| ARTISTS’ BOOKS |

| ARTISTS’ BOOKS |

LACE LEXICON, 2020, unique
book-work, concertina, cut out
Royal Automobile Club: Official
Touring Map of England and Wales.
120 x 19 cm.

By our echoes we chart
a new geography

T

he last time I saw Déirdre Kelly in person was in the early 1990s. I was on
an assignment to write about artists’
books (about which she is a leading authority)
and The Hardware Gallery (for which she was
Director). Situated just beyond what is known
locally as ‘suicide bridge’ – the ominous gateway to Highgate and ‘The North’ on Britain’s
longest road that links London to Edinburgh –
Hardware Gallery occupied an unlikely location. The Tate Archive has recently given the
Gallery’s records a permanent home as part of
an overall archive collection that has grown
over 50 years to more than 1,000 acquisitions.
It’s quite an achievement!
Kelly and I were born the same year, and
latterly I found out that we share an interest
in cartography that was sparked at the same
age by the children’s book titled Understanding
Maps (1967), illustrated by the celebrated
book illustrator and artist Ronald Lampitt.
Lampitt is best known for his bucolic aerialview watercolours of the British countryside.
Lampitt also illustrated H. J. Deverson’s The
Map That Came to Life (1948), published
to teach children the signs and symbols of
Ordnance Survey (OS) maps. Grayson Perry is
among the many prominent artists who have
stated they are a fan of Lampitt’s work.
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LOOK WHERE YOU ARE GOING, 2020,
Collage and drawing on found map of
County Mayo, Ireland. 18 x 14 cm.

Deirdre Kelly first visited Venice on a school
trip, she tells me, but she knew she’d be back,
even then. More student trips followed but,
having navigated a complex route through the
art world, eventually it would be her permanent tenure as Resident Artist at Venice’s Scuola
Internazionale di Grafica that would see her
staying permanently and making the city her
home. Her fascination with Venice has grown
steadily, therefore, and much of her work as
an artist has centred on the curious geography
of the place. It wouldn’t be long after taking

In anticipation of her
upcoming exhibition in
Germany, we consider the
cartographic curiosities of
Déirdre Kelly
up her permanent post before she came to realise, she says, that “Venice is not one island
but a series of insulae, defined by 177 canals.”
She made a large-scale work about that titled Islands of the Venetian Lagoon (2014), accompanied by a text by Italo Calvino. “What
you feel in the houses of Venice is that the
door onto land offers access to only a limited portion of the world, the smallest island,
while the door onto water is a link to every
other part of the world,” Calvino writes in
Venezia: archetipo e utopia della città acquatica.
Kelly has strong personal connections and
wider professional associations with Ireland
too. “I spent most summers there as a child,”
she says, “and in 2012, on a Fellowship at the
Ballinglen Arts Foundation in County Mayo,
I became interested in working with the map
of Ireland and my personal memories.” This
resulted in projects such as Dublin and Back:
Homage to Jiří Kolář (2013); a collage that inverts the coastline of Ireland to become a container for its inshore waters, which appear as a
pale blue loch within.
Dublin and Back would later become ‘Meeting of the Waters’ ~ Cruinnú na n-Uiscí (2016),
bound as a Leporello (i.e. Concertina-fold)
publication that Kelly describes as “a new map
of Ireland that takes us on a ‘round trip’ of the
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bays, heads and points that characterise the
Irish coastline, which unites and determines
the tension between water and land.” Copies
from her edition of 200 are now held in the
collections of the British Library, the National
Library of Scotland, and the libraries of the
National Gallery of Canada, the Tate Gallery
and the National Irish Visual Arts Library.
Kelly often works in book form using the
Leporello format. In recent outputs, it features as part of her a body of work that she
identifies as the ‘Tracery’ series, which she
began in 2017. Developed over time, the series includes notebooks from her research on
Venetian lacemaking, too. For Lace Lexicon
(2020), for example, she uses a simple
Leporello format for her appropriation of a
vintage RAC ‘Touring Map of England and
Wales’, into which she cut lace patterns, the
negative space forming a series of tracery
‘windows’. Further works within this series
have appeared – some simple, some less so.
From where springs the connection between lacemaking and cartography,
though? With three words, “Point. Line.
Intersection,” Kelly sums up the crossovers that she discerns between
the two. “The cut map works are
translations, interpretations and
reiterations of authentic Venetian
lace designs held in the Museo
del Merletto in Burano and the
Library of the Palazzo Mocenigo
(study centre for the history
of textiles, costumes & perfume). These are designs
that were used by the lacemakers in their handwork for centuries,” she explains.
One might say that Déirdre
Kelly is now taking the thinking
that informs her ‘Tracery’ series
to an extreme. Working with OS
maps, she has recently worked
not from segments of lacemaking patterns but entire lace works,
hand cutting OS maps to resemble her
sources. The much-fetishised conventions of
OS mapping are reframed according to the
much-admired tradition of Venetian lace that
Kelly has studied with privileged access to the
collections held in both Venice and Burano.
With Venetian lacemaking and the mapping conventions of the OS equally revered,
I wonder if she shares the view that the conventions of the OS are in some way superior
to those used in mapping from other nations
throughout the world. “To me, all maps have
an intrinsic beauty,” she says. “The aesthetic of
signs, symbols and colour, the nature of the
details, the quality of paper and the material
and print are what I find attractive. While it
is true that Ordnance Survey maps are associated with the greatest detail and precision,
with the use of the triangulation method and
the development of specialist equipment for
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local maps brought me to the work of local
historians Uinsionn Mac Graith and Treasa Ni
Ghearraigh, who have painstakingly retrieved
and recorded the Gaelic names for Dún
Chaocháin within the Gaeltacht. Each place
name has a meaning, largely lost in translation
with the renaming of places by the Ordnance
Survey between 1824 and 1846.”
Returning to her current ‘Tracery’ series,
she explains her decision to work with OS
maps for the largest works. For those, “I was
attracted by the aesthetic of the Ordnance
Survey maps of England’s Lake District,” she
says. “The cartographic signs and symbols of

MEETING OF THE WATERS ~ CRUINNÚ NA
N-UISCÍ, 2016, (Edition of 200), Designed by
Christopher Taylor. Wild Pansy Press.

LACE LEGENDA : PUNTO TERRA, 2020. (top) Unique hand bound
book. Collage and drawing on found map and Mylar 13.5 x 18.5 cm.
ON THE BORDER OF INFINITE PATHWAYS : LACE EMBRACE, 2020,
(centre) Cut paper Ordnance Survey maps. 21 x 197
ABSENCES AND PRESENCES: LACE MEMOIR
2020. (bottom) Cut paper Ordnance Survey map, 56 x 56 cm.

measuring, such as the theodolite, the objective of the Ordnance Survey’s accurate mapping is also linked to control of territory and
taxation.”
Here, she cites her Fellowship at Ballinglen
and her interest in the map of Ireland in connection with the story of the land and her personal memories and experiences. “My work at
Ballinglen resulted in a number of my maps of
Ireland ‘constructed’ using Ordnance Survey
maps from the UK. The experience of looking more closely at the naming of land on

the Ordnance Survey maps
resonated with the detail of
the Venetian lace design and
were perfect for translating, interpreting and reiterating the ‘imparaticci’
(paper models) of the antique Venetian lace that has
been made by Burano’s lacemakers for centuries.”
As Kelly sees it, there is “a
human need for the physical
map in an increasingly digitised world.” Maps, she says
provide a form of grounding, and
I agree with her. Now more than
ever, we are looking for a sense of
our place in a world of fragmentation
and alienation. Could it be that Déirdre
Kelly’s maps present us within an opportunity
to meditate upon our sense of belonging, not
just to a place but to those pasts to which we
once felt a palpable connection too? Let us
never forget that it is by our echoes we come
to chart a new geography – one that speaks
not just of where we are going, but where we
have come from, too. ■ IAN MCKAY
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