Placing Voices, Voicing Places

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION
Sean Lynch in conversation with Pat Cooke, 28 October 2009
	Pat
	In this project you were invited to work in a multi-disciplinary context where others involved, principally the academic partners, looked to your work to inform broader research goals, and perhaps to assimilate your work critically to those goals.  This seems to me to raise a question of artistic control. I mean, how much control do you like to have over the artistic process  and to what extent did you feel that getting involved in this kind of collaborative work either helped or hindered that level of control?

	Sean
	I’ll answer by speaking about the realities of the collaboration. Through the kind of primary engagement I had, specifically an amount of time involving urban fieldwork on Clanbrassil Street and its surrounds, two resulting publications were freely distributed around the locality. The multi-disciplinary context you’re speaking of amounted to a kind of support structure for my activity, and often helped contextualized the processes I worked with. However, there was a lot of what is basically working on one’s own, finding, sifting through and editing material.  With fieldwork, engaging with people or situations onsite, you are still pretty much on your own as a processor of information.  And, you know, that’s actually quite a solitary process.  You go around trying to evaluate what is worth valorising.  In these terms, research is not necessarily a completely mental activity.  It’s a physical activity, a manual activity, to go, find and collect information and understand it within the contexts it originates from. Then, I think there is a kind of ‘to and fro,’ where you start to disseminate information, and only then do you get to understand it in a broader context.  I would have felt quite comfortable and a little excited to have partners around this process.  



	Pat
	I find it interesting that you use the word ‘valorising’, because it strikes me that if you were to ask a lot of people who recruit or involve artists in this kind of process, what they are sometimes looking for, in some implicit ideological sense, is a kind of valorisation.  And that can be for all kinds of reasons.  And that brings us to a contradiction in our understanding of what an artist is and what he or she is capable of delivering: How can you exercise artistic autonomy and at the same time be part of a collaborative effort.  There is a kind of uneasy tension there, isn’t there?

	Sean
	Yes, yes. During the year I participated on this panel in Liberty Hall.  They were speaking about this notion of what they would do for the year 2013 on O’Connell Street, to mark the centenary of the 1913 Lockout.  Eventually the conversation came around to the notion of responsibility… is an artist responsible to the society they live in?  I certainly don’t think artists can be responsible for society in the same sense as maybe a plumber is responsible for pipes or an executive is responsible for how business works.  I think artists have to stand somewhat outside this whole system, simply to be able to critique society’s developments or occurances.  This is not to say that as an artist you are not responsible for your own activities, or the artworks you produce.  While at times it can be difficult to engage yourself in society and maintain your value and values as an artist, there can be a lot of freedom in this position.

	Pat
	So is that, then, to reaffirm the autonomous genius of the artist in the romantic sense?  What I find interesting is that while you are embedded in a collaborative process that especially involves interactions with other people, there are inescapable moral issues and moral relations going on there.  It’s not like the artist standing before a canvas and having complete control over the outcomes and being responsible solely to their own conscience or imagination. Some of the ‘material’ you are working with, after all,  is the lives of othes.. So does this not amount to a more complex artistic scenario?

	Sean
	There’s a give and take. On this commission I would have thought about the notion of entrepreneurship and how that works—that you are out for yourself as an artist, of course, but nothing of value is going to materialise unless you realise it in a wider social or economic sense.  It’s something I often think about when this whole question of the role of the artist comes up.  So it’s not a million miles away from entrepreneurship, you know.  To exist in it you have to do fairly well at the level of engagement.  But then you are always pulling away and drawing your own conclusions and making the next plan or figuring out the next direction to go in, so it’s very situational. It’s important to be on your toes, I guess.

	Pat
	Taking up your use of the word ‘entrepreneurship’ there.  To what extent do you perceive your work as having a product?  To what extent do you think the product is embedded in the process?  Or would you be basically uncomfortable with the idea of artistic work having a product?

	Sean
	An entrepreneur has possession of a venture or idea, and assumes significant accountability for the inherent risks and the outcome.  Specifically, within this commission on Clanbrassil Street, you see many entrepreneurs in small shops up and down the street. I don’t think my artistic activity is much different to anyone else who runs a business there.  We are all trying to identify the parameters of how we operate, looking for an opportunity and understanding it by organizing our resources effectively to accomplish an outcome that changes existing interactions within a given sector. You can apply this to economics, heritage or the spatialities of an everyday street culture, I think. 

I have no problem with making a product, if anything it’s a great challenge!  I think as an artist you have to justify yourself.  I’ve always been interested in notions of labour and productivity in how an artist might work. There’s always the question of whether that labour ends up being viewed totally as productivity or product or whether there is an element of contingency in there, which for me is a very important idea.  Can one make a break between labour and its fatal union with product, and differentiate the process of labour in a day-to-day, ongoing sense?  That seems to be at the heart of such discussions.

	Pat
	How do you valorise labour to yourself  as an artist then?

	Sean
	Well, I hope it should be apparent in how my artworks are constructed, as they often function as soundings or essays of a particular place or event.  I think that they should be able to reverberate within the context that they are made in, not so much site-specific but site-conscious.  The great experiment for me is to try to construct these representations but still be able to show the system and methods by which they were reached.  One concern I revisit in these situations is my by-now overused Adorno quote: whether art is understanding the world, or whether the world is understanding art. My concern is how one might purposefully enact artistic labour to identify some kind of essence in this dialectic.  This begins to get close to ideas of cultural heritage and how it might be generated.  Moreover, this viewpoint relates to some of the issues we spoke about earlier, about whether an artist stands inside or outside social reasoning, and so on. 

	Pat
	And where do you position authorship and intellectual property and the career of Sean Lynch, artist, in all of that?

	Sean
	Well, I don’t really think about it in terms of career, such a perspective doesn’t make much sense with the ideas of labour and contingency that I’ve outlined. Yet I do take responsibility for these artworks as they go out into the world.  In this regard I think that the idea of the death of the author is a little tired at this stage.  It’s good to realise that you have to take responsibility and wrangle out situations, especially if you are frequently dealing with material that has a lot of different possible contexts.  So essentially you are an author, you are putting things together, you are composing them into new forms, even if they are ‘found’ objects, ‘found’ scenarios.  

	Pat
	Part of what we tried to set out to do in this project  was, I suppose, to fulfil an ethical goal, to try and understand better, for the future, the cultural processes at work in a multi-cultural Ireland.  And in a sense what the rest of us in this multi-disciplinary effort are hoping to do is to take your work and use it towards that end. To what extent, do you think, might this involve the alienation of your work from some space or context you would naturally see it falling in?  Are you comfortable with the idea of third parties taking that work and making their own meaning of it?

	Sean
	That’s quite fine. One thing I like about working with various kinds of contextual situations is that you have to act like the proverbial sponge and soak everything in.  Later on, there is a moment where a resulting artwork is functional, which in this project was the months when the publications was being distributed and discussed around the neighbourhood.  After this, there is a slow distillation, turning from a working artwork into a kind of case study of itself.  Situational artworks have a spark for a while, and then they may start drifting off into a realm of documentation. If you look at a lot of conceptual photo-documentation from the late sixties onwards, for example, they function as a case study of a particular time, period or situation… abstractions. I often refer to this notion when I do artist talks.  Because when you are presenting your work in a talk, you are not actually presenting the artwork, you are abstracting it into a study, often putting a series of footnotes around it, that in some way can make what was the artwork more functional within an alternative realm outside its actual production.  These kinds of opportunities to reframe artworks, to use them to understand future avenues and directions, are of course a useful venture. 



	Pat
	To what extent, given the kind of processual way in which you work, have you worked out for yourself a sense of when a particular exercise is a success or a failure in artistic terms?  Could you articulate what the criteria of success and failure in your own mind might be?

	Sean
	I am into little nuggets of history and this sort of thing, you know?  Sometimes I get into situations where I am building up these resources of historical material and linking them altogether before a realisization occurs that the process has gone very far —that it is already entered into the realm of art making.  Up to that point, you are just collecting material, seeing what is possible, making phone calls and enquiries, trying to make connections.  There is always a moment when you can’t turn back, when you have to commit to the process, yet that’s a kind of grey area in itself, and hard to identify.  So artistic success or failure, if one believes in that such relative distinctions, often relies on deciding on whether you continue making that project or whether you abandon it. 

I spent a lot of time this year going around scrap yards in Ireland, chasing the history of the DeLorean motor car.  I eventually found the tooling that would have shaped out the exterior stainless steel panels for the car on the seabed of Galway Bay, twenty metres below the surface.  It was a long and winding road to find that location.  For me, that kind of uncovering and its subsequent public exposure is my process of artmaking, rather than any kind of notion of developing the material and stamping an authoritative voice upon it.  In other words, what happens if you try to insert pieces of history back into contemporary thinking?  I am interested in historicism in this sense and how it works.  I like the idea of how history might be considered as an abject notion.  Despite its shaping of the world around us, it still exists without having any specific function, especially when you take it outside any kind of academic remit.  That was what was interesting about working on Clanbrassil Street.  It worked like an insertion—these pieces of history getting dropped back into the street in some shape or other.

	Pat
	Could you talk a bit about something that you were clear in your mind that failed, that just didn’t work?

	Sean
	Oh…I don’t know if I want to be telling you some of this stuff!

	Pat
	[laughter]  I’m glad I asked the question then!  So to pursue it, there is surely (even if it’s a cliché) something of a search for some kind of perfection, some kind of truth, and that surely every so often leads you to a sense of not achieving it and that you are maybe faced with those little tell-tale signs that this isn’t working? 

	Sean
	Oh yes, yes, I agree.  I know very well the dialectic you are getting at…. I will give you an example of a project that I thought was a reasonable success but everybody else thought was a failure.

	Pat
	OK, great: that’s as far as you are prepare to go…right?

	Sean
	It is…

	Pat
	[laughter]

	Sean
	You know that Che Guevara’s last stop on his last visit in Europe in 1965 was at Shannon Airport?

	Pat
	Ok.

	Sean
	He was flying transatlantic, the plane had technical difficulties and landed in Shannon Airport. Guevara travelled into Limerick and went drinking for the night at Hanratty’s Hotel. At this time he was at odds with the Soviet Union, and about to leave Castro’s regime in Cuba, so a few drinks in Limerick was probably a good remedy! The only report of his presence in the city was a short, somewhat poetic article, by a local journalist called Arthur Quinlan that appeared in the local newspaper. The incident had since been almost-forgotten in the story of Limerick, so I was interested in trying to re-introduce this piece of history back into the place it occurred, and making it into a populist reference. I reprinted the report in postcard form and started distributing them around the city. I nailed a beaded curtain with Che Guevara’s image to the front of the hotel he drank in, now a derelict building. Then, in Shannon Airport, as you go towards the departure lounge, there is a series of framed images of various dignitaries that have visited the airport over the years. I hung a Che Guevara version there with the airport’s permission. By the end of the opening weekend of the exhibition the beaded curtain had been ripped down, and inevitably it was reported on television news as a case of vandalism to art.  In Shannon, American troops passing through the airport saw the Guevara piece, took it down off the wall, and smashed it up.   
It was a good example of how history has this level of contingency.  Momentum continued to build locally on this history, until department stores in the area began selling t-shirts with Guevara’s silkscreened image and the slogan ‘Limerick Revolution.’ Watching a whole stand at Croke Park full of people wearing these     t-shirts at the All Ireland Hurling Final that year made me realise I might have been the failure—I could have thought of that idea!  So, there is a kind of fluency to be enjoyed in these situations, often is of more relevance than whether an artist can completely be the master of the material at hand.  I am simply trying to understand history through gestures of dissemination, letting it back out into the world to see if something happens. In this manner, ideas of failure can be twisted in a lot of different ways…

	Pat
	Yes: fail again, fail better… 
To change direction, I’d like you to talk about the nature of the contract between the artist and society. At a mundane level, you negotiate contracts for work to be an artist in certain situations, which at the most basic level are financial transactions.  People pay you to do what it is that you do.

	Sean
	Yes.

	Pat
	What is your sense, then, of the contract?  You’ve spoken about the way your work ‘valorises’ things.  But I suppose, your standing as an artist is the product of certain social and financial interactions, which valorise you as an artist.  So there is a certain symbolic cultural capital that you have been accruing through your practice—meaning that there is an understanding of your value and role that is not within your control, that is socially determined.  Right?  

	Sean
	Well, I am happy to be self-employed, to freelance around scenarios.  A lot of the work that I do could easily sit into a kind of museum context, within institutional parameters. Yet, for me there is great value in this idea of being the agent-in-the-field, being capable of forms of reportage that fall outside what a museum might form as their communal glue-job of culture.  Sometimes the topic to be investigated is an ongoing concern of my own, and is self-initiated. Other times, such as at Clanbrassil Street, I am fortunate enough to have a support network around me to enact my work. It’s kind of difficult to formalise these scenarios, because so much of it is based on context.  Maybe this comes back to the notion of entrepreneurship in some way, as we were discussing earlier on.

	Pat
	Perhaps it does.  But it also means that someone like myself who over the years has been involved in commissioning artists, I have had to ask myself, what is it that artists can do in this situation, what can they add to this process, that would otherwise be missing?  We are all social animals.  Questions are being asked about art practice from a number of perspectives at the same time.  So an artist like yourself is to some extent always embedded in other people’s goals, ideological and otherwise.  Are you to some extent conscious of what I am calling this contractual situation in some way?

	Sean
	Yes, sure.

	Pat
	That you are serving other people’s ends in some way?

	Sean
	Yes, perhaps, along with my own.

	Pat
	And then there is a question of whether you are comfortable with that situation or not.  Are there situations in which you might feel like saying I am not comfortable with this anymore, I think I should withdraw from this?  I mean, there can be a question of ethics can’t there?  

	Sean
	Maybe your probing here is looking for a degree of compatibility between my intentions and everyone else’s.  I don’t think there will ever be a level ground for all these implications to be played out on.  If we try to establish such a consensus, it comes dangerously close to much recent discussion about the role of the creative industries, and how it must be validated and clearly understood in these times of economic strife.  Here, I am thinking about this reductive Blairite pseudo-notion of the creative industries cozily stepping up to fill in all the gaps in society.  Such a vague mandate is just going to further propagate the questions you are getting at here.  With the commission on Clanbrassil Street, it is not a case of withdrawing from the discomfort of everyone looking at the same thing in different ways, but rather embracing that kind of fragmentation and the frictions that go along with it.  Getting on with the job and figuring approaches out by proximity to other viewpoints is always of great benefit to an artist’s approach, and is a better context than simply considering the artist in this scenario as ‘the wild card.’  There can be a sense of fluidity derived between all these dialogues that are of benefit, not only for artistic activity, but to understand the inherent constructs of heritage that’s a concern to us all.  
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