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KATHERINE WAUGH CONTEXTUALISES THE FILM PROGRAMME, ‘THE POSTURE OF THE KEY’, 1 WHICH SHE PRESENTED AS PART 
OF THE WORKHOUSE UNION PROJECT RESIDENCY IN CALLAN, KILKENNY, CURATED BY ROSIE LYNCH AND HOLLIE KEARNS.

RESIDENCY

The Posture of the Key

Temporary Institute (One): the Bio-Archive led by Vagabond Reviews; research library designed by 
Lid Architecture; photo by Brian Cregan

Callan Workhouse Union Building; photo by Brian Cregan

Brian Cregan, Enclosure, photographic research and installation; photo by Brian CreganBridget O’Gorman, A Word Not Spoken Holds Weight; photo by Brian Cregan
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RESIDENCY

“The least one can do when filming a place… You need to go there 

and walk around. Walk around a place or a village three times, and 

find the right topographic, strategic point. In a way that one may be 

able to see something, but without destroying the mystery of what 

one sees…”2

Jean-Marie Straub

IN 2015 I was one of five artists and curators (along with Ailbhe 

Murphy and Ciaran Smyth of Vagabond Reviews, Bridget O’Gorman, 

Deirdre O’Mahony, Brian Cregan and Orlaith Treacy) awarded a resi-

dency as part of the admirable Workhouse Union project based in 

the old famine workhouse in Callan, curated by Hollie Kearns and 

Rosie Lynch. The residencies culminated in a weekend in November 

where we presented our individual responses. My contribution ‘The 

Posture of the Key’ combined a film programme, a presentation by 

invited artist Imogen Stidworthy, and discussions with philosophers 

and artists all emanating from my local research, which was in itself 

a surprisingly fascinating experience. The feel of Callan was so dif-

ferent to my own hometown of Skibbereen that I felt compelled to 

capture that strangeness in the films I chose to screen. 

When sitting on the Norman moat in Callan last summer, a 

seemingly natural yet man-made hill with a perfect vista over the 

expanse of the town, I was struck by how oblivious we can be to the 

deep materiality of a history embedded in a landscape (perhaps even 

more so now that we are in centenary commemorations mode). 

We fix various landmarks into established narratives far too 

quickly – in Callan the medieval churches, famine workhouse, nine-

teenth-century administrative buildings and the very moat I was sit-

ting on. The view and the background birdsong brought to mind Too 
Early Too Late by filmmakers Straub-Huillet, which so strikingly ad-

dresses the subject of a landscape’s complicated materiality. Too Early 
Too Late is about the beginnings of revolutions, the weight of history 

in a landscape, and, given the upsurge of recent political movements, 

it also reminds us of the traces in a landscape which might allow us 

to re-think history – Paris and Egypt in this film but also the potenti-

alities of our own humble Callan. Stealing time in such places reaps 

unexpected rewards.

When programming a cinematic response I could, of course, 

have selected shorter contemporary artists’ films chosen to display 

an ‘art world’ response to Callan’s specificity, but I felt this was in-

appropriate. I have seen too many cleverly curated short film pro-

grammes that never really hit the mark with site-specific projects as 

embedded and situated as this venture (marked as it is by Kearns and 

Lynch’s impressive level of commitment to the local community in 

the most inclusive sense). It felt necessary to address the particularly 

intense relationship between subjectivity, power and language that 

I perceived when engaging with the town, on a different register to a 

city-based gallery or museum or festival. ‘Cinema alone’, as film writ-

ers Serge Daney and Raymond Bellour have argued, felt adequate to 

the task. 

My aspiration was to draw people into the duration and mate-

riality of worlds and lives which in some way responded to the com-

plex intersection of forces through which institutional language, 

power and new forms of ‘governmentality’ (Foucault) were enacted 

upon the body in Callan, particularly in the nineteenth century. I 

also wanted the films to resonate with the other residencies and open 

out some of the subjects they engaged with: institutional violence 

and pedagogies (Vagabond Reviews); the singularity of the female 

voice and experience in the workhouse (Bridget O’Gorman); and the 

borders and ‘outside’ of conventional language as we know it. 

The artist Imogen Stidworthy, with whom I had previously 

worked on my project Schizo-Culture: Cracks in the Street in London, and 

whose work – which moves across film, installation and sound – has 

displayed an extraordinary depth and commitment to all of these 

subjects, was invited to present aspects of her practice. The generos-

ity with which she approached the weekend resonated with a similar 

and quite unique level of altruism shown by all participants. Lynch 

and Kearns have proven particularly adept at fostering such an at-

mosphere, which deserves the rare accolade of being (in our present, 

mostly self-serving cultural conditions), dare I say it, ‘inspirational’.

The films I chose were ones I love and have been deeply affected 

by, and are films I felt formed very real connections with Callan.

In Absentia, an extraordinary film by the Brothers Quay, was in-

spired by an exhibition in the Hayward Gallery called Beyond Reason: 
Art and Psychosis (1996 – 1997), which consisted of works from the 

Prinzhorn Collection, a collection of artworks and artifacts created 

by the inhabitants of mental institutions. The film is dedicated to 

“E.H. who lived and wrote to her husband from an asylum”, and has a 

powerful score by Karlheinz Stockhausen whose own mother died in 

an asylum where she had been imprisoned by the Nazis.

The screening of In Absentia  (which took place in the old chapel 

of the workhouse) sought to complement Bridget O’Gorman’s film 

and research, as it invoked the deeply moving stories of families and 

lovers separated by the rationality of the brutal regime implemented 

by this institution. The workhouse’s very architecture brought its 

palpable history to bear on O’Gorman’s haunting and haunted short 

film A Word Not Spoken Holds Weight, which was installed elsewhere 

in the building. 

My central screening of the weekend was another Brothers 

Quay film Institute Benjamenta  (based on the novel Jakob von Gunten 

by Robert Walser), a strangely compelling cinematic unfolding of 

the choreography and techniques of institutional control. Walser, a 

Swiss born German speaking writer (1878 – 1956) was better known 

in his time than Kafka and Walter Benjamin, and his work had a pro-

found influence on both these men. Today Walser’s texts, completely 

re-edited since the 1970s, are regarded as among the most important 

writings of literary modernism and are seen as creating an important 

lineage up to W.G. Sebald and Peter Handke. 

Walser himself entered a training school for servants in Berlin 

in 1905, despite his first book having already being published. His 

subsequent life and 26-year internment in an asylum are as fascinat-

ing as they are tragic. He developed an obsessive relationship with 

the act of writing and invented a completely unique form of micro-

script calligraphy (echoing In Absentia) that has since been decoded 

and published. To further embed Walser in a Callan context I placed 

his Microscripts on display in one of many ‘bio-archives’ created for 

Vagabond Review’s Temporary Institute in the library. 

The workhouse’s history of incarceration inevitably bled into 

many of the films, including Voyage to Rodez, a short 16mm film by 

my friend, philosopher Sylvere Lotringer. The film is an experimen-

tal road-movie-like response to the visit Lotringer made years ago to 

the Rodez Asylum where Antonin Artaud was forcibly held, given 

ECT over 50 times, and emerged close to death after his treatment un-

der Dr Jacques Latrémoliere. Lotringer confronted Latrémoliere in an 

interview during that visit in 1983 (later published and made avail-

able to read in the Temporary Institute) and his lifelong fascination 

with Artaud and extensive writing on him culminated in two related 

productions in 2015: the translation of his book Mad Like Artaud and 

the completion of the film I co-produced with him on Artaud’s own 

pilgrimage to Ireland, The Man who Disappeared.

Voyage to Rodez in fact marked my first meeting with Sylvere, 

having been a fan of his writing and publishing with Semiotext(e) 

for many years. While I was filming him in London in 2008 for The 
Art of Time (which I co-directed with Fergus Daly), he invited me to 

an intimate screening of Voyage to Rodez, which took place in an in-

credible (and since ‘disappeared’) experimental art and performance 

space called SHUNT, located in old wine cellars under London Bridge 

station. Sylvere and I have been close friends ever since; our mutual 

interest in Artaud is a constant thread returned to in different guises. 

Two projects I curated in London (in collaboration with writer 

David Morris) on the artistic legacy of Sylvere’s 1975 New York event 

Schizo-Culture also drew on Artaudian modes of experimentation. 

One of these projects in particular helped to initiate discussions with 

Ciaran Smyth of Vagabond Reviews. I invited Smyth to participate 

in one of the ‘Schizo-events’ during the London weekend, which 

specifically addressed power and institutions in the context of the 

anti-psychiatry movement. Voyage to Rodez seemed a form of conduit 

between Sylvere, myself, Vagabond Reviews and the positive ethos 

of collaborative research in Callan. Artaud’s life, writing and experi-

ences with psychiatry fed into many aspects of Workhouse Union 

and had a strong affinity with the Temporary Institute’s research 

framework.

The history of Callan is also a history of power expressed 

through edicts – the many laws and letters, orders and commands, 

punishments announced, even pedagogical rationalities articulated 

through institutions – a history of how language marks and shapes 

the body and its fate.

How does power work on the body today? How does it structure 

and infiltrate our relationship with language, our speech, our abil-

ity to express affects, our rhythms?  Foucault noted: “Power is not an 

institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are 

endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strate-

gical situation in a particular society.”3

What strategic situation do we find ourselves embedded in 

amidst the chaos and speed of contemporary life? Two films ad-

dressed this subject from contrasting perspectives on language: the 

American independent film Frownland, directed by Ronnie Bron-

stein, and Fernand Deligny’s Le Moindre Geste (1971). Frownland 

presents one desperate character’s specific battle with the fantasy of 

articulacy, the impossible dream of some kind of ultimate ‘parrhesia’, 

where truths can be expressed unedited, where the raw edge between 

language and power is negotiated with an ever increasing sense of 

panic and urgency: to be understood – to feel the boundaries of the 

human, a kind of linguistic de-tox. Frownland feels at times like a 

cinematic version of Kafka’s In the Penal Colony – in this case the pro-

tagonist’s struggles and failures scar his body and composure in each 

tortuous social encounter.

Le Moindre Geste by Deligny (a friend of Felix Guattari and a radi-

cal educator and social activist admired for his work with the mar-

ginalised) is a film which presents autistic challenges to language it-

self. Made with the help of Chris Marker and Truffaut, it was screened 

in Callan in response to both the transformational work done by the 

local Camphill community and to guest artist Imogen Stidworthy’s 

Deligny-inspired art project Balayer – A Map of Sweeping.

The open conversation on power, language, institutions and the 

body I ‘immoderated’ on the Saturday afternoon included Imogen 

Stidworthy, Aislinn O’Donnell (whose research, writing and activism 

as a philosopher are unique and invaluable in Ireland) and Vagabond 

Reviews (whose project for Callan, Temporary Institute One: the Bio-

Archive, provided such an important framing context for the entire 

weekend).

In tune with their instinctive cultivation of a potent mix of 

deeply serious research and conviviality, born, not of habit, but of 

valuing otherness, Workhouse Union’s curators collaborated with 

the great conjuror of hospitality, Etaoin Holahan of Fennelly’s, to 

finally draw the various research strands together with the local 

community in an evening of shared food, more films in Etaoin’s con-

verted cinema-shed and a late (and slightly delirious) night of music 

and dancing. “Revolution comes in the strangest ways” (David Bowie, 

We Prick You, 1995).

Katherine Waugh is a writer, curator and filmmaker.

Notes
1. From Emily Dickinson’s ‘The Prison Gets to be a Friend’, 1862
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‘When is an artwork an artwork?’ active research station led by Orlaith Treacy;
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