Kirwan is a conceptual and interdisciplinary artist, known
for quiet, meditative performances and multi-channel video
installations, exploring concepts of loss, memory,
temporality and journeying as the poetic and metaphorical
construction of memory.
Grief-Work, a meditation on these themes, is an
immersive three-screen film installation inspired by the
mourning traditions of ancient Greece and the Middle East.
It shows the artist as a character on a metaphorical journey
encountering performances of rituals by others, inspired
by the funerary scenes portrayed on white-ground
Lêkythoi vases. Popular grave gifts in Athens in the 5th
century BCE, these are known for a delicate painting style
depicting rituals such as dedicating gifts, pouring
libations and decorating graves combined with emotial
expressions of sadness and of mourners nourishing
the deceased and their memory. Kirwan draws on her
own experience of mourning; the seemingly endless
journeying in her work evokes searching and metaphors for
attempts at navigating the wilderness of bereavement.
Grief-Work takes the form of a complex montage: a
fragmented but interwoven, repetitive structure which is
reinforced by the inclusion of chant by a Cypriot Byzantine
choir. Chanting echoes many mourning traditions around
the world and its continuous rhythmic flow emphasises the
complexity and sense of poetic gravity of Grief-Work.

Kirwan is exploring also time and temporality. The
character
oscillates in a multiplicity of existences and
experiences on the edge of two spheres. Lêkythoi vases
depict changing Greek attitudes towards dualistic
notions of time: chronos being the ordered, measurable
and uniformly flowing time, and kairos being its qualitative
counterpart, signifying not just any time, but the fleeting
instant of the now. The character is epitomising the empirical
and tangible nature of kairos, informed by human experience
and subjectivity. Walking is also a form of marking time and
travelling through time and by walking across landscapes,
Kirwan partly draws on the mythological narratives of epic
journeys.
Grief-Work is underpinned by Kirwan’s inquiry into the
German Romantic philosopher Friedrich Schlegel’s
radical concept of the fragment as a dynamic practice which
aims at fragmentation for its own sake. Intrinsic to Kirwan’s
futile reiterations is an essential incompletion which is itself
the mode of fulfilment. Her work draws also on the Hegelian
concept of memory as repetition that constantly reinvents
itself as a dynamic process akin to transportation.

With special thanks to members of the Byzantine choir of the
Holy Metropolis of Limassol, Cyprus, ‘Romanos the Melodist’
under the direction of Nikolas Lymbourides.
www.helenkirwan.com
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Grief-Work
Helen Kirwan
Three channel HD video installation, sound, colour, 40:00 (loop).
Director and Producer- Helen Kirwan with Simon Pruciak

