When you think of craft in Ireland, what springs to mind?
Something ancient, wrought in bronze or stone, sitting in a
museum case? Or something encountered in the countryside,
a thatched cottage? A handmade musical instrument – fiddle,
pipes, or harp? One of the nation’s heritage industries, like
Waterford crystal, Beleek porcelain, or the famous names of
Guinness and Jameson? Or are you of a more modern turn of
mind – in which case you might think of the Kilkenny Design
Workshops, established in 1963 as an aesthetic reform project.
You’d then be getting closer to what is actually happening in
Irish craft today – though you’d still have a ways to go.
No one of these images is wrong, of course. In fact, it is the
accumulation of all these associations that makes craft in Ireland so rich and
complex. If you want to understand the field in its fullness, you have to see it
as a convergence of many different traditions – then Generation is for you. The
exhibition’s title is apt, for it signifies both an animating creative impulse and the
familial structure through which knowledge is handed on. ‘Generation’ is a word
that faces two ways, both to the future and the past. The same can be said for
the makers assembled by curators Frances McDonald and Muireann Charleton
on the basis of two criteria: the forward-thinking qualities of their work, and the
inheritance that each has received from their own family. In the exhibition, we see
how the first of these is nurtured by the second; the way that experimentation
relies on passed-down knowledge.
Álla Sinkevich, whose surrealistic cape-like garment serves as
an emblem of sorts for Generation, can be taken as a representative figure
among the participants – even though (or perhaps especially because) she is
not originally from Ireland. She came here from her native Ukraine to study at
the National College of Art and Design in Dublin, where, Sinkevich says, she
found both encouragement to explore, and a renewed appreciation for her own
homeland: ‘the skills and aesthetics I possess and took for granted for a long
time appeared fresh and unique in a new cultural surrounding.’ Her work is
accordingly broad in its references. One striking project called Unfinished Dress,
featuring deconstructed denim laid over natural linen garments, alludes to the
avant-garde designer Martin Margiela, but she also routinely draws on ideas from
vernacular tailoring, and even vintage garments from the Soviet era. Particularly
potent for Sinkevich are handcrafted objects imparted by her ancestors – a
grandmother’s embroidered towel, old wooden tools and bowls. While these may
not be cited directly in her own work, their spirit flows through everything that she
touches. Since studying in Dublin, Sinkevich has moved on to Copenhagen – it’s
a testament to the internationalism of the Irish scene that she derived so much
here while passing through. For other artists in Generation, though, the legacy
of craft is inseparable from the specificity of place. The furniture maker Ryan
Connolly and the silversmith Cara Murphy were both raised in making families,
and have worked alongside their relatives over the course of decades. Connolly
trained under his own father in Emyvale, Co. Monaghan, learning woodworking and
upholstery skills as a teenager. He still works in the town, though independently
from the family business, and has brought a new twist to the family craft –
sometimes literally, as in his spiraling Fossil Table. (The subtle geometries of his
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work make them convincing abstract sculptures, yet each is perfectly functional.)
Murphy, meanwhile, actually shares a workshop with her father, practicing more or
less the same processes as him, side by side. As she points out, little in the craft
has changed over many centuries. But like Connolly, she infuses her work with a
contemporary vibrancy – in her case through the use of coloured enamels, searching
tendril-like forms, and organic textures.
The artist in Generation who has hewed most closely to past forms is
probably Mark Campden, who specialises in majolica: tin-glazed earthenware, often
embellished with lustre effects. This technically demanding branch of ceramics is
powerfully rooted in history – it flourished in medieval Spain and Renaissance Italy,
and in the Arts and Crafts era was revived by potters such as William De Morgan.
Campden quite literally grew up in the Aldermaston Pottery, where his father worked.
He has written eloquently of his experiences there, and the personal and professional
relationships that he has subsequently made through the craft. The pottery he
makes today with his partner Caroline Dolan, at the Bridge Pottery in Kilkenny,
is broadly historicist, yet always flashes with the new. Campden is constantly
exploring intricacies in pattern-making, which transform into fiery iridescence in
the kiln, whose unpredictability is itself a guarantee of unending surprise.
Mario Sierra also has a lustrous lineage to look back to, for he is the
grandson of Gerd Hay-Edie (née Bergerson), one of the greatest modern weavers.
Born in Norway, she developed her ideas over a period of travel in India and the
Far East. By the time she arrived in Ireland in 1947 – setting up the Mourne Textiles
workshop in Killowen two years later – her fabrics were sought out by British design
luminaries like Robin Day and Terence Conran. Sierra, who became creative director
at Mourne in 2012, derives much of his inspiration from the company archive; but he
absorbed its deep logic long ago, for he was trained by his mother, Karen, who had
in turn learned from Gerd herself. His textiles have a subdued but radiant beauty,
as if the cascade of creativity that runs in his family had settled quietly within
them. The glassworks that Róisín de Buitléar makes could themselves be taken for
textiles, at times – and are inspired by them. She creates diaphanous and delicate
sculptures using blowing and lampworking technique, through which she emulates
the great traditions of Irish lace making. Her cross-disciplinary interests also take
in music – another great Irish tradition, of course – and she comes by this honestly:
her father was the eminent Éamon de Buitléar, who was associated with the
influential folk collective Ceoltóiri Chualann (antecedent of the Chieftains). Róisín de
Buitléar has taken advantage of the resonance of glass to make sculptural objects
that double as instruments, having them ‘performed’ in ensemble conditions. These
works are an unimprovable metaphor for craft’s place in Ireland, nurtured by a rich
established culture, yet always opening up to new possibilities.
Two final makers in Generation, the knife-maker Hugo Byrne and
ceramicist Katharine West, serve to remind us of the broad scope of craft. Both had
their own childhood experience of wonderment at older relatives’ skills: for Byrne,
it was his mother Mary Nagle’s found object artworks; for West, her grandfather’s
painstaking copies of other old master paintings. Neither create work that is very
similar to that of their forebears, but both cite their creative energies as formative to
their own life course. What Byrne and West also have in common is a strong affinity
with materials, natural and otherwise: his subtly shaped handles may incorporate
bog oak and beach plastic, while her amorphous sculptures are inspired by the
forms of land and sea. Every object made by Byrne and West – and those of the other
participants in Generation – sits at the juncture of several concurrent trajectories
of inspiration: familial, material, and art historical. In Generation, these various
streams of influence can be seen flowing into one another, resolving themselves
into works of consummate integrity. A steady pulse courses through: it’s the rhythm
of Irish craft, alive and well.

