Altered Images 

Cliodna Shaffrey reports on ‘Altered Images’ an exhibition, which aims to stimulate engagement with the visual arts for the general public and particularly for disabled people.
South Tipperary Museum recently hosted ‘Altered Images’ a unique exhibition currently on (19 June 2009 – 5 August) (1). I say unique, not so much because of the artworks on display (though the works are all very much of interest in themselves), but, because the show has been curated with the primary intention of connecting with universal audiences. This includes the blind, the deaf, audiences whose physical movements are impaired, the uninitiated, alongside the regular exhibition-goer well versed in the ritual of looking at art. The primary curatorial remit – making contemporary art accessible in a multi-dimensional way, would lay the basis for what became a slow curatorial process involving multiple partners of South Tipperary and Mayo County Councils' and IMMA and gave scope to work within existing resources (permanent collections) as well as commissioning two new film works by artists Amanda Coogan and Daphne Wright. The show also included work by Abigail O’Brien, Caroline McCarthy, Alice Maher, Thomas Brezing and David Creedon.  

From the start, there were many considerations that the curators would take on board, such as which artworks to select and how might these form a conceptually interesting grouping? How might they go about inventive ways of connecting a broad range of audiences to the artworks, without being overly literal or losing something in translation? How might gaps be overcome - both real and perceived obstacles – that can open out the visual arts experience and allow others in? Other considerations would emerge as the process evolved for example, the ambition to commission new artwork brought up how the curators might best support artistic practice in response to this particular exhibition? What proves so fundamental to the success of the project is slow and focused approach based on a partnership. Here resources, skills, research and time could be shared and the event itself – the final exhibition, with its various levels of interpretation – tactile models, audio recordings, written texts in Braille, video which uses sign language, alongside integral programme of workshops and talks and available guides - is designed to tour. So, after its stint in South Tipperary it will go on to Mayo and then to IMMA and then, perhaps, abroad. Mary Cloake, director of the Arts Council suggested in her opening speech that we might all now begin to think “New York, Paris, Clonmel”. The suggestion being that partnerships can be made between big cities and small towns, big institutions and project spaces, the local and the international. 

So how did it all begin? I met Sally O’Leary – Arts Officer for South Tipperary County Council and one of the co-curators of ‘Altered Images’ – and she explained that when she was public art officer in Mayo County Council she had a discussion with Damien O' Connor, (Mayo Disability Arts Coordinator) around a project he was previously involved in with Manchester City Gallery. The City gallery was keen to explore how artworks might be made available to universal audiences and chose a work by David Hockney as a testing ground, where they employed multi-sensory devices as a means of facilitation on several sensory and cognitive levels – touching, listening, hearing, imagining, feeling, seeing, navigating, experiencing. For a single artwork this involves considerable investment – for an entire exhibition it is quite an undertaking.  

O’Leary was keen to push ahead – this was 2007, before the downturn, when we were allowed to be ambitious. Forming a partnership was straightforward. Relationships were already established with IMMA and with Anne McCarthy, Mayo Arts Officer. Together they were awarded an Arts Council Local Authorities Partnership grant - and this gave the process space and time for research and also to consider its feasibility. On board with O’Leary and McCarthy were curators Johanne Mullan and Georgie Thompson from the National Programme at IMMA and Damien O'Connor from Mayo Arts Office. With a sense of purpose each partner would further invest in this initiative and support its realisation by working with specialist designers such as Loz Simpson of Topografic who designed and made the sophisticated and well built tactile interpretive models to operate alongside each of the artworks and Anne Hornsby from the UK organisation Minds Eye, who provide an incredible audio description service for the blind. Hornsby’s close scrutiny of individual artworks makes things visible through audio technologies.

Clarity of thinking seems to run through this venture and things kept “falling into place” as Sally O'Leary put it. Perhaps it is because it was tightly structured process and the groundwork was so solid, now the focus could be on developing the materials and resources around each of the artworks and engaging Daphne Wright and Amanda Coogan to make new works.  

Daphne Wright's film is a beautifully made and evocative work about memory, or rather loss of memory and the ageing mind. She takes a 17th century sculpture as the starting point for her film, where the translucence of the marble seems almost like flesh and where there is a charged and tender eroticism in the slow-pan camera work. It is the interior of this sculpture that is of interest to her – with its folds and deep crevices and dark shadows and where we only get glimpses, fragments of the whole. Over this, the sound of elderly voices learning to read using phonetics creates an emotional presence. Wright's film is an empathetic exploration of an ageing mind where the struggle for  language, memories and conversations are no longer easily attainable and have become opaque, tortured and frustrated.  

Amanda Coogan's task was challenging. She was invited to make a work in response to the artworks already selected for exhibition – Abigail O' Brien's wonderful Last Supper – made when she was still a student in 1995; two small paintings by German artist Thomas Brezing that speak of the darker realities of his homeland's histories; Alice Maher’s etchings using liquid from snail trails; David Creedon's photograph of an abandoned house with its dilapidated kitchen and Caroline McCarthy's striking large-scale photograph The Luncheon – a still life made from wet toilet paper; a pastiche of the 17th century genre.  

Coogan's Seven Chapters is a film where she takes each of the six artworks as a basis for a single chapter. The seventh, an introductory chapter reflects on contemporary art, meaning and ways of seeing, using John Coltrain's version of My favourite things, as an entry point to her methodology of distilling something she finds essential out of each artists' work. The piece includes a narrated text using sign language and, while it is made in consideration of a deaf audience, it is not made for a deaf audience. In this double role Coogan finds a way into the artists' work (becoming a sort of idiosyncratic intermediary) as well a creating an entirely new work of her own. The snails moving slowly through her hair and on her face – powerful and beautiful; a Nazi salute – a homage to Brezing's homage to Kiefer; the counting of time – a stitching detail picked up from the edges of O'Brien's linen tablecloth. Coogan loosens things up, supports a personal take where her presence remains powerful in a series of performances and she reminds us, as Jacque Rancière has written” interpreting the world [is] a means of transforming it, reconfiguring it”.(2) 
What perhaps is so successful about this exhibition is that it is conceived to be received on so many possible levels of experiences. A personal treat was the short audio recordings each artist made about their work, listening to their voice while present with their work. An exhibition like this brings up thinking in general around audiences for contemporary art and suggests that we might ask ourselves hard questions such as, are we guilty of 'walling' ourselves in, mostly thinking of our peers as our predominant audience? But it also made me think about the action of looking at art, and how different dynamics of the artwork, the context and spectator are all interrelated. We bring our individual experiences into the given situation. Seeing as Amanda Coogan suggests “is related to the brain, the heart and what you remember”. 

As Merleau Ponty put it “We look out from the inside” (3) – and ‘Altered Images’ can thus be considered as an experiment to explore how the visual arts experience might be opened to others. Moreover, the curators are keen to stress that the exhibition for them has been a “learning ground” and the ideas emerging from the show will lead them in further directions in future. 

Footnote
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