Starting Over
“Why don’t we take off alone
Take a trip somewhere far, far away
We’ll be together all alone again
Like we used to in the early days” 1

This exhibition, in the selection of works of historic
significance in the evolution of the featured artists’
practices, drawn from the last two decades, is
conceived to mediate on the meaning of intuition and
hindsight. In taking a historical approach to these
contemporary artists’ work, the transience of the
present moment and the semiological implications
of returning and revisiting the past are revealed.
The exercise of ‘starting over’ is expressed in works
that, in turn, remake, erase and reverse performative
graphological gestures.
In the exhibition space that is Temple Bar Gallery,
many exhibitions have taken place over the last thirty
years that have presented new works of art, works
in the infancy of the journey by which artworks
accumulate significance over time. I hold this
association around the space of Temple Bar and think
of this gallery as a place of firsts and beginnings and
so, after my invitation to curate a show in the context
of a thirty year anniversary, it is paradoxically fitting
that the works and artists I have selected bring a
poignant focus to the ways in which the passage of
time transforms the interpretive meanings of artworks;
indeed, as life brings us further and further away from
the initial moment of making, the works in this show
prompt many ways to think about the concepts of both
intuition and hindsight.
The complex idea of looking back in order to move
into the future is important here, as in so many ways
the works shown describe and make images relating
to movement. The movement between one work and
the next, and from the back to the front are also key
concepts expressing this, in the physical form of the
works’ materialisation and realisation in space. The
structures of cognition evidenced by these practices
of re-vision are founded through the punctuation of
time by serial production and the promotion of the
reverse view; this is what is intended in the show’s title
‘Starting Over’.
It is important here to note, that in no way does the
concept ‘Starting Over’ intend to imply the motivation
to ‘begin again’ or return to a point of innocence or an
origin. In saying this, it is true that the works shown
have embodied in the matrix of their accumulated
significance all kinds of associations and derivations
around the paradoxical problems of being, inherent
in the concept of originality. In this exhibition, the
concept of an original moment itself is heightened,
as it highlights the authority of embodied actions and
gestures in an artist’s capacity to perform or not.
Being the same or similar, to be ‘just like’ is a key
distinction to the concept of the original, and it is
this motivation to perform a copy or tracing that is
explored closely in the work presented here. This is
to be working in a knowing way and to start from a
more self-conscious awareness of the body’s limits, its
finitude - on a darker note, perhaps, to proceed from a
less optimistic point of view or to work with hindsight.
Let me return to my theme of movement, to describe
some other kinds of movements in the show, beyond
the reversal of objects in space (Gerard Byrne, Scott
Myles) or the movements recorded in traces left by
hands and fingers (Alan Brooks, Tacita Dean). There
are also less physical, more mythological-typed
movements, journeys more demanding of a bodily
presence and absence, composed to retrace the steps
of other selves, and it is in this way that another key
concept runs throughout the works presented.
In many instances the works in this show encompass
and are constituted on the works of known or unknown
others. Anonymous beings, evidenced only by incised
graffiti and absent-minded discarded marginal sketches,
are among the found traces that Alan Brooks takes
rubbings from. Scouring these tiny articulations from
obscure corners of the city’s surfaces, back in his
studio, he revisualises with painstaking effort, the
details of their history, right down to the hairs and
dust that accrue over time. Alan Brooks’s deceptively
ephemeral series of heads, painted onto post-it notes
(2004), on first sight are so physically slight that
they barely seem to merit a second glance. On closer
inspection, however, the superficial spontaneity of their
graphology belies constellations of miniscule graphic
annotations, paranoid visions of hallucinated microuniverses.

Over the course of years, these increasingly crude,
often profane expressions are exorcised across a
spectrum of emotive imagery, from the intimate,
lovingly rendered depiction of a tiny face on miniature
paper note, to the crude and violent depiction of
genitals and faeces. These passionate and primitive,
abject markings of desire are undercut in a sad and
drastic way when we observe them very closely.
The carnal desperation and tragedy, so rapidly
communicated in these images, is very much at odds
with the refinement of Brooks’s process - repetitive
cycles of material accretion and virtuous care in the
devotion to their realisation.
Questioning ideas of sameness, difference and
otherness were important principles underlying the
practices of exchange exemplified in characteristic
works of the Cuban-American artist Felix GonzalesTorres, who died of AIDS-related illness in 1996.
Another kind of sadness is thereby invoked when
we consider Scott Myles’s reworking the reverse of
a Gonzales-Torres Untitled print and reconstituting
this as a component of his vertically orientated and
perpendicularly installed The Lecture from 2010.
Scott Myles’s practice has consistently made reference
to the posthumous legacy of Gonzales-Torres’s work;
since his first use of a Gonzales-Torres print in 2002,
Myles has gesturally applied ink images and phrases to
the reverse of these unlimited, untitled multiples. These
works are encased in a highly unorthodox system for
display to innovate a form in which both sides of the
work is seen at once in a single moment, collapsing
the temporal space between what was then and what
is now. It is perhaps ironic that the Gonzales-Torres
gesture of making freely available - the print, both
to have and to hold is now enshrined in a reliquary
allowing neither.
It important to this project to attempt to show the
artists’ work in some detail, to emphasise the exercise
of starting over; which results always in a differentiated
outcome in the present from what was experienced
in a past to which we cannot return. In writing of her
blackboard drawing practice in an essay titled after her
work More or Less (2011), Tacita Dean has written
how, after her work Sixteen Blackboards (1992) was
lost and then found, she wanted to try again.
“I carried the title –still empty –from Lexington and
tried to repeat the process behind ‘Sixteen Blackboards’
by teasing myself into making a drawing that came
from the surface and the depths, and what kept
appearing were the diagonal and the line of fate.”2
The title, More or Less, came from her conversation
with Cy Twombly who, when asked by Dean if
painting now, finally made him happy, he replied
“more or less”.3 This ambivalence and provisional
accommodation of an indeterminate state of being,
would very well also describe the inscribed then erased
and improvisory surfaces recorded through the stages
of making and unmaking that can be seen in and
throughout Tacita Dean’s Sixteen Blackboards. It is
a piece much like a conversation. Shifting narratives
take place; through speculation and quotation, streams
of consciousness come into play, and complementary
and contradictory outcomes become visible from out of
the depths of unconscious reverie. Her Story of Beard,
Manet’s Dejuner sur l’ herbe, the myth of Oedipus,
Jocasta and Antigone, the figure of Lord Byron and the
legend of the Christian saint, Agatha, are invoked and
interrelated through recurring motifs of the foot, the
ankle and the breasts.
In formulating this exhibition and reflecting on
the concept of Starting Over, Sixteen Blackboards
has, for me, been from the beginning an authentic
embodiment of the very literal and more fugitive
ideas I have attempted to capture. For example, the
form of the blackboard itself in its invocation of early
experiences in life and, following this, the notions of
loss and recovery methaphorised by the work’s actual
disappearance and subsequent rediscovery.
She regards this important early work as belonging to
the period she has described as the “true starting point”
of her artistic career.4 She has said in interview since,
“What staggered me looking at myself is, how much
of the subject matter going on in those drawings in that
period of time are the ideas that I’m still working on.
That staggered me, terrified me, actually.”5
The artworks in this show consistently reiterate this
affect; the artist comprehending their earlier self,
refracted differentially through time and space. In
Monument Valley, Utah, (Everything in–between,
Dundee, Scotland, Oct. 02 1996, Everything inbetween, Monument Valley, USA, Mar.23 1998, (19961998)) Scott Myles’s presence, perfectly illustrates all

the component mythological effects at play in these
encounters. Standing heroically and seen against the
setting sky, wearing a cap emblazoned with the name
of a prophet, Ezekiel, the younger artist sets out upon
an odyssey. In this cryptic work, barely discernable
differences between two photographs yield ever so
subtle clues to a real physical pilgrimage from one
location (of pure intuition) over the course of two years
to another continent, to reveal the outcome, performed
in a fleeting smile (of knowing hindsight) spread across
his now older face.
Earlier this year, in March, I took a short walk with
Gerard Byrne from the Temple Bar Gallery and Studios
to the Button Factory - or Temple Bar Music Centre
as it was known back in the early 1990s, when it was
rebuilt as part of the re-generation and re-designation
of Temple Bar as an artistic and cultural quarter.
We went to look for a clue to an earlier version of
himself and to try and find what might have survived
of his early site-specific commission (1993). I have
not seen this piece, and we couldn’t find it. He has
described this piece as being conceived as “part of
the architecture”, envisioned to be unseperatable from
the fabric of the building as a whole.6 Visible only
in fragments (in a second floor office, just off the
stairwell, an innocuous, narrow, metre-long, darkly
coloured plexiglass panel was still visible, embedded
close to the edge of a ceiling, adjacent to the adjoining
wall), the effect, more than anything else, seemed to
amplify all the more the building’s internal masonry,
organs and structure - all that is hidden, all that which
cannot, and will never, be seen.
This brought me back, strangely enough to the works
of Alan Brooks: his concern with other overlooked,
transient and unofficial interventions into the fabric of
the world; labouring away quietly on the details, in his
application of historically defined and refined forms
of craftsmanship; amplifying the abject, the reverse,
contrary side of the way we are taught to look at things,
to bring into view, other common, but nonetheless,
hidden and repressed phenomena.
In the second half of the seventeenth century,
Cornelius Gijsbrecht, an artist about whom little is
known today, worked under similar conditions. His
relative anonymity seems in some way to parallel the
marginality of his vocation. A painter working in a
subgenre, still life (Trompe l’oeil), he rendered the
mundane, scuffed, surface of handled objects with
sensitivity and restraint. His most well known work
is a realistic and cunningly deceptive painting of the
reverse side of a painting.
In 2008, at the Statens Museum in Copenhagen,
348 years after Gijsbrecht painted this work, Gerard
Byrne photographed the reverse of this painting and
reproduced it as a selenium toned silver gelatin print at
56.25% of its original size. This double-reversal, and
translation, performed by Byrne is, in effect, a material
actualisation of hindsight itself. Reversing the object
which, itself is an image of a reverse view, he performs
an act of intuition. Taken at face value, Byrne’s new
image is a true hindsight, a factual document of the
painting’s hind. This renders Gijsbrecht’s ‘trick of
the eye’, as historical intuition, expressed through the
artifact and revealing a psychological fallacy - in other
words, seeing things, which are not there.
Here in this exhibition, we can study Byrne’s
perpetuation of this enquiry in four new works from
2013. Furthermore, in his re-constitution of the painted
image as engineered object, and as forensic-type
photographic documents, these taut images are full
of tension: the stretched fabric, the architecture in the
cruxiform-chassis of stretcher bars and the gallowslike engineering of easels have a dark humour of death
about them. In addition, their titles bring to mind the
torture and execution of Christian martyrs, themes
of suffering alluded to elsewhere in this collection
of work. It is interesting to note here how similar
iconography are conjured up out of the deep, dark
surfaces of Tacita Dean’s blackboards.
Mark O’Kelly, May 2013.
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Alan Brooks
Head #1 (green), 2004, acrylic on
post-it note, 7.6cm x 7.6cm.
Head#2 (yellow), 2004, acrylic on
post it note, 7.6cm x 7.6cm.
Head#3 (pink), 2004, acrylic on postit note, 7.6cm x 7.6cm.
Head, 2005-6, acrylic and oil on
copper, 29.8cm x 21cm.
Crack-ed, 2006-7, acrylic and oil on
copper, 21cm x 29.8cm.
The mentals, 2007, watercolour on
paper, 48cm x 39.5cm.
b.j., 2007, watercolour on paper,
48cm x 39.5cm.
Portrait of jw the cunt, 2007,
watercolour on paper, 48cm x 39.5cm.
Head, 2009, watercolour on paper,
48cm x 37.5cm.
Shithead, 2010, acrylic and
watercolour on paper, 38cm x 29.3cm.
Gerard Byrne
Christ and the Samariten woman at
the fountain, 2013, selenium toned
silver gelatin photographic print, 89 x
68.5 cm, ed. 1/4 +ap.
The martyrdom of St.Quirinus, 2013,
selenium toned silver gelatin
photographic print, 89 x 78.5 cm, ed.
1/4 +ap.
The beheading of John the Baptist,
2013, selenium toned silver gelatin
photographic print, 89 x 78.5 cm, ed.
1/4 +ap.
An allegory of the transfer of the
Imperial Gallery to the Belvedere,
2013, selenium toned silver gelatin
photographic print, 89 x 78.5 cm, ed.
1/4 +ap.
Temple Bar Music Centre
site-specific commission, 1993.
Tacita Dean
Sixteen Blackboards, 1992,
16 parts; photograph on fibre based
paper, 50 x 50 cm each.
Scott Myles
Everything In between, Dundee,
Scotland, Oct. 02 1996, Everything
In-between, Monument Valley, USA,
Mar. 23 1998, 1996 - 1998, c-type
photographs, 65.5 x 96x3 cm.
The Lecture, 2010 - 2013, ink on
reverse of Felix Gonzalez-Torres
poster, perspex, powder coated
aluminium, mirror screenprinting ink,
122.6 x 84.5 cm x 4cm.
Alan Brooks, courtesy of MOT
International, London, Gerard Byrne,
courtesy of Lisson Gallery, London
and Green on Red Gallery, Dublin.
Tacita Dean, courtesy of Frith Street
Gallery, London, Scott Myles,
courtesy of The Modern Institute,
Glasgow.
Overleaf: Alan Brooks, Head #1
(2004), reproduced at actual size.

