A YEAR IN THE FIELD

Field-Work PAD 1
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A Year in the Field

In 2007 a number of artists were selected to be part of
Fingal County Council’s Public Art Panel. Funding for
the individual projects was allocated from the Department
of Heritage and Local Government’s Per Cent for Art
Scheme. We invited artists to respond to an open brief and
to consider Fingal’s geographical and historical context.
In their attempts to locate and capture its place these
selected artists responded with work reflecting expanses

of landscape, while others looked at social and historical
narratives, which drew on local knowledge and character -
communicated through performance, film, sculpture

and sound.

Much like the landscape painters of the 18th century
concerned with philosophical principles of the beautiful

and the sublime, Christine has considered the indeterminate
power of the landscape in her choice to spend a year dissect-
ing the intricacies of the ecosystem of a small field situated
just off a busy Donabate road in Fingal. A Year in the Field
draws on Christine’s current art practice, whereby the field
in this instance is used as a catalyst for the generation of

different kinds of enquiry into place and that by revisiting

and revising at this location she is able to account for

microscopic patterns, which begin to reveal hidden histories

leading to a more expansive engagement with the site.

A Year in the Field Field-Work PAD 11. was developed with the
help of a number of people including the children of St. Patrick’s
Boy’s National School. This field is located across from the school
and so the children were able to visit with Christine, ecologists,
bird and botanical experts to explore their knowledge of the
natural world. Emmanuel Kant, a key figure in philosophy
surrounding the beautiful and the sublime advocated that all our
knowledge begins with the senses, proceeds to understanding and
ends with reason. The children of St. Patrick’s Boy’s National
School in Donabate had first hand sensory experiences in the field
and from this were able to take with them information, which can
be applied to their gardens, play areas and the greater natural

world, re-affirming that the small really can be beautiful.

Caroline Cowley
Public Art Co-ordinator




Back-drop

‘A Year in the Field’ devised as a set of two publications and
a website, was developed in response to fieldwork carried

out on a wet-land site at St. Ita’s in Donabate, Co. Dublin.

Field-work PAD 1. collates my responses based on a series
of activities - walking, collecting, digging, diagramming,
recording, and talking of this space. In order to carry
out this work, I adopted a notion of the ‘field’ as being a
parameter as opposed to a perimeter that defines and/or

encloses a space.

Field-work PAD 1. served as the prototype, from which an
outline of Field-work PAD 11. emerged. PAD 11. functions
as a playful nature study-guide, premised on a series of
twelve activities designed to prompt creative exploration of

any ‘field’ system, by any person.

Activities are listed from 1 to 12, but they can be done in
any order. Just open the PAD and begin wherever you wish.
Each activity has a title that suggests what the content is -
but it’s only that: a suggestion. Within each activity, specific
words that may be challenging are high-lighted in bold.

A glossary explaining the words is provided. But the main require-
ment is simply to take this PAD out on a walk, with a pencil in
hand, and explore your own environment - the things there that
capture your attention as they evolve with you over time and in

their - and your - place.

‘Tield’ means any kind of site, such as brownfield sites, wastelands
(in cities, towns or villages), roadside verges, pathways, forests,

playgrounds, etc. Wherever ‘things’ are found growing.

In this respect a ‘field’ is in constant flux and is agitated by my
presence and interaction with the ‘other’. Whether turning the
page of a book, bending close to the ground searching for micro-
scopic patterns or socially engaged with people mediated through

conversation.

This approach allows me to consider all ‘fields’ as systemic pat-
terns of a landscape and follows an old tradition called ‘stooper
labor’. An activity that brings one out to work in a ‘field’, using
methods that are transferable and expandable including obser-
vational processes recombined with other mobile and contextual

mediums.

Throughout this process, I engaged with a range of people
and community groups from the area and further afield.
Botanist Chloe Galley drew attention to the unique flora of
sedges, rushes and grasses, which appear at first all of the

same kind. Over time a complex habitat revealed it-self to us.

Botanist Declan Doogue discussed the inhabitants of the
deep-water drains and the transitional aspects (riparian zones)
between seawater and land. Bird watcher - John Lovatt shared
valuable data on the range of birds and butterflies, variable
frequenters of this site. Hans Visser, biodiversity officer, Fingal
County Council, provided background information and
organized a field expedition with children from St. Patrick’s
Boy’s National School concluding with a tree-walking event
with folklorist Niall McCoitir.

A series of workshops were held with children from St. Patrick’s
Boy’s National School, testing out ideas and generating
feedback from the boys on the activities that were at

development stage.

In addition, local resident Trish Carey drew attention to the
orchard on the grounds of St. Ita’s hospital, which expanded
the grounds of the original site that I had worked in.

A dedicated website: www.ayearinthefield.com invites the
public to upload and share personal investigations of their
fieldwork, extending the creative and social possibilities

beyond the original framework conceived for this project.

Christine Mackey, 2012

www.ayearinthefield.com
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Land Notes

County. North County Dublin.

Elevation. 1 meter.

Exposure. Open with sheltered areas.

Soil. Variable. Saline influences/brackish ground/lime-rich glacial till.
Slope. Low lying.

Total area. 7 acres approx.

Aspect. N.S directed along an E.W axis.

History. [FIELD - (wetlands) located on the grounds of St. Ita’s Hospital,

which was built at the end of the last century on what was then
an isolated peninusula [Donabate/Portraine], the north coast of
Dublin. At one time it comprised nearly 500 acres running its own
farm and providing its own produce. Site close to the village of
Portrane is in an area described on the ordance map as “Portrane
Demense”. Donabate golf course is located to the South-west side
of the site and the seashore forms part of the south-east bound-

ary. Numerous small roads and paths circumnavigate the site.

Special features

of site.

Sources

Transitional site consists of three fields on the south side of the main
Donabate to Portrance road/Designated wet grassland-habitat/fresh
water and brackish influences/area partly reclaimed from the sea/
wet woodland (north-east corner)/mixed deciduous and coniferous
woodland (southern boundary)mature tree lines and hedgerows/
undulating typography/some scare vascular plant species/river pill
traverse part of this area/stream banks and riparian zones (i.e. areas
close to banks) home to a range of different habitats and species -
functions as ecological ‘stepping stones’ or ‘corridors’ which enable
species to move from place to place.

Peadar Bates. Donabate and Portrane: A History. (1988)

Donabate Portrane Community Council
www.donabateparishcouncil.com

Fingal Heritage Network

www.fingalcoco.ie

Fingal Development Plan 2011-17
Donabate Strategic Environmental Assessment (2006)
Fingal Biodiversity Action Plan 2010-2015

www.realmagick.ie

Draft Proposal For the Future of St. Ita's Hospital, Portrane (1998)

Flora Study, St. Ita’s Wetland Donabate,
Declan Doogue (2011)

Bird & Butterfly Study, St. Ita's Wetland
Donabate, John Lovatt (2011)
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Chrstime: [ thought Chlee, we could begin this
process by sending yom a series of Images taken
in the field (between the months March - Augost
2011} a= a way of re-visiting the site, which may
act ax a series of visual prompis as previoosly

suggested by you. What struck me most wiih
regard to this *field’ was that it gave me an ap-
preciation of time that is experienced season-
ally - from bare winter where planis remain
hidden or close-cot to the ground, one forgeis
that underneaih is a complex Bving system of
hiological Hows walting to upiurn the ground.
One counld easily be pardoned to think that
there was ‘no-thing” of interest here. This in
turn required a series of visits over the course
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