Interview with Eamon O’Kane

Can you describe your descent into art?

Both of my parents are artists and throughout my childhood I was very much involved in making paintings and doing creative things because they were doing that quite a lot of the time. I never really felt any passion towards being creative, however, it was just a natural thing that I did and was recognised a little bit at school for. In my mid-teens I got very into comic books, making comics, copying comics, like most other teenagers, and that took me away from working from the still life, from observation. I came round to that again when I started preparing a portfolio before my final year in school, something that happened quite spontaneously after I had been painting in my parents’ garden all summer. I found that if I was to go in that direction, I would need to put in a lot more effort because the standard of my work at that point just wasn’t good enough. I began working very intensely – as intensely as possible when you also have to prepare for your leaving certificate exams – mainly on observational studies, pushing things as much as possible. 

When did you decide to become an artist?

I decided on art as a career, if one may call it that, during my first year at art college, at the National College of Art and Design in Dublin. Prior to this, the careers I had considered involved either computers or architecture which seemed like a more sensible career choice. Becoming an artist wasn’t exactly a conscious choice, but during that year I became caught up in making the work.

there is not a specific structural system, there are so many different variables. It’s more a vocation, something you get called upon -- or even an addiction – it becomes part of a way of life. Unlike a lot of other jobs, an art career is not merely a means to an end - you wouldn’t do it if you didn’t have the need or compulsion to make art.

Would you describe yourself as a compulsive art maker?

Very compulsive I think, although I’m not quite sure why. More recently I have become increasingly compulsive because of a string of commitments that I feel I have to follow through and also lots of different things happening at once. If you talk to anyone in my family, it wasn’t a thing that I developed at an early age. It probably started when I went to art college, when I was caught in a romantic notion of wanting to learn and to experience. I was also taken with a sense of scale, human scale and ambition, that I think, in a very odd way, came out of having worked on a building site the summer before going to college. I felt I could achieve this sense of physical scale, of slating roofs and plastering walls, in my artwork. 

The large scale seems to be inherent to your artistic practice. Two of the main themes you engage with are the panorama and the great journey, and even in your smallest painting, one gets a sense of great scale. Why are you so attracted to the large scale of time and place? 

Prior to going to art college, I think I subconsciously connected with an idea of scale thorugh experiencing the scale of building a house or a space, and having to paint that space. In art college I became very interested, like most art student probably, in Claude Monet and van Gogh’s work. I haven’t fully come to terms with these two artists’ bodies of work I think until the last few years. With Monet, I became interested in this idea of collapsing time and the way he looked at Rouen Cathedral or the haystacks over a period of time and I tried to sort of work in that way as well, so it was about time and also like a sense of travel through time. This lead to an interest in another type of collapse in time that of a moment, which is where the panorama comes from. I think Monet’s interest in the panorama was grounded in the attempt to capture a moment within an impression, and that’s why his panoramic works appealed so much to me. With van Gogh, I was interested in his use of objects as metaphors for the human condition. His chair and his rooms made me want to construct spaces in which one can immerse oneself, both mentally and physically and that’s where the scale came into it, because I wanted to make paintings which you could stand in front of and feel a relationship with in terms of physical scale. So if there was a chair in a painting I wanted it to be the right size in relation to the viewer’s body as well as the view of a cityscape (?). Further investigation into the panorama and finding out the history of the panorama movement, visiting some of them and looking at all the documentation of existing and destroyed panoramas has only increased my involvement with scale as has my work on virtual reality and how it connects to the panorama.

With the small paintings, the idea of scale became about memory and snapshot photographs, again a moment in time, but in past, present as well as future and even constructed time. They represent both the anticipation and the aftermath of a journey and then the fictional notions I became interested in from Kafka’s Amerika which was written completely from secondary source material. The small paintings are connected to the panorama, because they are all sections, or brief moments, of larger panoramic landscapes or cityscapes. They are displayed in a grid which refers to an aerial view of a city or a space and also to a kind of modular structure, where placing things on a grid becomes a way of categorising or archiving information which again connects to the grid-like structures that inhabit virtual spaces and also to the pictorial grid one would construct to create a traditional painting. The paintings play on this macro/micro, in-and-out-of-focus sensation, because from a distance they may look like photographs but when you get up close they look like paintings with a very strong relation to the photograph. Are they true depictions of the initial photograph, or have they been manipulated, left out or put in? There is play on perception, in that a photograph supposedly shows everything from a pictorial scene, but with a painting there is an editing of information in the same way that memory edits information – you can only remember so much of a scene or moment. Perhaps that editing is worth more that the sort of all pervasive documentation offered by the photograph or the video tape because it fills in so that you lose out on so much more that a memory can capture??

You have sometimes been criticised for spreading across too many media. What lies behind your continued determination to explore a wide range of artistic avenues?
During my time at NCAD I developed a habit of using a wide range of media to document and gather source materials, taking photographs and using the video camera to make sketches in a very intuitive way. It wasn’t done with a precise agenda such as deciding that this medium was good for this subject, and I still continue to use this intuition. I think you have to with anything creative – your intuition is your only guiding light so to say. When I was in Belfast I began to look at how a certain idea can be sketched out through a series of decisions that are geared up to what media the idea should use – sometimes the work starts with the concept and other times the idea starts to build and then the concept becomes very much part of it, dictating the direction of where the work is going to end up. If I am doing a painting or working out an idea in a painting and the painting isn’t working, I suddenly realise that it would work better as a video and I try to resolve the piece that way. I have developed several bodies of work over the last number of years that have for me a history. These include my series of large scale panoramic paintings or drawings with paint as they have become, series of large and small photographic works, my video works and, more recently, my small scale paintings which are connected to all of the other bodies of work. Alongside this are the text paintings which tend towards the more sculptural at times. All of these came out of pursuing particular projects – the text paintings for instance came out of a use of text within my work which involved transcribing texts from old deeds onto mattresses and window blinds which came out of a conceptual idea of wanting to use the type of objects included in the deeds as the support for the text itself. It was very connected to history and particularly the history of my parents’ house in Donegal. 

I can see why there is a criticism of my using so many different media because it can seem haphazard. The way I look at it, to use a literary metaphor, is that all the bodies of work can almost be seen as different chapters in a book, but the chapters are being written simultaneously, some of them get held and left for a while, then I come back and rewrite them. The chapters can also be read between the lines, or one can jump between the lines in a manner to the strategy one would apply to the stream-of-conscious writing in Joyce’s Ulysseus.
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