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Amanda Coogan is an internationally recognised and critically 
acclaimed artist working across the medias of live art, performance, 
sculpture and installation. The Irish Times have said, 'Coogan, whose 
work usually entails ritual, endurance and cultural iconography, is the 
leading practitioner of performance in the country'. Her extraordinary 
work is challenging, provocative and always visually stimulating. Using 
gesture and context she makes allegorical and poetic works that are 
multi-faceted, and challenge expected contexts. The body, as a site of 
resistance, is the centrality of Coogan's work. Time is a key material in 
Coogan's practice, building controlled instability into the fabric of her 
work. The long durational aspect of her live presentations invites 
elements of chaos with the unknown and unpredicted erupting 
dynamically through her live artworks. Coogan was awarded the Allied 
Irish Bank’s Art Prize and has extensively presented and performed 
her work, including at The Liverpool Biennial; The Whitworth Gallery; 
Manchester; The Museum of Fine Arts; Boston; The MAC, Belfast; The 
Niemeyer, Aviles; the National Gallery of Ireland and the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Jacksonville. Her 2015 live exhibition I'll sing you a 
song from around the town, was described by Artforum as 
'performance art at its best'.  
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Lena: The first question we ask most of artists we interview is 
concerned with the idea of your identity as a mother/artist. Do you 
identify as a mother/artist or not? 

Amanda: I absolutely do. Yes, absolutely. Although, I think it's a funny 
one. It is a little tricky because there are lots of layers to identity, as 
well as layers to being an artist. So, certainly, inspiration for a piece, 
has to come from what I know and where I am. I want to say, crisis, 
but it is actually also the crises of becoming a mother. 

Even from the very early days when you are totally shocked, when 
your body is all over the place, your hormones are all over the place, 
and you're thinking in a different way… all of these things become 
really important to the creation and making of a piece of work. Then 
there is another level, which is the professional level. I'd be a little 
wary of saying, "No I can't do that exhibition because I am needed at 
home with my family." My prime focus is to negotiate, from the start, 
in a different way. Being a mother/artist is absolutely like the bricks 
and mortar, the foundations of my work. The female body is so 
implicated in this. So any changes, or movement, or demands on it are 
the fabric of what I have been working with. My son is now ten years 
old. He was born in 2007.  

Lena: I was going to ask about this. 

Amanda: I think that there is a radical difference between the work I 
made prior to being a mother and the work I made after becoming a 
mother. Looking back at the evolution of my work, there is an absolute 
juncture.  

Lena: How old were you when you had your son? 

Amanda: Thirty-five. 



 

3 

Lena: So you already had a body of work before the child? 

Amanda: I did. I was an exhibiting artist. I was exhibiting regularly, and 
I was performing regularly. I was making durational performances that 
were in some way demanding on the body. So, when I became 
pregnant, I had scheduled some durational performances and I 
couldn't make them in the way that I had imagined. For me, the piece 
of work needs to mature at least over a year or eighteen months. 
You'd schedule performances well in advance, long before I found out 
I was pregnant. At the time I was making a three-hour-long durational 
piece called Mary Magdalene in Ecstasy, and I've never gone back to 
it actually. It was really a rupture. It was, I suppose, a kind of a failed 
piece. I was with the fabulous people in Quebec: Richard Martel1 and 
Le Lieu, and I made this three-hour performance there around Mary 
Magdalene in Ecstasy. It was a super simple piece. I had a Greek 
chorus on video, and they were making all these sounds that made 
connections to Irish keening. I was naked from the waist down and 
there were Greek chorus voices shouting at me. I took inspiration 
from the Caravaggio painting. I was lying down, but I had to hold my 
leg up, and I couldn't do it.  

My hips went out. I was about five months pregnant and I was just 
starting to go bump. The hormones were starting to affect my energy 
and the concentration levels. I did it in Quebec City for three hours, 
and I didn't have the power. Power is a stupid word, but there's a 
quality of concentration, intangible, kind of neutral, no-sound 
concentration. I was all over the place with my concentration at the 
time. Then, about a week later, I went up north of Quebec to a 
fabulous place called Rouyn-Noranda. They had a performance 
festival up there, 3 Biennale d'art performatif de Rouyn-Noranda 

 
1 Richard Martel is Quebec-based poet, multimedia artist, curator and publisher. 
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(2006), and again I was scheduled to do it for three hours. It was a 
great festival, fantastic people, and there was another woman there 
who was also about five months pregnant. So, of course, we were 
chatting about being pregnant. It was my first pregnancy, and I think 
it was her second or third. I was saying to her ‘I don't know what it is, 
but I'm not powerful enough'. I suppose it was in that reflection of 
speaking to this artist, that I realised something important. So instead 
of going, "What the hell is this?" and shouting at myself to "Get the 
energy! Pull it up! Keep the energy going!” it became very clear to me 
the action I needed to take. I didn't perform for another year then. I 
had my son and I breastfed him for about six months, and then I 
started developing new work, but I didn't perform live for about a 
year. 

  

Amanda Coogan Mary Magdalene in Ecstasy, 2006, Live at R.I.A.P. Quebec 
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Lena: You never went back to this piece? 

Amanda: No, I never went back to that piece and this is unusual 
because it's very normal in my practice that I would try something 
else, if something hadn’t worked, I'd bring it back, I'd fiddle with it, I'd 
change it, but I never went back to that piece. 

Lena: I'm thinking about some of the parallels in my life. I also did a 
Mary Magdalene piece because my name is Magdalena. This was one 
of the pieces that I did during my PhD, interrogating the name that I 
was given, the Penitent Whore archetype. The piece was called 
Magdalena Makeup (2004). I had a wig and I was anointing people's 
feet and rubbing them with my hair, like Jesus and Mary Magdalene. 
This was also a durational piece. But you also reminded of a piece I did 
called 1994 (2013), an autobiographical performance about the 
Yugoslav Civil War, Kurt Cobain and his suicide. My teenage life. I 
performed it in Manchester at Contact. But then I got pregnant and I 
never went back to that piece, and it does feel kind of unfinished. 

Amanda: Yes, it's interesting, isn't it? 

Lena: Yes, it is like, what now? It hasn't had its life, you know. I don't 
know if I will ever go back. What was the first piece that you made 
when you had your child? 

Amanda: It was called Yellow (2008) and it was an important piece. 
You can read it in many, many ways. Actually, the Mary Magdalene 
idea was still there because I was referring to the Magdalene 
Laundries that we had here in Ireland. There are lots of layers to this 
piece of work that act in a very personal way. I was at home. I was 
working in Dublin at the time, and they sold the building where I had 
my studio, so I had to take everything back into the domestic space. I 
suppose, this was very radical for me. I had a little baby and I was like 
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a normal mother, bringing him around with me and trying to make 
work at the same time. 

Lena: Where were you bringing him around? 

Amanda: Well, just around the house. I kind of wore him for a year. 

Lena: Oh. Okay! He's on you! 

Amanda: He was colicky. He was all over the place. So, I literally see 
myself that year with him in a strap, my boob hanging out and just 
walking around the house going … (laughs). 

Lena: Yes! Okay, with this little thing, like an actual little animal thing 
on you. 

Amanda: In a very personal way I can read Yellow very much as that 
coming out of a domestic space. I was washing, cleaning. I spent about 
four or five months literally trying to find the right quality of washing 
up liquid to make these bubbles (rubbing hands) [for the 
performance], something that would make enough bubbles that they 
would last for the six hours of the live performance. In the end I went 
back to the bubble bath that I was bathing my son in every evening. 
So, when I make the performance I make one of these nice baths and 
sit in it. It’s the smell that hits me on a personal level. 

Lena: Absolutely. 

Amanda: Straight away. 

Lena: Yes. 

Amanda: When you're inside the piece in this way, it becomes an 
experience on a very personal level. I can conceptualize or rationalize 
it and talk about the research, but that’s different to the intensity of 
the performance. Being in the one place. You are focused on making 
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one very small activity.  

Lena: Where was this piece first done? 

Amanda: I studied with Marina Abramović. I'm loving your accent 
because it’s reminding me of her. 

Lena: (laughs) 

Amanda: Daniel was about two weeks when she called me; “You had 
the baby, you had the baby”. I was all over the place. I was leaking,  
still sore, I had stitches and everything. I said, "I did”, thinking that 
she's calling me to congratulate me, to ask was the child a boy or girl, 
just the usual stuff, but instead she said, "Now the baby, I'm waiting 
for your proposal. I need the proposal" (laughs) I said, "Marina, I've 
just had a baby. I'm not going to be able to get the proposal to you.” 
She said, "It doesn't matter about the baby. I know you're great 
actually, just write something so I can give it to the gallery". This was 
for Artists Space2 where she was curating a whole series of works over 
a year or two under the title “When Time Becomes Form”.3 That was 
how my piece Yellow came about. 

Lena: So, you created it for that? 

Amanda: It was in Artists Space gallery in New York and the 
parameters were that you were live in the gallery for six days, 
performing for six hours a day.  

Danny was about eighteen months when I went over there. Marina 
very nicely kept pushing the date out for me. I think the project had 
been going for two years in total, so I was one of the last artists to do 
this. Every two months she had a live artist in the gallery for a week. 

 
2 Artists Space is a non-profit art gallery and arts organization first established at 155 Wooster Street in Soho, 
New York City in 1972. https://artistsspace.org/  
3 For more information see https://artistsspace.org/programs/when-time-becomes-form    
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In this New York gallery, the piece was more considered and 
developed. I showed a test of it first in Dublin for an hour and a half. I 
spilled water all over the gallery floor. The gallery was on the second 
floor, and it bled into the shop underneath and blew all the electricity. 

Lena: Oh, no! 

Amanda: That was fantastic. 

Lena: Really? 

Amanda: I was like, this piece is very special. It will cost one thousand 
euros worth of damage. 

Lena: Destroys everything. 

Amanda: Destroys everything. This is important. So that was in April 
and then I tied it up a little bit more, and in July I did it for one day in 
a wonderful gallery in Dublin, where Oonagh Young gave me her 
space4, and I knew then that it was right. In September I went to New 
York and I did it for the six days.  

Lena: So, it was a public performance there? And you were doing it 
for the six days? 

Amanda: Absolutely. The gallery was open 12 - 6, and each day it was 
performed for the duration that they were open. 

Lena: What were you actually doing? 

Amanda: So, I sit on a bucket, well, in practical terms, it's actually an 
IKEA bin that holds about seventy to eighty litres of water. Inside the 
water, I have emptied the Sailor Matey Bubble Bath. So you get the 
smell, and it gives me the bubbles. I am wearing a really large yellow 

 
4 Founded in 2008, Oonagh Young Gallery is a contemporary art gallery focusing on Irish and international 
conceptual and contemporary art practices. 
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dress where the skirt of the dress is two and a half meters by three 
meters, or something like that. So it is overly long, and you can't walk 
in the dress without lifting it up and wrapping it around. It is so long it 
spills over my knees. I'm sitting down, and kind of aping 
Michelangelo's Pieta. I literally take the skirt and shove it in between 
my legs and into the water that I'm sitting on top of, and then I rub it. 
As I rub and scrub it, bubbles are appearing. It is like I’m washing 
something out. There are lots of segments or junctures within that 
activity. So, I scrub, then I eat the fabric, and kind of spit the fabric out 
again. 

Lena: Did the bubbles go in your mouth? 

Amanda: Yes, the bubbles came out of my mouth. What I loved about 
this is that it drips off my chin, and so I become like a hag - a witch. 
This is certainly what's going through my head. Sometimes I try and 
stand up, but it's very difficult to stand up. 

Lena: Is that because it's too heavy? 

Amanda: Yes, it is very heavy and very wet. The water has bubble bath 
in it and so it is very slippery. So there is always a lovely dynamic 
moment. You are slipping because the water has spilled everywhere. 
It's always a failure because I'll always slip. Then I will literally sit down 
and just wash again, scrub and make more bubbles, or whatever.  

Lena: Could you connect this piece to the maternal? 

Amanda: One hundred percent I could, without a doubt. It really 
comes from that first year of being a mother. It brings everything back 
to the domestic, to the kitchen, to the sink, to things like washing your 
baby, washing this other flesh and washing yourself. I was also doing 
a lot of sewing, just literally fixing the buttons on items. I made the 
dress as well, as part of the process. 
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Lena: You made this dress? 

Amanda: Yes. It was literally self-sown. I bought a shirt and I put a skirt 
on it, and then I dyed it. I was using my own washing machine and 
trying out different things. I had natural calico and I dyed it different 
colours. Yellow ended up being the right one. I focused the activity in 
the crotch area, so it was very much referring to the vagina with all of 
these bubbles, this effervescence, ooze from that area. I flip, when I'm 
making it, between going “I'm having an orgasm” and, “I'm oozing”. 
The breaking of the water, for example, is very simple but also sexy, 
that fabulous orgasmic idea. That is so linked with the sensations of 
the body.  

Lena: Yes. 

Amanda: This is the total antithesis to the research that I was doing 
for this piece, which was originally about Magdalene Laundries, 
penance, and washing/cleansing sin. So, the piece has this much more 
personal, positive, orgasmic idea. 

Lena: I am just reminded of Áine Phillips’s work Sex, Birth & Death 
(2003)5  which connects sex and motherhood. Also, there’s Helena 
Walsh and her duration piece In Pursuit of Pleasure (2012). 6  It’s 
interesting how the sexual body comes through in this kind of 
interpretation of motherhood. 

Amanda: Yes. Interesting. 

Lena: One of the things I have been thinking about, and I don't know 
if this is true for you or not, but as a performer you are engaged in a 
kind of durational action, what is important in performance is that it 

 
5 Áine Phillips is a performance and visual artist living in the West of Ireland. For more information about Sex, 
Birth & Death (2003) see https://ainephillips.com/section/8208_SEX_BIRTH_DEATH_2003.html  
6 Helena Walsh is a live artist from Co. Kilkenny Ireland. She has been based in London since 2003.  Fro more 
information about In Pursuit of Pleasure (2012) see http://germinalproductions.com/helena/pleasure01.html  
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is a kind of a durational activity. 

Amanda: Following the moment, to the next moment, to the next 
moment. 

Lena: Yes. Following the moment, to the next moment, to the next 
moment. It is interesting because you are inside it also. But you work 
also as a visual artist? 

Amanda: Yes, I come from the visual art tradition, but it is 
performance from the visual arts. 

Lena: So you have the knowledge of both forms. Would you say that 
there is something about the maternal and performance that could be 
aligned? This is something that we haven't yet addressed in this 
research project, but what's interesting for me about performance, 
which as you say, is following the moment from the moment, is that 
it is an action that is always representation, but simultaneously has 
the possibility of being real. There is the possibility of also escaping 
representation somehow, looking beyond it, to connect with 
something important about the maternal, perhaps. 

Amanda: Well, I would say durational performance pushes you 
beyond. I'm not going to say pushes you beyond the representation, 
but I think that when you go over an hour and a half, or two hours, 
you have to fall off the script because you kind of drop your 
“performance”; you drop your mirror face. This is what duration and 
endurance lends itself to. I would say that you get into flow, and you 
also drop out of flow very naturally... You have committed to a time 
frame that is over a normative concentration of time. So, you must 
get beyond that, drop out of flow, and then get back into it. For 
example, you are sitting there on the bubbles, or whatever, going, 
"Oh, I'm freezing. I'm wet. Shit, this isn't working”. You know you are 
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giving up, and then the little voice in your head starts going off saying, 
“I didn't make that action properly” or, “I can't stand up properly 
because the floor is too slippery”. Then you drop back into flow, and 
that flow is, kind of, a deeper concentration. So, the performative self, 
this idea, must drop away, and it drops further and further. I would 
say that an arc of, say a six-hour performance, is that, the first hour 
and a half, or two, is tidy. Then, the middle is the fabulous. This is 
when the mirror face or the performed self, the public self, kind of 
falls away and it falls into a much more private self in a way that you 
are not so concerned that you are hitting your light.  

You might go into a piece thinking I really want to make that action, I 
want to make that image, but in the middle of a durational 
performance that would fall away and you’d be like, “Fuck the fucking 
image. I'm just doing what I'm doing. I am here”. This is read in an 
intuitive way by the audience as well. They get into this flow of 
movement with you. I think that when you anticipate that it's coming 
to a close, you come back to a performed self. 

Lena: That’s interesting.  

Amanda: For a part of my PhD research I interviewed a couple of 
artists about this, and we all agreed that an hour and a half, two hours, 
you can cope with it, you can do it. 

Lena: Do it to show. 
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Amanda: Yes, you could do it, but it is after that you are going into the 
unknown. Of course, you have structures, and I'm super avoiding the 
word improvisation here.  

Lena: Right, of course, and because that's… 

Amanda: … a little theatrical. 

Lena: Yes, it kind of still frames it. 

Amanda: I think it's not adequate term for what happens. You drop 
back into a deeper flow after two hours. You're still following a piece, 
but it has switched into something, which is kind of very pure and 
minimal. For example, as I twist the fabric of Yellow, I haven't 
anticipated that it's going to look like an umbilical cord. So, I'm going 
to follow that, then I'm going to open my legs. They're going to be 
bare and I have an umbilical cord coming out of my vagina, and that's 
my personal meaning when I'm in that moment. If I'm open enough, 

Amanda Coogan Yellow, 2015, Live at the RHA, Dublin 
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that should be suggested to the audience, but I'm only discovering it 
and so, I hope, because it's public and my presence is open, that it is 
also communicated to the audience. I would hope that, but that's not 
my main focus. In that moment my focus is on discovery. 

Lena: Discovering. You are finding yourself really in it. 

Amanda: Then, maybe, I want to kill it [the image, the thought]. So, I 
open the fabric again. 

Lena: Fabulous. A feminist philosopher called Lisa Baraitser has 
written a book called Maternal Encounters: Ethics of Interruption 
(2009), and what she talks about, as she calls them, from her own 
experience, are moments of undoing. It is something that we wanted 
to pick up on. The maternal helps us get off the subject, displaces our 
individual egocentric identity in everyday life and experience of 
reality. You become undone. I'm now just talking about mothering, 
not artistic practice. Sometimes the child can just kind of make you 
lose it. Like, lose it with everything, lose it with love too. 

Amanda: (laughs) 

Lena: Then, it is like, and now I want to eat you, how cute he is etc. 

Amanda: (laughs) 

Lena: Then, you can lose it by thinking, “I just can't do it anymore”... 
Baraitser theorizes around these moments of undoing. So, I'm 
thinking, because what you are describing through this durational 
performance, and this idea of being in it and discovering, yet not doing 
the suggestion to the audience, is that it also, possibly, could be, 
linked to these moments of undoing. Or the moment when, maybe, 
you don't really care anymore.  

Amanda: Yes, totally. 
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Lena: We are kind of undone. 

Amanda: Yes, absolutely. 

Lena: I am comparing performance with other artforms, and I think 
that what I like about durational performances as an art form, is that 
it offers a possibility of being undone. A film is all about 
representation, right? When you are doing the visual arts, of course, 
it's all finished. In theatre, obviously, there is some tiny business that 
can go wrong, but nothing can really go truly wrong. 

Amanda: Yes, because it's much more disciplined and structured. 

Lena: Exactly. Yet, here, there's something of an undoing, your thing 
is this durational performance. Can I ask, have you finished your PhD? 

Amanda: Yes, I have.  

Lena: What was that about? 

Amanda: I deconstructed and reconstructed Yellow and theorized 
around it conceptually. I looked at it in a very structural and formal 
way, asking what happens in the moment of liveness? How does 
duration and endurance, and all of those things play a part? I suppose 
in a very formal way, it was about re-performance, but I interviewed 
a lot of durational artists about their experiences of endurance. Three 
hours plus [of live performance implies endurance]. That was my 
structure and we all agreed. We didn't know what it was, only that 
there were some steps, and by following those you go deeper, you go 
further into the unknown or the undone. 

Lena: Are there other works that you've done that are speaking to the 
maternal? 



 

16 

Amanda: Absolutely. Another piece that I made was called Spit, Spit, 
Scrub, Scrub (2011). It was very similar but, of course, with my work, 

they literally go from one to the next. They're linked to each other, 
but manifest in a different way or in a small step from one to the next. 
In Spit, Spit, Scrub, Scrub there is a large blue dress. It's like an old 
master's painting, and there is women in it. I actually have three 
women in it including me, and the piece has two things that are very 
linked to the maternal. So, the women just make bubbles, and they 
just spit. It is not spiting like we know it. It's more like oozing from the 
mouth. The mouth is very clearly painted with the visual arts painting 
here. The lips are painted in order to speak and connect with the 
vagina, and there is this beautiful ooze coming out. We just make it 
with our saliva. This is connected to watching my son before he could 
speak. You know, when the baby is in that pre-linguistic stage. 

Amanda Coogan Bubble Up in Blue, 2019, Live at Galerie Michaela Stock, Vienna 
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Lena: Yes, that stage before the mirror stage. 

Amanda: Yes, so literally me watching him [blowing bubbles]. That's 
fabulous (laughs). It was a wonderful negotiation with the two women 
I developed it with. They were the young performance artists Sinead 
Corcoran and Ciara McKeon. So, it was an interesting negotiation with 
them going, "Okay, I'd like to do this, and how can we learn to make 
these bubbles?". 

Lena: Yes, like children. 

Amanda: Yes. It was interesting to also have two other women in the 
skirt with me because then they started playing with this. While 
spitting we realised that there are no sudden ejaculations in this 
action. Although, I think one day, during the live performance, one of 
them actually made a kind of splash. Observing this I was like, “No, 
this is an ooze. It's a very female ooze. It's not an ejaculation”. So 
again, connecting to that idea of the orgasmic, of the hidden liquid 
moisture; the ooze. As with my previous piece, the liquid again drips 
down on to the chin to give the visual impression of the hag; these 
women were otherwise very pretty and very stylized. I only re-
performed it two weeks ago. It has a soundtrack to it, which has 
elements that I recorded at home in my kitchen with my son playing 
with his toys. He was the age where you couldn't understand what he 
was saying, [he was aged] two or something. He goes, "Ooh. Dundy. 
Duh-da-da-da-da-da”, which just drops into the soundtrack. The 
soundtrack is about half an hour long, and this drops in on occasions, 
but it is only me that would recognize that it is my son. This is a 
performance in a gallery and not black box theatre space. So, in the 
gallery space you get people walking around. You get kids talking, they 
will come in and they will go, "Oh". The soundtrack is very 
atmospheric. There are birds in it, all recorded from my kitchen. I 
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recorded my garden. I recorded the birds. I recorded the sound of the 
domestic, my son playing at the kitchen table. I think in the 
background you can hear some children’s television. There are all 
these domestic sounds, but it's just noise. In it there are absolute 
moments, key moments that give me a frisson when I'm in the middle 
of an exact performance. 

Lena: It seems like you are taking moments from your domestic life 
and transforming them into aesthetic experience. 

Amanda: Yes. 

Lena: So, there is that connection there. What about your child? You 
say he is now ten years old? 

Amanda: Yes, ten. 

Lena: Does he come to see these performances? 

Amanda: He doesn't like them at all. He hasn't articulated it like this, 
but I know that a couple of years ago he came to see me doing a piece 
called Adoration (originally made in 2006). It was a really simple piece 
where I'm adoring a handbag, and there is lots of Mozart playing in 
the background. It is kind of like “Oh, look at the baby Jesus” but, 
actually, it's my handbag. It is a very simple piece, but I like it. It is fun 
and kind of kitschy. Anyway, he said to my husband, "That's not 
mummy". I guess he doesn't like the change and gets a little freaked. 
There's another piece, I call it Up the Mountain, I have nicknames for 
each of my works, it's ridiculous, it’s actually called You Told Me to 
Wash and Clean My Ears (2014). In it I go up the mountain and I have 
this very particular makeup on. It’s like a mask. The black and white 
brings out the nose, the lips, the eyes, and the eyebrows. With it on I 
can make these clear facial expressions that are much more readable. 
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Lena: From far away? 

Amanda: Yes. I also have a black tongue, and in one part of the 
performance I stick it out. This woman of the mountain is a much 
bolder character. She is a little tricky because she is a little bit nasty, 
and my son doesn't like it. He can't cope with it all. He said to me just 
this morning, "Mum, when will you make that funny makeup?". I’m 
like, "The one with the mask, honey? The one with the cheekbones 
and stuff like that?", and he replied "Yes, I don't like you when you 
wear that". 

Lena: I see. So, apart from being present in this sound recording sense, 
has he ever been in one of your pieces?  

Amanda: Only in the sound recordings but otherwise, no. Not at all. 

Lena: What about video recordings? 

Amanda: No. Just the sound and, actually, he likes it. I played it to him 
as an older child, and he likes it, but he's quite dislocated from it. He 
remembers it was taken while he was playing, but that is it. There's 
another bit in the soundtrack where he goes, "I'm finished”, and he 
was on the toilet. I basically couldn't help myself (laughs). 

Lena: Yes, of course. “I'm finished”. Oh, my goodness, yes, this 
moment. So, we’ve talked about maternal representation, and we 
talked about performance, but what about impact? Is there an 
element of your work, which is about teaching? 

Amanda: Occasionally. I probably teach workshops maybe three or 
four times a year in different art colleges around Ireland. 

Lena: I see, but you did your PhD, right? Where did you do it? Was it 
here in Belfast? 

Amanda: It was at the University of Ulster. This is an institution, which 
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has roots in performance and protest but through the visual arts. 
Performance as protest, performance in post-conflict or conflict arena 
as a result of the Troubles.7  Alastair MacLennan8  taught there for 
years. He was retired by the time I did my PhD, but he was my external 
assessor. Brian Connolly 9  also teaches there. He was one of my 
supervisors. So, in a very embodied way, Belfast has this great history 
and understanding of performance practice being like the most 
fundamental protest. 

Lena: Interesting. I was talking to Deirdre Donoghue from M/Other 
Voices10, and also Jennifer Version from Migrant Artist Mutual Aid11, 
both of whom are mothers, but who are also engaged in some kind of 
maternal care of ‘others’. Deidre was specifically saying that having a 
child is the first relation but, at the same time, in a way we extend the 
idea of mothering, even though that could involve bad mothering. It 
includes maternal ambivalence because it's not easy to mother. It's an 
interesting idea because obviously there’s a problem with 
essentializing motherhood. There is possibly a problem of that with 
notions of maternal care. I wonder where does our mothering stop? 

 
7 The Troubles, also called Northern Ireland conflict, violent sectarian conflict from about 1968 to 1998 in 
Northern Ireland between the overwhelmingly Protestant unionists (loyalists), who desired the province to 
remain part of the United Kingdom, and the overwhelmingly Roman Catholic nationalists (republicans), who 
wanted Northern Ireland to become part of the republic of Ireland. 
(from https://www.britannica.com/event/The-Troubles-Northern-Ireland-history ) 
8 Alastair MacLennan is one of Britain's major live art practitioners, based in Belfast since 1975. (see 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alastair_MacLennan)  
9 Brian Connolly is an Associate Lecturer in sculpture and fine art. Currently a member of the Research 
Institute of Art & Design, Brian is a multi-media artist who’s works often relate to ‘place’ or context. He 
employs a wide range of artistic processes, including performance art, public sculpture, installation art, and 
collaborative projects. (from https://www.ulster.ac.uk/staff/b-connolly)  
10 The m/other voices foundation rose from the research project (m)other voices: the maternal as an attitude, 
maternal thinking and the  production of time and knowledge led by Deirdre M. Donoghue (artist, writer, 
researcher) at Witte de With Centre for Contemporary Art, between June 2013 and June 2014.  The project's 
purpose was to initiate discourse and the doing of maternal theory within arts and other fields of cultural 
production and to reflect on the maternal figure as a thinker and a producer of knowledge. (from 
https://www.mothervoices.org/about)  
11 Founded by Jennifer Verson who is its Artistic Director, Migrant Artists Mutual Aid was founded in 2011. 
“We are a cross national network of women, mothers, migrants, artists, academics and activists who work 
together to support members of our group who are seeking sanctuary, and campaign for justice in the 
migration system.” (from https://migrantartistsmutualaid.wordpress.com/donate/about/)  
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When we think about our children and then say students? So in a way 
you are mentoring students, aren't you? Like Marina Abramović with 
you? 

Amanda: Who mentored me. 

Lena: Yes, exactly. 

Amanda: Absolutely, there's a lot of passing on. These two younger 
artists who developed Spit, Spit, Scrub, Scrub with me, Sinead 
Corcoran and Ciara McKeon, are an example of this. Here, I was the 
lead artist, but obviously the piece was developed together. Just 
recently I had a big group of my works displayed together in a kind of 
traditional visual art exhibition. It was a six-week-long exhibition 
called, I’ll Sing You a Song from Around the Town (2015) at RHA (Royal 
Hibernian Academy) in Dublin. I brought other artists in to make my 
work, so it meant that you saw six of my works live at the same time, 
in the same space, with all of the sculpture props.  

When I made it there, I had fourteen other artists making my work 
around the space. [This exhibition just recently toured to The 
Niemeyer Centre in Aviles in Northern Spain] In Spain I didn't have any 
other performers with me. It was just me. Luz Mar Gonzales Arias, my 
curator in Spain said that when Yellow was performed in Spain it was 
much more vicious, aggressive, and consuming.12 I think it was this 
reflection that made me think about the difference between being 
solo and being with a group. I just replied to her, "Yes, but I didn't have 
any other girls to mind." 

Lena: Yes, of course, because it was just you. 

 
12 Yellow was performed as a part of exhibition of Amanda Coogan’s works under the title I’ll since you  song 
from around the town at Centro Niemeyer at the University of Ovieda in from 6 October to 5 November 2017. 
As a part of programme notes for the event curator Luz Mar Gonzales Arias has written an essay  ‘The 
Ephemeral Art of Amanda Coogan. Or the Permanence of Beauty.’ 
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Amanda: It is just me, and I know Yellow was a monster that can 
totally take over. So, when I was in the RHA performing Yellow I had 
to be really careful to make sure that all the girls were okay. So, I'm in 
some ways minding them. You know, checking “Is anyone having a bit 
of trouble?”. I can, even from within the piece, wave at them, shake, 
or give them a gesture when they're going, "What the heck am I going 
to do?” My key note to them was that if they didn't know what to do, 
in the middle of these five hours during which the piece unfolds, they 
were to look at me and just pull a gesture from me, and that I would 
do the same to them if I was having a “Fuck, I've just dropped out of 
flow” moment. So, we all could look up to the mountain at any point 
and go, "Oh, she's doing that", and then you would be back into flow. 
So, it’s a kind of conversation. When I was doing Yellow in the RHA 
with five other women simultaneously making my other pieces of 
work, I was also having to look after them. So here I'm, in some ways, 
like a mother hen. 

Lena: Yes, yes, yes. 

Amanda: Especially when people are making my work, I feel very 
responsible to make sure that they're safe and okay. So, in that lovely 
way, you’re in the work, but also watching the others work.  

Lena: Yes, because this is how we enable others. Obviously, as artists, 
we all have our support networks and the things that feed us, but at 
the same time you give to others as well. There is a connection 
between the two.  

So, in terms of your contacts now, you are based here. What is this 
place? How many artists have studios here?  

Amanda: Yes, I have a studio in Queen Street Studios or QSS as we call 
it. There are twenty-three studios here. It’s a great space.  
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Lena: So, what do you do every day?  

Amanda: I come here but, in my studio, I don't do administration. I 
don't write proposals here. I don't like having my computer in the 
studio. At home, I have an office. It is the spare bedroom, and that's 
when I do all the proposals and applications. But the studio needs to 
be about putting things on the body, and trying them out. So, in the 
studio I do a lot of drawings. The studio is where I go into development 
mode. I'm doing a lot of drawing, scribbling, notes, wondering what it 
could be, where it is going, and just generally working things out. It 
must be a kind of a blank space, where I can actually get up, throw 
around a bit of fabric, or find something to play with like a sound, and 
find a gesture from that. It goes through different evolutions, but it is 
definitely about putting [it] on the body. Of course, I do these things 
in my kitchen as well. 

Lena: Sure. 

Amanda: No problem (laughs). You know, where it’s like “What's 
mum doing, playing that piece of music again, and again, and again?" 
So, then, I’m like “Okay. Damn. I've just got to get out” so that I can 
do things in a much more formal, cleaner, way. So, I bring it in here to 
try. I'll also construct things here. If I'm doing a bit of sewing (and it 
depends how big the piece is) and it needs to be clean, I’ll do it in the 
house, if it’s a messy and dirty job then it is done in the studio. Like 
last year, for example, I made three big woollen dresses where I had 
to cut up Aran jumpers, sew them together, and put rags in them, and 
then paint them. It was totally stupid, but they were coming here, and 
then they were going back home. Then I was painting them in the back 
yard, and then I was bringing them back into the studio. So, there was 
a whole process. A moment of coming in, and out, in and out, and in 
and out. 
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Lena: Yes, but is it important for you to have this space? 

Amanda: It's essential. 

Lena: Essential. Why? 

Amanda: Well, because it's clean. 

Lena: It’s clean. 

Amanda: It's clear. This is not a domestic space. 

Lena: And you feel it’s important to be out of that domestic space? 

Amanda: It’s really important to be out of it, and, in some ways, to get 
another perspective on the works.  

Lena: I'm interested in how you facilitate your practice, because my 
husband, the children, and I, have this thing called the Institute for the 
Art and Practice of Dissent at Home. It is a space in our spare room 
that we've turned into a kind of an art centre. It's been going for ten 
years, and people come for residencies. 

Amanda: Stop it. 

Lena: It’s true! Two days ago, I did a performance there for my 
birthday. I turned forty three, and I performed Manifesto For 
Maternal Performance (Art) 2016! That Emily Underwood-Lee and I 
wrote. 

Amanda: That’s brilliant (laughs). 

Lena: Yes, it is brilliant on some level, but on the other level it's very 
tiring because there is no clear division between art and life, and this 
can be exhausting. So, I'm really interested in your studio space. Often 
when I meet artists, I don't meet them in their studios, I meet them in 
a café or in their home.  
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Amanda: It is very interesting, because it is in the tradition of visual 
artists that we have a studio. I think three or four of us performance 
artists based in Belfast work put of QSS in this tradition of 
performance art. However, a lot of the other people here in the 
studios are painters.  

Lena: What does your partner do? 

Andrew: He's a theatre director, and is the Artistic Director of the Lyric 
Theatre here. 

Lena: Are you both happy being artists and surviving on artists’ 
wages? 

Amanda: Are you kidding (laughs)? 

Lena: You did a PhD, so did you want an academic job at some point?  

Amanda: I couldn't get one. 

Lena: Last year, I was at the Live Art Festival in Dublin. It was great. I 
did a performance piece. 

Amanda: Did you? I missed this. 

Lena: Yes, it was called Friday Records. It was about my maternity 
leave with James, my last baby.  

Amanda: Was this a couple of years ago? 

Lena: It was in 2016.  

 

 

 


