‘Judge on Durée’: Shane Cullen’s Fragmens sur les Institutions Républicaines IV.

Gavin Murphy. February 1999.

Shane Cullen’s Fragmens sur les Institutions Républicaines IV consists of ninety six large tablet-like panels onto which the artist has transcribed meticulously in paint the contents of numerous Comms; the written communications smuggled in and out of H-Blocks between hunger strikers and their relatives and comrades. 

The entire project has taken some four years to complete. Given the uniformity and scale of the task – I would guess painting by hand the space within over 160,000 letters – this is quite a disciplined undertaking. Not surprisingly, this aspect is evident in several exhibitions held during its construction. For its Belfast showing at the Old Museum Arts Centre for example, there was a performative dimension to the work. Cullen himself was present in the gallery space painting several panels over four weeks. Indeed, one critic felt it significant that the painted work trailed off leaving only the pencilled outline of the words in the final panel (of 48) when shown at the Tyneside Irish Centre in Newcastle upon Tyne. In each case, more importance was placed on displaying work in progress (dynamic, unresolved) than marking the gallery as a repository for a final product (concluded, static).

It is perhaps inevitable that the chosen topic and its particular treatment has given rise to considerable debate. A key feature of this debate has been in its various contradictory claims. Where Brian Fallon reads the work as yielding a mere one-dimensional shock
, Mick Wilson finds an intriguing complex of strategies at play
. Where Jenny Haughton celebrates Cullen’s empathetic identification with the hunger strikes as a ‘union of subject and object’
, Peter Suchin stresses the exploratory nature of the artist’s production as a defence against accusations of celebration or condemnation
. Where Peter Murray sees the artist removing evidence of his own individuality
, Helen Swords reads it in terms of a ‘hand-crafted, painterly experience’
.

It would appear that the key question is this: how are we to understand Cullen’s 

work when various incompatible claims congeal around it? Any answer would have to consider the position of the artist in relation to the material he works. Material here points to two things: firstly, to the wider cultural and political context to which the work refers, and secondly, to the traditions of representation brought into play. And since the bone of contention among critics has shown itself to be at much a matter of the artist’s political positioning as it is a question of the relevance of a marked authorial presence (or absence) in the work, attention should focus on the points of ambivalence and discord as these two areas intersect.

It is evident that Cullen appropriates the conventions and thematics of state acts of commemoration. In this sense, Cullen treads ground more familiar to the sculptor in recent history. The art object, in the form of the sculptural monument, is central to official acts of commemoration. Take a commissioned work such as Oisin Kelly’s Children of Lir in the Garden of Remembrance (Dublin) as an example. This work plays a crucial role for the modern (Irish) nation state by enacting and solidifying historical narratives that privilege and legitimize the formation of the state. For Cullen to monumentalize the Comms and so mark the hunger strikes as a struggle for legitimacy is, in one sense, to recognize a key site through which such a struggle takes place.

In fact, the importance of commemoration as a site of political struggle should not be underestimated. It is central to Benedict Anderson’s notion of the imagined community.
 Here, the idea of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier is taken as a key example of a commemorative site serving to link themes of collective sacrifice and fatality in war to the ideal of the nation state. Solemnity and reverence before the anonymous figure serves to gel kinship as a national imagining. Consider also the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington with its vast stretches of text listing the dead. This idea of the monumental edifice is echoed in Cullen’s work through its the sheer volume of text, scale of presentation and its sombre, classical tones. Indeed, to echo forms of state commemoration serves to remind us that themes of death, sacrifice and fraternity underlie official acts of commemoration as well as those desiring them.

Cullen’s work can also be seen to draw upon aesthetic structures through which the republic has been imagined in recent European history. The title of the piece relates to the writings of St. Just. The use of Bondoni font also draws a parallel with the French Revolutionary doctrine, while the austere monumental scale and the theme of martyrdom recall the neoclassical ideal as it was reshaped by artists at that time such as David.

To re-contextualize the Comms in this way is to connect eighteenth century republican ideals to a present strain in Ireland. This is the most interesting aspect of the work. For it collides with a robust strand of contemporary criticism in Ireland that seeks to portray the hunger strikes as thoroughly dominated by what Richard Kearney calls a ‘mythico-religious tradition’.
 This is one where the sacrificial rhetoric of the hunger strikes is seen to operate as the ‘pre-reflective password of the tribe’.
 It is a pitch where Kearney sets his argument firmly within the de-mythologizing contours of secular reason and against what he terms as the mythic piety of modern Irish republicanism.

Cullen’s work complicates such readings by calling upon classical republicanism as manifested in eighteenth century France as a pertinent aspect to understanding present circumstance. This is to illuminate tensions between ethnic and civic forms of nationalism underpinning the history of Irish republicanism. Accordingly, it is necessary to take heed of the wider historical contours of this debate. This may be described in general terms as a clash between civic ideals of eighteenth century republicanism and emergent forms of romantic nationalism – summarized by Martin Thom as ‘a shift in commitment from the polis to aboriginal authority’. If this suggests a clear-cut movement from rational principles to mythologizing, circumstance should serve as a useful reminder of the blurred boundaries between the two. The French tradition of classical republicanism is very much coloured by a sacred dimension entailed in imagining civic virtue through fraternal intimacy and ideals of self-sacrifice, as indeed, romantic forms of nationalism can very much be seen to be born from an acute acknowledgement of material circumstance.
 The point here is to acknowledge the presence and complexity of this dynamic rather than collapse it for political gain. Admittedly, Kearney does acknowledge to some degree the tensions between idioms of piety and secularity within contemporary Irish republicanism. Nonetheless, his reading of the hunger strikes is so as to place the event firmly in the realm of the former. In the light of this, it is worth acknowledging that the hunger strikes began as a temporal gambit - they never expected it to go so far as it did. It is a gambit, moreover, not wholly coloured by the tradition of sacrificial martyrdom in terms Kearney speaks of. The custom of ‘fasting upon’ an enemy to force him into arbitration or ‘fasting to distrain’ where a creditor sought the moral high ground in order to force the debtor to pay up was an important feature of the old Gaelic civil code.
 As a legal procedure with a moral inversion and with material consequence (death meant compensation was to be given to the bereaved family) ensured that fatality would less often be the case.

There certainly is a strong declamatory tone to this work. It upset one artist to the extent that Cullen was accused of being a ‘Nazi and an Irish nationalist’. This prompted Cullen to release the following statement:

I have never been a member of any political party or grouping nor do I hold any brief for the expression or dissemination of Nationalism or nationalistic ideals. The results of my practice as an artist exist purely because of my own independent phenomenological research and investigations.

This itself begs the question as to the relationship between the artist and the material he works with. For if a republican monument is not being created what is?

For Cullen, the answer is a space through which to explore the complexity of history and its formation through the art object. For the viewer though, evidence is needed as to how a critical distance is marked from polemical intent as a matter of experiencing the work (rather than simply accepting Cullen’s statement). The work’s indebtedness to the legacy of Conceptualism is an important factor aiding this. The visual scarcity of the work with its textual prominence and the eschewal of painterly competence as a means to confound tradition connoisseurship draws the viewer into its discursive terrain. It is one where effort is given to maintaining a rigorous and ongoing examination of the discursive and institutional settings through which art is made and understood.

Cullen’s relentless marking of the body labouring in paint further encourages a focus upon the material process of making. It can be recognized as action operating within specific confines. The signifiers at play in this instance are the text itself and the painted marks filling this. It is in this sense that Norman Bryson’s concept of durée is crucial. It refers to where the gestural mark or brushstroke makes evident the time and labour of its making through the wake of its trace: hence Bryson’s claim that the concept of the body is central in ‘the durée of its practical activity’.
 It has been noted how Cullen further stages the act of making, but its trace actually yields very little in terms of describing the experience.
 It follows that what protects the work from claims of political intent is that the gestural marks invite us to consider their meaning but ultimately they never deliver.
 An ambivalence haunts the act. But more than this, the painted marks call us back to consider the process of production.

Nonetheless, an uneasy tension persists, particularly if consideration is given to how the painted marks are subordinated to the demands of the typeface. Haughton’s remark of there being a ‘union of subject and object’ or Sword’s claim that Cullen’s ‘incessant re-inscription can be interpreted as an act of emphatic identification with the hunger strikers’ seem to sit comfortably in the light of this apparent submissiveness. Furthermore, the scale and commitment involved in this work pushes Cullen’s efforts into the heroic mode. This is a more than familiar feature of cultural production in Ireland. Seamus Deane characterizes it as being primarily concerned with the role art can play in the creation of a national consciousness. More specifically, Deane argues, it centres on the ideological conviction that a ‘community exists which must be recovered and restored’.
 For this reason, the theme of restoring a vitality to the present prevails in this mode. To read the energy or atmosphere of Cullen’s action as instinctive, spontaneous and unreflective in the light of worked material would tilt Cullen’s production towards pure didacticism. And it should be remembered that the notion of the brushstroke as an emotionally authentic and spontaneous vision still retains authority in contemporary art discourse.

It would seem that both these readings can operate simultaneously. In this light, the work slips between a questioning play with, and a passivity towards, forces involved in desiring statehood. But to appear repeatedly in a gallery setting is to place its didactic tones up for scrutiny. It is an expectation that the gallery viewer will explore and question in order to formulate a renewed awareness. To put a foot in the camp of the detractors, it could be asked where else would a potential ‘monument’ in waiting go?  Three elements have been cited as a counter to this. In the first place, it is recognized that the work summons a complex historical dynamic as opposed to presenting history as myth. Secondly, it is acknowledged that Cullen’s representational strategies draw on the legacy of Conceptualism. In this discursive terrain, attention shifts to consider the factual conditions of making. And thirdly, if we hold to the asemantic nature of the brushstroke, any imposition (notions of purity, spontaneity, etc.) can be resisted by allowing ascribed meanings to rebound to the point of collapse. At root, this is to hold to ambivalence in the work.

In this way it is possible to grasp what this work achieves. Its hyperbole is born from an audacity in mimicking standard commemorative devices of the modern state. The action and sense of time and space it creates leaves the suggestion that for the artist to understand republican or national imaginings is to physically confront the rhetorical processes involved in their construction (and the means by which this is cemented in history). In this sense, the work promises a polemic whilst simultaneously voiding one. Intrigue, lure and irresolution draw the encounter to a richer terrain of understanding – one stimulating a renewed awareness of the rhetorical roots of existing belief. And to take a step back from it all is to start wondering about those political needs and desires eclipsed by preoccupations with statehood.
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