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Workhouse Assembly was a twelve-day 
research workshop exploring the history 
and future development possibilities 
of a semi-derelict wing of the Callan 
Workhouse, which took place in iCal-
lan, Co. Kilkenny in August 2013. It was 
the first stage in the conception, devel-
opment and transformation of a wing of 
this unique heritage building with par-
ticular reference to public involvement,            
imagination and accessibility to the site. 

35 participants with backgrounds in archi-
tecture, art, heritage, geography, photogra-
phy, writing and conservation,  took part 
in the project. 

Since the Workhouse was closed in 1921 
following Irish Independence, the history 
of the building has been layered with new 
uses and stories, and is currently a site of 
civic and residential use with county coun-
cil offices, fire station, social housing and 
a Camphill community where people with 
a disability live and work in a supportive 
environment, with an organic garden and 
livestock. Since 2008 Endangered artists 
studios have resided in the front ‘arm’ of 
the  original ‘H’ block. Workhouse Assem-
bly is part of an ongoing ambition to de-
monumentalise Callan Workhouse with a 
cultural hub that combines shared artistic, 
design, research and community facilities. 

OVERVIEW

The Poor Law Union workhouses began as 
monumental institutions - one solution for 
all social needs - the workhouse cultural 
hub will be part of a constellation of com-
munity and public supports.

In 2013, we initiated the development of 
the Workhouse cultural and community 
hub, with a research project, Workhouse 
Assembly, with over 35 participants.          
Local, national and international partici-
pants took part in a lime render workshop 
with artist Gareth Kennedy, a workshop 
undertaking site exploration with LiD 
Architecture and textile artist Dee Harte, 
which was documented on a large scale 
sewn ‘mapestry’, discussion groups, public 
talks and tours of the site, and a final cel-
ebratory neighbourhood meal. Over one 
hundred local people took part in the 
workshops, the tours and attended our 
public events.

Workhouse Assembly was coordinated by 
Hollie Kearns, Etaoin Holohan and Rosie 
Lynch and has its origins in an approach 
developed through the Commonage Sum-
mer School in 2011 and 2012.



Workhouse Assembly was the first stage in the conception, development and transformation of a wing of this unique heritage building 
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LIME HALL

Visual artist Gareth Kennedy led a workshop 
exploring the material history of the workhouse. 
When he began to research this we realised that 
although the architects plans were uniform for all 
workhouses, the materials were adapted locally. 
Limestone is very prevalent in Kilkenny, Gareth’s 
workshop exploring limestone as a local material. 
Part of the process of making lime render was 
to break up pieces of limestone to slake in a lime 
kiln. The rubble that we used was from the parts 
of the building that have been knocked, and 
stone breaking was a work activity that would 
have been carried out by the people who lived at 
the workhouse. We were interested referencing, 
echoing and enacting, rather than reenacting or 
restaged elements of the heritage of the site.

Lime has antiseptic properties, we also saw this as a cleansing process for the building.  We were quite fortunate in that 
we’re not the first artistic project to address the workhouse in Callan. In 2006 a theatre project called Six by Sundown 
was created by Asylum Productions at the workhouse, and in many ways this was the arts project that was cathartic for 
the building and the town.





MAPESTRY

LiD Architecture led a workshop to map the 
site of the original workhouse. The workshop 
examined in detail the patterns of life and ap-
propriation of the Workhouse Enclosure, includ-
ing the horticultural activities of the Camphill 
Community, the self-seeded shrubs and trees that 
have formed habitats for wildlife, the Co. Council 
social and sheltered housing built in the 1990s, 
more recent uses as artists studios and joinery 
workshops.  From these observations, a number 
of proposals were developed for subtle interven-
tions and incisions designed to increase poten-
tials for the overlaying and enhancement of the 
current appropriations, as well as the possibilities 
for connections and cohesions more widely with 
the town of Callan itself. 

With the input of textile artist Dee Harte, methods were developed including reworking the threads of the base fabric into 
the piece to indicate the ‘ghosts’ of former buildings; couching-down unraveled yarns to represent the varied vegetation; the use 
of curved quilting needles and reverse stitching from the rear of the piece that allowed this scale of embroidered image to be 
worked on my up to ten people at a time.





RESEARCH

Collaborative research was conducted through 
seminar discussions, local consultation,  
design and making, artistic response, historical 
enquiry, and site exploration. Participants who 
contributed to the research strand undertook 
oral history work, about the life of the building 
since it was no longer a workhouse, and docu-
mented this through film and collated docu-
ments and plans. Curator Etaoin Holahan led 
the research strand but we were also lucky that 
two of the participants who answered our open 
call were researchers in human geography and 
heritage, so their knowledge proved invaluable. 

Sinead Burke, Eimear O’Connell, Etaoin Holahan, Hollie Kearns



NEW SKILLS

The Workhouse Assembly research 
strand focused on collating docu-
ments, plans, information. Partici-
pants who contributed to the research 
strand undertook oral history work, 
about the life of the building since 
it was no longer a workhouse, and 
documented this through film. Cura-
tor Etaoin Holahan led the research 
strand but we were also lucky that 
two of the participants who answered 
our open call were researchers in 
human geography and heritage, so 



PUBLIC EVENTS

A  number of public events and gatherings were 
held during Workhouse Assembly. The ‘Lunch-
time Heritage Walk’ as part of the Abhainn Ri 
Festival, had over 80 in attendance. We dis-
cussed the history of the building, the activity 
of Workhouse Assembly. A similar event was 
held for Heritage Week just after Workhouse 
Assembly had finished, which discussed the 
research and activities of Workhouse Assembly 
to a new audience of 35 people. The finale event 
of Workhouse Assembly was a party at the 
workhouse with a tour, discussions, a commu-
nity meal with pizza from a mobile pizza oven, 
live music and singing. Nearly 70 people were 
in attendance at this event, mostly consisting 
of our neighbours and community from Callan 
and hinterlands.
 





‘The Mapestry’ exhibited at the Describing Architecture exhibitiion, October 2013, City Assembly House, Dublin



OUTCOMES

Workhouse Assembly taught us many things, 
the interest of local people in the workhouse, 
and the capacity of the workhouse to facilitate 
community gatherings and to welcome mem-
bers of the public to the building with very 
clear invitations and opportunities. It was also 
clear from the public reception of Workhouse 
Assembly that our neighbours and community 
are very interested in the developments that 
we’re undertaking in preparation for Callan 
Workhouse Union.
 
In September 2014 – August 2015 we’re devel-
oping a public programme of activity called 
Workhouse Union. Workhouse Assembly will 
remain the participative research strand, but 
Workhouse Union will build on Workhouse 
Assembly with publications, research resi-
dencies, artists commissions, with particular 
reference to public involvement, imagination 
and accessibility to the site. 
 
In early 2014, Karen Till and Gerry Kearns, 
from the Geography Department of NUI 
Maynooth, and researchers at the Space and 
Place research centre, proposed that Cal-
lan Workhouse Union, and the programme 
of activities by the members of CWU would 
partner on a new ‘Art and Geography’ module 
at NUI Maynooth. This will include shared 
research, visiting researchers who will under-
take their research at CWU, and partnership 
in developing and promoting related events. 
This partnership has come through the work 
of Workhouse Assembly, and previous work in 
Callan by Commonage.



WORKHOUSE ASSEMBLY TEAM

LUKE BRABAZON
SINEAD BURKE
EDWARD BYRNE
SHANE BYRNE
GARY DALTON
NICOLA FINLAY
PADRAIG FLYNN 
FIONA GANNON
SENAN GARDINER
DEE HARTE
ETAOIN HOLAHAN
JAMES IRVINE
HOLLIE KEARNS
GARETH KENNEDY
ALICE LEE
PATRICK LYDON
ROSIE LYNCH
DEIRDRE MCMENAMIN 
CLÉMENTINE MECHRI
SEAN MOORE
HENNA MOSSE
SVETA NAUMOVA
YULIYA NEMOVA
EOGHAN O’BRIEN
EIMEAR O’CONNELL
BRIDGET O’GORMAN
SEÁN O SULLIVAN
SINEAD PHELAN
SHANE REID
GERALDINE ROWANTREE
DOUGAL SHERIDAN
MARCIN WOSZCZYNA 


