John Kelleher
The Confluence

The Confluence, December 2021. Oil on board, 65x85 cm.

‘The Confluence’, is a depiction of the water courses of Dublin and an understanding of how
the city and its inhabitants interact with them. Informed by cartography and working from the
waters as a primary source, this work wishes to inform viewers of the important role the
watercourses have to the city and to present it as a vessel for the city’s memory. This work
wishes to pose ontological questions about the city, using the rivers as channels that carve
their path through the various liminal spaces the city hosts. The painting’s composition is oil
based but materials such as coal and tar are used, this helps depict the challenges created by
the tension between seeing the city as a completely artificial creation or its existence as a
living organism. This work embodies ideas and techniques that are central to my practice.
This work is the culmination of a wide range of experiments. Working with challenging
materials that may not be perceived to be suitable for a painting studio, the likes of which
may be found in road construction, has been a rich learning experience. I have perceived the
confluence to be a successful painting both in its materiality and how the conceptual nature of
the painting has been represented. This painting has extended my enthusiasm for combining
my interests to create relevant and contemporary works with learning craft techniques that
can provide a source of material wisdom and enrich our interaction with our environment.

kings River, January 2022. Oil on board, 40x42cm.

In this painting titled ‘kings river’ I have explored the relationship between an under drawing
and the surface of the paint. To portray the under drawing, I applied on top of the gesso a
graphite infused shellac that gives depth to the surface quality. The subject matter is an
imagined history of a real place. The Kings River is a river that is now partially drowned by
an industrial reservoir. The vibrant colours give a dream like quality and are influenced by
historical Irish painters such as Jack. B. Yeats and Paul Henry for their highly romanticised
depictions of rural Ireland.

The yellow line divides the painting like a road marking, creating a divide between a
romanticised past and a hopeful future symbolised by two oaks penetrating the border.

In this image I am exploring further the use of graphite. These are panels I have made and
presented at different stages. In making these I was greatly inspired by traditional lacquering
techniques. Building up 80 to 100 layers of shellac and graphite, and sanding and polishing
between layers, was an arduous undertaking but proved to give the surface an alluring mirrorlike quality. The philosophies of William Morris of the Arts and Crafts movement have
informed and encouraged me to pursue more contemporary ideas of the art object that are
based in much older traditional techniques. While making this laborious and unromantic
work I wished to transfer the physical and non-intellectualized information that is acquired
when learning a skill and represent it as a mirrored surface. The use of graphite helped me
portray what I had learned through drawing. Not by drawing a graphite pencil across the page
but by drawing through the application of numerous layers slowly raising a drawing and
refining it by sanding and polishing until the surface is mirror-like.

To present what I had made, I wanted to make a screen to best show off the reflective quality
of the panels. This also involved making the panels double-sided. My experience as an
apprentice cabinet-maker and visiting the work of Eileen Gray in the National Museum of
Ireland gave me the confidence to develop my work in a three-dimensional direction.

This screen is still not at a finished stage as I am still refining the surface quality of the frame
and of the faces of the panels. The reflective quality of the faces is hard to capture as it is
constantly changing with the light. This excites me as it presents the opportunity to link my
other paintings together through the use of the interesting lines and reflected light the
mirrored surfaces will emit, while the shaded faces will draw in the light though the depth of
the many layers applied.

This painting which I have titled Meniscus began as an experiment with the making of
grounds. Building up layers of gesso that I had made of rabbit skin glue and gypsum and then
with my hand cracking hardened and taught surface. In the video bellow I am conducting the
same procedure on another painting. The photo is of my studio wall where I have placed
alongside the painting, some of my favourite tools, a Japanese hand saw, fabric sheers and a

cabinet makers screwdriver. I believe that while learning to use these tools they have passed
on to me non intellectualized material information. Through generations of craftsmen that
have contributed to the development and evolution of these tools, learning to use and
understand these tools transmits this material information. I find this inspiring and I am
constantly pushing myself to transmit this information working with my hands into my
paintings

At this stage of the painting ‘meniscus’ I have applied two coats of graphite mixed into yacht
varnish to help secure the cracked surface to the canvas. The green oil paint in the painting
reverts back to the base layer and highlights the cracks, opening a dialogue between the
cracked ground and the building up of consistent and more transparent layers.

Meniscus, oil on canvas, 180x60cm
April 2022
This painting is a study of the relationship between the surface of water and the life that
dwells beneath. The physical process of this painting is informed by pushing the limitations
of materials traditionally used in paintings and involving more industrial materials. The
development of the painting is based on the previous layers applied referencing marks that
have been previously made by myself and those that are marks of the materials used and the
reaction they have had with the surface of the painting.

The below paintings are works I am including to visually represent my practice and interests.
John Kelleher.

The water systems of Dublin, oil on board, 70x80, may 2022

Emma, oil on graphite lacquered board, 18x26cm
April 2022

A current work in in process, oil on canvas stretched on board, experimenting in colour and
form with plans to work a map into the painting.
John Kelleher.

Pilgrims way, oil on canvas, 60x80, may 2022

