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Working the Land

ALAN COUNIHAN DISCUSSES HIS SCULPTURE IN THE PARKLANDS RESIDENCY

Internal view of Passage. Photo: Alan Counihan.

SOME people are happiest out of doors, whether on the side of a hill
or some salty shore —it is where they feel most alive. I am one of these
people; and it is while making art within and in response to a wild
natural setting, that I feel most deeply connected to the world.

It may be perceived as primitivist — but the relationship of a
human being to his or her environment seems to me a most
fundamental one from which all others, social, religious or
philosophical, stem. However, for artists, outside of sculpture parks,
the opportunity to explore that relationship through the creative
vehicle of enduring place-specific works is rare. While such parks offer
a welcome environment for non-gallery based works, their managed
or manicured landscapes can lend sculptures sited within them the
unwelcome aura of ornament.

Sculpture in the Parklands at Lough Boora, Co Offaly is an
intriguing place in this context. It is a sculpture park in a partially
managed landscape, which following decades of commercial
exploitation through peat extraction, is rapidly returning to a semi-
wilderness. It is unique in Ireland —if not elsewhere —in being the only
sculpture park to be located in a cutaway bog landscape; a remarkable
place where the urgencies of nature and of human activity are in
constant counterpoise.

It was during the process of draining a lake to facilitate peat
extraction herein the 1970s, that the remains ofa Mesolithic settlement
were found. This was a notable development in Irish archaeology at
the time, proving as it did that not only the coastline of the island but
its heartland as well had been settled as early as 9,000 years previously.
During the intervening millennia the blanket bog grew over the land
to a height of several metres above the remains of that ancient
settlement. Since Bord na Mona began peat extraction here six decades
ago, the landscape has once again been stripped back close to the
levels where the island’s first human inhabitants made a home.

Julian Wild System no.30. Photo: Alan Counihan.

Much of the peatland which remains following the cutaway
process has proven unsuitable for agriculture and less than ideal for
forestry. Following some years of experimentation Bord na Mona
realised that the landscape at Boora was best suited to ‘non-productive’
use. Working closely with local communities it has developed this
area, the oldest of the cutaways, into a much-visited parkland which
has quickly been re-colonized by plants and birdlife. Lakes, cycle paths
and bird hides have been created and there are plans for future
development. However, it is not only an experience of nature which
draws visitors to the park for the Lough Boora Parklands also comprise
one of Ireland’s largest collections of outdoor sculpture.

Sculpture in the Parklands is the brainchild of artist and curator,
Kevin O'Dwyer. A resident of Co Offaly, Kevin realised early on that a
cultural component should be a central feature to this parkland
mosaic. Bord na Mona’s Tom Egan became the project’s midwife and
between them, with the assistance of many others, they have brought
something very worthwhile into being. Since its inception with a
symposium in 2002, under Kevin’s careful guidance the collection has
grown to number 21 works by various artists. Each year, as funding
allows, two new works are commissioned via an artist-in residence
programme. I recently had the privilege, along with Julian Wild from
England, of being invited to participate in this programme for 2009.

While there is no specific brief for artists participating in the
residency, both Julian and I decided independently, as have several
other artists here before us, to create works in response to this
landscape employing the very materials which have been used to
shape it to its present form. Once funding was confirmed in early
spring, we both undertook visits to the Parklands to grow intimate
with the place, to select a site and to get to know those who might best
help us to realise our ideas. By June we had both made our maquettes
and discussed all the challenges involved with Kevin and the

engineering team from Bord na Mona.

The residency proper ran, as usual, during the first three weeks of
September, timed to coincide with the end of the annual peat harvest.
During this time we would be able to work in the Boora workshops
and to have considerable technical resources available to us. These
resources included not only the use of these labyrinthine workshops,
where everything from locomotives to peat milling machines are
designed and made, but also the assistance of incredibly skilled and
experienced tradesmen.

However, three weeks is a very short time in which to realise the
works both Julian and I had in mind. To complicate matters further, we
both soon recognised that our works would have to be even larger
than originally envisaged if they were to be effective within such a
landscape. This did not appear to be a problem, as the attitude of all
those who collaborate in the residencies from management to shop
floor is enthusiastic and positive. After several years of involvement,
they are now used to the vagaries of the creative process — and if the
previous day’s work needed to be undone and reconfigured, we just
got on with it. We could not have realised our works without their
skills and commitment; and I think that we both found it a privilege
and an education to have them work alongside us. It was not only the
help we received that was so greatly appreciated, but also the generous
spirit in which it was given.

The works created during the residency are very different, not
only in their form but in their relationship to their surroundings. Each
was created using the tools and technology which Bord na Mona has
employed here for decades. Julian’s new work, System no.30, created
from remnants of old peat-cutting machinery, is sited in the waters of
a canal and, suggestive of a stone skipping across its reflective surface,
has a wonderfully energetic and joyful presence. When the surface of
the water is still the reflections are remarkable. The piece comes to life
in the air.

My own work, Passage, is by contrast more contemplative,
perhaps even sombre — and in this instance, reflects a different
approach to making work within a landscape. I was less interested in
creating an object where the surroundings become a stage or backdrop
for the work; than having them be the means by and through which it
is realised. Working in bogland was not new to me having created a
series of ephemeral works on the raised bogs of Achill Island during a
residency at the Heinrich Boll cottage a decade ago. But this time I
wanted to engage differently, to explore beneath the surface, cutting
into the memory bed, so that the experience of engagement with the
work might also feel like an engagement with time and the processes
of material decay. I wanted to create a work which might serve as a
visual and physical passage into an experience of landscape, one
within which the passage through dark matter into light can be
physically felt, one better sensed from within than from without.

Passage comprises a 60 ft long trench cut into a raised turf bank.
The turf bank, bare on its surface, is itself a form of passage, lined on
both sides with trees and leading deep into the woodland. Having
made the cut (the deep passes of the hi-mac’s blade left patches of
luminous red glowing in the black, buttery peat; the wood of ancient
alders exposed after millennia to the airs we are breathing) its floor
was lined with cloth and stone and a rail track-way laid upon it. This
is the same kind of railway track as still used to transfer milled peat
from bog to power station. The sleepers Bord na Mona uses are metal,
the material of power, and we also employed them, with their rusted
surfaces, to line each side of the trench. They were further used to
create a series of steps at the end of the cut, which carry one on to the
top of the turf bank. Sixty foot further on from the top of the steps
stand three vertical rails of different heights, Beyond them, the trail
into the forest.

People have described the sense of physical compression they
experience within the passage, how they feel ineluctably pulled along
its length, eyes down on the track-way until, rising up onto the turf
bank they are drawn skyward by the rails and trees. These were
visceral surprises I had not imagined when conceiving the piece so
that the making process itself became a journey to a territory of new
ideas. There were so many surprises and discoveries during this
residency. New friendships, new insights, new materials and
techniques, a hen harrier hunting one side of a stand of trees, a
peregrine the other, the wonderful Molloy family who opened their
home to us, deer tracks in the passage cut, the rare sight of partridge,
the skill and commitment of fellow workers, the Mesolithic settlement
site thrumming with presences, basketfuls of mushrooms, steam
rising from the dark bog. A remarkable time in a remarkable place
with remarkable people.
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