsulated in these nondescript 

photographs have a strange correlation to the intensity of the growth and construction during 

the Celtic Tiger. Carville registers the emergence of this landscape as terrain vague and as a 

prominent feature of Celtic Tiger photography.  In examining Dara McGrath’s, By the Way 

(2003). He argues that this series demonstrates how ‘terrain vague can be both subject and 

site of representational strategies used to critically engage with the spatial transformation of 

Ireland as a result of increased suburbanisation’ (Carville, 2018: 259).      
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The ‘late photography’ of both Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger landscapes have a 

strange numbing effect which is an attribute of this mode of photography. David Campany 

has suggested that ‘late photography’ can generate a melancholy and numbness amongst its 

viewers and observes that the late photograph ‘can also foster an indifference and political 

withdrawal that masquerades as concern. Mourning by association becomes merely an 

aestheticized response’ (Campany, 2003:192). However, in the case of Irish photography and 

its representation of Ireland’s new terrain vagues the depiction of numbness can also be 

considered as a direct response to the experience of the Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger 

eras. There was a simmering disbelief at the rate of the country’s transformation and 

advancement from a traditional Irish landscape to a newfound capitalistic vision. The 

incredulity of becoming contemporary and moving beyond the restraints of the past and the 

atrocities of the famine, emigration, and colonialism to become present while advancing to the 

future created a sense of elation but also detachment. These new terrain vagues were a 

relatively new feature in the Irish landscape and became even more prominent in the 

landscapes of the post-Celtic Tiger which were transformed from having a presence and 

future to evoking absence and loss.  

The terrain vagues and photography of the landscapes of the post-Celtic Tiger 

incorporated ‘late photography’ and provided the viewer with a distant reflection on traces 

and palimpsestic spaces while offering a new reading of absence in the Irish landscape and its 

relationship to the present.  The documentation of the aftermath of post-Celtic Tiger 

landscapes point to the imprint of the reality’s leftover from the crash of the Celtic Tiger, and 

depicted abandoned housing developments, and derelict sites throughout the country. These 

discarded sites were reminiscent of memory traces and became leftover testaments to the 

failure of the Irish banks, the government, and the country’s citizens. Once again, these 

images are devoid of people and are generally taken from a distance or from the perimeter of 
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a derelict site. The photographs do not show any physical interactions at the abandoned 

developments and rarely provide close up details, instead the viewer is presented with a 

framing of either the sites interiors or exterior and is removed from the spaces. This distance 

can be seen as a device to offer a certain detachment from the reality of the situation.     

 

 

Fig. 06: David Farrell, An Archaeology of the Present, 2010-2013 

 

Beginning in 2011, David Farrell began a series of short road trips around Ireland 

viewing the post-Celtic Tiger landscape. In some of Farrell’s photographs the post-Celtic 

Tiger landscapes offer a strange dichotomy between the depiction of imagined spaces 

envisaged on the billboard displays featuring computer generated images of what the future 

development would resemble in contrast to the hidden reality of an abandoned building 

behind its hoardings. Therefore, a strange relationship is formed between an imagined and 

virtual space and the real space which may never be realised.    Colin Graham in a 2012 

article, ‘Motionless Monotony: New Nowheres in Irish Photography’, discusses how Irish 

photographers have interpreted these new places in the Irish landscape phenomena ‘the non-
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places of a new Ireland, without recourse to a nostalgic sublime on the one hand, but 

combatting the pacey circuits of the virtual on the other’ (Graham, 2012: 5).  

 

The Ghost Estate: A New Ruin and Place in Ireland 

The term ‘ghost estate’ was first used in 2006 by economist David McWilliams to describe 

empty or unfinished housing developments in Ireland. He described these abandoned 

developments as being like famine villages, ‘In the years ahead, these ghost villages, like our 

famine villages, may stand testament to a great tragedy which, although predicated by 

concerned observers, was never fully appreciated until the morning the crops failed’ 

(McWilliams, 2006).  

These ghost estates are still evident in the Irish landscape today and have become a 

significant symbol for the collapse of the Celtic Tiger in the psyche of Irish citizens. 

  However, it is imperative to discuss how the ghost estate can also be perceived as a 

former emblem for Irish society’s ambition to become present and establish alternative futures 

but owing to the Celtic Tiger’s collapse, they have now become synonymous with Ireland’s 

past and the Irish famine. This phenomenon is further affirmed through the utilisation of late 

photography’s recording of post-Celtic Tiger landscapes. ‘Late photography’ is 

characteristically devoid of people which is evident in Celtic Tiger photography but is also a 

predominant feature in post-Celtic Tiger photography where depictions of vacant and 

abandoned housing developments are lacking people. These representations resonate with 

depictions of Irish ruination and Ireland’s famine villages. David Lloyd’s essay on ruins 

describes how ‘the fetishism of the “cleared landscape” is the correlative of those declarations 

of terra nullis that are everywhere the alibi of settler colonialism’ (Lloyd, 2003: 125). He goes 

on to explain that ‘the evacuation of the human figure and positing of unmarked land as 

primordial symbol of unity which is a process which recurs with virtually neurotic 
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consistency in colonial discourses’ (Lloyd, 2003: 125).  Therefore, the photographic 

representations of Ireland’s contemporary ruins in the form of the abandoned housing 

development point not only to how we negotiate the present and our recent past but how we 

understand our history and its relationship to the present. Carville contends that ‘all 

photographs of the land (including contemporary photographs) in Ireland are post-Famine 

landscapes’ (Carville, 2014:112). Carville’s assertion that all photographs of the Irish 

landscape are post-Famine landscapes is noteworthy when you consider how the sheer scale 

of abandoned and ruinous forms could only be understood after the events of the famine and 

in some respects contemporary images of the land cannot be separated from this history or 

landscape, especially when you consider the relationship of the ‘ghost estates’ to the famine 

cottages.   

The incomplete “ghost estates” can be interpreted as the containers of disappointed, 

modest ambitions for home ownership, the collateral damage of more voracious appetites for 

wealth. Anthony Haughey’s evocative images in his Settlement series (2011) depict 

unfinished estates and commercial projects dispersed across the country. Some of these 

buildings have since been either demolished or completed, removing them from the status of 

ruin, but others reverted to the traditional process of decay, their disintegration hastened by 

exposure, looting, and vandalism. The images of clusters of abandoned domestic houses, with 

wilderness re-staking its claim on ground once zoned for cultivation, and with social depletion 

recurring through emigration, seem an ironic memorial to history, evoking the so-called 

“famine cottages” whose ruined remains can still be seen in the west of Ireland.  

Haughey’s Settlement series can be described as pertaining to ‘late photography’ 

however, these images are quite evocative and do not possess the expressionless and vacuous 

nature associated with the ‘late photography’. Haughey’s images possess a haunting quality 

and are beautiful yet, depict something terrible.  The images resonate with the influential Irish 



 
 

 
45 

philosopher Edmund Burke’s discussions of the sublime in nature, A Philosophical Enquiry 

into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757):  

The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes  

operate more powerfully is Astonishment, and astonishment is that state of the 

soul in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror …  

No passion so effectively robs the mind of all its powers of acting and  

reasoning as fear. For fear, being an apprehension of pain or death, operates 

in a manner that resembles actual pain. Whatever therefore is terrible,  

with regard to sight, is sublime too … Indeed terror is in all cases  

whatsoever, even more openly or latently, the ruling principle of the sublime.  

       (Burke, 1990: 53-54) 

 

 

Fig. 07: Anthony Haughey, Settlement, 2011 

 

There is an interesting dichotomy in Haughey’s Settlement series exuding an aesthetic 

in parallel with presenting the stark realities from the collapse of the Celtic Tiger. The 

sublime quality of photographs are in contrast to other exemplars of Celtic Tiger and post -

Celtic Tiger photography however, they also pertain a distancing effect which is an 
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acquainted characteristic of ‘late photography’ but can also be attributed to experiencing the 

sublime. Alexander Regier discusses the beholding of ruins and their sublimity:  

Crucially the ruin is already viewed from a distance, we “behold” it as  

already aesthetic. Hence the subsequent classification of the event as sublime  

domesticates it while enabling an orderly and framing discussion of 

its aesthetic terms. The ruins become foundational and serve as a stabilizing 

grounding in creating discourse on the sublime. The sublime, understood in  

this sense, is a taming category.  

    (Regier, 2010: 365) 

 

What makes Haughey’s photographs of the ghost estates even more compelling is the images’ 

atmospheric lighting. The abandoned housing estates were photographed between dusk and 

dawn and contribute greatly to their sublimity. The photographs are reminiscent of the 

German Romantic painter, Caspar David Friedrich’s depictions of the figure contemplating 

the landscape in moonlight or sunset. However, Haughey’s images are devoid of people 

which makes them even more austere.   

In some respects, Haughey’s sublime and atmospheric empty landscapes evoke a 

certain ‘staging of the event’ which resonates with the photography of the contemporary 

artists, Jeff Wall and Gregory Crewdson where the scene is carefully staged, and the 

photographs capture a frozen moment in time. Campany explains: ‘In traditional documentary 

practice the subjects are photographed in their continuous relationship with the world they 

inhabit. To stage an image is to rupture that continuum, producing a photograph as imaginary 

as it is lucid’ (Campany, 2008: 137).  

Therefore, the sublime and illusive quality of Haughey’s Settlement series document 

not only the reality of the fallout from the collapse of the Celtic Tiger but by recording the 

ghost estates at sunset and dawn the analogue photographs encapsulates the moment of their 

recording and become indexical and temporal images.  As Justin Carville comments: ‘The use 
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of light in the photographs, the combination of a descending darkness and an emergent 

luminosity has, of course, its own sublimity, its own psychic affect of anxiety and 

apprehension …. [this] his aesthetic friction of light, however, is overlaid with a more 

frightening tension that is intensified through the temporal logic of photography [… like] that 

transitory moment between dusk and dawn, photography captures the uneasiness of a moment 

that is “becoming,” that fleeting instant when the past is about to unfold into the future’ 

(Carville, 2014: 112). 

 

Photography after the event and New Approaches in Irish and Northern Irish Photography 

To fully understand Irish contemporary photography’s depiction of absence and ruination in 

Ireland it is important to reflect on the relationship between the approaches utilised in 

documenting the ‘Troubles’ and the urban environments of post Agreement photography in 

Northern Ireland and the photography of Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger landscapes. In 

addition to this an examination of how the visual tropes of absence and representation of the 

‘aftermath of the event’ has recently been challenged by Irish and Northern Irish artists and 

photographers to establish new approaches to recording presence and ‘before the event’ 

contributing to a shift in visualising Irish landscape and place.  

 The artist and academic, Daniel Jewesbury, observes the connection between 

sectarian conflict and economic conflict in a discussion on the work of the Northern Ireland 

photographers, John Duncan, and Kai Olaf Hesse at a staged event entitled Spectrality and 

Urbanism which was curated by Sarah Tuck as part of her doctorate research entitled: After 

the Agreement: Contemporary Photography in Northern Ireland (2015). In responding to 

Duncan’s photographic series of over 100 development signboards encapsulating Belfast as a 

city under construction and Bonfires (2008), a photographic series that documents the 

construction of bonfires around Belfast. Both series of photographs are taken before the main 
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event; before the completion of the development projects and the torching of the bonfires the 

evening before the 12 July. These images are a contrast from the late photography’s 

documentation of the aftermath of the ‘Troubles’ to recording ‘before the event’. 

 

 

Fig. 08: John Duncan, Boom Town II, 2002 (ongoing) 

 

 Jewesbury explains: 

There are two things that come to my mind. I've looked at images 

that are being made in the Republic of Ireland in the last few years  

in relation to people who have started photographing ghost estates  

and so on and you can see a real presence of a kind of northern approach 

to photographing urban space, the kind of approach that is there in John [Duncan’s] 

photographs. You see this turning up in photography in the South now  

and there's a kind of translation of that sense of threat or failure or  

desolation or menace of some kind into another context and I think it’s 

very interesting because it's exactly what you were saying about  

something being transformed from a sectarian conflict into an  

economic conflict. (Tuck, 2015: 58-59) 
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Sarah Tuck explains how Jewesbury’s ‘translation of a way of seeing the South through a 

Northern photographic approach to urban space, the post-Crash landscape of the South and 

the post-Agreement landscape of the North become visually linked in a way that corresponds 

to the claim of ‘something being transformed from a sectarian conflict into an economic 

conflict’ (Tuck, 2015: 60). This is a valuable insight into the transformation of Northern 

Ireland’s photography from recording the aftermath of the ‘Troubles’ to documenting its post-

conflict urban environment, and how that ways of visually representing that long, sectarian 

conflict and its legacy has informed Irish photography’s response to the collapse of the Celtic 

Tiger. 

The ‘late photography’ of the Celtic Tiger, post-Celtic Tiger and Northern Ireland 

were examined in the ‘aftermath of the event’ and were consistently devoid of people – a 

phenomenon that has also dominated the photography from Northern Ireland. In the 

publication, Where are the people? Contemporary Photographs of Belfast: 2002-2010 (2010), 

six writers Stephen Bull, Liam O’Dowd, Daniel Jewesbury, Ciaran Carson, Colin Graham, 

and Aaron Kelly discuss the absence of people in post-agreement photography and explore 

how artists and photographers have responded to the ‘process of transition’ since the signing 

of the Good Friday Agreement. Sarah Tuck explains, ‘the essays variously invoke Derrida’s 

motifs of hauntology mapping a spectro-geography of traces, haunting, ghosts and scars. A 

number of the writers also draw on David Campany’s definition of ‘late photography’ from 

his essay Safety in Numbness: Some Remarks on Problems of ‘Late Photography’ (Tuck, 

2015: 4).  

 There has also been a ‘process of transition’ in Irish Photography since the Celtic 

Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger photography’s depiction of absence and ruination in the landscape 

to featuring a new presence in the landscape.  Justin Carville, suggests that the move away 

from depicting the absence of place since crash of Celtic in 2008 was not in opposition to that 
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form of photography but was a reaction to the expansion of  by “ the geographical imaginings 

of place as shaped by the everyday lifeworlds of individuals and communities, rather than the 

alienating effects of globalization” (Carville, 2017:18)  

 

Fig. 09: Linda Brownlee, Achill, 2010 

 

Post-Celtic Tiger  photography projects such as Simon Burch’s ‘Under a Grey Sky’(2009), 

Eoin O’Connaill’s ‘Common Place’ (2009)  Linda Brownlee’s, ‘Achill’ series (2010) 

demonstrates a shift in Irish photography from its tradition of recording absence  to evoking a 

new presence by introducing the figure into the landscape and the construct of the artwork, 

creating a new reading of how we visualise place in contemporary Ireland through the figures 

engagement and interaction with the Irish landscape.  

 It is important to reflect on how the genre of photography which was predominant in 

recording the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, post-Agreement and the visualising of Celtic 

Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger Landscapes is slowly moving away from the mode of ‘late 

photography’ to finding new approaches to recording place. This has been partly informed by 

international trends in contemporary art practice where the recording of place and the 

aftermath of the event has been challenged by a diverse range of approaches to try to 
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comprehend place in a world which is changing politically and is becoming increasingly 

concerned with how our histories, environmental and technological issues impact on our 

negotiation and understanding of place in contemporary society today. 

Since the aftermath of the collapse of the Celtic Tiger there has been considerable 

reflection on Ireland's contemporary ruins from visual artists, writers, filmmakers, and 

academics. Events such as: Dublin Contemporary 2011: ‘Terrible Beauty - Art, Crisis, 

Change & The Office of Non-Compliance’ curated by New York‐based curator and 

writer, Christian Viveros‐Fauné, and Franco‐Peruvian artist and curator, Jota Castro. Tulca 

Festival of Visual Arts, 2011- After The Fall curated by Megs Morley ‘negotiated imagined 

pasts and dystopian futures, producing an experience that was unequivocally of the moment 

and framing the event as a pause in an endless circulation of ideas… positioning itself in the 

juncture at the end of an era and the beginning of the next’ (Laws, 2012).  The symposium, 

RuinNation: The ruin in Irish art and visual culture 1916–2016, organised by Trinity 

College's Irish Art Research Centre (TRIARC), explored the modern histories of the ruin in 

Irish art and visual culture from 1916 to the work of contemporary artists addressing recent 

and current issues and concerns, of relevance to Ireland in a global context. The contributors 

included historians and analysts of art and visual culture, and contemporary artists addressing 

relevant themes in their artwork. (Contributors included: Justin Carville, Terence Dooley, 

John Gerrard, Anthony Haughey, Sean Hillen, Fionola O’Kane, Ellen Rowley.)  Other 

relevant initiatives following the collapse of the Celtic Tiger have included several publicly 

funded art institutions significantly altering their programmes to address the crisis and its 

legacy. Two examples were Re Public, organised by guest curator Daniel Jewesbury at 

Temple Bar Gallery & Studios (Dublin, 2010), which sought to constitute its audience as a 

‘public’ through a range of performance and screening events (Connolly, 2011), and The 

Prehistory of the Crisis (2008–2009), a two‐part show that was presented in the galleries of 



 
 

 
52 

Project Arts Centre (curated by Tessa Giblin) and Belfast Exposed (curated by Monica 

Nunez). Giblin and Nunez sought to understand how the impending recession might affect the 

situation of migrant workers and asylum‐seekers in Ireland, informed partly by analysis of 

sectarianism in Northern Ireland. The conceptual development and social concerns of Static 

Vision have been informed by both these quite specific cultural interventions, as well as a 

range of wider issues and creative possibilities. 

 

Conclusion 

To summarise this chapter, a study of the cultural and historical depictions of ruination 

in Ireland was conducted to demonstrate how ruination is an intrinsic part of Irish landscape 

and culture. The main findings revealed the role of absence in interpreting Irish ruination 

particularly in photography. The chapter positions an argument on how absence has been a 

visual trope not only in interpreting the traditional Irish ruin, but also in translating the 

“Troubles” in Northern Ireland, the Celtic Tiger and post Celtic Tiger landscapes.   

The first part of Chapter One explores the writings of Luke Gibbons, David Llyod, 

and Justin Carville.  Gibbons observes how the famine was not represented in photography 

even though it was available at the time and how the absence of this documentation was 

owing to Irelands colonial history. Whereas Justin Carville discusses how the gentry at the 

time recorded ecclesiastical ruins so there is an interesting disparity in how Irish ruination was 

represented and categorised. Irish ruins caused by the atrocities of the famine were essentially 

ignored in photographic documentation. David Llyod argues how Ireland is a country full of 

ruination and how they symbolise ‘terra nullius’ and a clearing of the landscape.    

The chapter primarily focuses on how photography and the moving image interpreted 

Irelands innumerable forms of ruination and concentrates on the role of absence and presence 

in depicting Irish ruins. It was important to establish how Irish traditional ruins and the 
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contemporary ruin have been interpreted by artists particularly in photography and the 

moving image to inform the projects position in establishing how Irish ruination can inform 

our relationship to place and act as temporal signifiers in our history.  

The chapter also examined contemporary artists exploring traditional ruins in the form 

of the abandoned Irish cottage from Dorothy Crosses video work: Endarken which examines 

the disappearance of these ruins. In addition, Geraldine O’Reilly’s lithographs of Achill 

Islands famine village depict ruins which are also retreating back into the landscape. 

However, the vestiges of rocks and stones remaining at the ruin sites become a trace of this 

significant event in Irelands history and are an intrinsic part of this landscape.  

In examining how other contemporary artists explore ruination in Ireland, Chapter 

One examined Willie Doherty’s exploration of the ruined landscapes of the ‘Troubles’ in 

Northern Ireland. Doherty’s photographs are generally absent of people which has become a 

prerequisite in Irish photography. The writer and artist David Campany has called 

photography taken after the event as “late photography”. The chapter argues how more than a 

century after the famine, absence is still being featured in the representation of the Irish 

landscape and ruination. In addition, Irish artists exploring the landscapes of the Celtic Tiger 

years and its subsequent decline have also recorded absence and their photographs can also be 

classified as “late photography”. In the documentation of Irelands ‘ghost estates’ Anthony 

Haughey records a series of abandoned housing developments. These large-scale photographs 

depict absence and can also be regarded as ‘late photography’ however they were 

photographed between sunset and sunrise and can be described as sublime and provocative 

images and can appear to be a departure from Irelands utilization of ‘late photography’. In 

Justin Carville’s essay ‘Life worlds at the Edge of Europe’ (2017) discusses how 

contemporary Irish photographers are turning away from portraying absence to recording 

presence and generating a new approach to recording the Irish landscape. 
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The chapter also examines different forms of ruination recorded by the moving image 

and explores artists working in analogue technologies, Miriam de Burca’s ‘post-Troubles’ 

landscape of Northern Ireland. Paddy Jolley’s recordings of the abandoned flat complex in 

Ballymun, Dublin and Michael Higgin's depiction of an industrial ruin, in addition to a film 

which explores abandoned film reels and explores the films narrative and celluloids ruinous 

material. 

Chapter One provides an analysis on the perception of Irish traditional ruination and 

examines imagery from the ‘Troubles’ and ‘post-Troubles’ landscapes in Northern Ireland, 

Celtic Tiger, and post-Celtic Tiger photography, in addition to exploring the advances being 

made by Irish contemporary artists working with film. The findings have informed the 

direction and approaches adopted in the research project, in particular the depiction of 

presence and the utilisation of analogue photography and film in the representation of Irish 

contemporary ruins.  
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Chapter 2: Ruins and their Visual Representation   

 

This chapter examines how ruins feature as a subject in the visual and film arts more widely, 

focussing on questions of representation, particularly in the work of artists utilising analogue 

technologies, and demonstrating the parallel indexical and temporal qualities of these formats. 

The use of analogue technologies, Polaroid photography, and Super 8 film utilised in the 

Static Vision project were selected to not only record new forms and processes of ruination in 

the Irish landscape, but to also provide a dialogue between their shared attributes and explore 

how their combined materiality, indexicality, temporality and obsolescence provides a new 

understanding of place and landscape in contemporary Ireland. This chapter also explores 

how photography has been deployed as not only a technology of mechanical reproduction 

with the capacity to frame and arrest time, but also as an activity of bearing witness to events.  

The Tate Britain’s 2014 exhibition, Ruin Lust, Artists’ Fascination with Ruins from 

Turner to the Present Day (4 March-18 May 2014), exhibited British artists’ interpretations of 

the ruin, ranging from works by J.M.W. Turner, Gustave Nore, Paul Nash, to Graham 

Sutherland, Patrick Caulfield, Tacita Dean, Jane and Louise Wilson: ‘Ruin Lust explores the 

history of the obsession with ruins, from the art of the picturesque in the eighteenth century, 

through the wreckage of two world wars, to contemporary artists’ complex attitudes to the 

ruins of the recent past’ (Dillon, 2014: 1).  The exhibition was also accompanied by a 

publication written by Irish writer and journalist, Brian Dillon.  In Dillon’s essay for the Ruin 

Lust exhibition, he describes a ‘retro-futurist’ perspective, ‘the ruin traffics with more than 

one timeframe: it arrives from the past, but incomplete; it may well survive us, or slump into 

vacancy before our eyes; it stands as a warning for our own futures; it leaves room, among its 

empty vaults and vistas, for the invention of a new future; and most unsettlingly perhaps, it 

conjures a future past, the memory of what might have been’ (Dillon, 2014: 48). His 

description of a ruin’s timeframe, and how it conjures a future past, resonates with the Irish 
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contemporary ruin experience and how the abandoned building sites represent ‘what might 

have been’ and as they have lingered to become a constant reminder of the past and the 

fragility of the present.                 

To understand photography and film’s historical and contemporary responses to 

ruination, it is necessary to investigate their individual and unique qualities in  addition to the 

parallels between the technologies. Artists and filmmakers’ approaches to stillness and 

movement are examined here, particularly in relation to how their innate properties are 

challenged in responding to ruins and obsolescence. David Campany states that  ‘it is 

tempting to think of still photography and the moving image existing in some kind of 

opposition, and we can easily draw up a list of binaries to reinforce the differences: 

photography is always in the past whereas the moving image is experienced in the ‘now’; 

photography fixes but the moving image remains fluid; photography is a ready substitute and 

prompt for memory but the moving image absorbs us in its own time’ (Campany, 2016). 

 In Static Vision, the distinct differences and similarities of analogues still image and 

moving image are explored to interpret the phenomena of the contemporary ruin in Ireland, 

but also to develop a dialogue between the two mediums inherent indexical and temporal 

qualities. Different types of indexes are examined alongside the performative role of 

recording and witnessing the ruined sites to support the interpretation of this new type of 

ruination in Ireland and provide a new understanding of place. 

 

Photography and Ruins  

 

Almost as soon as there was photography, there were photographs  

of ruins. (Dillon, 2014: 28) 

 

The publication accompanying the Irresistible Decay: Ruins Reclaimed exhibition at the 

Getty Centre (16th December 1997- 22nd February 1998), analyses the attraction of ruins and 
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examines the role they play in modern cultural life. Drawing upon the Research Institute’s 

vast collection of books, engravings, drawings, photographs, artifacts, and postcards the 

authors, Michael S. Roth, Charles Merewether and Claire Lyons examine how ruins are 

created, used and framed. Michael S. Ross explains: ‘In photographing ruins during the 19th 

and 20th century photographers witnessed through their lenses the triumph of time and nature 

over culture. But perhaps they also thought that with the modern tool of photography they had 

acquired a new weapon in the human effort to forestall the effects of time’ (Roth, 1997: 16). 

Every photograph wrote Roland Barthes: 

Is a certificate of presence […] Perhaps we have an invincible resistance to  

believing in the past, in history, except in the form of myth. The photograph, 

for the first time, puts an end to resistance: henceforth the past is as certain 

as the present, what we see on paper is as certain as what we touch.  

                    (Barthes, 1980: 87-88) 

Barthes famous analogy of photography as a certificate of presence is also relevant to this 

project’s utilisation of analogue technologies in recording the contemporary ruins because the 

Polaroid photographs offer a temporal imprint in addition to an experience of presence when 

the images emerged. In Charles Merewether’s essay, in Traces of Loss, he describes, ‘the 

camera’s documentation of archaeological discoveries of the world was seen as an instrument 

that could arrest the passage of time: photographs could capture what had come to pass and 

what remained […] Photography’s ability to document ruin seemed to function as a 

compensation for the experience of losing the past’ (Merewether, 1997: 25). Merewether’s 

description of photography arresting time by documenting the past – and what remains – 

applies to the recording of the contemporary ruins where Polaroid photography archived a 

moment in time so it would not be lost or forgotten but become a record of an experience of 

contemporary ruination in Ireland.  He goes on to explain, ‘this modern technology made 

sense of ruins, not so much as working through the past, but rather, by framing ruins as 
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something that we know is behind us. Photography offered a cultural patrimony that provided 

the moral impulse to belief in a future without ruins’ (Merewether, 1997: 25).  Merewether’s 

view of a new technology framing ruins and representing the past and endowing a future 

without them contrasts with Static Vision’s framing of the contemporary ruin by obsolete 

technologies because their redundancy mirrors each other to offer a dual experience and 

reflection of ruination and obsolescence. 

 One of the most important artists of the 20th century’s reflection on modern ruination 

was the American artist, Robert Smithson. His  landmark essay ‘A Tour of the Monuments of 

Passaic, New Jersey’  was first published in Artforum (1967), and describes a journey in 

which  he observed and illustrated the ‘monuments’ of the industrial wastelands of New 

Jersey: a swing bridge he described as the ‘Monument of Dislocated Directions’; massive 

conduit pipes, a pontoon, and pumping derrick that produced an ‘infernal fountain’; the 

bulldozed landscape ‘confounded into a unitary chaos,’ populated with machinery which for 

him resembled ‘prehistoric creatures trapped in the mud’ (Smithson, 1996: 70-71). Smithson 

describes ‘that zero panorama [that] seemed to contain ruins in reverse, that is—all the new 

construction that would eventually be built.’ He continues: ‘This is the opposite of the 

“romantic ruin” because the buildings don’t fall into ruin after they are built but rather rise 

into ruin before they are built’ (Smithson, 1996: 72).   

Smithson’s ‘Ruins in Reverse’ captured a moment of buildings rising into ruination, 

however these sites were generally completed at a later stage. In some instances, Ireland’s 

contemporary ruins resemble the ‘ruins in reverse’ phenomenon. A certain proportion of 

abandoned building sites have been completed while others remain waiting to be completed, 

while some are classified as derelict sites. As time and nature progresses these contemporary 

ruins are demolished and leave voids in the landscape. Smithson provides a description of 

similar cavities, ‘those holes are in a sense monumental vacancies that define, without trying, 
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the memory-traces of an abandoned set of futures” (Smithson, 1996: 72). It is interesting to 

note that over fifty years later, Smithson’s description resonates with the aftermath of the 

Celtic Tiger crash, and the interplay of presence and absence in which Ireland’s contemporary 

ruins operate, as monuments, metaphors to the failing plutocratic fantasies of its citizens. 

Therefore, these new ruins on the Irish landscape might also be described as ‘the memory 

traces of an abandoned set of futures.’ 

  Smithson’s key concepts and interest in entropy has influenced contemporary 

practitioners (entropy: lack of order or predictability; gradual decline into disorder). Smithson 

spoke at great length in interviews and essays on entropy and time. ‘In entropy, the ruin is 

always dynamic and in process, giving rise to what Smithson calls “dialectical landscapes” 

that hover between the deep geological past and a catastrophic future’ (Dillon, 2011: 14).   

 

 

Fig. 10: Robert Smithson, Monuments of Passaic, 1967 
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The ruin sites at Passaic, New Jersey was a familiar location to Smithson, as he was 

originally from Passaic. In the essay, ‘A Guide to the Monuments of Passaic (2003)’, Ann 

Reynolds argues, ‘Smithson uses his photographs to illustrate the monuments he locates 

within the Passaic landscape because the photographs are simultaneously as “still” and as 

fragile as the monuments themselves. One’s ability to enter this landscape, and by extension, 

photographs of it, is not determined by perspective or by formal analogies but by temporal 

consciousness’ (Reynolds, 2003: 113). 

Smithson’s experience of taking still and instamatic photographs at Passaic form a 

dialogue between encountering the ruin site and articulating the experience through his 

writings. There has been much discussion on Smithson’s ‘Monuments of Passaic’ and its 

photojournalist aesthetic alongside its performative nature. In ‘Marks of Indifference: Aspects 

of Photography in, or as, Conceptual Art’ (1995), the artist Jeff Wall describes Smithson use 

of photographs in his writings: ‘The photographs included in them purport to illustrate the 

narrative or commentary. The narratives, in turn, describe the event of making the 

photographs. “One never knew what side of the mirror one was on,” he mused in “Passaic,” as 

if reflecting on the parody of photojournalism he was in the process of enacting’ (Wall, 2003: 

37). 

Therefore, ideas around enactment and performance are fundamental to the realisation 

of ‘Monuments of Passaic’ because the very act of photographing the ruin sites did not only 

provide images to accompany Smithson’s essay but taking photographs at the sites was an 

experience in itself. Wall’s point is further expressed in Smithson’s description of arriving at 

the first monument of his tour and photographing it:  

The bus passed over the first monument. I pulled the buzzer-cord 

and got off at the corner of Union Avenue and River Drive. The 

monument was a bridge over the Passaic River that connected Bergen 

County and Passaic County. Noon-day sunshine cinematized the site,  
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turning the bridge and the river into an overexposed picture.  

Photographing it with my instamatic 400 was like photographing 

a photograph. The sun became a monstrous light bulb that projected 

a detached series of ‘stills’ through my instamatic into my eye.  

When I walked on the bridge, it was as though I was walking on an  

enormous photograph that was made of wood and steel, and  

underneath the river existed as an enormous movie film that showed 

nothing but a continuous blank. (Smithson, 1996: 70)   

 

According to Anne Reynolds, ‘Smithson’s terminology here is clearly cinematic and 

photographic; he re-photographs a reality that already exists as a loop of cinematic film or as 

a giant photographic image that he can stand on. He also indicates that his eye is aligned with 

his camera’s lens and that both lenses then superimpose images projected by the sun onto his 

retina. Some of them, like the river below him, reflect a dead blank, like the mirrors of his 

Enantiomorphic Chambers’ (Reynolds, 2003: 107). Smithson’s encounter of taking 

photographs at Passaic creates an interesting dichotomy between the still and moving image 

and offers a reflection on the relationship between stasis and movement and the performative 

and filmic event.  

In describing the event of taking photographs further, Smithson remarks, ‘I was 

completely controlled by the instamatic (or what the rationalists called a camera). The glassy 

air of New Jersey defined the structural parts of the monument as I took snapshot after 

snapshot’ (Smithson, 1996: 70). Reynolds explains, ‘Smithson’s own photographs of the 

Passaic landscape appear to grant the spectator a set of indexical links to New Jersey’ 

(Reynolds, 2003: 102).  Smithson’s documentation of the ruins at Passaic point towards the 

performative index more than the indexical trace of the photographs. David Green and Joanna 

Lowry offer an alternative interpretation of photographic indexicality and argue that the 

concept of the photograph as the trace of a past event does not exhaust our understanding of 
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its indexical properties. They advocate putting less stress on causal origins (as Barthes does) 

and more on the way it points to the event of its own inscription: ‘The very act of 

photography as a kind of performative gesture which points to an event in the world… is thus 

itself a form of indexicality’ (Green & Lowry, 2003: 48). 

In terms of my own creative practice in Static Vision, the relationship between the ruin 

site’s referent and the performative role of taking photographs to capture its imprint is 

essential. Smithson’s realisation of a performative index at Passaic is echoed in his writings, 

however, the experience of the photographs indexical trace at the site is deferred until the 

images are processed which contrasts with the research projects encounter of two indexes at 

the contemporary ruin sites: the performative index of pointing to the event and the indexical 

traces of the Polaroid photographs. Once the Polaroids were developed at the sites, they 

offered a direct physical encounter with the referent and its imprint. ‘Monuments of Passaic’ 

provides parallels between an experience of ruined place and its visual and textural 

recordings. In addition, the correlation between the still and moving image offers an 

interesting insight into the stasis of ruins and the temporal spatialization of space.  

Chris Marker’s La Jetée (1962, Fr., b&w, 28mins) is another very influential example 

of the expressive use of the still/moving image paradox; and it has informed the work of many 

artists and filmmakers, including Robert Smithson.  Even though Smithson did not write 

about La Jetée, his partner and collaborator Nancy Holt confirmed, that Smithson had been 

‘fascinated’ by La Jetée and had viewed it ‘repeatedly’ when it was screened in New York in 

the mid-1960s (Sharpio, 1995: 242).  La Jetée is ‘perhaps the most famous example of the 

creative use of film stills within cinema itself’ (Sutton, 2009: 150). Sutton explains further, 

‘told almost entirely through black and white still photographs, the reputation of La Jetée has 

preceded it as a dissertation on the paradox of time that the photograph represents in that it 

simultaneously throws the image into both past and future’ (Sutton, 2009: 159). Exploring 
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time, memory and place through photography, the narrative follows the main 

protagonist/time-traveller moving through different landscapes and time frames. Therefore, 

the viewer is taken on a journey through time and place and experiences the past, present and 

future, especially when the film juxtaposes the ruins of a post-apocalyptic present with images 

of future.  

 

 

 Fig. 11: Chis Marker, La Jetée, 1962, Fr., b&w, 28mins 

 

Brian Dillon describes the landscapes in La Jetée as being littered with ruins from the 

portrayal of Paris as a war-torn city in addition to the inclusion of photographs of destruction 

and ruin of other cities, possibly Dresden or Hiroshima after the second world war. Other 

images of broken masonry and a visit to a natural history museum by the protagonist and a 

woman depict stuffed animals displayed in vitrines to convey them as framed relics and 

remains from the past. (Dillon, 2010) 

Janet Harbord describes in Chris Marker: La Jetée (2009), ‘the collage of 

photographic material utilised in the film is released from any sense of an ‘original’ context, 

the photographs appear to float before us, remnants of another time but exactly which time is 
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not clear’ (Harbord, 2009: 25-26). The dichotomy between different images of ruination and 

stasis in La Jetée brings a reflection on time and how time can be represented. In La Jetée we 

are given the opportunity of viewing photography through the frame of cinema and vice a 

versa.  In abandoning the search for medium specificity, Philippe Dubois writes of the 

advantages of framing through another: we ‘have never been in a better position to approach a 

given visual medium by imagining it in light of another, through another, in another, by 

another, or like another’ (Dubois, 1995: 152). 

 Another modernist filmmaker whose cinematic explorations of time and memory that 

has left an important impression on Static Vision is Andrei Tarkovsky, whose often represents 

ruins in its mise en scène exploration of desolate, haunted landscapes. In ‘Ruin Cinema’, 

Johannes Von Moltke describes the intimate relationship between ruins and film, ‘as 

peculiarly modern forms of grasping contingency and temporality, they activate ways of 

knowing the past and its relation to the present […] In this view, the century-long obsession 

of cinema with the image of ruins, in turn, is but the visible manifestation of cinema’s and the 

ruin’s common function to visualize time and history in modernity (Von Moltke, 2010: 396). 

Von Moltke’s description of the relationship between the ruin and film corresponds to Static 

Vision’s exploration of Super 8 film’s visualisation of the Irish contemporary ruins and its 

exploration of their innate temporalities, and how they represent past and present and capture 

imprints of time.  

 In the case of Tarkovsky’s Stalker (1979, Soviet Union, 163 mins), for example, the 

relationship between the temporality of film and its representation of ruin landscapes is 

particularly significant in this context, as the film’s narrative follows its three protagonists on 

a journey through a series of terrains vagues to their mysterious destination, ‘the Zone.’ As 

Stanka Radovic explains: ‘To be in terrain vague is, indeed, to be a stalker: someone who 

shapes and is shaped by the place, but never makes an ultimate use of it. Someone who, in 
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order to keep the space alive, chooses to inhabit that space by remaining on its conceptual 

threshold’ (Radovic, 2014: 128). In the research project the model is utilised as a type of 

stalker to guide the viewer inside and around the contemporary ruin space and is adopted as a 

mechanism to communicate the experience of engaging and witnessing new forms of 

ruination to the viewer. Sola-Morales describes the temporal dimension of the terrain vague as 

its territorial indefiniteness as a kind of spatial demonstration of time's uncanniness: the 

strangeness of the present that is reflected in the otherness of the terrain vague, ‘our strange- 

ness in front of the world, in front of our city, before ourselves’ (De Solà-Morales, 2014: 28). 

 

 

 

Fig. 12: Andrei Tarkovsky, Stalker, 1979, USSR, 161mins 

 

Tarkovsky’s own thoughts on the film medium’s encapsulation of time is expressed in 

his writings, most notably Sculpting in Time (1986). He describes the cinema’s relationship 

with time as ‘the one precious potential of the cinema - the possibility of printing on celluloid 

the actuality of time’ (Tarkovsky, 1986: 63). He also writes that ‘the cinema image is 

essentially the observation of a phenomenon passing through time’ (Tarkovsky, 1986: 67). 

Capturing time while recording film, Tarkovsky explains: ‘The cinema image comes into 
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being during shooting and exists within the frame. During shooting, therefore, I concentrate 

on the course of time in the frame, in order to reproduce it and record it’ (Tarkovsky, 1986: 

114). While describing the utilisation of the long take, ‘faithfully recording on film the time 

which flows on beyond the edges of the frame, lives within time if time lives within it; this 

two-way process is a determining factor of cinema’ (Tarkovsky, 1986: 118). These 

observations and reflections on film language are also an important example of how 

filmmakers theorise their own practice and explain their methods – which is not to say it is a 

form of ‘practice-as-research’ but it is not unrelated to that discourse, and remains relevant to 

the artistic aims of Static Vision, for example. 

In discussing Tarkovsky’s cinema, the German artist, Hartmut Böhme, observes that 

‘ruins are the aesthetic centre of his films’ (Böhme, 1988: 343). Von Moltke explains that 

Bohme’s argument comes from the position of critical theory: ‘Tarkovsky’s ruins become a 

sign of melancholia in a productive sense: the melancholic camera’s mortifying gaze 

elaborates a ruin aesthetic that allows the decaying structures to reveal themselves as objects 

beyond modernity’s circuits of exchange, and thus to reveal the underlying laws of history 

(i.e., the dialectic of enlightenment) that would annihilate any such subject’ (Von Moltke, 

2010: 414). However, Tarkovsky does not discuss ruination as such in Sculpting in Time, 

rather he tends to reflect on how time effects the essence of things: 

 

It is considered that time, per se, helps to make known the  

essence of things. The Japanese therefore see a particular charm 

in the evidence of old age. They are attracted to the darkened tone 

of an old tree, the ruggedness of a stone, or even the scruffy look 

of a picture whose edges have been handled by a great many 

people. To all these signs of age they give the name, saba,  

which literally means “rust”. Saba, then, is a natural rustiness, 

the charm of olden days, the stamp of time. 

     (Tarkovsky,1989: 57) 
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Tarkovsky’s analysis of saba and its comparison to patina as a stamp of time is significant to 

the depiction of ruined landscapes and objects in Stalker. The long takes provide a dual 

experience of time and ruination and has signalled the approach to the extended long takes in 

Static Vision. Von Moltke goes on to suggest that ‘slow, ostentatious camera movements, 

long takes, contemplative viewing - the key devices of the cinematic ruin aesthetic that we 

have been tracing inevitably take us back to Bazin, for whom the long take (along with the 

deep focus) constitutes a dialectical leap forward in evolution of the language of cinema’ 

(Von Moltke, 2010: 414).  

The project also examines Andrei Tarkovsky’s Polaroids and his use of that format as 

a visual notebook to inform the selection of locations for his films, particularly Nostaglia 

(1983, Soviet Union/Italy, 125mins). Tarkovsky’s Polaroids have a beauty and ephemeral 

quality emulating the temporal and atmospheric qualities in his films. The long take and its 

unfolding in real time would appear to be directly opposed to the idea of instant photography, 

however Tarkovsky saw a close relationship between the two. In his introduction to a 

collection of his Polaroids, Instant Light (2002), Tarkovsky’s friend and collaborator Tonino 

Guerra relates an anecdote about Tarkovsky giving a Polaroid photograph to some Central 

Asian villagers, while location scouting in the region. Looking at the photograph, one of the 

villagers asked Tarkovsky, ‘why stop time?’. Guerra goes on to comment: ‘Tarkovsky often 

reflected on the way that time flies and this is precisely what he wanted; to stop it, even with 

these quick Polaroid shots’ (Chiarmonte and Tarkovsky, 2004: 7). John Riley, describes the 

correlation between Tarkovsky’s long take and the immediacy of the Polaroid photograph, 

‘Tarkovsky’s long take makes us feel the passing of time, then the brevity and immediacy of 

the Polaroid allow us a sudden contact with the past, a bringing of one tense into another, just 

as the double exposure that ends Nostalgia brings Italy and Russia, and therefore the 

protagonist’s idyllic past and his stifling present condition, together in a single image’ (Riley, 
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2012:13). Riley’s observation of Tarkovsky’s instant Polaroid photographs providing an 

interaction with the past while his long takes offer a sense of time passing reveal an overlap of 

two separate time forms. However, with Polaroid photography today the image is realised 

through a lengthier development time so the correlation between a film’s long take and the 

durational aspect of Polaroid photograph signifies a merger of two different time forms. 

Another figure whose work offers conceptual and figurative perspectives on ruins is 

Tacita Dean, one of the artists Svetlana Boym may well have had in mind when she remarked: 

‘The early twenty-first century exhibits a strange ruinophilia, a fascination with ruins that 

goes beyond postmodern quotation marks […] In our increasingly digital age, ruins appear as 

an endangered species, as physical embodiments  of modern paradoxes reminding us of the 

blunders of modern technologies and technologies alike’ (Boym, 2007: 44). The use of 

Polaroid photography and Super 8 film in the project is because of analogue technologies and 

the contemporary ruins innate indexical and temporal qualities but also because they are both 

facing increasing obsolescence. Dean has explored configurations of modern ruination in 

many different guises and has steadfastly worked with analogue technologies and 

predominantly celluloid film stock. She is known for her fascination with obsolescence, 

decay, and metamorphosis, and is a pioneer for the survival of material as opposed to digital 

filmmaking. Films such as Fernsehturm (2001, 16 mm, colour and sound) and Palast (2004, 

16 mm, colour and sound, 10.30 mins.) celebrate buildings from an era – that of the 

communist German Democratic Republic – with an outdated ideology. While the television 

tower filmed in Fernsehturm owes its continued survival to its suitability for adaptation to 

tourism, the government building whose windows provide the screen for Palast was 

demolished a few years after Dean made her film. Another of her films, Bubble House 

(16mm, col. with optical sound, 7 mins.) explores the dereliction and abandonment of a retro 

(hurricane resistant) house, while Kodak (16 mm, col. and b&w, 44 mins.) examines the 
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redundancy of celluloid and the eminent closure of the Kodak factory in France. So, there is 

an interesting dichotomy between Dean’s exploration of culturally significant ruined 

buildings and structures and the ‘ruin’ or last days of an industry and a medium central to her 

own creative practice.   

The subject of Bubble House is a dilapidated and unfinished construction on Cayman 

Brac, an island in the Caribbean.  Named ‘Bubble House’ because of its oval shape, the ruin 

suggests the breakdown of the utopian impulse in the twentieth century and its stubborn 

persistence in spite of its disastrous history. The building began in the 1960s and was never 

completed and now lies abandoned. Like many of Dean’s films, Bubble House has no 

characters and a minimal narrative.  

 

Fig. 13: Tacita Dean, Bubble House,1999. 

 

Interestingly, Paolo Magagnoli describes Bubble House, as evoking Smithson’s ‘ruins 

in reverse’ insofar as it looks simultaneously old-fashioned and futuristic, nostalgic and 

utopian. The slow, contemplative way in which Dean films the house also recalls the manner 

in which Smithson deployed the concept of entropy to articulate a theory of time where 

direction, motion and change are irrelevant (Magagnoli, 2015: 46). Bubble House resonates 

with the ghost estates in Ireland, where new houses were abandoned due to the lack of funds 
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to complete them. Kodak, meanwhile, is a looped film which records the production of 16mm 

film in the Kodak factory in Chalon-sur-Saône, France. Dean has explained: ‘I was trying to 

get hold of black and white film for my 16mm camera and I was told that Kodak had stopped 

producing it [...] I found five rolls in New York and I decided on a whim to think about using 

it to film the Kodak factory in Chalon-sur-Saône, at this point not knowing that they had just 

decided to stop all film production there. The idea of the film was to use its obsolete stock on 

itself. The point is that it’s a medium that’s just about to be exhausted’ (Dean, 2007: 57-58). 

In relation to Static Vision, the mediums of Polaroid photography and Super 8 film are not 

mainstream mass-produced media, but are also increasingly under threat so the analogue 

technologies and the actual culture of physical, architectural ruin both mirror and play off 

each other. 

 

Fig. 14: Tacita Dean, Kodak, 2006.  

 

According to Giuliana Bruno, ‘in its projective movement, Kodak exposes an archive of 

temporalities that includes the time of the medium.’ Struck by the curious, mesmerising, 

magical ways in which the form and process of Kodak corresponds with its ostensible subject 

matter, she continues:  
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As we watch roles of translucent strips of celluloid unfold the wear of time 

affecting the life of the medium becomes exposed in projection. On the 

surface luminosity of the rolls of material, time is inscribed in intervals, and 

the observation of the movement reveals the medium’s own internal rhythm 

of existence. In this durational observation of light matters, the twilight of 

the historic life off the medium or film can be observed and experienced. 

And in this light of obsolescence, temporality becomes a complex temporal 

state. It turns into a site of passing that contains further passage. Made of 

light particles, this translucent film may hold archival matters in its fabric, 

and yet it is not a dead medium. It is rather a transient matter, it is an object 

in transition, a transitory medium whose time has been, in many ways, 

passing in projection. (Bruno, 2014: 121-22)   

 

Bruno’s description of the projection of Kodak also resonates with the projection of the Super 

8 film in Static Vision, where the film and imagery of the contemporary ruin experience a 

wearing of time, and where the celluloid material becomes more damaged and ruined each 

time it is presented.  There is an interesting parallel between the cyclical ruining of a film’s 

material and image, and the continuing decline and ruination of its subject. Therefore, an 

important creative dichotomy develops between a diverse range of obsolete forms, images, 

and processes of ruination. 

 Another figure whose work has resonated at different times during the development 

of Static Vision is that of Irish-American artist, Vivienne Dick, who worked with Super 8 film 

and her early Super 8 narratives figure New York as a site of conspicuous consumption and 

waste. One of her first films Staten Island (1978, col., 5.53 mins.), for example, is actually set 

in what appears to be a dump. In this short work an androgynous female figure (the ‘no wave’ 

musician and performer, Pat Place) investigates various abandoned objects, adopting the 

manner and wearing the costume of a visitor from outer space.  
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        Fig. 15: Vivienne Dick, Staten Island, 1978. 

 

Staten Island (1978), has been a particularly important influence on the employment 

of the model/figure in Static Vision, where the protagonist explores the contemporary ruin 

sites and investigates them by making recordings with Polaroid photography and Super 8 

film. The rationale for this activity is to examine both how we visualise and experience 

ruination through analogue technologies, and therefore also how we encounter the 

relationship between reality and its referent in this context. The staged narrative shows the 

model on an expedition of the site and preforming as a witness to this event.  Similarly, while 

Visibility Moderate: A Tourist Film (1981) ‘charts Dick’s transition from New York’s ‘No 

Wave’ Film culture toward a filmmaking approach based in Ireland’, it informs the creative 

development of Static Vision, not least because ‘it explores the difficulty of representing 

Ireland, and Irish experience, within a wider context, and it inaugurates a new concern, 

explored in her subsequent films, with the intersection of narrative genre and landscape’ 

(Connolly, 2004: 258). Dick, herself, describes Visibility Moderate as: ‘Tourist land is always 

make-believe land in a certain way. You work most of the year and in America you get two 

weeks off, only two weeks. Some-times you get a month. You escape into this fantasyland 

where everything has to be beautiful and fabulous. If its Ireland you see lush green 
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countryside and horses and carts and the blarney stone it's totally unreal it’s all memory and 

myth’ (MacDonald, 1982: 97). 

 In Transformations in Irish Culture, Luke Gibbons highlights a ‘blurring of 

boundaries between the personal and the political’, associated with the experience of 

colonialization (Gibbons, 1996: 21); and Maeve Connolly adds ‘Gibbons notes both that the 

colonised nation may be conceptualised as a literal ‘body politic’ and that an ‘alternative 

“feminised” public spear (imagined as the nation)’ can serve to turn the colonial stereotype 

against itself providing a critique of the official patriarchal order of the state. The confusion of 

public and private in Dick’s work could be read in these terms as an attempt to negotiate the 

relationship between the nation, the state and the female body’ (Connolly, 2004). Dick 

returned to Ireland in the early 1980s, in order to continue her film practice. But, although she 

was actively involved in the establishment of a film production course at Rathmines College, 

in Dublin, and in the Ha’penny Film Club, she was unable to secure funding for her work. She 

points out that, during this period, the newly established Irish Film Board simply did not 

recognise Super 8 as a medium during this period (Connolly, 2004).  She soon relocated to 

London, and became a member of the London Film-Maker’s Co-op, where she continued to 

explore explicitly Irish themes, often with the support from British funding agencies, most 

notably in Rothach (1985, 16 mm, col., 8 mins.), Trailer (1986, 16 mm, col. 10 mins.), and 

Images/Ireland (1988, 16 mm, col. 9 mins). Through her participation in a number of 

(gallery-based) festivals and exhibitions of Irish cinema she gradually acquired a profile as an 

Irish practitioner.  

 As with the other filmmakers and visual artists discussed in this chapter, Dick’s work 

often evinces a remarkable convergence of the technical with the conceptual: her films are 

both an investigation into a set of ideas, themes, associations, histories as well as being an 

investigation in the process and language of filmmaking itself. In relation to this research 
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project, and the creative contexts in which Static Vision has been developed, Dick’s work is 

both closest to ‘Ireland’ and that sense of displacement and historical instability crucial to 

how my own project conceives of the ruin.  

Conclusion  

Chapter Three demonstrates how ruins have featured as a topographical subject in the 

visual and film arts and concentrates on the work of five prominent artists and filmmakers: 

Robert Smithson, Chris Marker, Andrei Tarkovsky, Tacita Dean and Vivienne Dick. These 

artists have been selected because of their unique understanding and visualisation of ruination, 

particularly the utilisation of analogue photography and film to effectively translate ideas 

about place, history, duration, stillness and movement. 

Robert Smithson’s project, Monuments of Passaic informed the approaches of an 

artist/researcher’s engagement with ruination. The performative element of Smithson’s 

negotiation at the ruin sites of New Jersey resonated with my own experiences at the 

contemporary ruin sites and instilled an interest into actions and processes physically 

experienced when recording the ruins. This brought to question how the research project 

could operate not only as a visual representation of Irish contemporary ruination but could 

also provide an insight into performativity at the sites. 

Andrei Tarkovsky’s films and particularly Stalker informed the employment of the 

long take and its durational role in contemplating the presence of ruins. Tarkovsky’s Polaroid 

photography also provided an understanding of time and its indexical quality and prompted a 

study on the relationship between still and moving images.   

Chris Marker’s infamous film, La Jetée’s encapsulation of still images in movement 

introduced the project to understanding how the still image operated when it moved in film. 

Therefore, the research project contemplated how the provision of two distinct forms of time, 
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the still moment and the durational moment could be utilised to encapsulate the liminal 

condition of contemporary ruination in Ireland.  

Tacita Dean’s film works in addition to her writing explores diverse forms of ruination 

while also reflecting on the obsolescence of this photochemical medium in the twenty first 

century. Whereas Vivienne Dick’s Super 8 film works, particularly ‘Staten Island’ informed 

the role of the model in Static Vision and the navigation of the ruin sites.  

The exploration of the artists outlined provided an insight into their individual   

practices and collective similarities and approaches to the materiality, indexicality, 

temporality and the obsolescence of analogue technologies while also offering disparate 

insights into how they interpreted ruination and place.  
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Chapter 3: Creative Practice Methodology  

 

This chapter discusses how the practice-based methodology developed in this research project 

has been informed by different models and debates on the forms, value and scholarly role of 

creative research in the screen and creative arts. The approaches developed in realising the 

exhibition Static Vision, have been influenced by a pre-reflective experience of engagement 

with the Irish contemporary ruin. As outlined in the previous chapters, the project is informed 

by the practices of other artists and filmmakers, relevant theories on photography, film and 

visual culture in this context; as well as phenomenological approaches and periods of 

reflection when ‘making and doing’ the research, and where ideas of embodied experience 

were examined in the arts practice. Analogue technologies are employed to interpret the 

abandoned building sites and mediate a phenomenological experience of the artwork to offer 

new insights into perceiving place in Ireland today. 

Analogue still photography and moving image are examined and compared in the 

project to explore Ireland’s contemporary ruin while demonstrating how the increasing 

obsolescence of these mediums draw parallels to the condition of these new ruins, signifying 

a past time and period of progress and modernity, but now discarded and redundant. The aim 

of this methodology is to provide a creative context for an exploration of their shared 

temporal and indexical qualities and offer new perspectives on how we engage with ruination 

as architectural, topographical, and of course, metaphorical feature of contemporary Irish 

culture.  

The creative practice methodology employed in the project can be defined as a mixed 

approach to praxis and can be best described as bricolage. The methodology has developed 

through an understanding of different approaches from a variety of scholars and artists writing 

on practice-based research and is realised through an amalgamation of them. The project is 
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not directed by any singular set of ideas or theories but stems from an intuitive and 

hermeneutic approach. The bricolage methodology is informed by contemplating an 

established arts practice and how it can inform the research project while also examining tacit 

knowledge and reflecting in action through the handling of materials and technologies while 

creating an exchange and evolving dialogue between the praxis and the exegesis.  

To fully understand bricolage it is necessary to understand it as an eclectic and 

extensive methodology which stems from a qualitative inquiry and originated in the work of 

the French anthropologist, Claude Lévi-Strauss. He described bricolage ‘as ‘[the making] do 

with “whatever is at hand” . . . [to address oneself] to a collection of oddments left over from 

human endeavours’ (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 17, 19). When reflecting on Lévi-Strauss’s 

description of bricolage as ‘a collection left over from human endeavours’, can be said to 

resonate with the research project’s examination of the remains left over after the crash of the 

Celtic Tiger in addition to the utilisation of analogue technologies which in their heyday were 

regarded as ground-breaking technologies but are perceived today as remnants from the past. 

However, the bricolage methodology has a more extensive role in the project which will be 

discussed in this chapter to fully understand how the research project evolved.  

The bricolage methodology adopted in this PhD practice-based research is shaped by 

insights from established methods and experiences and can be viewed as having a significant 

influence in the development of the research project. In his introduction to Research in the 

Creative and Media Arts: Challenging Practice, Desmond Bell affirms: ‘the creative arts and 

media, with their focus on “ways of making and doing”, have their own distinctive modes of 

apprehending and understanding the world. A filmmaker, photographer or performance artist 

sees and moves within the world in distinctive ways. The knowledge they acquire is rooted in 

their creative encounters. Artistic research needs to start from this specificity’ (Bell, 2019: 4).  

Bell’s account of the knowledge acquired from an artist/researcher’s creative encounters and 
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ways of doing things is a valid point and corresponds to how the methodology of the research 

project is informed by an established arts practice. The knowledge and idiosyncratic 

approaches inherent in the creative practice help to ground, guide, and innovate the research 

project from its instigation to its completion. Therefore, an artist’s distinctive insight and 

creative approaches play a vital role in practice-based research and should be viewed as an 

intrinsic part of it. 

Ideas around place and memory have always informed the arts practice, and previous 

projects have frequently been defined by personal and familial experiences and explorations 

of home and identity and how we relate to place. The research interest in Ireland’s 

contemporary ruins began with a fascination of the new ruins left abandoned across towns, 

cities, and surrounding landscapes while also being informed with the personal experience of 

living in a ghost estate in Co. Limerick. Therefore, the initial approach and methodology 

adopted in the project was cultivated from both past and present lived experience of 

contemporary ruination combined with a curiosity and an already established yet tentative 

creative enquiry into this new type of place. The concept of a lived experience of place and 

space has always been a central source and inspiration in the creative practice and is informed 

by researching different histories and places while engaging with a diverse range of creative 

processes, exploring materials and technologies in parallel to researching and experiencing 

other contemporary artist’s work to innovate and inform the practice.  

Challenging and expanding established approaches in the arts practice to understand 

our relationship to place while providing new knowledge became the stimulus for engaging in 

PhD practice-based research. Candy and Ernest acknowledge artists can engage in different 

types of research as part of their practice but explain how academic research differs, ‘research 

involves seeking knowledge where it did not exist before and is frequently used to denote 

both a process and a product: the process of seeking new knowledge and the knowledge itself. 
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For something to be perceived as public research, as distinct from gathering information of 

personal value, we expect it to produce something insightful, useful or indeed ground-

breaking’ (Candy & Edmonds, 2018: 64).  Academic research certainly differs from 

independent artistic research because of its intensity and constraints from the academy. With 

artistic or creative research, the artist does not have to validate their findings in the same way. 

Standard practice for an artist is to exhibit their research in the form of an exhibition, a 

publication or through a live or online event. Often an artist’s critical writings can be a 

significant component of their practice, but academic research by an artist and in this instance 

practice-based research is comprised of a visual presentation/exhibition and a thesis which 

reflects on the process and communicates its findings. Therefore, academic research’s 

delivery of new knowledge is a challenging one. Some will inevitably argue that PhD research 

is detrimental to artistic practice and believe it has no relevance. On the contrary, I believe 

academic research has an important role to play in providing alternative and creative ways to 

produce new knowledge and understanding. The role of the contemporary artist has shifted 

from not only being concerned with the production of an art object but also analysing the 

context of the work from numerous perspectives as part of it. This can involve explorations of 

different cultures, histories, politics, environmental issues etc …. Therefore, the questioning 

nature of an artist through the production of artworks has the potential to provide invaluable 

insights.  

To fully understand the praxis in the research project it is important to recognise how 

established approaches employed in the realisation of the artwork is an integral part of the 

practice particularly the selection and role of mediums and technologies in developing the 

context and fabrication of work. The starting point to the PhD practice-based project utilised 

the creative approaches established in the arts practice. Jen Webb and Donna Lee Brien 

suggest in their essay ‘Addressing the “Ancient Quarrel”: Creative Writing as Research’ 
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describes ‘the bricoleur’s working methods also provide space for the multiple methodologies 

that allow the artist researcher to draw from an established ‘toolkit’ of research practice; 

because in this mode of practice, what matters is the making, and the making – built on a solid 

foundation of thought and understanding – is what will deliver the outcomes’ (Webb & Lee 

Brien, 2011: 199). Webb and Lee Brien’s observation about the bricoleurs utilisation of an 

established creative practice to deliver outcomes correlates to Desmond Bell’s point on how a 

researchers’ practice plays an important role. In terms of my own bricolage methodology in 

Static Vision, it provided an opportunity to select from established creative approaches to 

inform the development of the research project, particularly in the early stages. From this 

position the research project evolved through a process of making, and responding, 

challenging established methods to generate new ones. Therefore, the bricolage methodology 

employed in the research project has a cyclical quality where a new method is informed and 

built from prior approaches. 

My previous projects utilised digital video to explore place, both interior and exterior 

spaces: Picture House (2003) and Viewpoint (2007). Picture House was a project which 

examined the relationship between place and memory and was developed as part of my M.A.  

research at NCAD. The video installation consists of two synchronised video projections and 

features a man recounting memories of his youth. The raconteur describes his experiences of 

going to a rural picture house during the late 1940s. The project examines the nature of how 

memories are described and communicated. The artwork provides a dialogue and the setting 

through the medium of storytelling and video imagery inviting the audience to imagine their 

own versions of events. Initiated by the Context Galleries, Derry, Viewpoint originated as an 

off-site project at Prehen House, Derry. The installation featured a series of paintings and 

video works shot on location in the Kingdom of Bahrain. Heavily informed by exotic 

locations and ornamentation, Prehen House created the perfect other world setting for 
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Viewpoint. Three of the four videos feature Bahrain residents describing contemporary life in 

the Middle East. Each subject explains aspects of the culture and traditions of life on the tiny 

island and neighboring Saudi Arabia. The fourth video and series of paintings depict this 

idyllic yet controlled environment. These exhibitions employed digital video which was a 

new and innovative medium at the time. I see these works as an introduction to working with 

the moving image and a contemplation of the relationship between time and place.  

Therefore, at the outset of the research, it seemed appropriate to employ digital media, 

hence digital photography and video were adopted to document the contemporary ruins.  

Initial recordings were made from the perimeters of the domestic and commercial ruin sites. 

The central contemporary ruin site in the project was the commercial site, Horizon Mall, on 

the out skirts of Limerick city. The years following the collapse of the Celtic Tiger, the site 

could only be partially seen when you walked or drove by because of the hoardings around its 

perimeter, so it was only possible to see the top half of tall concrete towers. However, as time 

progressed these boundary panels became dilapidated and were removed and replaced by 

metal fencing which provided a less restrictive view of the site. Recordings were made from 

this new aspect, though the vantage point still proved to be inadequate and felt too removed. 

This was frustrating so it became imperative in the project to gain access into the ruin site to 

fully engage with it and experience what this new type of place was really like. Edward Relph 

explains: ‘To be inside a place is to belong to it and to identify with it, and the more 

profoundly inside you are the stronger is this identity with place’ (Relph, 2008: 49). It was 

important to develop an understanding of these new ruin spaces through being immersed in 

them to fully comprehend their unique character and experience the strange dichotomy 

between loss, place, time, and ruination.  Dylan Trigg suggests that ‘ruins reveal something 

about the time in which we live, and their decay signifies a great deal more than the 
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abandonment of industry, shops, and houses; they also embody the steady erosion of faith in 

progress’ (Apel, 2015: 100).  

On entering the site, one immediately experienced the immense scale and size of the 

development, which was indicative of a dystopian setting. This environment possessed a 

strange, uncanny appearance as it was not fully formed or inhabited, attaining both an absence 

and a presence, representing both the past and an abandoned future. Numerous visits were 

made to the commercial ruin site to take digital photographs and video recordings, however 

when reviewing this documentation back in the studio, in printed form and digital single and 

layered projections it became clear the digital imagery was incapable of capturing the unique 

atmosphere of the contemporary ruin.  The results were often disappointing due to the images 

lack of texture and haptic qualities.  There was a strange and enigmatic atmosphere exuding 

from these new contemporary ruins sites which espoused a stilling of time, reflecting Irish 

societies immobile state after the collapse of the Celtic Tiger, therefore selecting a medium to 

encapsulate Ireland’s contemporary ruins became integral to the development of the project. 

In Being and Time (1927; 1966), Martin Heidegger, examines how the particular form of 

knowledge that arises from our handling of materials and processes. Heidegger argues that we 

do not come to “know” the world theoretically through contemplative knowledge in the first 

instance. Rather, we come to know the world theoretically only after we have come to 

understand it through handling (Bolt, 2007: 30).  Gaining knowledge through the handling of 

materials and processes is as an interesting hypothesis which is often difficult for an artist to 

articulate as it’s an intuitive aspect within their practice. Through the activity of making the 

approaches of an artist evolve to produce additional methods and positions, ideas can change 

and transform into new directions which have not even been envisaged and this is what makes 

the creative process so enthralling. The rationale for engaging in PhD practice-based research 

was to challenge and expand established approaches in the arts practice and endeavour to 
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ascertain a new understanding and knowledge on our relationship to place and contemporary 

ruination in Ireland. 

The initial research of working with digital technologies at the ruin sites coincided 

with researching artists and filmmakers working with installation, moving imagery and 

particularly film. Over the past two decades there has been a resurgence of contemporary 

artists employing analogue technologies including, Rodney Graham, Tacita Dean, Matthew 

Buckingham, Runa Islam and Ben Rivers.  Concurrently, there has been much debate about 

film’s obsolescence and artists advocation of the film medium considering its demise and 

threat from the advancement of digital technologies. Examining theories on films temporality 

and indexical nature ensued and informed an exploration of analogue technologies in the 

project.  Barbara Bolt describes the exchange between praxis and exegesis ‘double 

articulation between theory and practice, whereby theory emerges from a reflexive practice at 

the same time as practice is informed by theory’ (Barrett, 2010: 29). Robin Nelson 

recommends a programme of reading of all relevant kinds should be undertaken 

simultaneously with the commencement of the practical inquiry to mobilize an interplay 

between practical doing-thinking (what Carter (2004) calls ‘material thinking’) and more 

abstract conceptual thinking, typically understood to be verbally articulated (in books and 

articles).   

Tacit Knowledge 

After borrowing three Polaroid cameras and a Super 8 film camera from a friend and 

making recordings and viewing the results it became clear analogue technologies would be 

utilised in the project. This decision to employ analogue technologies can be described as 

intuitive to the appearance and physicality of the medium, but also as a response to the 

obsolescence of the contemporary ruins and how the replication of this condition could be 
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interpreted through the material. This intuitive and heuristic thinking can be described as tacit 

knowledge. Daniel Kahneman regards tacit knowledge as being related to the operational and 

experiential aspects of the practice. ‘Intuitive thinking works through an associative 

connection process, namely a process of resonance in our memory (Kahneman, 2011). It 

seems to work in terms of resemblance: in that sense “intuition is nothing more and nothing 

less than recognition” (Kahneman, 2001: 11). 

The term ‘Tacit Knowledge’ was coined by Michael Polanyi who summarised the idea 

with the statement: “We know more than we can tell”. Tacit Knowledge is a flexible and 

dynamic realm of knowledge which is hidden, invisible to the eye of the practitioner but 

constitutional of and for their practice. It is an unspoken, silent and subjective form of 

knowledge, embedded in the practice. Bolt writes about working with materials in her essay, 

The Magic is in the Handling (2007) where she argues that ‘new Knowledge in creative arts 

research can be seen to emerge in the involvement with materials, methods, tools and ideas of 

practice. Through such dealings, our apprehension is neither merely perceptual nor rational. 

Rather, such dealings, or handling reveals its own kind of tacit knowledge’ (Bolt, 2007: 27-

34). When working with film and Polaroid photography you experienced not only images, but 

objects with innate materiality.  This encounter initiated a reflection on how analogue 

technologies function and introduced an enquiry into their obsolete, indexical and temporal 

properties.  Therefore, the handling of the mediums created an intuitive study of the object 

and its relationship to the contemporary ruin, bringing to light its own unique tacit knowledge.    

Recognising tacit knowledge through the handling of analogue technologies generated 

an intensive investigation into accessing equipment and films. This led to an exploration of 

not only the subject of the ruin’s obsolescence, but also the technologies employed to 

interpret it. The focus in the project to access equipment, films, processing facilities etc… 

became a fundamental part of the project and brought a new understanding of the appetite and 
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engagement of analogue technologies in Ireland and an introduction to the vibrant community 

of contemporary artists, filmmakers, and organisations; The Dark Room, Super-8 Ireland, 

Artists’ and Experimental Moving Image (AEMI) Experimental Film Club,  PLASTIK 

Festival of Artists’ Moving Image, Experimental Film Society (EFS) Irish Film Institute’s 

Support of Artist and Experimental Moving Image.  

Reflection in and on action 

Working with Super 8 film and Polaroid photography prompted an exploration of their 

individual histories and specificity, both were regarded as amateur and low gauge mediums 

and each had an inherited nostalgia as they were primarily utilised for recording memories of 

family occasions, however many Avant Garde artists and filmmakers utilised Super 8 film: 

Derek Jarman, Vivienne Dick, and Peggy Ahwesh. Polaroid photography was also adopted by 

famous filmmakers and artists: Andy Warhol, Ansel Adams, and Andrei Tarkovsky. Owing to 

their unique and visual qualities these mediums became a devotion to the minor which 

correlates even more today in the research project as they have become leftovers from another 

time and era and can be regarded as debris and bricolage.   In Savage Minds (1966), Lévi-

Strauss describes the lexical differences of bricolage in French and English: ‘Now, the 

characteristic feature of mythical thought, as of 'bricolage' on the practical plane, is that it 

builds up structured sets, not directly with other structured sets, but by using the remains and 

debris of events: in French 'des bribes et des morceaux', or odds and ends in English, 

fossilized evidence of the history of an individual or a society’(Lévi-Strauss, 1996: 21-22).  

The relationship between the ruin sites and the obsolescence of the mediums recording 

them became an integral part of the project. The analogue equipment also played an important 

role in the project and was featured in the Polaroid photograph sequences and Super 8 films as 

well as being physically present and operating in the exhibition, Static Vision. Consequently, 
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a dialogue ensued between the different manifestations of ruination in the research project 

from an exploration of the ruin as a place, the ruin as an object and representation and ruin as 

a process. 

Linda Finlay suggests qualitative researchers who engages in reflexive interpretation 

appreciate the complexity of the inquiry process: 

Reflexivity can be defined as thoughtful, conscious self-awareness.  

Reflexive analysis in research encompasses continual evaluation of  

subjective responses, intersubjective dynamics, and the research process  

itself. It involves a shift in our understanding of data collection from  

something objective that is accomplished through detached scrutiny 

of “what I know and how I know it”, to recognizing how we actively 

construct our knowledge. (Finlay, 2002: 532)  

 

Finlay’s description of reflexivity corresponds to how the approaches and processes adopted 

in the research project emerged to form an understanding of its outcomes and how this could 

transfer into identifying how knowledge is constructed.  

With the new Polaroid instant film, the images did not develop instantly as with 

previous films, therefore you had to wait for the images to materialise (black and white: 5 

mins and colour: 25 mins). The experience of waiting at the ruin sites for the images to fully 

develop before you could visualise them provided an opportunity to explore the site while 

contemplating the next shot. This process introduced a consideration of the relationships 

between different temporalities being experienced; the artists physical encounter of time as 

the Polaroid photograph materialises alongside the temporal trace of the contemporary ruins.  

The experience of seeing the fully developed image of the Polaroid photographs at the 

site was a magical experience because it became possible to hold up the image to the subject 

and make a comparison. The activity of holding a fragment up against another fragment of 
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ruination drew an awareness to the special relationship between the image and its referent. 

The German filmmaker and photographer, Wim Wenders explains the experience of taking a 

Polaroid photograph in the publication; Wim Wenders: Instant Stories (2017): 

With polaroid you produced and owned an original: not a copy, not a print,  

not a multiple - not repeatable. You could stare at it, then look up and recognise  

whatever you had sensed before that fleeting moment of pushing the release  

button. But when you looked down at the picture again it showed something past.  

Time was so much built into that process: And when you were looking up once more  

in what was now definitely the present tense again from that really existing object to  

the really existing scene you couldn’t help feeling that you had stolen this image- 

object from the world. You had transferred a piece of the past into the present or the 

other way around.  (Wenders, 2017: 11) 

 

Wenders description of taking and examining a Polaroid photograph resonates with the 

experience at the contemporary ruin sites and it became important in the project to 

communicate this phenomenological encounter. Documenting the activity of ‘recording the 

ruin sites’ was an intuitive response to working with Polaroid photography and the experience 

of being present at the ruin sites and engaging with its imprint. Representing presence in the 

research project was also a reaction to the continual depiction of absence in the Irish 

landscape discussed in chapter one. Therefore, the role of looking and recording the event of 

Ireland’s new ruins in the research examines the artwork not only as an object but also as a 

process. Hence ‘the recording of the recording’ at the ruin sites offers a reflection not only on 

the event of the collapse of the Celtic Tiger, but by documenting the re-enactment of the 

researcher navigating and responding to the contemporary ruin sites provides the recording of 

place as a process. The reflection in and on practice offers a scrutiny into the methods 
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employed and provides an insight into the process of making art which is ordinarily hidden 

and rarely exposed.  Donald Schon describes the role of refection in and on practice:  

When a practitioner reflects in and on his practice, the possible objects of his  

reflection are as varied as the kinds of phenomena before him and the systems  

of knowing-in-practice that he brings to them. He may reflect on the tacit norms  

and appreciation that underlie a judgment, or on the strategies and theories  

implicit in a pattern of behaviour. He may reflect on the feelings for a situation  

that has led him to adopt a particular course of action, on the way in which he  

framed the problem he is trying to solve, or on the role he has constructed for  

himself with a larger institutional context. (Schön, 1983, p.62) 

 

Schön’s description of reflection in and on action describes the approaches developed at the 

ruin sites and the research projects endeavour to deliver a new understanding of the 

relationship between the phenomenological experiences of working with Polaroid 

photography and encountering contemporary ruination in Ireland. 

Polaroid photography has a unique filmic sensibility and physically denotes an 

emergence of time. This experience introduced an investigation into theories on indexicality 

and temporality of analogue technologies David Davies remarks: ‘it is the nature of art 

practice to be always more than it knows itself to be [. . .] it is only by attempting to think 

differently about art practice that many of its hidden assumptions can be recovered [. . .] One 

role of theory is to uncover the possibilities that remain inherent within practices and thereby 

liberate them towards futures already latent within them’ (2004, cited in Nelson, 2013: 64).  

Davies observations are significant in how the research project advanced from the experience 

of recording the contemporary ruin sites with Polaroid photography to generating questions 

about the performative role at the sites and introduced a reflection on the phenomenological 

and temporal aspects of the encounter. Therefore, the role of theory in the research project 
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assisted in unpacking this new creative approach and provided the tools to analyse and probe 

how this experience could be communicated in the research. 

Polaroid photography’s development time, and the singularity of an image with no 

usable negative can be compared to the Daguerreotype. Susan Sontag points out, ‘the basic 

principle of the process, to fairly rapidly produce a direct positive with no negative, harks 

back to the very beginnings of photography and the daguerreotype’ (Sontag, 1989: 125). 

 

Fig.16: Louis Daguerre, Boulevard du Temple, 1838 

Walter Benjamin’s interest in long exposure photograph in early photography and 

photographic technology is the very thing that holds the key to his interest in the medium. 

Benjamin argued a Daguerreotype has a duration that not only teaches the subject ‘to live 

inside rather than outside the moment’ but also one that compels the ‘subject to grow into the 

photograph’ (Benjamin, 1972: 17).  For the subject to grow into the photograph the subject 

needs to inhabit the time that it takes for the image to appear.   D. N Rodowick explains how 

Barthes’s description of the long exposure photograph inhabits a duration to create an aura. 

For Benjamin, the longer the interval of exposure, the greater the chance that the aura of an 

environment - the complex temporal relations woven through its representational figures- 
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would seep into the image, etching itself on the photographic plate [. . .] Benjamin's 

commentary on the long- exposure photograph portrays it as [. . .] a kind of open window on 

accumulating duration. (Rodowick, 1997, pp. 8-9)   

The photography theorist Geoffrey Batchen describes how Daguerre’s two views of 

Paris’s Boulevard du Temple taken at 8:00 a.m. and near noon:  

These series not only calibrated the passing of time in the form of 

changing shadows and legibility but presented time itself as a linear 

sequence of discrete but related moments. Daguerre showed, in  

other words, that photography was able to bring the present and 

the past together in the one viewing experience, that photography 

could fold time back on itself.  (Batchen, 1999: 13) 

 

Polaroid photography was originally marketed as having a combination of three essential 

properties: First, the instant appearance of an image: its speed (however, the immediacy and 

development of the image is much slower today due to certain chemicals no longer available. 

In fact, when taking black and white Polaroids at the site you had to wait approximately five 

to six minutes for the images to fully develop and appear). Second, the elimination of the 

darkroom. Third, the singularity of the image— there is its singularity of an image with no 

usable negative. Polaroid Photography makes it possible for the photographer to observe the 

subject matter and the photographs development simultaneously so therefore becoming a self-

contained experience which is not possible with conventional photography.  

The experience of taking photographs at the ruin sites and waiting for the images to 

develop certainly provided singular lived experiences. However, it became imperative in the 

project to explore how Polaroid photography’s capacity to capture single and solitary 
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moments could be challenged to arrest multiple moments at the sites. At this juncture in the 

research project a reflection on the role of time, stillness and movement ensued. 

In February 2008, the Polaroid Corporation announced it would be permanently 

discontinuing the manufacture of instant films due to declining sales and the threat of digital 

technologies. This event foreshadowed the announcement of the global recession later that 

year   and consequently the onset of the demise of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger. However, during 

Ireland’s recession and recovery Polaroid photography re-emerged in 2017 as the Impossible 

Project to become a new commercial novelty for a new generation and a nostalgia for an old 

medium in direct response to digital photography’s propensity to not produce ‘an object’. 

 In the project, Polaroid photography’s distinctive process of physically transferring a 

piece of the past into the present emanates its unique temporality and indexicality. Polaroid 

promotional material proclaimed in 1980 for its new Time- Zero film, instant photography ‘is 

more than just a means of recording a special event— it becomes a part of the event. It even 

becomes an event itself’ (Trotman, 2002: 10). Thus, the Polaroid photograph, ‘in addition to 

being an image and an object, is also a photo-action’ (Buse, 2016: 109).  Peter Buse explains 

further ‘Polaroid photography is inseparable from its site and occasion of making— from the 

act of photographing. Photo-materialists argue that to consider a photograph solely as an 

image is to ignore all its properties as a photo-object, but to consider the Polaroid print in 

isolation as a photo-object is to miss its power as an action’ (Buse, 2016: 123). Therefore, 

Polaroid photographs taken at the contemporary ruin sites introduced a way of working where 

the images became inseparable from its site and occasion of making and from the act of 

photographing to provide an experience of time and place and an encounter with both its 

indexical trace and performative index.  
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 There has been a lot of debate in recent years about the loss of the index in relation to 

the demise of traditional chemically based photographic practices due to the utilisation of 

digital technologies.  Recent scholarship on photographic indexicality (Green & Lowry, 2003; 

Elkins, 2007; Batchen, 2009) has resulted in the rethinking of the term and evaluating its 

performative dimensions. David Green and Joanna Lowry (2003) emphasize not only the 

existential relationship between photograph and object but the performative function of the 

camera in claiming the event that it captures in the form of the photograph.  

The index as a performative gesture of pointing was further demonstrated in the 

project through the development of staged Polaroid photographs featuring the “model” in the 

activity of taking photographs and recording the contemporary ruin site. The activity of the 

“model” pointing at the subject was adopted to clearly signify the event of the collapse of 

Ireland’s Celtic Tiger. These staged performances also emulated the role of the artist 

/photographer and their physical presence as witness at the abandoned sites.    

Polaroid photograph sequences were developed to move beyond its small iconic frame 

and challenge the singularity of the image in direct response to the ruin sites, particularly the 

abandoned commercial site which was immense in scale and quite overwhelming therefore, to 

effectively capture its entirety and atmosphere it became necessary to record a larger number 

of Polaroid photographs. Consequently, a series of still and instant images were developed 

featuring the ruin sites and the staged and motionless actions of the model, thus creating a 

dialogue between movement and stillness, the past and present.  

The Intersection between the Ruin Sites and Studio 

An exchange between the activity of taking Polaroid photographs at the site and then 

reflecting on the results back in the studio became a fundamental process in the project. The 

ruin sites became spaces where observations, actions and recordings were carried out while 



 
 

 
93 

the studio was a space for reflection, and amalgamation of the results taken at the site. 

Therefore, the studio became a space to respond and react to the collected research and 

prompted questions on how to proceed further. Donald Schön explains, ‘[w]hen someone 

reflects- in-action, he becomes a researcher in the practice context. He is not dependent on the 

categories of established theory and technique but constructs a new theory of the unique case’ 

(Schön, 1983: 68). 

Considering how to communicate the dialogue between the activities carried out at the 

ruin sites and then responding to them in the studio became a central concern in the project. 

The preliminary Polaroid photographs only featured the abandoned spaces and did not reflect 

the artists engagement at the ruin sites. To address this a figure (model) was introduced to 

illustrate the situation and explore ideas around being present and engaging with the ruin 

sites. Donald Schön’s describes how the reflective practitioner play of elements is required, to 

‘surface and criticize the tacit understandings . . . and make new sense of the situations of 

uncertainty or uniqueness which he [sic] may allow himself to experience’ (Schön, 1983: 61).  

The models who participated in the project were family members and not professional 

actors or performers. This mechanism was also adopted in previous projects, Picture House 

(2003) and Viewpoint (2007) where family members were employed to verbalise and recount 

their individual memories and experiences of places and spaces to provide an insight into 

understanding our relationship to place. The French film director, Robert Bresson disliked the 

idea of actors and preferred non-professionals in his films. He preferred the idea of the model, 

a term that recalls the still photograph or the painter’s studio. Bresson writes in his 

book, Notes on the Cinematographer (1975): 
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No actors. 

(no directing of actors) 

No parts. 

(no playing of parts) 

No staging. 

But the use of working models taken from life. 

BEING (models) instead of SEEMING (actors) 

              (Bresson, 1997: 14) 

 

Working with the ‘model’ in the project introduced and enhanced an engagement with the site 

so the work would record not only the space, but a series of interactions and navigations of 

the space. There was no script to guide the initial actions at the site, but an intuitive response 

was employed to setting up the poses in consultation with the model. The model’s 

performance emulated the role of the artist, photographer and filmmaker engaging with the 

site, but could also be read as the role of an anonymous figure exploring the ruin site.  A 

hooded dark grey top was chosen as the model’s attire to disguise their identity, but also 

advocate a contemporary character.  Throughout Static Vision, the Rückenfigur (‘figure seen 

from behind’) in the guise of a hooded figure is repeatedly featured in the work. This hooded 

figure represents anonymity and takes on the role of the central protagonist in the unfolding 

and loose narrative presented in the project. The Rückenfigur is captured observing the site, 

taking photographs and filming to signify witnessing and recording the ruins liminal and 

transformative states. A dialogue between the model and the contemporary ruin is created to 

form a dichotomy between reality and creating a fiction.  

The duality of meanings which surfaced in the research project became more 

pronounced because of the conscious reflection in and on practice. The in-depth analysis of 

the different dynamics underpinning the work which were generally hidden became more and 
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more visible in addition to theoretical findings developing into a discernible part of the 

artwork. A new dynamism was at play between recognising and then reacting to the different 

manifestations within the research.  

The Relationship between the Model, The Ruin and Film Structure 

Following the Polaroid photography shoots with the model, the photographs would 

then be examined back in the studio to assess the quality and examine associations between 

the single images. Narratives started to emerge between the recorded poses which prompted 

making a shot list (Appendix: III) to inform the following photo shoots. This method changed 

the previous intuitive nature of responding to the ruin sites to become a more organised and 

planned event. Therefore, the abandoned ruin site became a performative space where the 

scenes recorded became reminiscent of being in a film set.  

Recording the model at the ruin sites generated a reflection on how this activity could 

be perceived as a performative act however it should not be aligned with performance art 

because it is usually experienced live and with an audience. The staged photographs at the site 

had no audience just the model and the artist were present. Philip Auslander argues ‘the space 

of the document (whether visual or audio-visual) becomes the only space in which the 

performance occurs’ (Auslander, 2006: 2). Hence the image forms a relationship with a past 

event where the photograph of the ‘performance’ is constructed in the space and practice of 

the image itself therefore becomes ‘[t]he performativity of documentation itself’ whereby: the 

act of documenting an event as a performance is what constitutes it as such and forms a 

relationship between image and event. (Auslander, 2006: 2)  In addition, Hans-Georg 

Gadamer explains that the act of documenting is performative but as is the act of reading, 

viewing and imaginatively processing the document the viewer becomes an active interpreter 

off the event (Auslander, 2006: 95). Gadamer’s observation offers a further reflection on the 
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intersection between the ruin sites, the recording of the staged event and the how the viewers 

participation with the documentation in the exhibition becomes an active event in itself so 

there is an interplay between the different roles and experiences in the project.  

The commercial ruin site was stuck in time yet slowly evolving owing to 

environmental changes, interactions with society from youths engaging with the space and 

graffiti artists leaving their mark. The praxis considered how this in-between nature of the 

ruin site could be interpreted through challenging the role of still and moving imagery. 

Polaroid photography encapsulated this temporality and movement through a growing 

narrative while the Super-8 films reflected the static nature of the contemporary ruin through 

a collection of static long shots. A type of role reversal ensued with still images reflecting the 

sensibility of film while the medium of film explored the duration of stasis. These emerging 

ideas were informed by researching artists working with photography and film alongside 

theorists’ discussions on the stasis of film, staged photography and its relationship to the film 

still. Paul Carter explains about ideas of invention in practice:  

The condition of invention – the state of being that allows a state of becoming  

to emerge – is a perception, or recognition, of the ambiguity of appearances.  

Invention begins when what signifies exceeds its signification – when what  

means one thing, or conventionally functions in one role, discloses other  

possibilities […] In general a double movement occurs, in which the found  

elements are rendered strange, and of recontextualization, in which new families  

of association and structures of meaning are established. (Carter, 2010: 15-16) 

 

Roland Barthes describes photography as ‘a kind of primitive theatre, a kind of tableau vivant, 

a figuration of motionless and made-up face beneath which we see the dead’ (Barthes, 1980: 

32). However, the narratives created by the sequences of the Polaroid Instant Tableau 

Vivant’s explore not only an arrest of time described by Barthes but examines how a series of 
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still and temporal images can move beyond its frame and suggest different temporalities, the 

past, present and future through suggesting movement and an unfolding of time reminiscent 

of the moving image. The arrangements and narratives developed in the Polaroid sequences 

mimic cinema and challenge the cinematic within the photographic techniques associated with 

cinema as a time-based medium. The employment of montage, establishing shots, medium 

and close up were introduced into the Polaroid sequences to create parallels between moving 

and still imagery and the experience of different types of time.  

Many artists have been concerned with exploring the unfolding of time in 

photography, the Dutch artist, Jan Dibbets, has taken numerous series of photographs of 

changing light and shadow of interiors spaces. In the work Shadows in Konrad Fischer 

Gallery (1969) over the course of one afternoon, the images record the changing slant of 

shadows at 10-minute intervals as the sun passes across the sky between 13:00 and 16:00 

hours. This piece is one of a series of explorations by the artist in which the camera is used to 

document the passing of time over the course of one day, condensing this experience into a 

sequence of photographs presented as a line or a grid (Fuchs, 1991: 10-11). 

The contemporary photographer, Barbara Probst challenges the concept of the still 

image in her ‘serialized instants.’ In the collection of photographs titled; Exposure 

(photograph series 2001-2012), the artist uses as many as twelve cameras and tripods, 

arranged around the subject, to photograph multiple points of view captured in separate 

images, but taken simultaneously with a single radio controlled shutter release: by extending a 

single moment into a series, ‘Probst exposes the cinematic within the photographic by using 

techniques we have come to associate with cinema as a time based medium: suture, montage, 

shot, reverse shot, variations in shot scale reminiscent of cinematic establishing shots, 

medium shots and close up, elliptical editing, jump cuts, remakes/sequels’ (Trifonova, 2015: 

106). 
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Fig. 17: Barbara Probst, Exposure #1. Installation view: N.Y.C., 545 8th   

          Avenue,01.07.00, 10:37 p.m,2000. Courtesy of Barbara Probst and Higher     

          Pictures/Janice Guy.  

 

 

The project establishes how Polaroid photography’s ability to capture single instant 

(durational) moments can be expanded to reflect the mediums unique temporal and filmic 

qualities Therefore the series of instant sequences developed at the abandoned sites examine 

the dichotomies between the objectification and representation of the ‘fixed single moment’ 

and the ‘sequential fixed moment’. These ‘polaroid instant (durational) sequences’ are 

presented as timelines, reminiscent of the cinematographic film strip to convey films 

materiality and temporality, but also ‘challenge the traditional association of cinema with 

motion and time and of photography with stillness and timelessness’ (Trifonova, 2015: 103). 

The relationship to the ruin sites particularly the commercial ruin changed as it was no longer 

this type of non-space, but an engaged space where activities were instigated, and 

opportunities developed. Through the relationship between site and studio, doing and 

reflecting a loose fictional narrative developed.  
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The Polaroid photograph sequences were assembled in the studio by placing one 

image beside the other on a framed mechanism and was reminiscent of creating a montage. 

The Soviet film director, Sergei Eisenstein describes how the principle of montage consisted 

in the reality that ‘two pieces of any kind, placed beside one another, unavoidably combine 

into a new idea, which arises from this juxtaposition as a new quality’ (Eisenstein, 1961: 

328).  He also states ‘However this is by no means some purely cinematic matter, but rather a 

phenomenon that we must inevitably encounter whenever we are dealing with the 

juxtaposition of two facts, scenes, or objects’ (Eisenstein, 1961: 328). 

Eisenstein’s observation is interesting when considering the activity of arranging 

‘Polaroid montage’s’ in the studio and how the different juxtapositions pointed to narratives 

which would subsequently be further enacted and recorded on return to the ruin sites. 

Therefore, an interplay physically emerged between the space of the studio and the place of 

the ruin sites where realities and fictions were amalgamated. The creation of new forms 

through bricolage is described by Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, ‘the bricoleur produces a 

bricolage, that is, a pieced-together, close-knit set of practices that provide solutions to a 

problem in a concrete situation … that changes and takes new forms as different tools, 

methods, and techniques are added to the puzzle’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998: 3). This 

description of a bricolage methodology resonates with the approaches in the research project 

which challenges the role of photography and provides an exploration of how the still image 

can be re-imagined to form a new understanding of stillness, movement, fiction and reality  

when interpreting Irish contemporary ruination.  

 Robyn Stewart also describes how a bricolage methodology can reveal the 

mechanisms underpinning practice ‘The bricoleur appropriates aspects of research 

methodologies which best suit the task at hand, travelling between various research 

disciplines in an attempt to build the most appropriate bridge between aesthetics and 
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experience through processes of production documentation and interpretation. The bricoleur is 

seeking to explore, reveal, inform, and perhaps inspire by illuminating aspects of insider 

praxis within their field’ (Stewart, 2010: 128). Stewart’s observation of revealing facets of 

insider praxis is communicated in the project by addressing the individual properties of 

Polaroid photography and Super 8 film and the close relationships between photography and 

film, particularly highlighting their role reversal to understand the condition of the Irish 

contemporary ruin. The bricolage methodology not only informed this dichotomy but also 

illuminated the making processes to uncover and inform how an artists practice can provide 

new knowledge about place, ruination, and time. 

Illumination of Still Sequences 

While making Super 8 film and Polaroid photograph recordings of the commercial ruin, 

documentation of the domestic ruin site was made with two Polaroid Land Cameras. These 

folding bellowed cameras provided a different physical experience as they are much more 

mechanical in comparison to later models of Polaroid instant cameras. After shooting the 

photograph you would then proceed to pull it out from the peel apart film pack and place it 

into the metal cold clip to assist the development time. The instructions on the cold clip 

recommend you place the clip between your body and arm which was very interesting that the 

heat of your body was used to develop the image at the site. After the development time you 

would then peel apart the photograph from its negative to visualise the Polaroid. There was 

always an element of chance with this process as you could allocate too much or too little 

time to its realisation.  The film utilised was the expired Fuji FP-100C film and due to the 

expiration of the film the photographs often had a lilac/purple tinge. When you pulled the 

photograph away from the peel apart film you were left with a hidden negative. Ordinarily 

this negative would be thrown away, but after researching how to reclaim a very simple 

process of developing the photographs remnant batches of the Fuji negatives were reclaimed 
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by removing the black coating from the film with household bleach. To view the images, a 

makeshift light box comprised of florescent tubes was assembled in the studio. Similar, to the 

approach used in making the Polaroid sequences, loose narratives were constructed. The 

illuminated series of rowed negatives were reminiscent of a celluloid film strip.  In addition, 

each negative had a unique quality which was superior to the photograph. Often during the 

peeling apart of the photograph from its negative errors would occur and once reclaimed 

beautiful and abstract forms were revealed. 

Working with Fuji Peel apart film introduced a new experience of chance, time and 

transformation, providing not only an encounter of an image’s temporal realisation at the 

domestic site, but also the transformation of its remnant image back in the home space using a 

household cleaning product. This created a dialogue between the two spaces where the 

domestic ruin site represented the past and present while the home space was its aspirational 

objective. Similar, to Super 8 film, Fuji negatives require a chemical intervention, but in this 

instance the process is about reclaiming singular and static images which would ordinarily be 

regarded as debris. 

Still to Moving Images 

Previous experience of working with celluloid was speculative and limited so 

employing Super 8 film was challenging alongside gaining access to equipment and films 

which had now become redundant. Becoming knowledgeable on films history and its 

materiality was an important aspect in the research project to fully understand the medium 

while contemplating how this experience can be integrated into the context of the work. It was 

important to become independent and have the capacity to working directly with Super 8 film. 

This led to a whole experience of searching for outmoded cameras, editing equipment and 

films.  
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When reflecting on recording with Super 8 film at the commercial ruin site it became a 

very different experience to working with Polaroid photography. It was impossible to see the 

results emerge at the site. The camera shot was set up, followed by recording while remaining 

still and observing the scene while the film ran through the enclosed chamber of the camera. 

This was a physical encounter of movement and time at the site. Time is so much part of the 

process of working with Super 8 film, from waiting for the film to be developed in Berlin and 

returned, in addition to visualising the films temporality of moving through the editing 

machine and projector. The experience of handling outmoded visual material which depicted 

a redundant place and space while adopting obsolete equipment offered an experience of 

engaging with ruination in multiple ways.    

When working with celluloid and handling the thin ribbon material of Super 8 film 

there is a physical encounter with a piece of imprinted and ruined time. The editing method of 

cutting and splicing was a process of breaking up the film strip, removing unnecessary frames 

which became left over fragments while reassembling the film was reminiscent to the craft of 

weaving and a physical form of bricolage. The artist Peter Hutton describes the process of 

editing film:  

I cut the film with a simple Italian splicer and a straight blade. I save the small 

fragments of film and often tape them to pieces of white paper that I hang on 

the walls of my editing room. I have hundreds of envelopes with fragments 

of various films inside, some from work prints others with original pieces.  

Often I’ll send them to friends taped to letters. I love holding them up to  

light and looking at the frames with a magnifying glass. I think of the  

fragments as tiny slices of amber containing elements of time and history.  

(Hutton, 2011: 82) 
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Hutton’s description of editing and having leftovers of film is interesting in relation to the 

experience of editing film. In the project there were many instances when footage was not 

necessary so it would be spliced. Like Hutton there was a reluctance to discard these vestiges 

so they would always be salvaged and saved. When reflecting on how these leftovers from the 

film strips became traces of an event yet also the remains of a film through the process of 

editing, it became imperative to use one of the lengthier remnants in the exhibition.  One of 

the small frames from this surplus Super 8 film strip was projected on an editing machine 

which was displayed on a plinth between the film works and Polaroid sequences. This 

luminous single and small image pointed to how even in its redundancy and lack of 

movement it could still shine bright in its stasis. 

  

 Fig 18: Ronan McCrea, Film Material, 2016 

The Irish artist Ronan McCrea’s explores films materiality and editing processes in the 

exhibition MATERIAL(s)  (1 Dec 2016 – 25 Feb 2017). In the work, Film Material, McCrea 

laboriously cuts, and splices found 16mm instructional films on mechanical engineering 

produced by the BBC in the 1970s. He deconstructs the abandoned film footage and then 

reconstructs the film to incorporate a collection of fragments.  Aidan Dunne’s review of the 

http://www.greenonredgallery.com/exhibition.php?intProjectID=148
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exhibition aptly entitled, Valuable images rescued from the scrap heap describes the editing 

process employed in found 16mm film: 

Film Material, working with a pattern of one-second clips, a temporal  

grid that becomes hypnotic, McCrea abstracts from the instructional films 

many instants one could take as depicting fundamental modernist and  

minimalist abstract sculptural forms. Very effectively, too: they flash  

briefly, startlingly into sight and alternating with glimpses of the more  

functional manufacturing processes as hands direct and manipulate  

metals and machinery. (Dunne, 2016) 

 

Film Material, offers a reflection on films obsolete and visual material, but it also considers 

the role of editing and making as a process in the work which is often ignored. Exploring the 

materiality of film and its handling has been an integral part of the research project to present 

Super 8 film as a visual medium but also to demonstrate how this malleable, haptic material 

and outmoded technology is increasingly becoming extinct and with its disappearance there is 

also the loss of a role and method in filmmaking.   

 

Fig 19: Dziga Vertov, Man with the Movie Camera/Cheloveks  

           kino-apparatom,1929, USSR, 68 mins 
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One of the most eminent films to feature the process of editing film is in Dziga 

Vertov’s, Man with the Movie Camera/Cheloveks kino-apparatom (USSR, 1929, 68 mins). 

Vertov’s wife and collaborator, Elizaveta Svilova is featured editing film and describes the 

process as one of intuition and the trying out of “1000s of variants,” testing the “meaning, 

visual quality and rhythm” of the sequences “by ear,” with both of them “bent excitedly over 

the montage table” all through the night and into the morning (Svilova 1976: 68-69).  Karen 

Pearlman describes the editing process further: 

During watching, felt responses and key images, or sounds of shots are  

mentally linked and embedded in the editor’s consciousness … These  

coupled images and sensations become triggers for imagining the as-yet  

un-invented sequences into which they may be eventually composed.  

Watching, for the expert editor, is perceiving and responding affectively,  

noticing the perception and the feelings, and filing - mentally or physically 

or both - the combination of image and response to be accessed when  

building a film. (Pearlman 2018: 310) 

 

Here again the process of fabricating a film is expressed and describes how watching, 

listening, and responding to film contributes to its assemblage but also how the activity of 

editing informs and influences an imaginary vision of emerging images and sequences.  

The Relationship between Polaroid Photography and Film  

Polaroid photography’s special chemistry and image quality can be compared to the 

attributes of Super 8 film. Geoff Dyer notes the ‘peculiar colour saturation of the Polaroid’ 

which ‘appears as memory- drenched as Super-8 film’ (Dyer, 2008). However, the project’s 

use of Super 8 film is not only because of its unique image quality but its correlation to 

Polaroid photography’s temporal and durational qualities.  The Polaroid film (Polaroid 

Originals) which is available today has endeavoured to maintain its former image quality, 
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however it can no longer be regarded as an instant medium owing to the length of the 

development time for each image. It is argued Polaroid photography’s temporality and 

accumulation of duration can be associated with film, particularly with the long take and its 

relationship to time and its unfolding. Therefore, to support this position, this chapter will 

demonstrate how Polaroid photography has been utilised by artists and filmmakers because of 

its capacity to capture time; the past and present and how respected and established 

filmmakers such as Michelangelo Antonioni, Andrei Tarkovsky, and Wim Wenders utilised 

Polaroid photography because of its unique relationship with time.  

 Tarkovsky’s interest in Polaroid photography was not only because of its unique 

aesthetics and picture quality, but because of the way it engaged with time. Gawan Fagard 

explains: ‘Tarkovsky’s use of Polaroid photography shows, a picture is not only its content, or 

its aesthetic aspects, but also its material process of coming-into-existence. As much as 

Tarkovsky’s Polaroids evoke the tension between the desire for spiritual harmony and the 

very impossibility of that harmony, they also investigate the revelationist nature of the 

medium itself’ (Fagard, 2012).  

 Wim Wenders started taking Polaroid photographs during the directing of films in 

the 1970s to inform framing, lighting conditions and the selection of locations - this was 

partly due to not having access to rushes during filming in remote locations. Wenders featured 

the Polaroid camera and the physical act of taking and producing instant images in two of his 

films: Alice in the Cities (1974, Germany, 113 mins) and The American Friend (1977, 

Germany, 127mins).  

 Depicting analogue photography and the activity of taking photographs as part of a 

film’s narrative, has figured in many films; Alfred Hitchcock, Rear Window (1954, USA, 115 
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mins), Funny Face (1957, USA, 103 mins) and Michelangelo Antonioni, Blow Up (1966, UK, 

111 mins). 

 

 Fig.20: Wim Wenders, Alice in the Cities (1974, Germany, 113 mins)  

 Alice in the Cities, was one of the first feature films to introduce Polaroid 

photography.  The Polaroid camera: SX-70 model was just about to go into production when 

Wenders received a prototype and a dozen film packs. The central character in the film is a 

German journalist travelling through America and instead of writing as planned he takes a 

series of polaroid photographs. Moving away from the film’s story line, what is interesting in 

this film is the recording of looking through the new SX-70 Polaroid camera and taking and 

producing instantaneous photographs. In one scene the protagonist, Philip Winter takes a 

series of photographs and rows them along to view the images of the scene he is observing. 

The SX-70 plays a central role in the film and examines the dichotomies between seeing, 

recording and the object, allowing an engagement between the photographer, the referent and 

the spectator.  The noise from the camera also plays an important role; the mechanical sound 

inherent to the SX-70 is frequently heard ejecting the image. This unique sound and activity 

of producing a Polaroid photograph is also exploited in The American Friend. In these two 
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films the repetitive and mechanical sound intrinsic to the SX-70 Polaroid camera resonates 

between the action of taking photographs, developing, and producing them. In Camera 

Lucida: Reflections on Photography, La chambre claire: Notes sur la Photographie (1980). 

Roland Barthes explains the importance of the sound made when taking a photograph:  

 For me the photographers organ is not his eye (which terrifies me), but  

 his finger: what is linked to the trigger of the lens, to the metallic shifting 

 of the plates (when the camera still has such things). I love these mechanical  

 sounds in an almost voluptuous way, as if in the Photograph, they were the 

 very thing - and the only thing - to which my desire clings, their abrupt click 

  breaking through the mortiferous layer of the Pose. For me the noise of Time 

 is not sad: I love bells, clocks, watches - and I recall that at first photographic 

  implements were related to techniques of cabinetmaking and the machinery of  

 precision: cameras in short, were clocks for seeing, and perhaps in me someone 

 very old still hears in the photographic mechanism the living sound of wood. 

  

             (Barthes, 1980: 15). 

 

 During the photo shoots at the contemporary ruin sites the sound of taking the 

Polaroid photographs resonates with Barthes’s description. The sound confirmed the moment 

the image was captured in the Polaroid Land cameras whereas the noise from the SX-70 style 

of camera signified not only the images capture but the ejection of the image. David Morris 

examines Barthes’s analogy ‘The sound of the camera at the moment of the photo-graph 

being taken is the absolute moment of the present, yet a present that, as it brings the Death 

that is the photograph, is always in the process of vanishing’ (Morris, 2001: 370).  

The experience of taking and then viewing the photograph at the ruin sites provided an 

encounter of being in a present moment while its imprint brought an experience of a past 

moment. Reflections on the index and time by theorists such as André Bazin and Roland 

Barthes were integral to informing the position in the exegesis however, their observations 
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also had an impact on the realization of the artwork. The physical interaction with Polaroid 

photography became an experience where theory was actualized. This revelation brought an 

awareness of how practice-based research can reflect not only on how theory can inform the 

exegesis but how theory can be realized and encountered in the praxis. 

The amalgam of diverse approaches in the praxis are utilised to explore the 

relationships between medium and subject, still and moving images, artwork and viewer, 

practice, and context.  Hence, the researcher as a bricoleur is immersed in a methodology 

navigating the in-between spaces of the research project, endeavouring to understand how its 

disparities and analogies can be communicated.  

The bricolage methodology is described in Robyn Stewart’s essay, Creating New 

Stories for Praxis: Navigations, Narratives and Neon narratives:  

Bricolage is hybrid praxis. It presents an approach that places the 

researcher’s discourse and practices within another space, between 

artist and product, producer and audience, theory, and practice  

so that it becomes the space for reflection, contemplation,  

revelation. The bricoleur is positioned within the borderlands, 

crossing between time and place, personal practice and the practice 

of others, exploring the history of the discipline and it’s changing 

cultural contexts.  

   (Stewart, 2010: 128) 

 

Stewart’s observations of a bricolage methodology succinctly describe the practice-based 

research methodology utilised in the research project where different elements are in dialogue 

with each other and where one component does not take precedence over another and 

interconnections are formed between theory and creative practice. Norman Denzin and 

Yvonna Lincoln also argue that ‘the combination of multiple methodological practices and 

empirical materials, perspectives and observers in a single study is best understood, as a 
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strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity, richness and depth to any inquiry’ (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1999: 6).    

However, there has been much criticism of bricolage as a methodology in the 

academy as the methods can be seen as too eclectic and ‘the adaptability and portability of 

said toolkit—can (and does) invite accusations of superficiality and lack of rigour’. Joe 

Kincheloe describes this ‘Implicit in the critique of interdisciplinarity’, he writes, ‘and thus of 

bricolage as its manifestation in research is the assumption that interdisciplinarity is by nature 

superficial’ (Kincheloe, 2001: 680-81). A commitment to research eclecticism—of ‘allowing 

circumstance to shape methods employed’ can be seen, as problematic and something that 

should not really be encouraged.  

The disapproval of bricolage as a methodology is unfortunate especially when you 

consider how creative practice often requires interdisciplinary approaches, encompassing 

diverse ideas and disciplines as part of the research process and should be considered as a 

vigorous and significant methodology. 

Super 8 film  

 The pleasure of Super 8 is the pleasure of seeing language put  

   through the magic lantern. 

         (Jarman, 1984: 129) 

Super 8 film is regarded as a low gauge medium and is often seen as the poor relative to 

16mm and 35 mm film, however it has been utilised by a generation of artists. To understand 

the fascination of this film medium it is important to examine its main material attributes and 

its relationship to fragmentation and ruins. 

          The English artist and filmmaker Derek Jarman is renowned for making short Super 8 

films which have been celebrated in the book, Derek Jarman Super 8 (2014) by James 
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Mackay. Jarman recorded various forms of ruins from depictions of architectural remnants 

such as ecclesiastical ruins, abandoned sites around southeast London, and a dilapidated 

Victorian boathouse in Gerald’s Film (1975).   The latter features a young man called Gerald 

Incandela, a friend of Jarman who wanders around the ruinous boathouse in Essex. This film 

resonates with the recording of the model in Static Vision, where the figure navigates the ruin 

site and become part of it.  Peter Fillingham, describes how the film was constructed in his 

essay entitled, Beyond Language: At the Seams of Seduction:  

The player begins to follow the directions of the director, and walks and  

acts. Jarman then reshapes the film and places the player as part of the site, 

beautifully framed within the location. Ghostlike, as if he belongs to the  

place and is straying, Jarman is outside the building and looking in,  

framing and reframing with complete expertise as he constructs the finale.  

         (Fillingham, 2014: 176) 

 

In the publication entitled: Big As Life: An American History of 8mm Films, accompanying 

the exhibition of the same name at the Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco (1999), the 

artist and filmmaker Nina Fonoroff describes working with Super 8 film, ‘For me the Super-8 

camera was not an extension of the eye; rather, the Super-8 image was a second skin’ 

(Fonoroff, 1998: 83). She explains further, ‘In my imagination, part of the charm of the 

process was that it bore a similarity to scavenging, foraging, taxidermy, embalming: a range 

of the disreputable activities unworthy of association with the making of “serious art.”  Like 

the childhood pastimes of saving baby teeth, locks of hair, and autographs, Super-8 

filmmaking was for me intricately tied to the idea of the personal imprint, of the life of the 

body over the course of time. Each yellow box of processed Kodak film contained a plastic 

spool that represented about two and a half minutes of a complete world in miniature: a 

fragment can only be conceived through an idea of totality’ (Fonoroff, 1998: 83).  
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Fonoroff’s descriptions of Super 8 film being a form of scavenging and embalming 

resonates with its utilisation in the research project. The film with its innate ephemeral 

properties endeavoured to fix the moment of the collapse of the Celtic Tiger and capture the 

condition of Ireland’s contemporary ruins.  Fonoroff goes on to describe how Super 8 

filmmakers sourced environments and stood as witnesses to events and processes. ‘Disparate 

events and phenomena — construction sites, political demonstrations, the bloom of lilacs in 

the spring— are reminders of the urgency of recording the present on behalf of the future for 

an attentive eye and ear, arresting a moment that will pass too quickly’ (Fonoroff, 1998: 85). 

Fonoroff’s description of being a witness to events and the urgency of recording the 

present can be related to Jarman’s recordings of diverse forms of ruination and political 

events, but what is most interesting is how Jarman’s Super 8 film recordings were converted 

into 35mm film in The Last of England (1987). The unique aesthetic of Super 8 film was 

transformed into a larger and more complex narrative, no longer existing as singular 

fragments of time, but challenging how time, ruination, and the materiality of film can be 

communicated and understood.  On viewing The Last of England, the film critic and scholar 

Peter Wollen explains, “underlying the imagery of the blitz and the wasteland lies a critique 

of a destructive society and government – in a word, of Thatcherism” (Wollen, 1993: 46). 

There is a current revival and a renewed interest in Super 8 film and its capacity to 

capture moments in time. It is interesting how this humble yet beautiful film medium which 

had been viewed as a subordinate film compared to 35mm film is now being reconsidered and 

revalued. In the recent exhibition Private Lives Public Spaces, MoMA, New York (Oct 21, 

2019–May 23, 2021) presents the Museum’s collection of virtually unseen, homemade film 

works dating from 1907 to 1991 and explores the connections between artist’s cinema, 

amateur movies, and family filmmaking. Films ranging from Salvador Dalí’s vacations in 

Spain to countless hours of families capturing intimate moments. Staged as an immersive 
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video experience, the exhibition reveals an overlooked history of film from the Museum’s 

archives, providing fresh perspectives on a remarkably rich precursor to the social media of 

today. The museum curator Brittany Shaw explains how ‘home movies function as time 

machines into the past and it’s what the past looks like to us...or the idea of the past. When I 

think of this time, it’s how I think of the colors, those bright reds and blues....’ (MoMA, 

2019). 

Conclusion  

Chapter Three demonstrates how bricolage methodology was utilised in the research 

project and can be best described qualitive methodology with a mixed approach, incorporating 

a reflection in action and on action, tactic knowledge while also creating a dialogue between 

theory and practice. The findings suggest a bricolage methodology’s eclectic and flexible 

approach was advantageous to the practice-based research project because it enabled the 

project to evolve while connecting the variable elements from the multiple disciplines: 

Polaroid photography, Super 8 Film, and installation to become a holistic research project.  

 The chapter also explored the performative role of the artist recording the ruin sites 

through featuring a model /protagonist taking Polaroid photographs and recording Super 8 

films. This mechanism was employed to question how Irish contemporary ruination can be 

witnessed as an event and be experienced. In addition, the introduction of the figure in the 

composition’s challenges how iconography of the Irish landscape and ruination is customarily 

portrayed as empty and without people. Staging the activities of the protagonist taking 

photographs and observing the sites provided a dichotomy between reality and fiction. The 

methodology also identified an interesting relationship between place and space and examined 

the dynamics between recording at the contemporary ruin sites and the refection and editing 

processes in the studio where ideas and experiences were merged into the artwork.    
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 Chapter Three argues how a bricolage methodolgy is an appropriate methodology for 

practice-based research because of its fluid and initiutive approach and demonstrates how the 

project was not tied down to one methodology but had a combination of methods. The chapter 

illustrates how investigations made in the project were not predetermined but were informed 

by an expansive study of artists and filmmakers work alongside an analysis of relevant 

theories to apprehend a representation of Irelands contemporary ruination. Explorations of  

analogues indexical qualities and the relationships between still and moving images  

alongside an examination of preformativity at the ruin sites  
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Chapter 4: Static Vision: Exhibition, Reception, Interpretation 

The creative practice component of the research project took the form of an exhibition 

entitled, Static Vision at Ormston House, Limerick. The exhibition was designed to invite the 

viewer to actively participate in the temporal and material qualities of the work, offering 

simultaneous engagements with stillness and movement, ruination and reclamation. The 

exhibition comprised of five works designed to explore the medium specificity of analogue 

technology, and challenge the role of looking, recording and engaging with forms and 

material processes of ruination. In particular, the exhibition explored how the abandoned 

building sites derived from the collapse of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger era continue to reframe how 

we perceive place and landscape in Ireland today. Super 8 film and Polaroid photography 

were utilised to explore creatively how analogue technologies respond to Ireland’s 

contemporary ruin, encouraging dialogues between still and moving images, and offering a 

new perspective on time, place and ruination. 

 

 

 Fig. 21: Static Vision, Installation View, 2020  
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As the research project developed it became important to secure an exhibition space in 

Limerick city which was within close proximity to the central contemporary ruin site to 

provide a dialogue between place, artwork, and audience.  The commercial ruin, Horizon Mall 

had been widely publicized in local media and had become a well-known feature to the 

citizens from Limerick city and county. Gaining access inside  the sites offered an opportunity 

to bring a new perspective and insight into Ireland’s contemporary ruins which were 

ordinarily concealed and restricted spaces to the  public.  

Static Vision, takes the form of an installation in the gallery space of Ormston House, 

Limerick. A former 19th century commercial premises inspired by a Venetian palazzo, 

originally functioning as a large shop and later subdivided into multiple units. Ormston House 

became a meeting place for the arts in the centre of Limerick City and opened in 2011 as a 

Cultural Resource Centre to create new opportunities for artists and arts workers. The role of 

the programme is described on the Ormston House website: ‘The three pillars of the 

programme: artistic ambition, community engagement, professional development, and 

welcoming audiences seeking intimate arts experiences and progressive projects. The 

programme is co-designed with citizens to promote access and inclusion resulting in cultural 

events that are responsive to the city and its context’ (Ormston, 2020). 

The gallery is not a conventional white cube, but a ‘grey’ one displaying a large 

window front and Italianate style pillars with ornate mirrors, offering an additional dimension 

to viewing the art works. Erika Balsom explains: ‘The architectural form of the white cube, 

popularized in the 1920s, is inextricably tied to the ideology of modernism and the desire for 

an artistic autonomy free of the contaminating tentacles of a mass culture seen as governed 

primarily by market imperatives. Brian O’Doherty refers to this pristine space as a “survival 

compound,” suggesting the strictly policed borders it enacts between its inside (the 

autonomous work of art) and what is outside (the world)’ (Balsom, 2013: 39). 
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The layout and design of the exhibition considered how the gallery space could be 

utilised to provide the viewer with a shared navigation of artwork and space.  Each of the five 

works in Static Vision, operate as individual pieces, but when installed together they function 

as a unit, each component interconnecting with the other. The installation of Super 8 film and 

Polaroid photographic sequences offered the viewer a physical unfolding and dialogue 

between the materiality of the moving and still image and an experience of diverse forms of 

ruination. Erika Balsom describes the role of the exhibition space which concurs with its role 

in Static Vision.  

Accordingly, the exhibition space must not be seen as a mere container,  

but as a meta-medium to be investigated. It is the means by which art is  

made visible and knowable to those who consume it. It transmits  

individual works of art, but also much more: it activates relations  

between works and endows them with cultural value, it conveys  

institutional discourses, and it produces a viewing subject.  The gallery  

does not simply serve as a neutral, protective container for the moving  

image, but produces a new cinematic dispositif through its particular 

discursive and institutional framing and the various practices associated  

with it. (Balsom, 2014: 40) 

 

Static Vision, offers a mediation on how the gallery space operates as part of the work 

where relationships between the space, technologies, materials and subject matter can 

intersect.  Ormston House, Polaroid Photography, Super 8 film and Ireland’s contemporary 

ruins all have singular histories and experiences of obsolescence and transformation. The 

installation offers the viewer a navigation of different   temporalities, images, objects, and 

spaces which resonates with the experience of the artist and “model” negotiating the 

contemporary ruin sites. Therefore, the apparatus of the installation provides an intersection 
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between the experience of the referent at the ruin sites and a special encounter of  its imprint 

in the gallery space.   

The viewer moves  between the illumination of Polaroid negatives, projections of the 

Super 8 films and display of the Polaroids photograph sequences,  shifting their perception 

when ‘reading’ the works and experiencing several rhythms of time, including the pace of 

bodily experience, the movement of film through the projector, the unfolding narrations of the 

still and moving images. The exhibitions mediation between the reality of the contemporary 

ruin and its imprint offers the viewer a structured and spatial encounter with indexicality, 

temporality, ruination, and obsolescence.  

Throughout Static Vision, the model featured in the Super 8 film works and Polaroid 

photograph sequences emanates the role of the artist at the ruin site. Their identity is 

concealed and predominantly takes up the guise of a hooded figure to become the central 

protagonist in an unfolding and loose narrative. The model was recorded looking at the view 

and interacting with the site and extensively shot from behind. The Rückenfigur (‘figure seen 

from behind’) and has been adopted as a compositional device in painting, photography and 

film and had been popularised by the 19th century German Romantic tradition (most 

famously, in Caspar David Friedrich’s ‘Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer’ (1818). Alison 

Butler writes: ‘As a compositional element, the Rückenfigur holds the work together and 

guides the viewer through it, acting as a constant reminder that it is not just about events, but 

also, and equally, about the witnessing of those events’ (Butler, 2019: 95). In Static Vision, 

the model as Rückenfigur signifies the moment of witnessing and recording the ruins liminal 

and transformative states and is adopted as a mechanism to create a dichotomy between the 

reality of experiencing the referent and the viewers engagement with its imprint in gallery 

space thus, a two-fold encounter with the contemporary ruin emerges. Static Vision strives to 

provide the viewer with an experience of indexes in the exhibition, not just between the 
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images and its subject, but forming a relationship between the images and the beholder to 

create a ‘‘performative index,’’ or an ‘‘index of identification’’ (Olin, 2002:114-115).  

The gallery space as a ‘meta medium’ and has been  utilised in Static Vision to 

examine the role of analogue film and photography in the gallery and contemporary arts 

practice today.  

Super 8 Projections in the Gallery Space 

Exhibiting film works in a gallery situation was popular in the 1960s and 1970s by 

Structural/Materialist filmmakers and renowned artists such as Malcolm Le Grice, Michael 

Snow, William Raban, Peter Kubelka, Hollis Frampton, Paul Sharits and Stan Brakhage but 

suffered a demise with the introduction of video technologies.  

Malcolm Le Grice’s early works focused on the materiality of film such as, Little Dog 

for Roger (1967) Berlin Horse (1970) and Horror Film 1 (1971) in addition to exploring the 

physicality of the projection space. Le Grice’s later work embraced video and digital 

(computer-generated) technologies. He discusses his practice and theories extensively in the 

publication, ‘Experimental Cinema in the Digital Age’ (2001) where he considers ideas about 

the “medium” and “discourse”. He has argued that the digital has no physical condition so 

therefore it is not a medium and has no permanent condition in relation to exhibition or 

distribution but is a sensory form which needs to be translated.  

In an interview with Patti Gaal-Holmes he explains:  

In order to deal with this loss of a seemingly permanent filmic  

physicality, in my practice I have replaced the notion of medium with  

discourse where the temporal, visual and auditory manipulations (form –  

sequence – change – KINEMATICS) become the symbolic reference point.  

              (Gaal-Holmes, 2016) 
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 Le Grice explores ‘strategies’ of presence in multi-projections offering the spectator choices 

in the construction of the experience. His work examines how its context can be 

communicated through a framework to create a discourse and explains:  

This condition of discourse and expectation was of course also present  

in works that focussed on medium, but with the digital it is unavoidable.  

Maintaining an anti-illusionist position without the artistic strategy of  

focus on physicality has given me a long running new artistic problem.  

How do we re-situate the audience (including myself), resisting illusion  

with an ultra-high-definition image and high-fidelity sound? 

                                     (Gaal-Holmes, 2016) 

 

Le Grice’s position on the medium, discourse, the role of the spectator and digital 

technologies is interesting when considering the context and communication of an artwork 

and the role of the viewer in the research project. However, Le Grice’s apprehension about 

high-definition images and sound becoming an obstacle and overwhelming the context of an 

artwork is an increasing concern for many contemporary artists. In addition, the absence of a 

medium and materiality in the digital era, where high definition imagery and sound are 

becoming too imposing and detached from reality has generated a response from 

contemporary artists and filmmakers to employ alternate mediums, hence the return to 

analogue technologies and an emergence of film projection in the gallery and museum. 

 In the 1990s celluloid re-emerged as a prominent feature in contemporary moving art 

practice. Monica McTighe explains,  

The gallery space offers a different experience to being in the cinema.  

Over the past two decades curators, artists and critics have conceived  

cinema as an old medium linked to cult value, historicity and  

patrimonial inheritance. Notions of ruination and refuse come to  
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figure the ways elements of this now old apparatus persist and  

reappear in new configurations. This becoming-old of cinema in  

an age of new media is important, for it not only traces a historical 

trajectory that sees cinema change from a technological novelty at  

the end of nineteenth century to an old medium at the beginning of  

the twenty-first, but also opens the possibility of extrapolating from  

this to think about how today’s new media will one day become  

old as well’ (Mc Tighe, 2012: 186).  

 

 

Fig. 22: Temporal Motion and Still to Moving Instants, Installation View, 2020  

The moving images displayed in Static Vision, created a dichotomy between film’s historicity 

and its perception as a medium from the past in parallel to examining how film as an ‘old 

medium’ can be employed to interpret new histories and contemporary events. The films offer 

an experience of the temporality and indexicality of images, but also considers how the 

apparatus functions and persists during its obsolescence and presentation of new forms of 

ruination in the gallery.    
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The artist Hollis Frampton’s makes the claim that “...no activity can become an art 

until its proper epoch has ended and it has dwindled, as an aid of survival, into total 

obsolescence,” there is an intimate connection between the increasing obsolescence of 

celluloid and its current configuration within the gallery space – one that suggests a 

productive transformation of the medium much more than its death (Frampton, 1983: 112). 

Super 8 film projections, Temporal Motion, (Super 8 film, black and white, 7mins, 

looped) and Still to Moving Instants, (Super 8 film, colour & black and white, 6 mins 30 secs, 

looped) were projected simultaneously on two separate corner walls in the gallery allowing 

the viewer to experience them together.   

 

Fig. 23: Temporal Motion, Installation View, 2020 

 

In Temporal Motion, (Super 8 film, black and white, 7mins duration and looped) 

recordings of hands are depicted winding Super-8 film through an editing machine. This 

footage is interspersed throughout the film to facilitate the introduction of footage from the 

contemporary commercial ruin site. This construct is employed to provide an engagement 

with film’s materiality and the cyclical experience of temporality and visual unfolding. 

Recording the handling and editing process was informed by the scene of Elizaveta Svilova 
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editing film in Dziga Vertov’s, Man with the Movie Camera/Cheloveks kino-apparatom 

(USSR, 1929, 68 mins) and draws attention to the filmmaking process, exposing the 

relationship between the image and its construction. The film acts as an archive of the 

filmmakers’ navigations of Odessa, Russia where archival material of life in the city is 

gathered, but it also tells the story of its own making. In Temporal Motion the segments 

featuring the editing of Super-8 film demonstrate how the craft and skills of editing film have 

become redundant aligned with the obsolescence of its medium and subject matter. The artist 

and filmmaker, Hollis Frampton describes the relationship between the materiality of the 

filmstrip and its transformation from object to illusion: “The act of making a film, of 

physically assembling the filmstrip, feels somewhat like making an object: that film artists 

have seized the materiality of film is of inestimable importance … But the instant the film is 

completed, the ‘object’ vanishes” (Frampton, 2009: 138). Recording the activity of editing 

film and its transformation from an object to an illusionistic time image projected in the 

gallery space creates a correlation to the contemporary ruins temporal transformation, moving 

from ruinous material to its disappearance through its demolition. Temporal Motion’s 

inclusion of  moving shots of the ruin site and static images of the back of the model 

experiencing the ruin-scape and its demolition provide a dialogue between movement and 

stasis, the past and present. The footage displaying  the state of the unfinished and abandoned 

buildings of the commercial ruin embodying a limbo state: waiting, immobile, stuck in-

between time are in contrast to time moving forward in the imagery depicting the ruins 

demolition and transformation therefore, creating a dichotomy between absence and presence 

of the contemporary ruin and films material and illusionistic qualities resulting in the viewer 

having a twofold experience.   

Still to Moving Instants, features two colour and two black and white static Super 8 

film segments, each containing a Polaroid photograph held by a figure in front of the 
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commercial ruin site. The instant photographs are a record and an archive image of the site 

before its demolition commenced. In the colour footage the viewer sees the model holding up 

a Polaroid photograph in front of the vista of the ruin’s demolition and transformation. There 

are two types of temporalities being presented simultaneously - a still moment and moving 

moment, the past and the present. The Polaroid photograph documents the contemporary ruins 

past and suspension in time and the moving image records its presence and transformation. 

The viewer experiences both a frozen moment and the films unfurling. The single image in 

the photo-film is virtual and actual at the same time; one cannot grasp it with one’s hand and 

keep it, even though it protrudes out of the flow of motion images. Therefore, the 

photographic still of a sequence is caught in a double movement as Gilles Deleuze has 

described: ‘There is a formation of an image with two sides, actual and virtual. It is as if an 

image in a mirror, a photo or a postcard came to life, assumed independence and passed into 

the actual, even if this meant that the actual image returned into the mirror and resumed its 

place in the postcard or photo, following a double movement of liberation and capture’ 

(Deleuze, 1989: 68). 

  

Fig. 24: Still to Moving Instants, Installation View, 2020 
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The two segments of the black and white Super 8 film footage in  Still to Moving 

Instants present a close-up of a hand holding a Polaroid photograph against the backdrop of 

the ruin’s demolition and transformation. Hollis  Frampton observes that the viewing 

experience of films, when they are projected, somehow makes the viewers forget the 

“thingness”, one of the reasons being the speed of film and the affective flow it creates. 

Looking at the filmstrip and single film images or photographs reminds viewers again of the 

materiality of both media. The decision to present the films in traditional formats rather that 

transferring them to digital was to provide the viewer with a direct engagement with 

analogues materiality and obsolescence. The transformation of celluloid from a moving image 

to an illusion offered the viewer a reflection on both the ruins presence and future 

disappearance. The Polaroid photograph featured in Still to Moving Instants, represents how 

this unique photo object has the capacity to be a physical archive of Irish contemporary 

ruination and register a particular instant and moment in time before it disappears. 

The Film Projector as Time Machine, Sculptural Object and Ruin Maker    

When the viewer enters the gallery space they experience a whirring sound resonating 

from the two projectors, providing a mechanical sound to accompany the silent Super-8 films, 

which also reverberates around the space of the gallery affording the viewer with an 

additional sensory experience when engaging with the Polaroid photographic sequences.  

The projectors can be perceived as sculptural objects which have become extinct 

machines representing a history and past despite operating in the present. The viewer is 

confronted with simultaneous forms of obsolescence and ruination from the viewing of the 

projected moving imagery of the contemporary ruin and experiencing the mechanical 

ruination of the film running through the projectors. A temporal trace is left because of the 

celluloid becoming worn, picking up scratches, marks and burns on its surface. Thus, the 
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viewer witnesses a process of continual ruination of the film while it is being projected which 

is further exasperated when the projectors break down and the film snaps alluding to the 

fragility of the medium, apparatus and the experience of viewing. Therefore the viewer is 

provided with an opportunity to experience and reflect on what obsolete mediums mean today 

and how the representation of Ireland’s contemporary ruin in analogue technologies offer a 

reflection on ruinations of the past and present. 

Connecting Moving and Still Images  

 

  

Fig. 25: Static Vision, Installation View, 2020 

                        

The piece Static Vision, (HKS Projektorette, displays a single frame of Super-8 film, 

black and white) depicts the hooded figure standing overlooking a flooded area of the 

contemporary commercial ruin site, reminiscent of a small lake. In the distance on the 

concrete wall, graffiti reads: Static Vision, Faith in the Future. This graffiti denotes the name 

of a Limerick band, Static Vision, and the title of their EP; Faith in the Future. The segment 

of footage threaded through the editing machine is extracted from the same film strip featured 

in Temporal Motion. A single frame of the film is projected into a black cube attachment of 

the editing machine and onto a small white screen. The illumination and enlargement of the 
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film frame is reminiscent of a film being projected in the darkened space of a movie theatre. 

The editing machine resembles a sculptural object and is positioned on a plinth. The exhibited 

film frame remains static for the duration of the exhibition which contrasts with the depiction 

of film being winded and moved through the editing machine in Temporal Motion. Thus, the 

stationary object and motionless film are employed as a construct to reveal celluloid’s 

structure and composition of still frames. The containment and projection of the single film 

frame into its black box offers the viewer the opportunity to experience the freezing of a film 

frame and its suspension of movement and transformation from being a very small image to 

become a much larger image and reveal the hidden presence of the photogram in film. The 

piece Static Vision explores the conjuncture between still and moving images and provides the 

viewer with a reflection on the passage and suspension of time and how the Irish 

contemporary ruin is a remnant from the demise of the Celtic Tiger.   

 

Fig. 26: Static Vision and Ruin Instants, Installation View, 2020 

 

Static Vision is installed between the Super 8 film projections and Ruin Instants - 

Sequence 1 & Sequence 2, (Polaroid Photographs, black and white:  1 – 252, presented on a 

shelfing mechanism) and preforms as a physical bridge between the moving image and the 

still image. The scale of the films single frame projection correlates to the size of the 



 
 

 
128 

photographic image of the framed Polaroid, providing a dialogue between the role of the 

frame in film and Polaroid photography.  

 

Fig. 27: Static Vision, Installation View, 2020 

 

   Ruin Instants - Sequence 1 & Sequence 2, (Polaroid Photographs, black and white:  

1 – 252, presented on shelfing mechanism) is a series of ‘Polaroid instant sequences’ 

presented as timelines, reminiscent of the cinematographic film strip to convey films 

materiality and temporality, but also challenge the traditional association of cinema with 

motion and time and of photography with stillness and timelessness (Trifonova: 2015: 103). 

Polaroid photography is employed for its distinct indexical, temporal, material, and visual 

qualities and to facilitate an intuitive interaction with the contemporary ruin.  
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Fig. 28: Ruin Instants, close up detail, 2020 

 

The Polaroid photograph sequences were displayed on a thin grey framing 

mechanism, the same colour as the gallery walls to enable a merging of the space and provide 

the viewer with a seamless and uninterrupted viewing experience.   Ruin Instants, 

configuration offers the viewer the opportunity to view the Polaroid sequences by moving 

along the shelfing mechanism deployed to present them. The viewer can examine each 

Polaroid in the sequence and participate in an unfolding narrative. This arrangement also 

operates like a cinematographic film strip, however its organised into two grid-like formations 

to accommodate the reading of Sequence 1, containing 126 Polaroids and Sequence 2, 

containing another 126 Polaroids. The viewer moves back and forth when engaging with each 

sequence to physically interpret and move the narrative forward. Geoffrey Batchen explains; 

‘the placing of photos in grids, or the allied practice of arranging them in albums, is often a 

way of getting the pictures to tell a story that they cannot tell on their own, since narrative is 

‘always a weakness of individual photographs’ (Batchen, 2001: 66).  
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Fig. 29: Viewer observing Ruin Instants, 2020 

 

Monica Mc Tighe describes, ‘The grid and the series, as the visual analogies for the 

archive, also emerge as the quintessential structures for organising information’ (Mc Tighe, 

2012: 114). In Static Vision, the grids and series adopted in the installation provide an archive 

of the event and aftermath of the collapse of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger while offering a 

mechanism to edit and coordinate the experience and activities carried out at the 

contemporary ruin sites.  

 

Fig. 30: Ruin Reclamation, Installation View, 2020 
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Ruin Reclamation, features seventy-two reclaimed film negatives from expired 

Fujifilm Instant Colour FP-100c. It is displayed as a sequence on LED Lightboxes, fabricated 

to fit and wrap around three consecutive walls of the gallery space to resemble a 

cinematographic film strip.  This configuration invites the viewer to move along the 

illuminated single thin strip and examine each negative in the sequence and participate in an 

unfolding narrative. The viewer’s engagement emulates the workings of a film projector in 

physically progressing the images forward.  

The Polaroid negatives featured in Ruin Reclamation, provided the viewer with 

documentation of a contemporary housing development with its attached domestic ruin site, 

featuring abandoned wall-panels and foundations intended for new houses, alongside 

recordings of a figure interacting with the overgrown site whilst engaged in the process of 

looking and taking photographs, developing instant images and examining the workings of a 

Polaroid Land camera. The activities of the figure and documentation of the camera play 

central roles in the Polaroid negative sequence to represent the relationship between looking 

and recording, materiality and indexicality and to illustrate the parallel redundancies of 

analogue technologies and the Irish contemporary ruin. In addition to Polaroid Land cameras 

and Fujifilms Instant Colour FP-100c redundancy the negative from the photographs were 

also transformed. Contrary to the normal practice of discarding the negatives, the superfluous 

material was converted into illuminated imagery offering the viewer an experience of 

transformation and reinvention. 

A medium’s own obsolescence, Rolalind Krauss asserts, offers artists the opportunity 

for ‘reinventing the medium’ by suggesting at how they fabricate their expressive means, 

therefore demonstrating that the medium enters into ‘a new relation to aesthetic production . . 

. that can be both projective and mnemonic’ (Krauss, 1999: 296) Following Walter 
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Benjamin’s notion of ‘the outmoded’, she argues that this reinvention embodies ‘redemptive’ 

potentialities that a medium can acquire only when it loses its autonomy and popularity. 

The project explores how the increasing obsolescence of this media drew parallels to 

the condition of Ireland’s contemporary domestic and commercial ruins, signifying a past 

time and period of progress and modernity, but now discarded, redundant and abandoned.  

challenges its medium specificity and offers a new approach to merging, reinterpreting and 

experiencing disparate forms of obsolescence and ruination.   

 

Fig. 31: Ruin Reclamation close up detail, 2020 
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Publication & Discursive Event Integral Parts of Static Vision 

                             

Fig. 32: Static Vision,      Fig. 33: Static Vision,  

Katrina Maguire. Front Cover, 2020       Katrina Maguire.  Back Cover, 2020 

  

 

All exhibitionary procedures—labels, didactics, advertising,  

catalogues, hanging systems, media in their modernist sense, 

lighting, wall colors, security devices, posters, handouts,  

etc.—combine as aspects of the exhibition’s active recitation.  

They emphasize, de-emphasize and re-emphasize braided  

narratives with purposes— fictions of persuasion, docudramas 

of influence. All are contributive to the ways in which art is  

more or less understood. (Ferguson, 1996: 129-130) 

. 

To accompany the exhibition a small publication was produced entitled: Static Vision, 

Katrina Maguire, and was designed as a small and intimate publication to echo the 

physicality and uniqueness of Polaroid photography. This artist publication with an edition of 

300, operates as an extension to the project. The forty-three Polaroids  include eight Fuji 

Polaroid colour negatives and thirty-five classic framed black and white Polaroid 

photographs, selected and presented to operate like a haptic unfolding reminiscent of a photo 
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roman.  Each Polaroid photograph can be viewed individually, but the publications design 

articulates a narrative through a sequential presentation which is also reflected in the 

artworks, Ruin Reclamation and Ruin Instants.  

            
Fig. 34: Static Vision, Katrina Maguire       Fig. 35: Static Vision, Katrina Maguire 

Publication Inside, 2020                     Publication Inside, 2020 

 

 

 The Artists' books are books or book-like objects over the final 

 appearance of which an artist has had a high degree of control; 

 where the book is intended as a work of art in itself.  

          (Bury, 1995: unpaginated)  

 

The publication offers the viewer an alternate experience of engaging with the 

contemporary ruin. In the installation the viewer cannot physically handle the Polaroid 

photographs on display, so the photo book provides the viewer with an intimate and tactile 

interaction with the images and sequences.  

A book’s portability and physically interactive nature allows for  

an intimate encounter with photographs distinct from a gallery 

or museum setting. Further, the portability of the printed page 

allowed photobooks to circulate in networks beyond major  

art centers. Finally, the issue of art’s relation to a vernacular 

referent, particularly in the case of photography, is a rich  

issue that has received a fair amount of attention, yet much is  

left to scrutinize (Harris, 2010: 4-5). 

 

        
Fig. 15, Static Vision, Katrina Maguire            Fig. 16, Static Vision, Katrina Maguire 

Publication Inside               Publication Inside            
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In considering analogue technologies obsolescence and the threat of the object in our 

increasingly digitalised world, where the book as an object has also been under threat brings 

an additional consideration of our relationship to touch and materials. Constance Classen 

argues that ‘we live in a society of the image ... in which, while there may be many 

representations of touch, there is often nothing actually there to feel’. Advertising, television 

and the Internet ‘are designed to be consumed by the eyes and the ears’ and ‘the endless 

appeal to the sense of touch one finds in contemporary visual imagery, unaccompanied as it is 

by actual tactile gratification, may have helped make touch the hungriest sense of 

postmodernity’ (Classen, 2005: 2).  

Artists, such as Ed Ruscha and particularly Gordon Matta-Clark, ‘used the form of the 

photobook in a way that engaged the sense of touch in very a literal way and used the 

photobook to confront the notion of the photograph’s indexicality directly, testing its limits 

and ultimately pushing beyond such a figurative concept into a more pragmatic practice. The 

work of these artists demonstrates an activation of the printed page and the book as a whole 

into a physically active space. Rather than positing the page as transparent, or the photograph 

as nothing but an illusionistic window, as was the conventional approach to photobooks, these 

books were made with a sense of touch in mind and as such announce their physicality. 

Through attention to scale and design, these books beg to be held, paged through, and 

contemplated intimately’. (Harris, 2010: 48)  

Making the publication Static Vision, Katrina Maguire was informed by photo books 

and other artist publications, which have increasing become a prominent element in artist 

practice alongside the growth of self-publishing platforms.  The  context for being a Polaroid 

photobook has been informed by artists and filmmakers working with Polaroid and recent 

exhibitions and publications reflecting on the cultural and artistic significance of Polaroid 
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photography. For example, the renowned Dutch cinematographer, Robby Müller’s exhibition, 

Master of Light (Eye Film Museum, Amsterdam, 2016) had an accompanying publication 

entitled, Polaroid: Exterior and Interior. The exhibition from the German filmmaker, Wim 

Wenders, Instant Stories, Wim Wenders’ Polaroids (C/O Berlin 7th July -23rd September 

2018 and the Photographers’ Gallery London, 20 October 2017 - 11 February 2018) also had 

an accompanying catalogue with the same title. Other filmmakers and artists producing 

Polaroid publications have included: Andrei Tarkovsky, Andy Warhol and Dennis Hopper.  

  

 

Fig. 36: Discussion with Dr Dara Waldron and Katrina Maguire, 

Ormston House, Limerick, 2020 
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Fig. 37: Discussion with Dr Dara Waldron and Katrina Maguire, 

Ormston House, Limerick, 2020 

 

  

During the exhibition, a series of talks were held, but the main discursive event was 

publicised with the marketing and publicity of the show. A discussion was held with Dr Dara 

Waldron and took the form of a walk and talk event around the gallery space of Ormston 

House. The audience who attended the discussion were from the arts community in Limerick, 

predominantly students and lecturers from Limerick School of Art and Design (TUS), the 

general public and visitors to Limerick city. The discussion gave insight into how the PhD 

research project evolved and how it was informed initially from personal experiences of the 

contemporary ruin alongside a reflection on former approaches and understanding of place. 

We discussed the rationale for utilising analogue technologies in the project to interpret the 

Irish contemporary ruin and reinterpret these obsolete mediums.  

 The investigation of the presence of the contemporary ruin in Ireland was informed 

by examining Irish ruins from the past but the creative practice’s main concern focused on 

how an interpretation of contemporary ruination can operate in the present.  

In contemporary art practice, discursive events have become commonplace within the 

cultural and artistic field of production. These kinds of discursive activities are now referred 
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to as ‘the educational turn in art practice.’ In their publication, Curating and the Educational 

Turn (2010), Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson bring together the main contributors on the 

subject and use the publication to posit what such a turn might mean. In their introduction, 

Wilson and O’Neill observe that within the artistic field, lectures and talks, etc., ‘have been 

peripheral to the exhibition, operating in a secondary role in relation to the display of art for 

public consumption. More recently, these discursive interventions and relays have become 

central to contemporary practice; they have now become the main event’ (O'Neill and Wilson, 

2010: 12). 

Reactions to Static Vision  

 

The audience of Static Vision were for the most part  familiar with the contemporary 

commercial ruin site located in the outskirts of the city which provided an interesting 

relationship between the artwork and place.   

Viewers reacted positively to the exhibition and its layout, and its utilisation of 

analogue technologies, particularly from viewers who had former experiences of analogue 

technologies in their youth or past lives   Monica Mac Tighe describes the role of analogue 

technologies today particularly for viewers who had a recollection of analogue technologies:  

The madeleine of the twenty-first century may be the sound 

of a needle dropping on a record or film ticking through a  

projector. The connection that we have to these mass-produced 

objects through our bodies points to the fact that we were trained  

to use them in a consumer culture that now deems them obsolete. 

These mass-produced consumer products shaped daily habits, 

social practices, and finally the memories of countless individuals. 

It is in the passing of certain media that they become interesting 

again — strange but hauntingly familiar. (McTighe, 2012: 185)  
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However, the reaction from younger viewers of the exhibition (who had no experience or 

memory of analogue technologies) was also very encouraging and was partly because Static 

Vision, offered the viewers an engagement with objects and technologies from the past 

operating and providing visual material in the present. ‘This turn toward the past has inspired 

some observers to suggest that nostalgia may now be a form of critique in art’ (Singer, 2004: 

22-33).  However, Monica McTighe argues ‘with outmoded, evocative objects, the experience 

of the past becomes a comparative practice. The brief and overwhelming sensuous encounter 

with the past in the form of an object, a sound, or smell is quickly followed by comparison of 

the past to the present. Outmoded media can provide both an intense experience of the past as 

well as the possibility for gaining a critical perspective on that past and the present (McTighe, 

2012: 197-98).   

 The creative practice called into question the dialogue between the contemporary 

ruin and the spectator and how this exchange could then be articulated to the viewer in the 

form of an exhibition. In Christopher Woodward’s book, In Ruins: A Journey Through 

History, Art and Literature (2002) he offers a mediation on ruins over the centuries and 

explains, ‘A ruin is a dialogue between an incomplete reality and the imagination of the 

spectator…’ (Woodward 2002: 102). Therefore, Static Vision endeavoured to translate the 

experience of the artist/researcher at the ruin sites and provide the viewer with a new 

understanding of Irish contemporary ruination and offer a dialogue between the artwork and 

the perception of place.                                                                 

Conclusion  

 Chapter Four examines the exhibition Static Vision and the role of the publication 

Static Vision, Katrina Maguire as the creative outcomes from the PhD practice-based research 

project. The role of the contemporary art exhibition is discussed in relation to the display of 
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analogue technologies which have become a familiar sight in the gallery since analogues re-

emergence in the 1990s.   

The exhibition took the form of an installation and included Super 8 film projections 

and Polaroid photographic sequences to offer the viewer an invitation to navigate the different 

works and reflect on how analogue technologies can present new insights into Irelands 

contemporary ruins. Static Vision provides a dialogue between ruin as a place and an imprint, 

a reflection on still and moving imagery and the role of presence in the project. Furthermore, 

it asks the viewer to consider analogues technologies obsolescence in relation to the advances 

of newer technologies and how it operates as a contemporary artwork to provide new 

perceptions of place and ruination.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
141 

CONCLUSION 

 This study determined how practice-based research can interpret Ireland’s contemporary ruin 

and provide a new understanding of place in Ireland. The project employed analogue 

technologies, both still and moving images to respond to the landscape and ruin sites created 

in the wake of the collapse of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger and its abandoned building economy in 

the late 2000s. The primary concern of the research has been to reflect on contemporary ruin’s 

in-between or liminal state, its hauntology and sense of being stuck in time, de-formed and 

incomplete relics of political and social hubris. These sites signify a new model of ruination in 

contrast to Ireland’s traditional ruins because they have no history of (legal) habitation or 

function, signifying both an absence and a presence on the landscape, representing both a past 

and an abandoned future.  

 Chapter One examined how the Irish landscape and the Irish ruin has been depicted 

culturally while focusing on how photography and film as indexical and temporal mediums 

have visualised these places and times over the centuries. In this context the research has also 

explored how the motif of absence has featured in Irish photography, in representations of the 

‘Troubles’ and ‘post troubles’ in Northern Ireland, and in relation to Celtic Tiger and post-

Celtic Tiger photography.  In addition to this, the research has incorporated reflections on 

experimental filmmakers and artists’ observations of diverse forms of ruination in Ireland. 

Chapter Two explored how ruins have always been a topical subject area in the visual arts and 

focussed on how they have been represented, particularly by modern artists and filmmakers 

utilising analogue technologies and working with photography and film to demonstrate their 

parallel indexical and temporal qualities. The third chapter discussed how the practice-based 

methodology has been informed by strategies of bricolage which include qualitive analysis, 

reflection in and on action, tacit knowledge, and the handling of materials to contextualise this 

method of creative enquiry within broader debates around the role and value of practice-based 
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research in the screen and creative arts. This chapter focussed on the role of the index in 

bridging the potential gaps – and possibilities – between the conceptual and creative 

approaches to the ruin that are inevitably generated by a research project of this nature. The 

concluding chapter has critically reviewed the specific creative outcomes from the research 

process, discussing the exhibition Static Vision, and the accompanying publication, Static 

Vision, Katrina Maguire, and how they can be evaluated as examples of creative research.  

To fully understand the rationale for working with analogue technologies in the 

research project it is important to reflect on how the creative practice adopted them at an early 

stage of this research project when I was invited to participate in a group exhibition entitled, 

The Raven and the Writing Desk (2015), Damer House, Roscrea, Co. Tipperary. The three-

person show explored the children’s fairy-tale  Alice in Wonderland. Even though the subject-

matter was quite unrelated to my explorations into Irish contemporary ruins, it offered an 

opportunity to begin to explore ideas emerging in the research project around analogue, still 

and moving imagery, and narratives. My artistic response to the title entailed an enactment of 

Alice’s upstream river journey, as narrated at the beginning of Alice and Wonderland.  

Endeavouring to connect two places through a river journey ensued (from the location of my 

studio to the gallery). Archival maps and the course of the river was studied alongside 

photographs of the river.  Significantly for the development of my practice-based 

methodology for this PhD, The Raven and the Writing Desk exhibition included a series of 

drawings informed by ordinance survey maps in addition to digital video work comprising of 

two stereo-pairs taken at the River Shannon in the 1840s.  

The drawings and photographs explored ideas around the transformation of an 

analogue and archival document into an artwork, a dialogue between stillness and movement 

and an unfolding and mapping out of a place. The photographs were accessed from the 

National Photographic Archive and were transferred into digital moving images, looped and 
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projected onto the gallery wall. In front of the slowly moving images a table with a set of 

mesh frames was displayed and sections of the projected moving images moved in and out of 

the static framed objects. The series of map drawings were displayed on the walls of a small 

space in the gallery and the viewer moved around the space, navigating and studying the 

course of the river and examining the visual information of the locations and surrounding 

environs. Tacita Dean affirms drawing has a connection to analogue, ‘Thinking too becomes 

analogue when it is materialised into a concrete form, when it is transmuted into lines on 

paper or marks on a board. It is as if my frame of mind is analogue when I draw’ (Dean, 2006: 

42).  

Raven and the writing Desk encouraged my interest in a mixed approach to developing 

an intuitive and reflective investigation of Ireland’s contemporary ruins. Obviously, such an 

approach included responding physically to the space and surrounding environs of the 

contemporary ruin alongside studying theoretical positions on analogue technologies 

temporality and indexicality, in addition to examining the parallels between still and moving 

images through examining artists and filmmaker’s response to diverse forms of physical, 

architectural, and environmental ruin.   

The presentation of different analogue technologies in operation at the contemporary 

ruin sites and in physical form in the exhibition brings into question the role of analogue 

technologies today at a time when they are becoming obsolete, a technology and a distinctive 

way of seeing that is disappearing. Therefore, this PhD practice-based project presents two 

forms of obsolescence and creates a parallel between contemporary ruins and the technology 

which depicts and illuminates it. The spectator has an opportunity to physically engage with 

the indexicality and temporality of analogue technologies and explore the dynamics between 

still and moving images, but they can also contemplate how the enactment and narrative 

created at the ruin sites is utilised to reveal the interior spaces and environs of Ireland’s new 
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ruins. The Polaroid sequences navigate the space and mimic the frames of a film while the 

Super 8 films depict the temporal nature of the ruin and its medium while operating like a still 

image. This role reversal challenges how we interpret and engage with film and photography. 

 Throughout the research process different dynamics have been at play between a 

range of ideas and positions in trying to understand the Irish contemporary ruin through the 

deployment of analogue technologies. Developing relationships and challenging these 

concepts at a critical level has been instrumental to the creative approaches in realising the 

artwork which explores the dichotomies between presence and absence, still and moving 

images, an examination of the process of conducting research and its relationship to the 

completion and display of the artwork/object while reflecting on how theoretical positions can 

enrich and become an inherent part of the creative practice. The merging of the different 

aspects in the research project was through a bricolage methodology where the ‘bricoleur 

moves from convergent to divergent forms of meaning making, abandoning the short 

sightedness of prespecified, correct patterns of analysis in favour of more holistic, inclusive, 

and eclectic models’ (Kincheloe, 2005: 347). The heterogeneous approach permitted the 

project to evolve, while considering how its divergent features could be integrated to form a 

cohesive and robust body of work.  

 The findings from this practice-based study make several contributions into how we 

perceive and interpret contemporary ruins in Ireland, and their relationship to a contemporary 

sense of place. The study also identifies the importance of analogue technologies in 

contemporary art and film practices in the twenty first century when the world is constantly in 

flux and concerned with the speed of information, while being consumed with the advances of 

new digital technologies. Evidence from the study indicates how the loss of the object and 

analogue’s materiality is a growing concern, however the appetite for working with 

photochemical film and photography practices persists. In recent times there has been a 
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resurgence of film practices in contemporary art because artists and filmmakers, especially a 

younger generation of artists who have grown up with digital technologies are intrigued by 

this haptic and indexical medium. The adoption of analogue technologies today cannot be 

perceived as merely old fashioned, nostalgic, or retro mediums. I would argue since the 

introduction of 8mm, 16mm, and 35mm film projection in the gallery/museum in the 1990’s 

theses technologies can no longer be considered as being ‘out of time’ but be regarded as 

being ‘in time’ because they offer artists and filmmakers today a material and temporal 

alternative to working with digital technologies. 

The threat to film and analogue technologies is still prevalent in the digital era, 

however when reflecting on the current appetite in contemporary art and experimental film 

practices in Ireland and internationally this resurgence could be sustained and expanded in the 

future. With continuing innovations analogue technologies may no longer be considered as 

obsolete or marginal but offer further material and temporal engagements.  In Kim Knowles 

recent book, Experimental Film and Photochemical (2020), she quotes the Canadian 

filmmaker Kelly Egan, ‘the discourse of the death of film is actually really exciting, because it 

allows us an opportunity to come together and reimagine what it can be instead of being told 

what it is. It’s a really great revolutionary moment’ (Knowles, 2020: 225).  Celluloids 

resurgence offers a contemplation on how an old and obsolete medium can be transformed 

into a contemporary medium, forming new possibilities and creating new theoretical positions 

by questioning how analogue technologies operate in the digital era and in the twenty first 

century.   

The research project provides a new understanding of how creative practice can 

operate through the employment of analogue technologies to afford a new insight into 

contemporary ruination. Visualising presence and being inside the ruin sites were necessary to 

facilitate a close reading and a comprehensive view of Irelands contemporary ruins. The 
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visualisation of the model navigating and recording the ruin sites and the artist editing Super 8 

film offered the viewer a reflection on the different dynamics at play in the creative practice 

from the making processes to the realisation of the artwork in the exhibition.    

During the research project the presence and limbo state of the contemporary ruin 

and its demolition was recorded. Thus, witnessing and documenting the ruin’s transformation 

provided an insight into the aftermath of the collapse of the Celtic Tiger and its eradication. 

Therefore, Static Vision preforms not only as an exhibition exploring Irelands contemporary 

ruination but is also a physical archive of the event. In the essay Archive Fever: Photography 

between History and the Monument, Okwui Enwezor describes the recording of an archive, 

‘because the camera is literally an archiving machine, every photograph every film is a priori 

an archival object. This is the fundamental reason why photography and film are often 

archival records, documents, and pictorial testimonies of the existence of a recorded fact, an 

excess of the seen’ (Enwezor, 2008: 12). Outside of the experience of the exhibition exploring 

Irish contemporary ruination the research project produced an archival object in the form of 

the publication, Static Vision, Katrina Maguire to offer an alternate and added experience of 

engaging with Irelands contemporary ruins. Furthermore, the documentation of the exhibition 

can be accessed virtually through the artists website. Therefore, an archival record of the 

research projects examination of perceptions of place and Irish contemporary ruination using 

analogue technologies offers an engagement with history and the past in the present.   

Since the demolition of the commercial contemporary ruin there is now an empty 

site. An absence has replaced the ruin’s former presence. Similar voids have been left all over 

the Irish landscape to become as Robert Smithson described ‘those holes in a sense are the 

monumental vacancies that define, without trying, the memory-traces of an abandoned set of 

futures’ (Smithson, 1996: 72). No doubt these voids will be filled in time with new 

commercial or residential developments, but for now they represent an absence from the 
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contemporary ruin’s brief yet domineering presence. In due course, I also plan to return to the 

site to examine the voids which have been left to fully experience the cycle of the 

contemporary ruin from its limbo state and transformation, from having a presence in the 

landscape to now being absent. A further study of these ‘monumental vacancies’ requires an 

exploration of the imprint left after the contemporary ruins demise to further understand the 

ruin and analogue technologies inherent relationship to the index.  

In terms of the creative output, the Static Vision exhibition seeks to offer an original 

and innovative presentation model for the articulation of creative practice within the field of 

contemporary art while also contributing as a research model in teaching and learning 

environments. The research also contributes to both past and recent debates on ruination by 

offering new insights into how we can visualise and perceive ruins. In addition, the findings 

of this study provide an insight into the relationship between analogue technologies and 

ruination within the context of their obsolescence and redundancy during a time of 

technological progress where digital technologies are regarded as innovative and point to the 

future while analogue is regarded as an old and redundant technology signifying the past. 

Therefore, the study provides a new understanding of engaging with the past in the present 

and offers a new perspective on how analogue technologies can operate today and offers a 

new interpretation and experience of Irish contemporary ruination in the twenty first century.   
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Appendix i: Raven and Writing Desk Exhibition Documentation  
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Appendix ii: Static Vision Exhibition Documentation  

  

Poster for Static Vision Exhibition 
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Appendix iii: Polaroid- Shot Sequences no: 1 & 2 

Polaroid-Shot Sequences no .1 - at the Contemporary Ruin Site - Missing shots 

Sequence 1.  Establishing shots of the Ruin Site -Long shots/distance - Missing shots of the 

view of the site from the Dublin Road through railings/fencing 

 

Sequence 2. Shots of the entrance to the site - More Shots of the Gate   required as 

previous Polaroids were underexposed  

 

Sequence 3. Introduction of the Sole Protagonist into the Narrative – Shots required of 

model entering the site through the two holes - long shots/mid shots/close up 

 

Sequence 4. View of the water and the model looking at the view and photographing it  

 

Sequence 5. Scene of model looking at the Ruin/concrete towers long shot/mid shot/close 

up 

 

Sequence 6. Scenes of the interior space of the Ruin- Architectural structure examined -

Iron pillars/open areas to the sky and reflections. Only one shot of model looking out so more are 

required – Model taking photographs with a Land Camera-Super 8 Film Camera - long 

shots/mid shots/close ups required 

Sequence 7. Model photographs the towers and then she is at attempting to go over some 

fencing - this is a single long shot so mid and close ups are required of both her and this area of 

 the site – Develop more shots around the bridge area with the small water feature 

underneath-close up and extreme close ups are required of the debris in water plus feature 

model here. Also record the circular concrete objects -more long and midshots required   

Sequence 8. The central area of the site with the towers/graffiti and water feature -Static 

Vision - needs to be developed –  

Shots required:  

1. long/mid and close up shots of the graffiti -only have colour of these need black and white 

Polaroids.  

2. Shots of model are missing in this area apart from her trying to climb the rope at the bottom of 

the tower – need more long/mid shots in this area -perhaps model could hold one of the decayed 

spray cans?? 

3. Shot of model putting her hand into one of the holes of the concrete slabs required 

4. Shots of model in some of the framed door/window areas of the concrete towers 

5. Some more shots of the water feature are required 
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6. More shots of the debris on the ground in this area- long/mid and close ups 

7. More Shots of model with the Polaroid Camera/Super Eight Film Camera 

8. Long and mid shots of the door area at the back-only have one Polaroid so it needs more context 

   

Sequence 9. The other view of the Water feature at the other side of the site-TK MAX side 

needs to be re-photographed as the previous Polaroids are under exposed   

Sequence 10. More photographs required at the TK MAX side – looking out from the site- 

Model will feature in this ie the relationship between experiencing/visualising the contemporary 

ruin and capitalism/commercialism?? Static and moving???  

 

Other shots missing- long and mid shots of the circular concrete objects- only have close ups/ 

More shots required of the Polaroid Cameras and Super Eight Film Cameras at the site.   

 

Polaroid-Shot Sequences no. 2- at the Contemporary Ruin Site - Missing shots of the figure 

Day One 

 

Sequence 1. Introduction of the Sole Protagonist into the Narrative – Shots required of 

model entering the site through the Dublin Road hole - long shots/mid shots/close up 

Sequence 2. Shots required of model in the concrete circle – mid and close up  

Sequence 3. Shots required of model looking at the site- a series of photographs need to 

illustrate a panning shot to show the whole view 

Sequence 4. Expand the scene of model looking down at the water. At present mid/long 

shot of model looking down and close up of model filming 

Sequence 5. Expand on the polaroids of the other 2nd water feature-panning shots and 

close up of the model filming required  

Sequence 6 Re shoot the River feature which the model films plus the long shot of trying 

to climb fence 

Sequence 7. The central area of the site with the towers/graffiti and water feature -Static 

Vision -needs to be developed – Shots required: 

1. Panning shots of model and ruins are required standing in the central area to show the scale of 

the space 

2. Reshoot Static Vision from the side and around the area 

3. Develop the shot of model putting her hand into one of the holes of the concrete slabs-need a 

close up of the hand touching and mid shot 

4. Shots of the model with the Polaroid Camera and examining the Polaroids at the concrete slabs 

i.e. Alice in the Cities 
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5. Re shoot long and mid shots of the door area at the back-only have one- the model is too dark in 

it -perhaps have model walking through the opposite way? 

6. More long/mid and close up shots of the graffiti – model spraying again? 

7. Reshoot model trying to climb the rope at the bottom of the tower – need more long/mid/close up 

shots of this? 

8. Close up of model filming with the Nizo small camera 

9. Shots of model in some of the framed door/window areas of the concrete towers 

10. More shots of the debris on the ground in this area- long/mid and close ups   

  

Day Two 

Sequence 8. Scenes of the interior space of the Ruin- Architectural structure examined -

Iron pillars/ open areas to the skyand reflections. Require panning shots of the model standing 

and looking out of the space- looking up and looking into the space to capture the whole space. 

Sequence 9. Mid and close up shots of the model using the Polaroid camera– Model taking 

photographs with a Land Camera and Super 8 Film Camera - long shots/mid/close ups required  

Sequence 10. The other view of the Water feature at the other side of the site-TK MAX side 

needs to be re-photographed  

Sequence 11. New photographs required at the TK MAX side – looking out from the site- 

Model will feature in this i.e. the relationship between experiencing/visualising the 

contemporary ruin and capitalism/commercialism? Static and moving? 
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Appendix iv: Interview about the exhibition posted on You Tube 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TRX14YQW_Ds 

 

KATRINA MAGUIRE INTERVIEW: Static Vision 

Justin Gawke    

Published on 9 Feb 2020 

Interview series which focuses on the work and practice of young artists around Limerick.  

Being an artist today poses a set of challenges which each artist must often approach as an 

individual. Each Art practice is as individual as the artists themselves. This series takes a moment 

to capture the thoughts of these artists on their process and practice. 

Artist Katrina Maguire discusses her work and processes for the exhibition 'Static Vision' shown 

in Ormston House as part of her PhD project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TRX14YQW_Ds
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Appendix v: Justin Gawke - Rationale for Interview  

Katrina Maguire, Static Vision Interview 

Justin Gawke, February 2020 

I am currently working on a series of interviews on artists working around limerick. Once 

completed, I will publish these on YouTube. 

In one way, the interviews are quite selfish because I simply enjoy meeting different artists and 

learning about their processes and experiences working in different ways. Every artist I interview 

is different and has developed a different system which works for them to enable them to continue 

making work. I also have an interest in audio/visual and editing, so it is good practice and enjoyable 

for me. 

I graduated from a course in Fine Art Painting. I discovered through those years and the time 

afterwards that an artist cannot just be an artist, at least not in a traditional sense. One has to adopt 

so many other skills to get anywhere in their career. It’s a difficult career path to take which has 

very little monetary rewards. I do not believe it is even given the respect it deserves. There are 

many probable causes of this. It could be down to the public not being aware of what artists actually 

do and what it takes to get to the level of artists which are well known and get exhibitions on a 

regular basis. In part it is also down to the artists themselves who can be sometimes be quite 

secretive about their practice or lack the business or marketing skills to publicise themselves 

constantly. 

I work in the Hunt Museum currently and come into contact with a lot of well known artists. It 

doesn’t seem to me that there is a lot of infrastructure to help artists have an actual career in art. 

There is of course galleries and museum in all large cities in Ireland but these often focus on the 

kind of work which will attract tourists or artists who already have a strong career as practicing 

artists. 
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I decided on doing the interview with Katrina in particular for a number of reasons, some of them 

more pragmatic than anything else. It was convenient for me to get in contact with her as she was 

one of my lecturers in college and is working on a project with the Hunt Museum. Katrina is 

actually slightly out of the norm from my usual interviews because I normally choose artists who 

have recently finished an undergraduate, so for this interview I decided on someone who is at a 

more developed stage of their career and education. This was just for variation in the series and to 

present a the viewers with an alternative perspective on the career of an artist. It was also an 

interesting opportunity for me in this case because I had never done an interview based around an 

exhibition, normally it is filmed in the artist’s studio with work they are or have been working on. 

But for this I could focus on a very particular body of work which came together to form the 

exhibition. 
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Appendix vi: In Crisis Conference  
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Appendix vii: Dublin Art Book Fair 2020  

 

 

 

 

Static Vision was selected for the Artist Book Section of the Dublin Art Book Fair 2020: Design 

as an Attitude.  

Guest Curator: Alice Rawsthorn 

23 November - 06 December 2020 

Temple Bar Gallery & Studios, Dublin, Ireland 

 

 

https://www.templebargallery.com/exhibitions/dublin-art-book-fair-2020 

 




