A Rocky Road Exhibition Guide

A Rocky Road is an exhibition investigating artistic production and its reception in Ireland.  

With an emphasis on the social realities that cultural invention has encountered in the country, several topics repeatedly arise: conservative reactions and protest to the growth of modern art, vandalism of artworks, and the newsworthy character of artists with their many creative ideas and schemes are all prominent.

Through existing artworks, artifacts, and new commissions, the exhibition considers the underlying attitudes of what could be termed an ‘aesthetics of reception.’ Public response and the subsequent afterlife of an artwork are considered as themes of enquiry, as relevant as the creative intentions that bring the artwork into being.  Populist reaction to exhibits, media coverage and reactionary politics have often opposed various forms of artmaking in Ireland over the last forty years. By focusing on and gathering together a selection of such instances into a common heritage, they can be considered more than occasional oddities in the progress of history. Instead their presentation might be viewed as a recurring antagonism that evidences the challenges art has posed to the public realm and Irish society at large.

This publication, freely distributed as part of the exhibition, presents further information about the various exhibits.   

David Lilburn’s print was featured in 1984’s Eva exhibition in Limerick. British curator Peter Fuller selected the show from over three hundred entries, made by open submission, and awarded Lilburn a £500 prize for graphic art. By the artist’s own admission, Towards from the Forceps to the Chains of Office alludes to a desire to be free of personal constraints that inevitably arise from membership of society. Pictorially, the print depicts the artist, naked, lying on his back, with an erection. Writing in the exhibition catalogue, Fuller criticised the tendencies of much Irish art of the time towards the style of neo-expressionism, before complimenting Lilburn who, in his juried opinion, was  “conspicuously using the figure itself – and not just the substances and processes of painting – as a means of expression.”
On 2 November 1984, a phone call was received by local newspaper The Limerick Leader, alerting the newsdesk to an imminent attack upon the artwork. Local café owner Richard Coughlan was enroute to Limerick City Gallery of Art to destroy the drawing, which he considered pornographic. Reporter Conor Keane and photographer Owen South were dispatched to the gallery.  Around 5pm, Coughlan arrived and proceed to smash the glass on the artwork’s frame.  Hugh Murray, chairman of the exhibition committee, pushed him away from the drawing as he was about to spray it with paint.  The ensuing struggle between the two men, as they fell to the gallery floor strewn with broken glass, was photographed. A gallery attendant came to Murray’s aid, and a shouting match occurred between the two men. Coughlan demanded to be arrested on a charge of causing malicious damage so that he might be able to bring to the notice of a judicial court the reason for his act. 

An antagonistic relationship between the gallery, artwork and protester continued in the days after the attack. The front page of that week’s Limerick Leader reported on the scene, prompting the exhibition committee to issue a statement: ‘The violent intolerance implicit in this incident has far deeper implications for our society than the alleged offence of which the artist is accused. The committee also regret the role of the Limerick Leader in the incident… is art fair game for this kind of treatment and if information on a different kind of crime came to the Leader’s notice would the same strategy of set-up, watch and photograph, be employed?’ The newspaper responded: ‘Mr. Coughlan informed a Limerick Leader reporter of his intention to deface the drawing. This placed the newspaper in a dilemma. Prior disclosure of Mr. Coughlan’s identity would have been a breech of confidentiality.  Yet the Leader’s duty to the community demanded that the newspaper warn the exhibition organizers.  The editor resolved this dilemma by instructing the reporter to inform that the attack was imminent, but not to volunteer the name of the informant.’ Lilburn’s print was reframed and placed back into the exhibition. A protest, organised by Coughlan, was held in front of the gallery the following Wednesday. A small hole, punctured in the drawing by the broken glass can still be seen in the work today. 
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