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In November 2021 Kate 
O’Shea engaged Ciaran 
Smyth of Vagabond 
Reviews as a mentor 
to critically reflect on 
her practice. In a series 
of candid exchanges, 
O’Shea and Smyth offer 
here exclusive insights 
on some of the themes, 
challenges and good 
times considered over the 
course of the six-month 
mentoring programme. 
They make no claim to any 
comprehensive account, 
since the territory covered 

In this first fragment they 
reflect together on certain 
less talked about betrayals 
and disappointments that 

- S.E.A. Heartbreak - Radical Friendship - Falling - Failure  - Wiring - Music

MARAUDING UPRIGHT PIANO HAUNTS THE STREETS OF DUBLIN  
In other news, security at Pearse Street 
DART station captured a marauding 
upright piano that had haunted the streets 
of Dublin in the second lockdown. Letting 
its guard down during a moving crescendo 
on Platform One, security moved in with 
tape and swung the upright into a wall-
facing position. An unnamed staff member at 
Pearse St commented: ‘Thank God it wasn’t 
a Baby Grand - you can’t imagine the chaos’. 
The city has been haunted by its marauding 
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nocturnal repertoire which the rogue piano 
imposed on unsuspecting citizens. One person 
reported hearing ‘melancholy airs’ on Grafton 
Street, leaving them in a ‘pensive mood’. 
Others on the northside of the city complained 
of repetitive minimalist treatments in the 
vicinity of the Five Lamps. As one wry local 
commented: ‘… that’s all we need, John Cage 
floating down the Liffey at 2 am in the morning’.

and significance of the phrase 
Halfway to Falling, the gravity-
defying stunts of Buzz Lightyear 
and other gravitational forces 
bearing down on artists, families 
and communities.

Failure
Here they consider the thorny 
question of failure in social 
practice, the notion of 
creative ruptures as points of 
transformation and the perils of 
20/20 hindsight.

Wiring
In this fragment they discuss 
printmaking, publishing and 

hospitality practices as ways 
for re-wiring capitalist modes 
of exchange that can produce 
collective experiences of the 
otherwise.

Music
Finally, they consider the 
role of music as a social glue 
in the practice and O’Shea’s 
tricky relationship with public 
musical performance.
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In this first edition of the Gravity 
Express artist Kate O’Shea reflects 
with mentor Ciaran Smyth on certain 
gravitational forces in which her 
work is held, from the entropic 
drift of capitalism to the systemic 
vulnerabilities of artists, families and 
communities under pressure.

was vast. Instead, they 
have chosen six fragments, 
gleaned from journal 
notes, recorded extracts 
from mentoring sessions 
online and in-person 
sessions at Studio 468, 
St Andrew’s Community 
Centre, Rialto, where Kate 
was the Just City Artist in 
Residence.

S.E.A. Heartbreak

ARTIST PROTECTS 

CITY FROM 
FORCES OF 
GRAVITY!

can arise within the relational 
field of socially engaged 
art practice. O’Shea speaks 
frankly about how she came 
to embrace the messy web 
of power relations in social 
practice and accept that the 
personal really is political.

Radical Friendship
In this fragment they discuss 
the high stakes and rewards of 
radical friendships, trust as a 
bet and the risky business of 
diving in.
Falling
Here, they consider the origins 
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ARTIST CONCEDES ARTIST CONCEDES 
THERE IS A CRACK THERE IS A CRACK 
IN EVERYTHINGIN EVERYTHING

Artist Kate O’Shea reflects with 
mentor Ciaran Smyth on certain 
betrayals and disappointments, 
realises that the personal really is 
political and embraces the messy web 
of power relations in social practice.
CS: Over the course of these 
mentoring conversations, 
we’ve focussed on many 
things. One line of flight that 
we’ve followed is what I’ve 
called the pre-occupational 
features of practice. These 
are, quite literally, the 
aspects of your practice 
that you are thinking about, 
preoccupied by and therefore 
might want to revise, change 
or transform in some way. 
At this stage you have a 
journal with many to choose 
from. Let’s return then to a 
few of them, like fragments 
drawn from the arc of our 

assumptions of trust and 
friendship and values that 
reveal themselves to be 
contradictory in practice. 
Here is a sentence from my 
notebook: Getting betrayed 
by someone for the first time 
in socially engaged art is like 
a breakup. Trust, friendship 
and work: all smashed into 
tiny pieces. The second time 
is different. By the third time, 
you begin to see the power 
structures at play. Now I 
can see that each of my SEA 
heartbreaks unfolded within 
unequal power relations. I 
thought each person had a 
practice which was similar 
to mine: aligned politically 
and ethically. But that was 
only a shared language. 
This has led to my focus on 
the limits of language and an 
often dramatic disconnect 
between theory and practice. 
Reading from my notebook 
again: The process of SEA 
Heartbreak is individualised 

and very isolating but 
underneath it all, it turns out 
it actually has nothing to do 
with you. It’s about egos and 
power relations that have 
been playing out long before 
you arrived on the scene ….
 
So that’s SEA Heartbreak. 
Do I sound bitter?
 
CS: No. Isn’t it that SEA 
Heartbreak sets up nicely this 
tension between personal 
betrayal, if you will, and 
the impersonal nature of the 
sea itself as an indifferent 
structural drift? Should we 
be offended by the weather? 
Over the course of these 
conversations, we’ve used 
a framework for thinking 
about navigating socially 
engaged art practice with 
four filters. We can’t go into 
them in detail here. I might 
just mention the first one: 
the macro political economy 
of practice. This one is 
about taking readings on 
the ideological coordinates 
of the situation. Is the 
situation framed within the 
theoretical coordinates of 
feminist theory, climate 
justice / ecology, post-
colonial theory and so on?  
 
When I say situation, it 
could be community-based, 
the prison system, hospitals, 
asylum systems and so on. 
Each of these situations 
have different macro 

political framings. Maybe 
the SEA Heartbreak 
arises when you think 
you have a shared, 
connected framework: it 
all checks out. Initially, 
you get a positive reading 
from the field from your 
macro political Geiger 
counter. It’s giving you 
good readings. We are 
all comrades here with 
a shared collective 
ambition. Perhaps the 
SEA Heartbreak arises 
from a deeper encounter 
with the field itself and 
the painful discovery that 
certain assumptions of 
solidarity were misread on 
your part?
 
KO’S: Yes. I think it’s 
really important to 
acknowledge that this is a 
kind of heartbreak. I feel 
this aspect of practice does 
not get talked about so 
much, if at all, and therefore 
has to manifest itself in 
isolation. It’s connected 
to the professionalisation 
of practice. You can’t be 
heartbroken by work. 
You know how that goes: 
remove all emotions. Of 
course, you can be upset. 
If you invest a lot of trust 
and time, and lay bare 
your soul to a situation and 
then you’re written out, or 
it turns out the situation is 
not at all what you thought 
it would be, it can feel like 
heartbreak. It’s a similar 
feeling to a relationship 
breakup. I think it’s also a 
really interesting starting 
point for considering 
social practice. I was 
working with students 
recently and I was telling 
them that, for me it’s about 
trust and friendships. I was 
telling them it’s really hard 
when a friendship breaks 
down. It’s something that 
they could really relate to.
 
CS: I like this shift into the 
discursive choreography 
of breakup. It’s interesting 
that you’re talking about 
the professionalisation of 
relationships. It’s also a 
preoccupation of mine. I 
think what you’re drawing 
attention to here is the very 

FRAG #1 S.E.A. FRAG #1 S.E.A. HEARTBREAKHEARTBREAK

conversational drifts. 
Here’s one called SEA 
Heartbreak.
 
KO’S: This has been a 
major preoccupation in 
figuring out survival in the 
field. SEA Heartbreak is 
how I’ve come to explain 
the heartbreak of falsity 
in the field of art and 
activism. How do you 
put a language on what 
it means to be betrayed 
in socially engaged art? 
It is the breakdown of 
collaborative relationships 
that are built on certain 

““
underneath it 
all, it turns out 
it actually has 
nothing to do 
with you. It’s 
about egos and 
power relations 
that have been 
playing out 
long before you 
arrived on the 
scene.

messy relational features 
of socially engaged art 
practice. I’m always 
amazed by the way in 
which this aspect tends 
to be omitted within the 
professional discourse 
of explanation. I mean 
how socially engaged 
art gets spoken about in 
public fora. The artist 
stands on the podium. 
They show pictures. 
They typically tell a very 
positive story. If there 
was an editorial line 
here, it would be that, 
in general, things have 
gone very well indeed. 
You think to yourself, 

thank God, once again, 
in social practice things 
have gone well. You’re so 
heartened that you make a 
point of congratulating the 
artist at the coffee break. You 
say that was brilliant: how 
did you do it? They say yes, 
it was an amazing journey 
but you wouldn’t believe 
what happened to me. And 
then the SEA Heartbreak 
comes out. With this naming 
of SEA Heartbreak I don’t 
think that you’re trying to 
professionalise this feature 
so much as have it included 
as a part of the discourse of 
explanation. Let’s include 
it in the critical coordinates 

of practice. Let’s see if 
there’s a way those aspects 
of surviving the situation can 
be included, which is not to 
professionalise them, but to 
make them recognisable to 
artists as legitimate features of 
the process. As you proposed 
to the students, can we have a 
better message than “it will all 
probably go really well”? Isn’t 
it about teaching people about 
anticipations?
 
KO’S: I think that links into 
what I’m trying to say about 
the usefulness of radical 
honesty. These days I try to 
highlight that aspect when 
I’m working with groups of 
artists. Even this morning, I 
was explaining the concept of 
radical friendship to an artist. 
They’re like, “oh I didn’t know 
you could talk about practice 
in those terms”. When I’m 
speaking to common forms of 
heartbreak within relational 
work, I don’t relate specific 
narratives about individuals. 
I talk about the difficulties 
that arise when the socially 
engaged practice goes wrong. 
You just see the relief on 
everyone’s face. Because the 
parts where things go wrong 

““
When I’m 
speaking to 
common forms 
of heartbreak 
within relational 
work I don’t 
relate specific 
narratives about 
individuals. I 
talk about the 
difficulties that 
arise  when the 
socially engaged 
practice goes 
wrong

are intrinsic to the practice and 
often hold the greatest value for 
the practice long term. When I 
share this as a feature of practice 
with groups, it gives permission 
to say out loud, “ok, this is 
really hard”.
 
CS: It’s like you’re bringing a 
sort of truth telling permission 
to the discussion.
 
KO’S: I think this is also 
connected to a strong and well-
rehearsed critique of socially 
engaged art practice. It’s no 
doubt a very crucial critique. 
However, I feel that it has been 
around for so long now that 
it’s quite stale. People can very 
quickly throw it around without 
an understanding of context or 
a real knowledge of an artist’s 
practice or experience. As a 
result, the artist often feels the 
need to announce themselves 
in any new context with 100 
apologies. Always leading with 
the critique of themselves.
 
CS: What is that strong, 
over-rehearsed critique you’re 
referring to?
 
KO’S: I mean that critique that 
positions the artist as someone 

SEA Heartbreak arises 
when you think you have 
a shared, connected 
framework: it all checks 
out. Initially, you get a 
positive reading from the 
field from your macro 
political Geiger counter

““
I feel this aspect of practice 
does not get talked about so 
much, if at all, and therefore 
has to manifest itself in 
isolation. It’s connected to the 
the professionalisation of 
practice.  

Rupture, porcelain and gold lustre by Gemma Dardis

Photo by Photo by 
Stella O’ Shea, Stella O’ Shea, 
Banna Strand, Banna Strand, 
Co. Kerry.Co. Kerry.
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coming into a community 
with their own agenda and 
ascribes to them much more 
power than they actually 
have. It’s a critique that makes 
the artist feel like apologising 
for existing. Of course, it’s 
a very necessary critique in 
terms of certain practices that 
communities have endured, 
but it should not be used as 
a blanket orientation towards 
all socially engaged artists. 
It’s actually very hard to 
manoeuvre around all that, 
being in a constant apologetic 
state, reassuring everyone 
that you’re not coming in to 
gentrify the neighbourhood 
with your flatwhites. Is there 
a word for that?
 
CS: Maybe extractive? With 
that critique in your head, it’s 
like you’re already set up for 
a potentially hostile reception. 
It may be a situation where the 
role of an artist is unknown. 

So legitimate questions arise, 
such as “what do artists do, 
what do artists know and what 
difference can they make?”
 
KO’S: Of course, the critique 
is crucial as there are so 
many examples of extractive 
practices in the field. A deep 
understanding of how such 
practices come into being is 
essential. However, I find it 
interesting that I am now more 
nuanced in how I think about 
this and less judgemental. I 
spent years really critiquing 
socially engaged art practice. 
I questioned everything to 
within an inch of its life. I 
went into this question deeply 
in my Research Masters. I 
was so into it that it became 
paralysing. And now I’m 
thinking it can be boring, like 
that 1980s question ‘but is it 
art?’ became boring. Often, 
it’s the same conversation 
that comes up every time at 

““
For me, it has 
more to do with 
institutions, 
organisations 
and outside 
voices looking in 
and the power 
dynamics that 
they entail.

the beginning of every new 
adventure. I guess I’m more 
sympathetic now to the 
predicaments of the artist 
within those messy webs of 
power relations.
 
CS: Yes, it’s the same 
conversation, but isn’t it the 
case that you’re also subject 
to that same suspicion in 
every new situation? People 
are quite rightly suspicious. I 
mean if you take the example 
of the community here in 
Rialto, they have had an 
extractive relationship with 
research, especially of the 
academic kind. So they’ve 
developed a robust filtering 
system, one which insists 
on examining the power 
relations in every exchange.
 
KO’S: Absolutely, and in 
this context that is crucial 
and necessary. In earlier 
days, that would have 

‘YOU’VE  GOT A LOTTA 
NERVE TO SAY YOU 
ARE MY FRIEND
 
WHEN I WAS DOWN 
YOU JUST STOOD 
THERE GRINNIN’
- BOB DYLAN, POSITIVELY 4TH STREET 

Artist Kate O’Shea discusses with 
mentor Ciaran Smyth the high 
stakes and rewards of radical 
friendships and the risky business of 
diving in ….

CS: In the course of our 
conversations, you’ve 
mentioned radical friendship 
a number of times. What does 
that mean or how would you 
define radical friendship?
 
KO’S: The words printed on 
this cup are from a written 
piece, Friendship, Hope and 
Surprise by Gustavo Esteva. 
Gustavo is an amazing 
grassroots activist and self-
described ‘deprofessionalised 
intellectual’ who’s now in 
his 80’s. When I asked him 
to write for Durty Words in 
2018, he chose to write about 
friendship. I love this quote 
from his contribution: We 
need to cultivate disciplined, 
self-denying, careful, tasteful 
friendships - which are today 
the key, the powerful force, 
the stuff radiating out the 
communal spirit for the rebirth 
of the commons. I like to use 
that quote as an example when 

that breakdown, or I was 
having some hard times, 
we really helped each other. 
It’s about how a friendship 
makes really strong work 
in these cases. In the world 
of professionalisation, it’s 
not really like that. You 
need to separate radical 
friendship from that world. 
I guess I have very specific 
relationships that I would 
frame within that idea 
of radicality. We would 
share for example a deep 
understanding around a 
critique of capitalism. You 
can start out with shared 
assumptions around things 
like that.  And then you’re 
working from those. 
In the case of radical 
friendships, you’re also 
very understanding when 
someone needs time out.
 
CS: As you were talking 
about radical friendship it 

reminded me of an interview 
I saw recently with the actor 
Gabriel Byrne. He was 
talking about how few of 
his lasting friendships came 
out of the process of making 
a movie. He claimed that if 
you look at how many real 
friendships exist between 
actors, it’s very sparse. In 
the case of making a film, 
you go through an extreme 
situation together. The 
people around you are all 
you have to survive the 
situation. It’s intense and 
it’s euphoric. But when it’s 

FRAG #2 RADICAL FRIENDSHIPFRAG #2 RADICAL FRIENDSHIP

I’m talking about radical 
friendship, because he 
really speaks to the political 
practice of friendship 
in alternative social 
imaginaries. For me, that’s 
always been important. 
I’ve always focused on my 
relationships, like social 
relationships with friends 
and the people I collaborate 
with. Radical friendship for 
me is a way of describing 
the people you will go to 
war with. Maybe I should 
say the people who would 
go to war with me. They 
are, if you will, those who 
understand me at every 
level and that I understand 
at every level, because 
you’ve been through some 
wars together. You really 
trust each other. For me, it’s 
not actually about “here’s 
some humans with very 
impressive CV’s”. It’s more 
about when she was having 

Radical 
friendship 
for me is 
a way of 
describing 
the people 
you will go 
to war with 

““
I guess 
I’m more 
sympathetic 
now to the 
predicaments 
of the artist 
within those 
messy webs 
of power 
relations.

probably been my only 
view. Now I’ve noticed a 
shift in my perspective on 
this in terms of seeing the 
need for more support for 
the artist in the context of 
navigating those power 
relations. Before, I would 
have been somewhat 
extreme on the other side, 
in terms of that extractive 
critique of socially 
engaged art. I think I 
have more solidarity 
and understanding now 
towards artists.
 
CS: It is paradoxical. I 
mean on one level, you 
have to be self-effacing, 
in the sense that you’re 
not announcing yourself 
as artist-saviour, one who 
gifts their artistic vision 
to the situation. I think 
we all understand that the 
ethos of social practice 
is not like that. At the 
same time, you have to 
build people’s confidence 
in the process. And yet, 
at the outset, you’re by 
definition uncertain.
 
KO’S: I guess I’m 
not actually talking 
here about people in 
the community at all. 
I love that process of 
interrogation between the 
artist and the community. 
Even if I could just track
the process of being let 
in here in Rialto and 
building trust, that would 
be really interesting. For 
me, it has more to do with 
institutions, organisations 
and outside voices 
looking in and the power 
dynamics that they entail.

Drawing: Des MacMahon

““
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over, and you meet the person 
in the lift, there’s nothing 
there. There’s nothing there 
to sustain that bond because it 
was forged in the heat of the 
situation. That was his take on 
it ….
 
KO’S: I think it’s more built 
on love and solidarity. You 
genuinely want the person to 
do and be who they want to 
be or what they are as opposed 
to a project thing. You have 
that kind of relationship. Take 
Eve Olney for example. We 
co-produced SPARE ROOM, 
Art Architecture Activism, 
a two-week programme of 
exhibitions and grassroots 
events in Cork in 2019. Over 
the couple years that this was 
in the making, I was sharing 
a room with Eve’s son who 
was seven at the time. We 
worked intensely together with 
many unknown factors but 
we really trusted each other. 
On reflection, the work we do 
together really works because 
it is built on a really strong 
friendship and a practice of 
caring for each other. Cases 
like this are very different from 

the SEA Heartbreaks. Obviously, 
the SEA Heartbreak comes 
from a friendship that’s built on 
power dynamics that initially, 
and to your folly, you ignore. 
Often in terms of looking back 
at those SEA Heartbreaks, I’m 
embarrassed because they’re a bit 
obvious. I can see how I ignored 
those red flags, because I was 
excited about the friendship and 
the potential of the new project. 
Ignoring red flags deserves a 
chapter of its own.
 
CS: I think you’re proposing two 
different modes of relation here. 
Let’s say on one level in your 
practice I’ve noticed that you 
have these extraordinarily long 
term, durational connections, 
which are not connected with any 
given project situation as such. 
They’re actually part of the arc 
of your life. You once mentioned 
someone for example that you’ve 
been in collaboration with since 
you were four. I’d like to see that 
early work. This is long term 
collaboration. On another level, 
we’re talking about relationships 
and relationality in the new 
situation, the new territory. In the 
new territory, as I understand it, 
you typically bring with you those 
long term mutual, shared life 
experience friendships. But you 
also have new characters. So you 
mix in those two very different 
modes of relationship building. 
They’re a different proposition, 
are they not?

swimmer at the edge of the 
pool. They always have an 
anticipation. They think, 
“well, it’s probably full of 
sharks. Maybe unknown 
creatures or maybe it’s full 
of dolphins”. Some people 
end up always anticipating 
sharks. You know, they end 
up with a more cautious 
disposition towards the 
pool.
 
KO’S: It really is like that. 
Obviously, I’ve learned a lot 
about the art of diving in. 
I’ve had to change a lot in 
that regard. Now I’m quite 
hardcore in terms of who I 
would work very closely 
with. I’ve had to gauge the 
levels at which I work with 
people. For example, I took 
on working at a deeper level 
with the Multi-Story project 
which addressed current 
housing issues in Ireland, 
because I really trusted the 
people involved.  It had 
a mixture of artists such 
as Fiona Whelan, Feidlim 
Cannon from Broken 
Talkers and activists from 
Housing Action Now. I 
put a lot of work into that 
project, because I really 
like working with them. 
I’ve let go of producing 

““
On reflection 
the work we do 
together really 
works because 
it is built on a 
really strong 
friendship and 
a practice of 
caring for each 
other

““
I think it all 
links to people 
in your life that 
want the best 
for you

 
KO’S: Yes, completely. Those 
long term connections formed 
over the arc of my life, I bring 
them with me. In terms of 
radical friendship, they are the 
foundation. I think it all links 
to people in your life that want 
the best for you. Even in the 
context of here in Dublin 8, 
community activist and writer 
John Bissett was so good to me. 
And let’s say, writer, researcher 
and educator Enya Moore and 
others really recognised that. 
They really liked John. They 
liked him more because they 
really respected how he went 
out of his way to support 
me. Enya and John are a 
good example. It’s not just 
because you have two really 
good writers encountering 
one another. There’s a mutual 
understanding. They have lots 
to talk about in terms of both 
their research but also there 
is an understanding of how 
important each of them is to 
me. In a way there is an extra 
layer of trust because they 
have seen and heard in practice 
how much I trust each of them 
and how caring each of them 
are. There’s always the total 
chance element. You have to 
learn ways to protect yourself. 
I have much more of those 
now. But you have to chance it 
as well.
 
CS: That’s right. You have to 
roll the dice ….
 
KO’S: Yes, and in the case 
of new relationships, I think 
I’ve learnt that lesson quite 
intensely. Over the years, 
I have really invested in 
supporting quite a lot of people. 
Really good stuff has come 
out of a lot of it. When it’s a 
two-way street, it’s magic. 
Then there were a couple of 
situations where it was totally 
a one-way deal. That’s not 
going to work. It’s a little bit 
upsetting when that happens. 
But you don’t need to turn cold 
because that happened. You 
have to say to yourself, “well 
actually, all these other things 
are happening because of the 
openness of spirit in which 
they were born”.
 
CS: It’s like the figure of the 

on to something else, something good. 
They were really important stepping 
stones. Certainly, the heartbreak was 
bad at the time, but it has made me 
much stronger in terms of knowing 
my own worth now. I used to take too 
much. Now, sometimes I like being 
militant and angry. I never was before. 
I think maybe without experiencing 
the different levels of betrayal within 
the practice, I maybe wouldn’t have 
gotten to that.

““
You have to 
learn ways to 
protect yourself. 
I have much 
more of those 
now. But you 
have to chance 
it as well

““
Ignoring 
red flags 
deserves 
a chapter 
of its own

certain kinds of work. I have become 
more selective i.e. not working with 
every project that comes along. I now 
have a space to do things like that, but 
I’m completely basing it on the people 
involved.

 
CS: During my PhD I came across 
a Polish Professor of Sociology 
called Piot Stomka. He said 
something about trust that stuck 
with me. He said trust is a bet. 
In those terms let’s say you’ve 
just described in the Multi-Story 
project a really low risk bet. Based 
on previous experience, it’s a high 
trust situation.
 
KO’S: This is very true. New 
relationships are a bet. As you say, 
Multi-Story was a good bet! A low 
risk one too. I already had quite 
a high trust of those involved. I 
had also been a part of the process 
from the beginning, before I took 
on doing much more work with 
the project in the last few months. 
In general, I feel all the bets in 
their own different ways did pay 
off. Even the SEA Heartbreaks. 
Every one of those heartbreaks led 
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Artist Kate O’Shea 
reflects with 
mentor Ciaran 
Smyth on certain 
gravitational 
forces in which 
her work is held, 
from the entropic 
drift of capitalism 
to the systemic 
vulnerabilities of 
communities and 
families.
 

CS: Let’s talk about this 
notion of falling. You made a 
collaborative film in 2020 with 
vocal artist Siobhán Kavanagh, 

ARTIST SUCCUMBS TO ARTIST SUCCUMBS TO 
FORCE OF GRAVITYFORCE OF GRAVITY

in particular, that film 
piece Halfway to Falling. 
I’m wondering what’s 
the draw for you in this 
idea of falling, sinking or 
descending, as opposed 
to rising, succeeding 
and transcending. What 
does it mean, in terms 
of your own practice?
 
KO’S: When I think of 
falling, I think of it in 
terms of someone falling 
through their psychological 
landscape. It’s also about 
our physical landscapes 
in states of falling or 
erasure through processes 
of redevelopment. It 
also has to do with the 
descending or collapse of 
societal structures. Maybe 
it’s also about a falling 
apart or crumbling within 
capitalism itself which 
became apparent in certain 
ways over the course of the 
pandemic. In some way 
there is a kind of falling 
movement connected to 
each of those dimensions.

 
CS: Do you mean that 
capitalism is in a descending 
state? I’m trying to connect 
that phrase halfway to 
falling with who or what 
is falling. Is it a kind of a 
subjective personal falling? 
Is it the city that’s falling? 
You’ve mentioned several 
dimensions all subject 
to that force of gravity. 
It is only right of course 
that the Gravity Express 
should concern itself 
with questions of falling.
 

KO’S: Since I think of 
everything in terms of 
falling now, I’m trying 
to figure out what my 
starting point was on this. 
It probably came from 
thinking about the personal 
act of falling. In chats 
with my mother, we were 
looking at generational 
kinds of falling and how the 
structures within which we 
live and the relationships 
in which we are embedded 
can cause us to fall. That 

FRAG #3 FALLINGFRAG #3 FALLING
artist Craig Cox, filmmaker 
Alec Moore and others 
called Halfway to Falling. 
I think that’s why I sent you 
an essay I came across in 
Mousse Magazine by Sabrina 
Tarasoff entitled The Art of 
Sinking. Maybe we’ll start 
with a quote from the essay.
 
KO’S: Sure. How about this 
one:

Peri Bathous, Or the Art of 
Sinking, like so, professes a 
flail calisthenics for those 
committed to falling far, far, 
away, failing, finding means 
to trip down the mind’s 
flight lines and making 
something of it (perhaps: 
L’esprit de l’escalier).
 
CS: It’s super cryptic 
but suggests somehow 
a relationship between 
creativity and sinking, which 
reminded me of some of 
the language you’ve used 
in framing your own work, 

led into thinking about the 
intergenerational trauma of 
grief, the idea of a melancholy 
that passes through the 
ancestral line. Like many 
chats it went from an 
individual story to thinking 
about it in the collective.
 
CS: Is it connected to Buzz 
Lightyear? You know that 
scene in Toy Story when 
Woodie challenges Space 
Ranger Buzz Lightyear on 
his capacity to fly. Buzz 
launches himself off the bed 
board and through a series 
of fortuitous bounces and 
loops, delivers a convincing 
demonstration of flying. His 
demonstration is met with 
Woody’s famous objection: 
“…. that wasn’t flying. That 
was falling with style.”
 
KO’S: I think Woody was 
right. I haven’t actually 
articulated this before, 
but there is a connection 
to thinking about what it 
means for someone to be 
in a state of falling and 
the contradictions within 
that. I’m also imagining 
the process of holding on 
or gripping in resistance 
to the act of falling. In an 

upside down world, falling 
is potentially flying. Maybe 
Woody is really getting to 
grips with the true meaning 
of radical acceptance! This 
is not something you want to 
be told when you are in the 
process of falling, but linking 
it with our chats about 
failures and/or ruptures, 
Woody’s analysis is correct. 
My version of falling is 
located somewhere between 
the mental and physical, the 
stuff of landscapes. I would 
have always started with 
the physical environment 
as a way of looking at 
the mental landscape. 
In terms of Halfway to 
Falling, I was probably 
thinking more about people 
under capitalism being 
smothered and falling.
 
CS: Can you say more about 
that connection between the 
psychological, the landscape 
and the idea of falling?
 
KO’S: It’s trying to sense 
what it feels like and looks 
like to live in conditions 
where people are being 
pushed all the time. It’s a 
stacking and stacking of 
pressure that succumbs to 
the necessity of collapse. 
Constant growth, erosion 
and extraction can only lead 
to a ‘falling apart’. When I 
use words like collapse or 
crumbling or falling, I’m 
thinking of the collapsing 
and falling of old ways of 
being, old worlds and old 
things. At the same time, 
I’m thinking about who’s 
actually falling. It’s about 
the contradictions of the 
two. It’s very Arundhati 
Roy, listening to the old 
world falling and cracking. 
Then there is always the 
reality of people slipping 
and falling. If I think of 
Dublin 8, there were two 
things that I was looking at. 
In the first instance, I was 
thinking about the macro 
level of social and political 
structures in terms of urban 
redevelopment. But I was 
also looking very closely at 
issues around gender-based 
violence and addiction. It 
was in the working through 

““When I use When I use 
words like words like 
collapse or collapse or 
crumbling crumbling 
or falling, or falling, 
I’m thinking I’m thinking 
of the of the 
collapsing collapsing 
and falling and falling 
of old ways of old ways 
of being, old of being, old 
worlds and worlds and 
old things.old things.

and talking through all 
of those things that the 
phrase Halfway to Falling 
found its resonance. It 
seemed to speak to people’s 
experience of sinking or 
slipping or falling on a 
very individual personal 
level. It seemed to work 
in some way both at the 
macro and micro level.
 
CS: Okay. We can see that 
some physical structures 
like cities or landscapes 
are falling, in decay, 
or in disrepair: let’s 
say in various states of 
unravelling. And then there 
are systems at the level of 
macro political economy, 
such as capitalism. And 
then there are people having 
the experience of falling 
within those systems and 
structures that are failing 
to hold them. It reminds 
me of those neoliberal 
metaphors operating in the 
1980’s such as the safety 

net, which turned out to 
be very porous indeed. 
And there was of 
course its metaphorical 
counterpoint, falling 
through the cracks. We 
are talking here about 
a certain fragility or a 
vulnerability arising 
out of economic 
inequalities and more 
generalized systemic 
inequalities. From your 
descriptions of falling, 
I get the idea of people 
caught in a system that 
fails to hold them in any 
adequate, or livable way.
 

KO’S: Yes, that’s what 
it evokes for me on that 
macro level of systemic 
inequality. Like a lot of 
things, the origin of the title 
Halfway to Falling came 
through conversations, 
in this case one with my 
mother on the phone during 
one of the 2020 lockdowns. 
I was transcribing what she 
was saying as she reflected 
on different timelines for 
events in her life. I was 
also going through a self-
reflective process at the 
time, checking back on 
aspects of early life with 
my mother and making 

““
I think of it I think of it 
in terms of in terms of 
someone someone 
falling falling 
through their through their 
psychologicalpsychological
landscape.landscape.

Peri Bathous, Or 
the Art of Sinking, 
like so, professes 
a flail calisthenics 
for those committed 
to falling far, far, 
away, failing, finding 
means to trip down 
the mind’s flight 
lines and making 
something of it 
(perhaps: L’esprit de 
l’escalier).

some notes. Everything she 
said was gold. She used that 
phrase, “halfway to falling”. 
She said it very casually, as 
a way of talking about a time 
when she was under a lot of 
pressure, raising five kids 
in difficult circumstances, 
teaching full time and 
standing in a field, feeling 
like she was halfway to 
falling. She was talking about 
a moment in time over 30 
years ago. She can speak with 
such clarity. Her phrases have 
such a poetics within them.

 

Worthy plummet slip cast porcelain and gold lustre by Gemma Dardis

Halfway to Falling film with Sculptural work by Aideen Farrell

Photo: Aideen Farrell
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CS: It’s a lovely phrase.
 
KO’S: In that conversation, she 
was making connections to stories 
that I was telling her about chats 
and encounters I was having in 
Dublin 8. They brought up lots 
of memories for her. We do have 
these great chats over the phone, 
about her life. She remembered 
that particular moment in a field, 
when the kids were very young. 
She wasn’t getting much sleep 
at the time. It’s quite a striking, 
visceral vision. In the field, she’s 
trying to keep an eye on thirty kids. 

In an upside down In an upside down 
world falling is world falling is 
potentially flyingpotentially flying

It’s the class that she teaches 
and they’re playing football. 
She has a feeling of everything 
moving and being halfway to 
falling, but she remains standing. 

““

Artist Artist 
cleverly cleverly 
reconstrues reconstrues 
failure as failure as 
a learning a learning 
opportunity!opportunity!
Artist Kate Artist 
Kate O’Shea 
discusses with 
mentor Ciaran 
Smyth the thorny 
question of failure 
in social practice, 
the notion of 
creative ruptures 
as points of 
transformation 
and the perils of 
20/20 hindsight.
KO’S: Here’s another quotation 
The Art of Sinking by Sabina 
Tarasoff in Mousse Magazine 
(No.79, Spring 2022) tailor-
made for the Gravity Express:
 
Gravity, like so, in its “pre-
metaphoric” stage, becomes 
master key into the bathetic. 
The fall to the profound is 
exalted as a drive to failure, 
a moving failure, a weighted 
but intentional authorized 
failure, that aims to formalize 

or showcase defeat under the 
aegis of the theatrical in order to 
put to test (perchance transcend) 
the limits of [its] unreality.
 
CS: It’s pretty abstract. What I take 
from it is the idea of a gravitational 
pull which operates in the opposite 
direction to the neoliberal discourse 
of success. It has something to do 
with rescuing the experience of 
failure via the experimental. In 
socially engaged art practice for 
example, success, whatever that 
means, is never guaranteed in any 
given situation. It can be exactly as 
the quote suggests:  …. a moving 
failure, a weighted but intentional 
authorised failure. Obviously, we 
can evoke the often-misquoted 
Beckettian phrase: “Ever tried. 
Ever failed. No matter. Try 
again. Fail again. Fail better.” 
It’s an ethics of proceeding by 
failure, rather than an ethics of 
proceeding by success in the sense 
of that entrepreneurial, neoliberal 
discourse of growth, expansion, 
and winning. What does it suggest 
to you?
 
KO’S: I was just thinking of how 
much I’ve enjoyed this process of 
reflection over the last while, all 

this talk about failures and 
things falling. I don’t like 
the process of failing. I 
was having this discussion 
recently with friends 
around mental health. I am 
comfortable supporting, 
giving advice and listening 
when people are going 
through rough times. In 
those moments, I get to be 
‘in hindsight’. I can draw 
on my own experience 

It’s an ethics of proceeding by 
failure, rather than an ethics 
of proceeding by success in the 
sense of that entrepreneurial, 
neoliberal discourse of growth, 
expansion, and winning.

Intersections of practice, 
medium format anologue 
film: Gemma Dardis & 
Kate O’ Shea

Through naming experiences 
and phrases like that, I see the 
value and the power of a story 
as a way of opening up so 
many conversations. Everyone 
who hears that phrase can 
read it in a different way 
and recall their own stories.

FRAG #4 FAILUREFRAG #4 FAILURE

““““
She has a feeling of She has a feeling of 
everything moving and everything moving and 
being halfway to falling, being halfway to falling, 
but she remains standingbut she remains standing
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Gravity, like so, in its “pre-Gravity, like so, in its “pre-
metaphoric” stage, becomes metaphoric” stage, becomes 
master key into the bathetic. master key into the bathetic. 
The fall to the profound is The fall to the profound is 
exalted as a drive to failure, exalted as a drive to failure, 
a moving failure, a weighted a moving failure, a weighted 
but intentional authorized but intentional authorized 
failure, that aims to formalize failure, that aims to formalize 
or showcase defeat under or showcase defeat under 
the aegis of the theatrical in the aegis of the theatrical in 
order to put to test (perchance order to put to test (perchance 
transcend) “the limits of [its] transcend) “the limits of [its] 
unreality.unreality.

Sabrina Tarasoff, The Art of Sinking, Mousse Magazine 2022

of surviving. Obviously, it’s 
much harder being ‘in it’. I’m 
also thinking about private and 
public falling. It’s so much 
harder being in a process of 
falling or failure publicly. 
There’s quite a difference 
between falling in public, with 
an audience, as opposed to 
doing it in isolation and then 

getting to reflect on one’s 
failures and how they’ve led 
to some great revelations.
 
CS: I think I know what 
you mean. There’s a sort of 
economy of failure. There is a 
book by Elizabeth Day called 
How to Fail. I haven’t read 
it but I did listen to some of 
her podcasts where the guests, 
often celebrities, talk about 
their significant failures. When 
you listen to those confessional 
conversations, the examples 

they give of failures are very 
forgivable indeed. Many of us 
would call them examples of 
things working out very well.
 
KO’S: I like that. Maybe the 
failures or the ruptures don’t 
necessarily equate to failures. 
When we were critically 
reflecting back on twelve 
years of my own practice as 
an artist, we considered the 
arc of my work as a series of 
ruptures. In terms of how we 
analysed those ruptures, some 
of them you could technically 
class as failures, but each of 
those ruptures were massive 
moments of necessary change 

hardwired within me; get 
high points in the Leaving 
Cert., go to college for a 
number of years like your 
peers and then get a job. 
At 19, that plan shattered 
and a process unfolded 
that led to the unravelling 
of many ‘known’ systems. 
You could say I had more 
opportunities for existential 
fallings than some of my 
peers who more typically 
started their own processes 
of unravelling in their late 
20’s. I was straight in there 
with the big who am I?
 
CS: And the pickups? There 
must be pickups involved 
too. Dusting oneself off.
 
KO’S: Oh yes. Every fall 
is followed by a great pick 
me up. I like thinking of 
failure in motion. I love that 
phrase in the quotation we 
started with: “…. exalted 
as a drive to failure, a 
moving failure”. Although 
I would resist the word 
failure as well - I mean 
how it gets used in a certain 
way against organising, 
social movement building 
and political movements 
more generally. It can 
function as a way of erasing 
complexity and dampening 
the revolutionary spirit. 
You know that kind of 
left melancholia that goes, 

consider those linkages, those 
movements are not failures. 
You can see this so clearly in 
the assembly of the artist-led 
archive. When you map it all 
out, every space and every 
collective and every initiative 
has put other things in motion. 
When I was exhibiting the 
Cork section of the Archive, 
I could see these maps unfold 
in real time. As people came 
into the exhibition, you could 
hear them narrating those 
threads: “…. I was part of 
that space in the 70s where 
I met these people, we ran 
a performance night and 
then we started this space 
with this group” and so on. 
 
CS: As you said, in some of the 

““
There’s quite a difference 
between falling in public, 
with an audience as 
opposed to doing it in 
isolation and then getting 
to reflect on one’s failures 
and how they’ve led to 
some great revelations.

which then led to the next 
space and to the next rupture. 
Without those ruptures, the 
next thing wouldn’t have 
happened. For example, 
when I started Nom Nom 
Cafe outside Kenmare, 
County Kerry in 2009, this 
for me was a ‘forever plan’. 
It came into being after I 
worked with my father to 
turn one of the sheds on the 
land into a yoga studio for my 
sister Darina who returned 
from Barcelona just after I 
dropped out of Architecture 
college. 6 years into the cafe 
I started Nomshtock festival 
on the land with Aoife 

S.E.A. Heartbreaks involving 
difficult experiences within 
your practice, you’ve often 
mentioned somebody or 
something positive that you 
encountered along the way 
that led on to something 
really great.
 
KO’S: Absolutely. I wouldn’t 
undo any of them. Some of 
the best friendships came 
out of the dark times. Even 
though I didn’t lose the café, 
the festival and the clothes 
shop out of any personal 
choice, in retrospect, it was 
too soon to settle on that 
infrastructure. I built that 
infrastructure as the person 
I was then with the friends 
that I had then. I needed to 
uproot myself and experience 

Scanlon and Emer Casey 
which again in my mind 
was a ‘forever project’. So, 
after 6 years of building 
this space, when the 
rupture of losing both these 
things in 2014 happened 
it was a huge moment of 
failure, something akin to 
the end of a dream. At the 
time, the loss of the social 
spaces we had created 
was truly heartbreaking. 
On reflection, with the 
benefit of hindsight, 
this rupture led to many 
things I wouldn’t change.
 
CS: I think that’s 
very interesting, what 
you’re saying about the 
relationship between 
failure and rupture. I once 
was involved with too 
many psychotherapists in 
the 1990s. One of them was 
a lovely man, a GP who 
didn’t believe in general 
medicine. He had an unusual 
perspective on failure. He 
always claimed that you 
shouldn’t be allowed to 
do anything until you’ve 
failed. He thought failure 
should be a requirement in 
any given learning process 
because you can’t know 
anything until something 
goes south. Sounds good 
as a principle of pedagogy 
but not great bedside chat 
for a surgeon. Reflecting 
back on our conversations 
over the mentoring process, 
this idea of the rupture 
has been really important, 
but as you say, we’re not 
strictly speaking here 
about failure. It seems 
more about reaching a 
point of transformation: 
before and after moments.
 
KO’S: Yes, totally. People 
say to me “oh you’ve 
done an awful lot of things 
for someone so young”. 
They’re surprised by what 
I did at a certain age. 
That’s directly related to 
the quantity and quality of 
those ruptures and failures 
and fallings from early 
on. Because I dropped 
out of college and was 
out of the known system. 
By “the known system”, I 
mean the system that I had 

Mummy, Mummy, 
Daddy, Daddy, 
look at melook at me
I went to I went to 
school and I school and I 
got a degreegot a degree
All my All my 
friends call friends call 
it ‘the big D’it ‘the big D’
I went to I went to 
school and I school and I 
got the big Dgot the big D

““
It (failure) can 
function as a 
way of erasing 
complexity and 
dampening the 
revolutionary 
spirit.

CS: We’ll conclude with the 
phrase that came to mind 
while you’re talking: “…. 
if I knew than what I know 
now.” You insert yourself 
back in time, with current 
knowledge. We all like to 
imagine that impossibility.

Photo: Sophia Tamburrini, Poolbeg, Dublin, 2022
other places like Dublin 8. 
The space I had then would 
make ten times more sense 
now, only because of the 
different roads I had to take 
after I lost it all. I could 
have gotten stuck in that 
café world. The work is ten 
times more interesting now 
than it was two years ago. 
I think I needed to meet 
a lot of different people. 
No doubt I would have 
continued to meet different 
people with the café, but 
things would have been 
different. Maybe I’m just 
making myself feel better 
about the loss of land to the 
patriarchy of rural Ireland!
 

“what’s the point of it 
all. It always fails...”
 
CS: You’re so right. 
People like to say these 
days that the Occupy 
Movement failed.
 
KO’S: That’s why 
I’m very strong on the 
threading of the social 
relations. I like to map 
spaces or moments 
in time that lead into 
other people, spaces 
and histories, little anti-
histories to capitalism in 
the making. Once you 

““
Ever tried. Ever failed. 
No matter. Try again. 
Fail again. Fail better.

Wet Leg 
Chaise Longe 
(2022)

““Maybe I’m just 
making myself 
feel better about 
the loss of land to 
the patriarchy of 
rural Ireland!

Photo: Gemma Dardis
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Artist Kate O’Shea 
discusses with 
mentor Ciaran 
Smyth printmaking, 
publishing and 
hospitality practices as 
strategies for re-wiring 
capitalist modes of 
exchange that produce 
collective experiences of 
the otherwise “

I was trying to 
untangle why we 
are hardwired to 
see certain things 
as fixed, for 
example, why it’s 
so hard to imagine 
alternatives to 
capitalism.

FRAG #5 WIRINGFRAG #5 WIRING

COSMIC ELECTRICIANCOSMIC ELECTRICIAN  
STRIKES AGAIN!STRIKES AGAIN!

CS: Let’s talk about wiring. In your 
journal notes it says:  ‘…. wiring, the 
wiring and unwiring makes me think 
of the unlearning, the untangling 
and the undoing’ What does that 
mean?

KO’s: I like words that imply a 
process within them. My first 
thinking on wiring was when I was 
in college. I did a show as part of 
my Masters in Printmaking as a 
space for solidarity and dialogue 
called HardWired. It looked at how 
our brains and ways of doing and 
being are wired through the systems 

and networks that we live in. I 
was thinking specifically about 
the programming of our brains. 
I was trying to untangle why 
we are hardwired to see certain 
things as fixed, for example, 
why it’s so hard to imagine 
alternatives to capitalism. It was 
attempting to unearth why we 
are hardwired into competition 
within a fixed social imaginary 
which tells us that things are 
like this and not like that. Durty 
Words, the first book I published 
came from thinking about why 
we are hardwired to see certain 
practices or languages or ways of 
being as having less value than 
others. This led to an untangling 
of the history of specific words 
such as ‘community arts’ and 
‘anarchism’. Why and how 
do some words and practices 
become dirty? I see wiring as a 
process of wiring and unwiring, 
as two processes that exist at the 
same time. I mean what does a 
process of unwiring or unraveling 
the way that you operate look 
like? How can we rewire new 
ways of living or being together? 
As I was investigating different 

practices, theories and alternatives 
to capitalism I needed to also 
understand what hardwiring existed 
both within myself and then larger 
ecosystems. I’m still thinking about 
how we unlearn the ways in which 
we’ve been wired.
CS: Even though the context, as 
I understand it, was some kind of 

critical engagement with capitalism, 
your frame on wiring strikes me 
as quite a neurological metaphor. 
When someone says that’s the 
way I’m wired, I understand them 
to be describing some aspect of 
themselves that’s not for changing 
any time soon. Is that what you 
mean by hardwired, that the circuit 
isn’t so flexible? Because rewired 
to me holds out a possibility for 
adjusting or re-mapping.

KO’S: Exactly, I always used words 
like reconfiguring or rewiring as 
a way of challenging the idea that 
things are wired in a certain way, 
that a certain circuitry is fixed and 
immutable. I also just really like the 
idea of circuitry.

CS: Yes, but if you’re proposing 
yourself as some kind of cosmic 
electrician, what exactly is it that 
you’re rewiring? 

KO’S: Man, I don’t know!

CS: I think you do know. As you’re 
speaking, I can see that you’re 
wiring something with your hands. 
You’re clearly working on some 

kind of invisible structure just 
there in front of you.

KO’S: In terms of pedagogy 
and how we change the way 
that we do things together or 
in a collective or with young 
people or with any age group, 
it can be quite easy to present 
examples of practices in 
which people live differently. 
It’s easy for me to present 
projects that inspire collective 
practices like La Zad in France 
or collectivity within radical 
printmaking practices such as 
Justseeds in North America 
or many other examples of 
artist-led initiatives in Ireland. 
The daily practices of actually 
creating spaces for collectivity 
speaks to deeper, longer-term 
and challenging modes of 
engagement. The practice of 
creating spaces where people 
begin to behave or relate to 
each other differently is both 
magical and messy. This is 
where I can see a process of 
rewiring happening through 
a much deeper engagement 
with people over a period of 
time. It could be a process of 
working with artists to resist 
competition within the arts, 
helping each other out and 
creating a space where learning 
and knowledge is shared. It 
could be creating spaces for 
different grassroot groups 
to come together in a space 
in between their individual 
agendas, allowing space for 
unknowing and relating to 
each other differently outside 
what they are used to. That 
takes time. There are many 
mechanisms like competition 
for funding, space and voice 
that make it difficult to resist 
competition, especially when 
it comes to anti-capitalist 

organising. It is through the 
practice of creating and being in 
those spaces ‘in-between’ that 
people experience an alternative 
way of doing things.

CS: That’s really clear to me. 
I can see that in relation to our 
conversations over the arc of the 
mentorship, if I could paraphrase 
here, that you are often trying 
to rewire the conditions of 
production. But you’re doing 
so in a way that’s pointing 
to alternatives, to modes of 
relationships and exchange that 
operate outside the strict modes of 
postindustrial capitalist exchange 
and production. I mean relations 
that are not extractive. I really 
get that in your work. I think. 
I’m beginning to see the machine 
you’re working on there. I have 
certainly understood, especially 
in the conditions of pandemic, that 
you’ve tried to interrupt relations 
of competition, between artists in 
particular. I see from how you’ve 
described your practice and what 
you’ve been trying to do that 
it’s a major preoccupation of 
your work: how to invite people 
into those alternative modes of 
exchange. It’s a different kind 
of ethics, really, I don’t know 
how you describe it, but I can 

definitely get a sense of you wanting 
to invite people into some kind of 
alternative mode of hospitality.

KO’S: Yes, that would probably be 
the biggest preoccupation in terms of 
what I like to do the most. It certainly 
is what gives me the most kicks. 
It threads back to the café days, to 
creating spaces that involve surprise, 
where the social relations are not what 
you would expect. It’s easy to talk 
about turning the world upside down, 

Studio 468 
photo of quote 
on wall ‘It had 
the feeling of an 
electric Shock’ 
from the book 
Regeneration: 
Public Good or 
Private Profit? 
by John Bissett

but how do you turn things on their 
head? How do you create situations 
where people can see and feel that 
difference? When I had the café, it 
was all about people feeling at home. 
It was a place where people would 
immediately feel like they could 
potentially stay for an indeterminate 
time. It was comfortable. It broke all 
the commercial cafe rules. It wasn’t 
about moving people on to get the 
next lot in. There were book swaps, 
clothes swaps and free events all 
the time, along with an openness for 
people to put on their own initiatives 
or exchanges. It was a space fueled 
on a different energy. I loved going 
all out on the hospitality in a way 
where people really felt valued 
but that feeling did not come at a 
premium price. For me the café was 
an experimental space for playing 
with logics of capital.

CS: Sounds like you were jamming  
the  codes  of  capitalist exchange 
value.

KO’S: I’d call it radical sharing. 
I’m laughing just now because I’m 
thinking about when I’m driving 
the sharing agenda with my nieces 
and nephews. They’re mostly under 
eight but that’s not so different to 
any group I work with! The work 
we do at A4 SOUNDS with artists 

“
How can we 
rewire new 
ways of living 
or being 
together?

“
The practice of 
creating spaces 
where people 
begin to behave 
or relate to each 
other differently 
is both magical 
and messy

Layered imagery of  Installation & 
printwork by Kate O’ Shea over the 
years on photography by Gemma Dardis
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is basically about creating a space 
for radical sharing. I want things 
to stop being what people expect. 
Old school hierarchies within the 
arts for example are so blatant 
that they are quite easy to disrupt. 
That’s always been a thing for 
me when it comes to the format 
of an event, a social space or an 
exhibition. Generally, if I give 
stuff to people for free, the beauty 
of print production is that you can 
hold the means of production in 
your hands and mass produce. You 
can create multiples for everyone. 
The simple action of pulling a print 
for the first time explains much 
more about producing your own 
narrative than any talk I can give on 
the subject. Through this process of 
people printing the work or being 
given a print, you get something 
whereas you’re used to having to 
give something. In my practice I 
like to remove a certain level of 
extractivism, and not just from the 
commodification of the art market.

CS: It’s like a gift economy, in any 
case breaking the normal transactional 
relation. You give something without 
the expectation of getting something of 
an equivalent value back. Is the purpose 
to break people’s anticipations?

KO’S: I’m not sure. There are different 
levels to it. It’s an instinctual practice 
that I am just now analysing. In the 
example of the café, I had a ‘take the 
biscuit box’ which was always for free 
and full of baked things. In the studio-
based print work it’s also about people 
being part of a process of experiencing 
print together. In lockdown there was a 
need to exchange tangible prints in new 
ways. It was a question of figuring out 
how to communicate with people via 
post and then on a one-to-one basis in 
between lockdowns. On a day-to-day 
level people would visit Studio 468, 
pick a poster or printed artifact that 
stood out to them, take it home and then 
it has another life where they chose to 
put it. I also love the fact that with print 
and books specifically you never know 
the people they will meet once you 
give them away. This is magic for me. 
It’s also a way of introducing people 
to international networks of solidarity 
through print. Everyone who came to 
Studio 468 got one of the Celebrate 
People’s History Posters organized 
by US-based artist and activist Josh 
MacPhee. This both introduced people 
to the specific history in the poster 
but also the power of sharing silenced 
histories like that. Obviously when it 
comes to longer term collaborative 
relationships we are constantly making 
and exchanging together. I use print 
to reflect back value to someone who 
I really value. It’s a way of making 
their labour visible. It’s a collaborative 

exchange that’s happening all 
the time. It exists outside of the 
logic of the gallery or exhibitions 
as the work is made and sent 
straight to that person’s house. I 
love imagining that there is this 
exhibition across peoples houses 
in different parts of the world of 
printed artifacts that I have made 
over the years.

CS: That’s a very distinct feature 
of your practice. We started with 
wiring and trying to get to grips 
with what exactly it was that 
needed rewiring or interrupting. 
We went on then to consider 
how you do that: how you 

interrupt and divert by creating 
alternative spaces and invitations 
where people’s expectations are 
confounded.

KO’S: It also links into another 
feature we’ve talked about 
elsewhere. I’m thinking here 
about our discussions on the 
benefit of failures. Personally, I 
studied Architecture after school 
as I believed that art wasn’t 
a real career. On reflection, 
understanding my path to that 
choice and seeing the competitive 
culture within Architecture 
college is very useful now in 
terms of how I am able to relate 

“
I really see the 
magic of spaces 
that resist 
competition.

to young people in education. The 
process of dropping out of Architecture 
college taught me a lot and is a very 

important part of my story. I 
witnessed the toxic culture of parts 
of architectural education driven 
by competition. Of course, in art 
college competition played its role 
as well. Experiences of it in both 
places has made me quite strong 
in my resistance to competition 
within education. I have seen how 
counterproductive it is and the effect 
it can have on peoples’ creativity 
and relationships. It’s something 
I always talk about whether I am 
in a secondary school or working 
with a Masters degree class in an 
art college. I really see the magic 
of spaces that resist competition. I 
now enjoy going back in to third 

reconfiguring each other’s work and 
then doing one big installation. This 
experience teaches much more than 
any lecture on radical sharing! It’s 
one way of interrupting the authorial 
relationship with the work.“

I loved going 
all out on the 
hospitality in a 
way where people 
really felt valued 
but that feeling 
did not come at a 
premium price.

I love imagining that there is this I love imagining that there is this 
exhibition across peoples houses in exhibition across peoples houses in 
different parts of the world of printed different parts of the world of printed 
artifacts that I have made over the years.artifacts that I have made over the years.

Photo: Andrew Edgar, Photo: Andrew Edgar, 
Projection tests for Projection tests for 
S.E.A. - Heart // BreakS.E.A. - Heart // Break

level and being able to call 
all that out. Again, it’s trying 
to make space for people 
to feel an alternative to 
competitive social relations 
in practice. I loved working 
recently with printmaking 
students in Limerick School 
of Art and Design and basing 
the workshop on bringing 
work that you would 
allow people to print on or 
manipulate and focusing 
on not being precious as 
a method of collective 
making. The results were 
amazing. Students passing 
around work, adding and 

Collograph 
& Monoprint 
by Kate O’ Shea, 
2015.
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ARTIST ADMITS MUSIC IS A 
KEY ELEMENT OF PRACTICE!

Artist Kate O’Shea 
discusses with 
mentor Ciaran 
Smyth the role 
of music as a 
social glue in 
her practice, her 
tricky relationship 
with public 
performance 
and how songs 
worked as a 
memory device in 
mentoring.
CS: Let’s shift the frame here 
and talk about inertial features. 
In contrast to pre-occupational 
features, inertial features are 
those aspects of practice that 
you want to hold on to, in other 
words, features for conservation. 

You’ve chosen music, so let’s 
start with that one. What’s the 
connection for you in your 
practice with music? Why is 
it important to conserve and 
what does it bring to the work 
that you want to hang on to?
 
KO’S: There’s been an 
interesting shift in my 
relationship with music since 
2020, one that I certainly want 
to hold on to. I’ve always loved 
music and dancing and music 
has always been an element of 
the spaces I’ve created going 
way back, but at a remove 
from my direct involvement 
in creating it. The café I 
initiated and ran for six years 
in Kerry had open mic nights 
and gigs and eventually, a 
festival. Like food, music 
has been a foundational 
element in bringing people 
together. I see the magic of 
those situations where people 
who don’t know each other 
come together and create 
a language through music. 
It creates an energy where 
unexpected moments emerge. 
When that happens, it is very 

exciting. That said, I’ve had a 
funny relationship with music 
when it comes to playing 
and performing. I always 

played music: the piano, the 
accordion and briefly, the 
double bass. I found it too 
hard to play in public so it 
was really a solo practice. I 
stopped playing instruments 
after secondary school. I 
find it exciting now, in the 
last few years, where music 
has become intrinsic to what 
I’m doing. I need it. In the 
first lockdown I listened to 
music all the time and I made 
everyone else do the same. 
When I moved to Dublin 
8, it seemed instinctual to 
contact Siobhán Kavanagh. 
She’s someone I’ve really 
wanted to work with.
 
CS: Siobhán is a musician?
 
KO’S: Yes, and also a 
composer. She makes 
musical arrangements for 
circus, theatre and the visual 
arts. She’s an amazing 
person to collaborate with. 
We got to know each other 
and to really trust each 
other. This gave me the 
confidence to become more 
involved in the process of 

““
I see the 
magic of those 
situations where 
people who 
don’t know 
each other 
come together 
and create 
a language 
through music. 
It creates an 
energy where 
unexpected 
moments 
emerge.

musical composition and 
arrangement. I had a very 
instinctual feeling that 
music needed to become 
more central to exploring 
other languages and 
worlds in the practice. 
Siobhán has such amazing 
knowledge of the history 
of singers’ clubs and the 
social processes of music 
through both her research 
and practice. We worked 
together quite intensely 
in 2020 during the second 
lockdown. When I first 
came to Dublin 8, I didn’t 
have my studio yet, so 
we spent lots of time in 
Goldenbridge cemetery 
making work and talking 
through things. 
 
The setting was very fitting 
since ideas around grief 
and death were strongly 
present in the work that 
we made, which begs the 
question: which came first, 
themes of grief and death, 
or the cemetery? It was 
through a combination of 
working with artist Fiona 

FRAG #6 MUSICFRAG #6 MUSIC
Photo: Vagabond Reviews
Beach House, National Stadium, Dublin, 2022

“
I really like 
working with 
musicians. 
It’s good for 
my soul.

Whelan and Siobhán Kavanagh 
in different ways that brought 
a writing practice back into my 
work. Working with Fiona taught 
me practices of writing from the 
heart. Siobhán worked with me to 
edit my writing into the spoken 
word pieces that you hear in 
Halfway to Falling.
 
CS: Did she encourage you to 
write something to accompany a 
piece of music she was working 
on?
 
KO’S: The music and the writing 
were both happening at the 
same time. There was that “over 
and back”. Siobhán certainly 
encouraged me to write and I 
wrote a lot. Then she put together 
the musical arrangement which 
was a three-hander between me, 
the composer/violinist Craig Cox 
and Siobhán. I really like working 
with musicians. It’s good for 
my soul. I want to maintain and 
develop that as an element of 
my practice. Because it’s not my 
main medium, there’s a freedom 
to it. I get to be quite playful.
 
CS: I understand that music was 
a really important element in 
the process of creating spaces 

that functioned otherwise 
to capitalist exchange 
practices. Then in working 
with Siobhán, it became the 
work itself.
 
KO’S: It also forced me to 
go centre-stage as opposed 
to making the stage, so it 
did something interesting as 
well around finding my own 
voice. I really learnt over the 
past while how crucial it is 

to give space to finding my 
own voice when I work with 
so many people all the time.
 
CS: Earlier you mentioned 
your own playing, I mean on 
piano and other instruments. 
Was that an element that 
you thought of bringing in 
for Halfway to Falling? I’m 
just curious because I didn’t 
realise you had that string to 
your bow, so to speak.
 
KO’S: I want my next 
studio to have a keyboard 
even if I might never 
feature it publicly. I think 
it would be interesting 
even as a thinking and 
working through process. 
As a meditative practice I 
think it would work well 
too. With Siobhán, I learnt 
how to loop and layer voice 
with the pedal, which I got 
a total kick out of. I love 
the similarities and overlaps 
between the mediums: the 
layering of sound has real 
affinities with the layering 
of images in the process of 
print making. I also enjoy 
being a printmaker in a 
band. There’s such freedom 

““I had a very 
instinctual 
feeling that 
music needed 
to become 
more central to 
exploring other 
languages and 
worlds in the 
practice.

in the potential directions 
that things might go in, in 
terms of audio-visual work 
and of bringing the lyrics 
and sound back into the 
printing possibilities.
 
Musically I’ve also got 
loads out of our mentorship. 
The way music has come 
into it has been essential. 
I’m thinking here about 
how you’ve sent me a piece 
of music following each 
session that speaks to what 
we talked about. In terms 
of traces and memory, I 
love to listen to that song 
cycle as it has emerged over 
the mentorship because it 
really works as an archive 
for the different aspects of 
practice we have covered. 
Sometimes with friends I 
get them to listen to those 
songs too and see if they can 
make the connections.
 
CS: I’m really glad that 
worked as a signifying 
device. I was hoping it 
would function as a memory 
marker for the mentoring 
conversations in that 
thematic way. They function 

as memory notes in the way 
that music can also locate 
you at a particular point in 
your life.
 
KO’S: I realised that 
recently when I was 
explaining the song cycle 
to someone. As I was 
listening through the 
playlist with that sequence 
of songs, I listened in 
the same order as they 
had arrived from session 
to session and I could 
associate each song with 
the themes we covered. It 
was like going back through 
conversational time. As 
I explained to my friend 
what each song represented 
in my practice, I realised 
they actually organise the 
conversational flow as it 
unfolded, along with the 
themes and diversions over 
the course of our sessions.

Photo: Sophia Tamberini, Kate O’ Shea & Siobhn Kavanagh, Poolbeg 2022

NomNom Cafe, Kenmare, 2014

Killaha East, Lockdown 3, 2021

The making of HALFWAY TO FALLING’
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This work was in part supported by an Arts Council Ireland Artist in the 
Community Scheme Bursary Award in Collaborative Arts and Community 
Development, awarded to Kate O’Shea. The Artist in the Community 
Scheme is managed by Create, the national development agency for 
collaborative arts. The work is being presented by Pluck Projects, visual 
arts curators in residence at Cork Midsummer Festival.
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THE MENTORSHIP 
SONG CYCLE
Yoshimi Battles Yoshimi Battles 
the Pink Robotsthe Pink Robots

By The Flaming Lips (2002)

FuckersFuckers
By Savages (2014)

Positively 4th StPositively 4th St
By Bob Dylan (1965)

On the SeaOn the Sea
By Beach House (2012)

Army of MeArmy of Me
By Bjork (1995)

Avant GardenerAvant Gardener
By Courtney Barnett (2013)

Kate O’ Shea is an 
artist working across 
printmaking, large-scale 
installation, performance, 
and publishing. 
Her collaborative practice 
builds spaces of solidarity 
to explore alternative 
modes of community and 
dialogue. Kate O’ Shea has 
just finished her Just City 
Residency with Common 
Ground, Dublin 8 (2020 - 
2022). Kate’s praxis HOW 
MUCH IS ENOUGH? 
lies at the intersection of 
art, collective care and 
activism and includes 
collaborators from all 
around the world exploring 
ideas and practices which 
make visible structural 
violence within our 
cities and open space 
for collective organizing 
and building alternatives 
to capitalism. Kate is 
a recipient of the AIC 
Scheme Bursary Award 
2021. In 2019 Kate co-
produced SPARE ROOM 
Art Architecture Activism 
with Dr. Eve Olney in 
Cork. In 2018 she founded 

the publishing house 
Durty Books with 
graphic designer Victoria 
Brunetta which provides 
a critical space and 
platform for emerging 
and prominent voices 
across art, design, 
academia and activism 
who challenge and 
offer alternatives to 
hegemonic social and 
political structures. 
Durty Books has four 
upcoming books in 
2022-2024, including 
a major publication 
on The Artist-Led 
Archive. Kate is 
currently developing 
The People’s Kitchen 
in Cork, supported 
by the Artist in 
Community Scheme, 
managed by Create. 
Kate is a member of 
The Living Commons 
Ireland, Housing Action 
Now, CATU, Community 
Action Tenants Union, 
Praxis Artists Union, 
and Red Wheelbarrow 
Productions.

Dr Ciaran Smyth is an 
artist, writer, researcher 
and co-founder of Vagabond 
Reviews, an interdisciplinary 
platform combining socially 
engaged art and research 
practice. Vagabond Reviews 
engages broader publics 
in alternative forms of 
cultural participation and 
knowledge production.

In 2021 he was supported 
by the Arts Council of 
Ireland’s Visual Arts Award 
(Strand I) to research, test 
and develop the conceptual 
architecture, potential 
networks of alliances and 
the pragmatic infrastructure 
for a new, ambitious 
visual-arts project entitled 
Emergency Knowledge: 
An Archive of Spectral 
Epistemologies.

In 2019, working with 
community development 
leaders in Dublin’s 
south inner city, he co-
founded Red Wheelbarrow 
Productions, a creative 
collective for examining 
questions of governance, 
power and social justice 
in the field of youth 
work and community 
development. In July 

2020 Red Wheelbarrow 
Productions presented a 
dramatized reading of its 
first paper Governance 
is Good for You! Youth 
Work and Community 
Development in the 
Neoliberal Age to 
participants from 
Dublin’s youth and 
community development 
networks.

Upcoming projects include 
a collaboration with 
contemporary dance 
theatre company Junk 
Ensemble in the creation 
of a new work entitled 
My Monster Self. This 
follows a previous 
collaboration in 2018 
with Junk Ensemble on 
The Bystander, a critically 
acclaimed work which 
interrogated public space 
as an arena of ethics, 
risk, avoidance and 
compassion.

Ciaran is regularly engaged 
as an artist mentor and has 
published widely in peer-
reviewed journals, catalogue 
essays and independently 
commissioned reviews in 
the field of socially engaged 
art practice.


