
PARK LIFE 
SARAH SEARSON REPORTS ON ‘CONCOURSE’ – DUN LAOGHAIRE-RATHDOWN COUNTY 
COUNCILS INSTALLATION PROGRAMME, WHICH THIS YEAR COMMISSIONED  OFFSITE 

WORKS  IN BLACKROCK PARK. 
 
This year, Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council’s installation programme ‘ The 
Concourse’ moved from its usual home. The programme ventured out of  the County Hall in 
Dun Laoghaire, to the ‘new’ location of Blackrock Park.  The commissioned artists  Aoife 
Desmond, Mark Garry and Alan Phelan continued The Concourse’s ten-year legacy of artistic 
investigations in civic space. Curated by Claire Power and Carolyn Brown, the 2008 
programme ran for a month in May. The works  Wetland (Simultaneous presence of land 
and sea) by Aoife Desmond; Lizzy Feeder, Thin Lyrics and Bald Finch by Alan Phelan; and 
Wind Harps by Mark Garry  were made in response to a brief which emphasised issues of 
time, memory, change and impermanency.  
 
Initially the curators intended to support works in three locations in the county of which 
Blackrock Park was one. However, it was the park that caught  the artist’s attentions. 
Blackrock Park is a weirdy mash-up of municipal design it features rockeries, lawns, 
fountains, a 1960’s performance island, a ‘natural’ amphitheatre, follies, a bandstand, tracks 
of black tarmac and a garishly coloured children’s play area. The park is choc-full of layered 
historical interventions.   All of which express conflicting generational aspirations – there are 
many layered narratives working alongside the associated conventions of urban recreational 
space. Not surprisingly, the park doesn’t function well – it is something of a ‘non-space’. An 
analysis of its users in 1999 the showed that curiously, visitor numbers drop at the weekend. 
It works best as a ‘green traverse’, for the local schools, hospital and town. Its a place 
sandwiched between transport lines rather than a destination.  
 
The three artists’ researches and subsequent installations all touched on ideas relating to 
western utopian and modernist aspirations, specifically expressing the polarised distinction 
between nature and culture, the fetisisation of technology and progress and the ‘othering’ 
or stigmatisation political dissent and opposition as being anti-progress or anachronistic.  
 
The works made in response to this brief, fused insights into the context and its coded 
meanings.  Some common threads were shared by the works presented by Desmond, 
Phelan and Garry – preoccupations with layering aspects through documentation, mirroring, 
and research into the socio-geographic dimensions and physicalities of Blackrock Park. 
 
The significance of the installations was also amplified by the park’s imminent change. 
Originally designed a Victorian pleasure garden, the park is soon to be being up-graded to 
reflect the ‘new’ interests of planners (1). The place now will be ‘re-imagined’ to support 
current concerns such as the conservation of nature; issues of biodiversity  and overall the 
provision of municipal green-space as a counter-trade for commercial development.   
 
The landscape tradition tends to obfuscate the human need to control the natural world. 
Our city parks become apart from the force of the natural world, an oasis for the urban. The 
flip-side to controlling nature is it’s irrepressibility, the “natural” becomes “unnatural” and 
ideologies of fear and annihilation emerge from the physiological opposition between the 



meeting of nature, technologies and the human. The park by virtue of this becomes 
ethereal, spooky, unreachable.  
 
The dark iconography of Alan Phelan’s Bald Finch, in the aviary/ folly was difficult to miss. In 
Phelan’s work, a finch – a small seed-eating bird – is morphed into an overbearing 
carnivorous eagle. It hovers, talons extended over its ‘prey’ of beer cans – the results of 
serious drinking – which opens a narrative with the ‘anti-social’ night-uses of the park by 
young people. “Up till now I used to pass my time drinking beer” is the opening line of the 
Thin Lizzy song  'Honesty is no Excuse'.  A line of which is painted, in collaboration with two 
graffiti artists, on the concrete panelled bandstand.  It  runs “... and honesty was / my only 
excuse / took your love/ and used it/ took my life/ and abused it”.   
 
This reference to Thin Lizzy commemorates their 1971 gig in the Park; and opens a social 
and textual dialogue with memory and layerings of function, from the parks history and 
public space as a key site of popular culture. The bandstand, a railed-in piece of Victoriana, 
is a small formal controlled performance space, which was designed primarily for military 
bands. As a cultural ‘panopticon’, it contrasts notably with the more informal ‘performance’ 
space and neo-classical grass amphitheatre designed in the sixties. It‘s here Thin Lizzy 
performed – returning, like so many young Irish of the time, from London – as part of ‘Rock 
the Hollow’ in 1971. That same year, Thin Lizzy produced a self titled album, its cover image 
a fish-eye photograph of a junked car, caught in its headlight  mirroring of it‘s  own image on 
suburban street.  Phelan took this image and reproduced it as a sculptural object – a 
crushed Vaxhall car (also referencing the original park; The Vaxhall Pleasure Gardens), in 
day-glo colours, hangs from the tree, and one can almost hear it: “ It won‘t be long till 
summer comes, now that the boys are here again, the boys are back in town.” 
 
As discourse of urban life centres on ecological impacts of clustering, sprawl and 
consumption, estimates are that by 2050 fifty per cent of the world‘s population will be 
urban or city living. Tension heightens further also around cultural consumption patterns. 
Mark Garry’s work acted as a  calls to a public to participation –  through a re-examination 
of seen / heard or unseen / unheard surroundings.  
Ideas of music and sound also surfaced in Mark Garry‘s work. As the sociologist Kieran Allen 
has observed “music is part of a collective human endeavour to enforce the human will on 
nature”(2). Garry created a slow and poetic inversion of what is traditionally read from art 
objects placed in public contexts.  
 
The installation comprised of four Aeolian harps – instruments which literally play on the 
winds. The harps, which comprise of single stringed instruments that resemble long wooden 
boxes, could be read as unusual nesting boxes – as they were mounted high on Scots Pine 
trees. These trees are  some of the oldest in the park – and they are nestled in the 
topographically most complex part of the space. They cluster at the edge of a path which in 
the tradition of grand garden design opens from a shaded arboretum to the lightness of 
open space and lawn. It’s at this point Garry invited park visitors to pause, a space 
in between shaded darkness and clear light.  
 
The sound from the harps was pale, spectral and barely audible. Overall the work was low-
fi, gentle and encouraging  – a call to personal stillness, openness and observation. Garry’s 



work succeeded in opening a dialogue with the sensory and stimulated a heightened 
awareness of place.  
 
Aoife Desmond‘s observational installation Wetland (Simultaneous presence of land and 
sea), launched and ended the programme. Her super 8 and slide film was projected from 
the park‘s amphitheatre in early May, and later in the month as the evenings brightened in 
the more light-safe Avery Cottage. The other-worldliness of the natural was a concern in 
Desmond’s work. The film moves through the space from maintained parkland on the 
Blackrock side along its  linear aspect out to the adjoining wetlands, and rubble islands in 
Booterstown bird sanctuary. It also runs through seasons, and the life cycles of the birds. 
Over time the birds, egrets, swans, cormorants and herons emerge as polymorphic. They 
seem  imbued with a type of humanness as we witness neurotic repetitions through the 
franticness of the heron‘s wing-beating. 
 
The piece combined an irregularly paced thoughtful slide show and a super 8 film, which 
were run slightly abutting each other on one screen / wall. Wetland  hinted at a left brain / 
right brain dualism – the slides offering a more focussed unsentimental documentary 
presentation; the super 8  film being romantic, familial, scratchy and flickering.  
 
In an accompanying research publication produced by Desmond highlighted the influence of 
WG Sebald’s book The Rings of Saturn. The novelist Rick Moody aptly described this book as 
a “masterpiece [having] virtually no character, no conflict, and no dramatic interaction. It 
gorges itself instead on setting and theme” (3) The Rings of Saturn is a catalogue of Sebald’s 
walking tour along the eastern coast of England in 1992, an compulsive record of saltmarsh, 
streams, rivers, grey waters, and mudflats – subjects and ‘character’s which are similarly 
addressed in Desmond’s film.  
 
These works by Phelan, Garry and Desmond were a telling – they engaged the personal and 
the collective, they pointed to hidden and unseen narratives, utilising a mixture of facts, 
recollections and silences.    
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