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The Tate Gallery at

Dioctor Donovan and Tare just this moment after returning
from the village of South Reen, where we had to bury a by
ourselves. thar was eleven davs dead - and where do you
think? In the kitchen ganden. We had 1o dig the ground, or
vather the hole, ourselves, no one would come near us, 1he
smell was intolerable. We are hall dead lrom the work Luely
mposed on us. 1s now s Dwrite eleven o'clock. and | have

31
not ver dined.

IIL' country l'(\.‘ul turns inl.lntl and a h('ilg(- ln-g;nu o

lll(X‘]\ (hv scenery; hu\\ over, lllc snunr{ of waves

crashing and the squawks of sea birds tell me 1am
stll very close to the steep clitfs that form the rocky
shoreline of Castlehaven. 1 hear the distant sound of a voice
Hoat across the green fields as [ notice a gap in the hedge.
next to a ‘no trespassing” sign, On either side of the entrance,
a ditch covered in bramble makes access impaossible, exceps
lor one .\m;n” Zap. iusl \\’idt‘ cnuugh tor a person to g(“l
through. so, like the children of Ireland, who until the 1820s
were olten educated in seeret and illegal *hedge scheools’, 1
duck in and find a thin worn path leading up the hill, T feel

ssured that the voice

nervous trespassing hike this, but am re:
n the distance is a long wav away, speaking softly on the
wind.

I am here in South Reen to learn more about the
Great Insh Famine. or more appropriately An Gorta Mér.
The Great Hunger.

In 1847, McCarthy Downing recalled 10 Mgr. O'Rourke of

v ehe hirst case of death from stary

Mav soor ation: It occurred at
South Reen, five mides from the town of Skibbercen. The case

having been reported 1o me, as a member ot the Reliel

Comminter, | procured the aneadance of D Dore and

nonthly

South Reen, Ireland

Al was

The wite, emaciated, wes unable 10

proceeded o 1he house where the body lay
wWreto 'l('(il]\'\\ .Il'\,‘“')ll
move and four children. more like speceres than Iving beings,
were lving near the fireplace ... The doctor opened the

stomach, and repugnant as it was 1o my feelings, ar his

solicitation. viewed its contents. which consisted of a few

preces of raw ¢ .J:i:.-t;r -.uui:;__-mn-.l =

It was the first of many deaths on this peninsula.

The villag

v of South Reen, or muore progserly sppeaking, the
Al Bt

e

villige of consisgs ol about sineteen h 5. mane of

which sent the ¢ whabitants to another, and | rruse, a
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better world.

In 1846, the first vear of the great hunger. the British
Admiralty created a chart mapping the village, so the
’N)S;!i("l (". \'il('l] I)('“."(’ van .\’l]l [)l' i('l"lli’i('(l oven (}’l'l‘sl‘
they vanished a lew vears alter this tragedy, except for onc,
which still stands roofless today. When you understand the
scale of this disaster. vou begin to understand why the Irish
have alwayvs needed to maintam their identity, signposting
their presence, grouping together as they were scattered o
the tour carners of the earth.

From my vantage point, [ can see four white walls,

looking like a giant displaced sugar cube, poking out of the

valley, contrasting sharply with the vibrant green. Moving
closer, one notices that the walls are thick, very thick and
strangely familiar. 1 follow the track down and it leads to a
doorway in the bottom right-hand corner. Entering, 1
marvel at the height of the three vertical windows that seem
o clim!) }ikc l.’l(“m‘.\ o ll)c \\'hilv L'l(\lld ()\'L‘rhcud. It the

cerling exasts at all, it must be of the most efficient, self-
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aning glass ever invented. [ step
out into the large white room, and
notice the thin floorboards and
ill‘lll(‘ll;.l“'l.\ l.t'l")'t"rli.\': \\‘,‘N.‘l't‘ I dam.
I am standing in gallery six on the
third floor of the Tate Modern ~ not
the original, lor this is not a dream
~but a 1:1 model transported to this
green valley in Ireland.

The wall to the left has copper
text standing proud, directly opposite
the three windows that seem
supcr“uous givcn that |;5|n falls
directly rom above. 1t begins to rain
ever so lightly and my suspicions are
confirmed: there is no glass shelter
from the elements, which is why the
copper letters bleed green down the
wall. The text is a reproduction of an

open letter written in 1846 by N.M.

CU]"”I;"\. (".iLinnl”'\' ;)u]’“,\l‘(‘(] on

Christmas Eve in the London Tomes, It

contains Cummins’s appeal to the Duke of Wellington 10 save
the poor souls of Ireland who were beginning to die en masoe.
The letter’s contents deseribe further horritic scenes that were
El;lp'wniny on Ihi)’- very .‘-lpol (llll‘;llg lll.ll (‘I'uv.‘l winter.
Cummins, a Protestant landowner, risked social exclusion to
make this appeal: some say he died a broken man.

In the middle of the room is a sculpture. 1t is highly
polished and mirrors the room and some further text on the
end wall that also reads in copper lettering. The sculprure’s
shape forms a tvpe of Irish cross, but there is something odd
.lim\l[ i!, somclhing not quhc s\ mmetric -II. T"IL‘ Cross s ln(ulk‘
by repeating three times a simple head shape from Sir
Svdnev Nolan's iconic work Boy and the Hoon (1939). 1 ook
up to llu‘ [n‘.l\ CNs, as lht' ramn gets l’\t‘.l\;n‘l. \\'ll.\' no rvi[in:_’,.
no roof”? Then 1 understand. The British government, having
farled to protect the people from the food crisis, assisted the
landlords in forcing a mass exodus by simply removing the

roofs of their houses.

To add o the universal distress caused by chi
)

SONZUTNC, CVECTION 15 1N MAnY Cases ph\l.li\\'l-. andd not o Few of

have been destroved

the rootless .l\\r“mg\ which meet the v
at the nstance of the landlords, alter twrning adsft the

muserable inmares

ve their holdings in

I'he total number of people who had o

half 2 oullion. and 200,000 small

the pcn‘\"l |||u‘]".‘ 1o be aroun

holdings were obliterated . Even when tenants were
the dead of winter amd died of exposure. the British Home

Secretary. Sir Ge

eyre Larey, repec ted the notion that howuse-

Landlords were open to any criminal proceedings

destro
ik Parlismment amnerd 2 ) i TR S b
briessh Parliament passed a law reducing the notice given o

The law alse

acke

o 48 hours

|wn;'-|-- helore !f‘|<~j.' WOre eVl
it a misdemeanor to demolish & dwelling while the renants were

ssture of goodwill, the law prohibited

nside. As a grand

evictions on Christmas duy and Good Faday

The dispossessed, the poor and the starving turned 10
petty crime (at least vou were fed while awaiting
ll';ln,\;u)rlul;un). orwent to (hc \vnl'l{hnu\«: where M'p.n'.lli()n
from family, liness and death awaited. Ethnie cleansing might
be a more appropriate term to describe what was happening.

But why is a room from the Tate Modern included n

the art, instead of housing the work in London or Liverpool's

cottecal lining
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Tha Tote Modem

Tate? To understand this. we need to leave Ireland, and
return to 1846, At lhis li:nn', ll('l\l'.\‘ Tate, w hose name \ll”
adorns a multinational sugar company and the Tate
Galleries, was a greengrocer n [.i\'('x'puu]. By the end of the
18405 Tate owned a chain of shops selling frait and
vegetables at the very time An Gorta Mér was halving the
pupu!.llion of Ireland.

l;l -
MD-20,060 |

lavo on the banks of the Ribble, and cven of the Thames

sary IRT | Tl Tioer announc ed that there were

h paupers in Liverpool. and lorecast darkly

v April the Irish in Liverpool were being described as
... Both Punch ansd the flistrted Lot New.

enincsed the "Pseudo-

Can

‘pestlerous

counter 1o this anti-lrish current: P
Saints of Liverpool’ for their cruchy 1o Insh immigranis, and

! Lomchowe News saied of the trearment of the Irish a

wonld be

the hands ol 1 rpool parish officers: far more ca

taken of Trsh cande ™"

wnd was veny much weeded both of paupers and bad

Tate sold his shops and with the proceeds bought the
patent that allowed him to produce sugar cubes in Liverpool,
The Tate Gallery defensively points out that he did this only
alter the sugar industry was freed from slavery, implying that
.l-'.!l...\ l’cll’:l‘“(";('[) ;s L']('il" l)"ﬂ"‘\' ASSUC ;.Il;lln W ;li] l}‘(' NLI\ ¢
trade, although it scems unlikely that the sugar industry
went from being rooted in slave labour 1o wopian working
conditions in the short period between slave emancipation
and Tate making his lortune. Tate's fortune allowed him o
acquire an impressive art collection, which he bequeathed to
the nation soon after the {amine, on condition that a public
gallery was built to house them and that this gallery would
promote Britsh art, which it still does today in the Tate
.\‘l)llt'l.n.

()nc nl'llu' gl'\'.‘x( m.\'\(m‘;vs ol An Gorta Mor is (I\('
absence of art that describes the famime, unlike i France,
where .lr.ln~|"|'.ul\‘ui> Millet's /’f'.l;m‘r for the Potato ('J'.’;' (1857)
became an icome painting, albeit under another title.” Images
of the tragedy were broadiy conbined to the London Hliwirated
News; not the important galleries ol London or Dublin, The
famine was not & subject that a Brinsh art patron wanted to

sce, and British or Teish artists bad Lule chance of 4

irtmonthly
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commission. The ¢ onsequence ol this was lhcnr IS very lll('L‘

art n-|.uing 10 An Gorta Mér and the evictions that tellowed.

{

“’\l\ 1s the strongest reason for ¢ nmm.uu]vrring an anrt

g;lli('f.\‘ from this puw(i OUs CONCMpPOoran British
in~.|ilnlinn. a lormer power stanon, to house one of the most
impol'l;m( artifacts ol the famine: the N, (,‘umm;n\ ]cllul
I ever an institution was the antithesis of a famine, it s the
'l.llv (Auc”l:l_'.. !)\Iil'. on \\'C(I'(h -'rc.uwl lil'\( f‘rnm
grccngrm'vrivs .‘tnl] lhvn r.u"_:.u'. at a lilnt' w |n-n Iu'npiv were

starvay W ;l!l;ll il\ own ¢ I\!ll”)llll;l\‘

o the altermath of the Insh Grear Famine. no public

moaument was erected 1o the memory of its victiims

Standing in the gallery, the rain clears and blue sky
ill\l.‘ap(uca .|1_'.|in:-l lhc wlnlc walls as the sun :.!“nl.\ on the

mirror of the s uil\!un' at s contre; s ulplnn: that

relerences creative acts l‘_\.‘ ('L‘*{'\.‘H\Ll!]l\ (\I. lh\' ]l'!)-]’l [)lis\pl)l'.l.

'l.}ll' g.!”('ll\ :-Ik'.'.‘; on (h(' '\'t'l ll“ o S I't'(l v I()\lll(‘ l'hll

connects or

s thoughts to the Matisse Chapel in Venice or

R.U'I\Ci \\‘hi:vl\’dl‘f.} .Illll';ll.;\ ; in \‘Il‘nn L. I l\'.i'- v llll' room

and climb the hill, retracing my steps on the track that leads
away from this 'hcnlgﬁ memortal. One of art's areat historical
’.Un\‘h()n:\' i:‘ foactasa F’Cr?'l)!];ll l.('k'(‘zll{ ol l")\'l‘“)(:'\': not a ll[.'.
ru'm‘tl ol statisrics, lml avivad pn:‘lr;\il ol cvents inlcl'prc(c(!
I'r'n:n (}\c ;%.rlitil',\‘ View pnim ]l i,\ not Ul)il'( li\ o, h()\\ cver ;I ;~
.l(i\ll'(! 1o !lll' l"'ll'r(’llk v [;i.)l nll‘\' l)l. !lllllhlx‘ [\;\l()l\‘. l (l!i,\l\ ()"
Picasso's Guernia, named alter the village bombed by the
Germans during the Spanish Civil War; the painting's

meanis

reinforced by the story ol a German general who.,

“

1,
i

SR . : , ¢ 5
on visiting Picasso’s Paris studio, pointed at the painting and

demanded: "Did vou do that?” To which Picasso is said to
have replied: "No, vou did!”

As | st ll.u‘l-. to the actual 51(‘([_};(1 and \Iucl'\ lln\\'n to
”Ll}'\" I"-‘i l"i:. l \'-A\)l\(l(,'" W h.\‘ llli\ ;ll'l\'.‘(‘rk h;lf‘» no .\i.‘:'_ll:\ or
markers telling people where 1 is — T only chanced on it with

some ]()l .ll R

ance. Don't be mistaken: there 1s a wealth of
images of 1t and articles in magazines and newspapers have
il])!‘t‘(ll'l‘l]. |h\ W ul‘k ht)\‘. eVer is NOL a4 LOUrISt atlrac (;nn. il 15
not & lmlyi;; memor i.‘\l. ;l s not .\;':'npn,\‘lc(l. tour groups are
not w L'|L'm:’u.'. llu'l’c 15 no .\hnp. no toilers, and '!m\l:-. do not f}l

down the narrow lane. Iy 15, alter all, awork of art on private

=
fraalia, 2

Reproduced with kind permission from Arr Monthiy .

[II'()II('I l_‘. ‘lllll w lll‘l 5 |||(,' h(,'(]g(' entrance can I)(' (,'l()\'(‘ll l\”’

w Hhﬁlll l\(ﬂi Hcli)rc Sl‘llln‘:{ 0“’. you \\'\)Uld [)t' wise to SL‘L‘k

C.

local knowledge, for Nou an’t see it from the road and you

have to 1\». lix}l\l\ n"c.‘xll’lc to get 1o i!_

L 1847 (exact date unknown). The extract begins:
Mr Blake of Georges’s street, received a letter from Dr Crowley of

Skibbereen. dated 220d January - Friday, We extract the tollowir

paassagre.”
+ Fae

Commemoration Skibberren 1ad, 2004 p. 53,

ine it SE . Irish Famine

Peter Fovnes, The (o

3 |"n_\‘m;\_ 2004 pp HE-09,
-4 L;’ll«»ll_'lf from "The Great Iy

werirre’, Uit THL Activaty 1 wwwe

= . = . my '
cw 'll’\|.l,llﬂ"'nll‘lfﬂ\(' umit wmi

James S. Donelly, Jr Mass evictons and the Great Famine: The

clearances revisited, m Cathal Poirtéir (ed.), The Great Irish

851979, Oxlord

iversity Press, 2002, p. 62

an. 2002: p. 62,

Legeluse.

itle of this painting wie Later changed 1o 72
4. Contrasting this work 15 the or :L'ln;nl letter held in o small

case dedicated 1o the aimime at Cork’s museum opposite a much

larger one displaving the signed shirts from Rov Keane and Sonia

10, Fegan, 2002, p. 62

11, The library referred 1o 1s a memorial 1o the Jewish victims of

* N

John K(-“y 1s an Australian, Bricish, and Irish artist who Bives in
Cork, Is

Kelly's se

and. The work descrbed in this articles forms part ol

tion as one ol thirty-six finalists i the MeClelland
Sculpture Survey & Award 2012 exhibition, 18 November 2012 10

14 Jul.\‘ 2013, w “"~'~.Il\lIIIIu'”".'L\‘.'I:‘-l.l om
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