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John Graham

Entering from the rainy street, the bare room 
of the gallery is bathed in pink, violet and 
permutations of mauve. From within this 
soothing spectrum comes a faltering, disembodied 
voice. “I am the zombie; your wish will command 
me”. Slowed to a funereal pace, the familiar song 
is made unfamiliar by a glitchy, asymmetrical 
beat. Róisín Murphy’s vocal, pressed into service 
as part of a complex sound design, is the first in 
a sequence of sung voices effectively narrating 
this animated story of pigs and a circling worm 
– the Péiste of the exhibition title.1 Screened 
directly onto the wall, the warm-hued images 
are framed by smart, black acoustic panels. As 
characters arrive in and out of the storyline, they 
appear to come and go through these dark portals. 
The eponymous Péiste is in two places at once, a 
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coiling worm/serpent within the main narrative, 
and a writhing figure let loose across the gallery 
floor. Psychedelic and loud, a sinister resonance 
undercuts the cartoon cheeriness. As animal noises 
snort and snuffle through the mix, it’s all pretty 
dark, but funky.

A project commissioned by Temple Bar Gallery + 
Studios, the exhibition title, Claí na Péiste (Worm’s 
Ditch), refers to ancient earthworks running 
between Connacht and Ulster. Likely to prevent 
cattle raids over the territories of opposing clans, 
these raised borderlands were said to be made, 
according to different folklore, by a mythical 
wild pig or serpent. This attribution of human 
works to animal agency is buried and subverted 
within the film, with the mythic power of animals 
reduced to something much more quotidian. 
Borders of various kinds are enacted and traversed 
within the exhibition structure. The gallery 
becomes an enclosure for viewers held within 
its darkened space, while the shapeshifting Péiste, 
liberated from the parameters of the screen, runs 
amok behind your seat, and in the back of your 
mind.

This is not the first time Montague has created 
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animal surrogates. For SELF SOOTHERS, her 
2020 show at Visual Carlow, fashionable fabrics 
of snakeskin print were appropriated to make 
snake-like forms. 2 The real animal behind the 
trashy aesthetic was foregrounded, albeit as shapes 
akin to stuffed toys or overly extended draught 
excluders. By deconstructing and reconfiguring 
matter, the artist imbues it with the value of care, 
a piously valorised but poorly rewarded function 
in our neo-capitalist economy. With a small 
exception (a discreetly positioned group of cast-
silicone animal toys), the materials characterising 
Montague’s previous work are not part of this 
exhibition. Instead, the video installation becomes 
like a stream of unconsciousness, a sublimation 
of awkward materials into more digestible 
form. The enlivening spirit inherent in material 
transformation is resolved into something else, a 
more literal animation.

To a significant degree, wider contexts are fleshed 
out through the exhibition’s mediation, with a 
framed working drawing on an outside wall, a 
billboard sized window display acting as a film-
noir style movie poster, and a pamphlet text 
running to almost 1200 words. With the word 
count effectively doubled by the translation of the 
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indeterminate zone.4 None of these are the 
historically ‘proper’ materials of art – though 
Joseph Beuys might beg to differ – and so all the 
better for challenging historical conventions.

Often viewed as light entertainment, hand-drawn 
animation has also been used for information 
films and subtle forms of propaganda. In cartoons 
made for children, ideas can be inserted under 
the cover of absurdity – Tom never catches Jerry, 
and the Roadrunner always escapes the Wile E. 
Coyote. Montague’s film benefits from these 
associations, her use of the process not unlike her 
appropriation of other materials, where seemingly 
innocent forms are revealed to be mired in 
complex ethical considerations. Within the film, 
as hand-drawn animation and CGI give way to 
puppetry, a collection of detritus – bedraggled 
bundles – float about within a blackened space. 
There are no people here, as such, but a human 
presence is detectable as a negative space moving 
within the colourful churn. Other humans behind 
the scenes include animators, archivists, producers, 
camera operators, editors, curators, and writers. 
Seemingly divorced from the material basis of 
Montague’s previous work, Claí na Péiste becomes 
an orchestration of people and practices extending 
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whole thing into Irish, you might feel, as I did, 
a little daunted, but the work carries its weighty 
contexts extremely lightly.

Like the German artist Andrea Büttner, Montague 
explores complex value systems through 
expressions of empathy and humble means. 
Touch is important. Things held, fashioned and 
refashioned, the understanding of relationships 
through habits of the hand. While Büttner has 
made paintings from the fabrics used for workers’ 
uniforms and is fascinated by natural materials 
like moss – “the dust of nature” –, Montague 
has frequented Penneys clothing stores and 
supermarket grocery aisles to amass (perhaps to 
liberate) her base materials.3 In Carlow, there 
was a lot of pickling going on too, with rows of 
jarred fruit and vegetables sealed in lubricants like 
whiskey, water and coke. In the same exhibition, 
her snake-forms were suspended over objects on 
the floor, arrangements that included variously 
filled bottles and jars, woollen blankets, layered 
cuts of pastel-coloured fabrics and clothing 
smeared with unctuous, miscellaneous creams. 
Familiar, but oddly alienating, these unheimlich 
assemblages were aftermaths, new beginnings, 
or both, a gathering of roadside picnics in some 



17

Review: Sibyl Montague, Claí na Péiste (Worm’s Ditch)

the artist’s hand towards other means.

The installation draws on numerous sources, 
including references to mythology, history and 
the Irish language. Mimicking the Celtic patterns 
found on ancient stone carvings and illuminated 
manuscripts, the Péiste is like a wriggling 
usherette, tying different elements together while 
tying itself into knotty configurations. Montague’s 
research includes an extended engagement with 
the National Folklore Collection at UCD. The 
collection holds artefacts bridging transitions 
between both oral and written forms and 
handmade and industrial processes. Our troubled 
history with language is central, especially the 
gaps and misunderstandings occurring through 
forms of translation. ‘There is nothing outside 
of the text’, Derrida wrote, emphasising that all 
claims to objective authority are suspect.5 In any 
kind of translation, authority and recognition 
are inevitably broken down, assuming a kind of 
floating contingency, an interzone of multiple 
potential meanings. The film’s atmospheric 
soundtrack – sounding at times like a dubstep 
opera – explores this idea effectively, skewing 
traditional and contemporary genres of Irish 
music into a kind of dream fugue – a mesmerised 

18

John Graham

Moloko, a pitch-shifted Seán Ó Riada – with 
added vinyl crackle and hiss.

Animal farming can be a difficult subject matter, 
and the often-cruel trajectory of that process is 
not easy to look at head on.6 Montague’s terms 
of reference are wider, but taking on this subject 
without becoming preachy is an achievement in 
itself. The sleepy siren, ‘Muc’, is a doe-eyed cutie 
who wiggles her arse gamely in showgirl style. 
The headless, pulsating torso of ‘Psychopump’ is 
the first thing we see on screen and the external 
appearance of an impending inner world. The 
Disney-esque treatment of animal characters 
echoes how meat products are sold, with 
anthropomorphism promoting ironic affection, a 
sentimental attachment enhancing our desire to 
consume but destructive of genuine feeling. The 
film’s trio of ‘Weaner, ‘Squealer’ and ‘Finisher’, 
make this most explicit, three little pigs named for 
the different stages of livestock processing they 
represent.

Like the gallery itself – with natural light filtered 
through flesh-tinted windows – the film feels 
internal, an abattoir, a womb, a twisted sonic 
dream. A world inside the body of a pig, but 
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also of some collective psyche, where lost 
souls combine in a centrifugal dance macabre. 
Everything here is processed – drawings, sounds, 
language, and ultimately, the pigs themselves. As 
the music stutters and grinds to a halt, all that’s 
left is a tragi-comic finale of animated sausage 
links, a chorus of strung-out forms serenaded by 
a baby-voice song. A singing sausage sinks to the 
floor, jaded by the breezy façade, a final curtain of 
closing eyes.

1. Moloko/Róisin Murphy, Sing It Back, 1999

2. Sibyl Montague, SELF SOOTHERS, Visual Carlow, 23 March – 18 October 2020

3. Andrea Büttner, Moss/Moss, Hollybush Gardens, London, 27 January – 4 March 2012

4. Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Stalker (1979) and the infamous ‘Zone’ are based on the science 
fiction novel Roadside Picnic (1972) by Arkady and Boris Strugatsky.

5. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, corrected edition, trans Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 
Baltimore and London, John Hopkins Press. First published 1967, Translation 1976 p.158

6. George Orwell’s Animal Farm was originally published as Animal Farm: A Fairy Story 
(Secker and Warburg, London, 1945). This political fable inevitably comes to mind, 
though, with the exception of Snowball, Orwell’s pigs are hardly sympathetic.
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Whose blankets are they? 
Whose Aran jumper is that? 
Is the stuffed torso shape 
hanging on the wall some 
kind of impossible backpack? 
Who did you pickle the 
vegetables and fruit for? Who 
is the baby in the photo on 
top of the jar? What’s in the 
bowls? What’s in the jars? 
What’s in the bottles? Where 
did you find the animal skulls? 
Did you keep them for a 
long time? Did you ever wear 
these clothes? Are the coke 
cans filled with concrete? Are 
talismans important? How 
long have you been making 
this show? Are you sewing 
it all up to pack it away and 
contain it, or are you making 
it into art to expose and 
reveal it? Are there people 
in the room? Are you in the 
room? Where will it all go 
when the show is finished? Is 
any of it precious?

I phone her a week later. This 
is an extract from the phone 
conversation that took place:

The blankets are the typical 
Irish blankets of growing 
up. Lamb’s wool from a pre-
central heating era.

The Aran jumper is my sister’s, 
which I inherited. At some 
point I had repaired it so 
many times it got to the point 
of not being wearable. For the 
past couple of years, I’ve been 
working with snake print so 
much. One day I suddenly saw 
the snakes in Aran. That was a 
piece of the puzzle for me.

Impossible backpacks? 
Ah yes, they are. I’ve been 
making work around the 
handheld for quite a while 
and now they’ve grown 
larger: they’re something 
you can embrace, hold or 
carry. Coincidentally, with 
the pandemic the intimacy 
of holding (or the burden 
of carrying) became more 
accented.

I didn’t pickle the vegetables. 
They’re purchased. Some of 
the liquids in the bottles are 
mixed by me. The one with 
the sock is a mix of urine, 
beer and water and it’s been 
in there for a while, but the 
pickles are bought. There’s 
a nice aspect of being able 
to get my materials from the 
supermarket. 



I was focusing on the 
handheld. The “handheld” feels 
like a very new technology 
but actually it’s so old. Most 
objects are handheld. 

The bottle is something that 
I keep coming back to. It’s 
an early handheld. I started 
thinking about the bottle 
and the pub my grandfather 
[my father’s father] used to 
drink at: his brother’s pub 
and apparently a wild place. 
He wasn’t getting enough 
work to support the family; 
it was the Depression in New 
York. This story allowed me 
to think about the handheld 
– in this case, the bottle – as 
a shapeshifting object. Shifts 
that become generational. 
It’s also trying to approach 
alcohol, a liquid embedded in 
the Irish psyche. I never got to 
meet my grandad, but I can 
hold a bottle and I know he 
held a bottle. 

I started researching at the 
National Folklore Collection 
at UCD, one of the largest 
oral archives in the world, to 
find new legibility around the 
material I’m working with. 
There’s drawer upon drawer of 

accounts of supernatural and 
other dimensional entities – 
faeries, shapeshifters, giants, 
banshees, changelings. I find it 
interesting how the discovery 
of Quarks (quantum physic 
particles that change when you 
observe them) offer a quantum 
model for shapeshifting – 
something habitual to our 
ancestors. The collection 
has a lot of material on plant 
medicines: the shamrock 
was a sacred plant, but as a 
national emblem it has been 
so endlessly reproduced it’s 
lost its alchemy. My research 
has become a practice of 
decolonising my own value 
system, and re-centering 
ancestral values around 
material and resources.

I was looking for the snake in 
the collection. It’s such a large 
piece of the Irish narrative, 
but its history has been hard 
to piece together. St. Patrick 
drives them out; it’s visible in 
high crosses and under the 
foot of the Blessed Virgin, who 
is pictured crushing the snake: 
most grottos feature a snake 
underfoot. That’s likely an 
illustration of the suppression 
of Gaelic indigenous 



That baby photo? If you go 
to get your photographs 
developed, that’s printed on 
the envelope you get them 
back in. I kept the image at 
the time because it really 
struck me how those images 
are marketed towards 
women in a very specific 
way. I guess I’m kicking back 
at that. I’ve been pulping 
women’s magazines for a 
number of years now and 
interacting with all that shit 
that women get marketed 
towards them.

knowledge. Otherwise there’s 
very little mention of it. You 
might associate snake print with 
a skirt or a top, not serpents. 

Originally, I focused on 
gathering all the snake print 
textiles I could find in Dublin. 
My intervention was simply in 
restoring them back into snake 
form, consciously re-working 
that connection. It became 
an extended process of 
collecting, taking apart and re-
stitching items back together, 
creating dozens of snakes. 

The bowls? They are dried 
grapefruits and oranges. 
Then the nipple oranges, 
the silicone works, are the 
inversion of those, they’re 
cast from oranges. So, it’s like 
a breast being a bowl or a 
container, or not. 

There are pickled vegetables, 
cabbage, carrots, lemons and 
limes in the jars. The bottles 
are untampered with. There is 
water, tonic water, carbonated 
water, whiskey, coke and palm 
oil.

The animal bones are from 
walks, they’re mostly from 
sheep. I kept some of them 
for a long time, yes. I have 
an old cow’s bone which the 
neighbour’s dog buried in the 
front garden and forgot about.

Some of the clothes are used 
– the dish towels, the GAA top, 
the shearling. The snake prints 
were bought at end sales. 
So they are rescued, having 
almost passed through the 
whole cycle, the whole chain, 
without having been used.
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works. Things get destroyed 
or things get remade and it 
goes back into the current, 
into the stream of materials 
in the studio.

Is any of it precious? No! I 
mean, no, what does precious 
mean? Like it has a monetary 
value? No. But, somehow I 
feel like putting snakes back 
into snake form is important, 
so I’m going to continue 
doing that. The actions and 
gestures behind the works 
have more value than the 
actual outcomes. It’s the 
energy that’s been directed 

and focused in a certain way 
that’s important.

Now, how do you feel? 

SELF SOOTHERS showed 
at VISUAL Carlow from 23 
March – 18 October 2020

TULCA: The Law is a White 
Dog curated by Sarah 
Browne ran from 6 – 22 
November 2020

Photography by Patrick 
Bramley & Ros Kavanagh

binding and sewing things 
together, giving attention to 
poor materials – and there’s 
taking things apart.

I’m not in the room. It seems 
personal, but I think what’s 
personal is the intimacy of 
the handmade and handheld. 

The snakes are traveling to 
Galway for an exhibition 
called The Law is a White 
Dog at TULCA Festival of 
Visual Arts. The rest of 
the work will come back 
to the studio. Parts often 
get reassembled into new 

The coke cans are filled with 
concrete and Wicklow quartz, 
because there might be gold 
in Wicklow I reckon.

There’s another word for 
talisman: amulets. In the 
work,  they are the debris 
and things in the corner 
of my studio, things I pick 
up, or find on the street. I 
think when you press human 
energy onto objects, they 
absorb that energy. Talismans 
are important. 

There is sewing in this work. 
There’s a labour of care: 
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Design’s Incubation Residency and, as a great deal of the Crawford show was hatched there, this

is a sort of a homecoming. The gallery will be showing part of the set for Shiel’s play Rectangle

Squared (2017) on Friday 24 November from 5-9pm.

‘Periodical Review #7’ 
Pallas Projects <https://frieze.com/event/periodical-review-7-pps-v-rgksksrg>  
24 November 2017 – 20 January 2018

While it always seems longer when you’re in the thick of it, a year whips quickly by. Judging from

the works in this, the 7th iteration of Pallas Projects’ ‘Periodical Review’, the 2016 / 2017 period

been a good one. This year the Pallas team teamed up with Kate Strain and Rachael Gilbourne,

who work together as RGKSKSRG, to take us down art’s memory lane, though they expand their

selection beyond the strict connes of 12 months. The galleries at Pallas aren’t of a size to allow

for a full survey show, so expect to be tantalized with fragments and glimpses, but as these

include work from Jesse Jones’ Venice Biennale installation Tremble Tremble (2017), alongside

more from Alan Butler, Jason Ellis, Barbara Knezevic, Ailbhe Ní Bhriain and Sonia Shiel, it promises

to be an intriguing trip. Knezevic’s ‘exquisite tempo sector’ at the Temple Bar Gallery at the start

of the year was a winner, while ‘Old Anatomy’ by Jason Ellis, at Oliver Sears in 2016, saw what

Gareth Anton Averill, The Harvest Swarm, 2017, performance documentation. Courtesy: the artist and Pallas Projects, Dublin;
photograph: Louis Haugh
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