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SUMMARY

Wait it Out was commissioned by Project Arts Centre, Dublin and 
involved a developmental residency at Irish Museum of Modern Art 
(IMMA). The resulting solo exhibition contextualised and problematised 
the ongoing tensions of the Northern Irish peace process. 

The project investigated traumatic memory and its persistent entrapment 
within everyday objects. It revisited personal and historical archives 
to raise questions about how political gestures can be reassessed and 
reclaimed through forms of reenactment. Wait It Out probed the 
contributions of performance to this area of enquiry by experimenting 
at the margins of live performance, performance documentation and 
mediatized performance.

Negotiating ongoing reverberations of sectarian violence in Northern 
Ireland, Wait it Out reflected across the history of the Troubles, from 
the indeterminate early days of 1976, through an intermediate climate 
of unease up to present-day Anglo/Irish tensions surrounding Brexit. 
Johnston’s research problematised ideas of assiduous archival practices 
(Blocker 2015) by re-using historical artefacts, symbolic materials and 
re-editing footage in ways that substantially remade and adjusted social 
meanings. Shifts in timing and iteration in the work play-off aspects 
of historical and real time as malleable constructs (as discussed by Lee 
2006). 

Johnston’s performance Reserved (Project Arts Centre’s 1998) and IMMA 
residency (1999/2000) laid the foundations for Wait it Out. As a practice-
based investigation of her own archive of video/film footage from that 
period, what emerged were questions of retrieval and absence. Through 
an assemblage of personal acts performed live and to camera, intersected 
by mediatized fragments, Johnston’s autopsy of performance gestures 
reclaimed actions isolated across time, reconstituting and revisioning 
them in the constellation of newly configured works. 

The research involved two interrelated video installations, a live 
performance, and was further disseminated through an in-conversation 
and publication with interview by curator Lívia Paldi. The innovation 
of the project has been recognised through the purchase of the entire 
exhibition by Arts Council Ireland, and was the basis for Johnston 
receiving the O’Malley Award for Visual Art 2020. One of the films, That 
Apart, was subsequently exhibited at Gallery CC, Malmo, and Deutscher 
Künstlerbund, Berlin.
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13th March, Arts Council Ireland purchased 
the entire exhibition.

16th October, awarded The O’Malley Visual 
Arts Award 2020 by The Irish American 
Cultural Institute.

Irish Museum of Modern Art purchasing 
commission developed in response to the 
exhibition. 

19th-29th August, production phase in 
Dublin, complete editing, Install and 
rehearse at Project. 

29th August, Exhibition opening. 

30th August, Live performance in The Cube.

17th October, Exhibition closed.

5th June, Curator Lívia Páldi from Project Arts 
Centre, Dublin, visits Newcastle upon Tyne to 
discuss commission.

1st August, Páldi further discussions in Belfast.

2nd January, site visit to Project’s exhibition, 
Active Archive – Slow Institution:  
The Long Goodbye, which included artefacts 
of Johnston’s 1998 performance Reserved.

4th February to 2nd March, IMMA 
production residency.

23rd February, present at symposium as part  
of The Long Goodbye.

25th February, public lecture about the project 
at National College of Art & Design, Dublin.

8th March Keynote address at Zürich 
University of the Arts, Switzerland.

11th April Keynote address at Ulster 
University, Belfast, PhD research festival. 

12th April, keynote address at Technology 
University, Dublin, PhD research symposium. 

13th April, site visit with Páldi at Project.

3rd- 8th June, production phase of writing  
in Dublin.

29th June- 8th July, IMMA residency Pt2 
Filming phase with Richard Ashrowan. 
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INTRODUCTION

Wait it Out consisted of two video installations in two adjoining spaces, 
That Apart and Overprint, which were interconnected by a sculptural 
construction that altered the habitual use of the gallery spaces. A 
confrontational divide in spectatorial attention was brought about by 
bringing the audience uncomfortably close to installed screens, bodily 
images and an abrasive soundtrack. 

A live performance on the first day of the exhibition enabled audiences to 
observe first-hand an improvisation created from the same set of objects 
evident in the video works. 

Right: Wait it Out, solo exhibition, 
Project Arts Centre, Dublin.

Photo credit: Ros Kavanagh
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Right and below: 
 Wait it Out, solo exhibition,  
Project Arts Centre, Dublin.

Photo credit: Ros Kavanagh
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RESEARCH CHALLENGE

The main concern of this research was to draw forward into public debate 
focused questions about the ongoing precarity of the Northern Irish 
peace process by revitalising archival media footage from 1976, bringing 
historical narratives into proximity with personal biographical sequences 
of embodied responses. This use of non-verbal, physical communication as 
counterpoint to historical media content, placed the artist’s own subjective 
identity into an uncomfortable position of visibility and admission in 
relation to reconciling the trauma of sectarian divisions. 

A core aim was to consolidate a number of key gestures and actions that 
have occurred in previous live performances into a distilled and focused 
format, that could retain vitality and aspects of chance iteration within a 
gallery context. The videos were intentionally not synced so that a degree 
of frictional unpredictability was retained in how actions overlapped.

Right: That Apart,  
production screen shots.

Photo credit: Sandra Johnston
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CONTEXT

This project grew out of conversations between Johnston and curator 
Lívia Páldi about revisiting Johnston’s 1998 performance Reserved. 
Johnston’s reconstruction of aspects of the earlier performance effectively 
laid the foundations for Wait it Out to be developed from questions of 
retrieval and absence - what the body remembers, and what technology 
cannot capture within located live interventions. The project involved 
an innovative integration of complex personal narratives with archival 
artefacts in ways that facilitated a timely rethinking of the political 
tensions existing between Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland and 
Great Britain. 

The confessional aspects of the installation are comparable to the 
narrative constructs involving biographical subtexts apparent in Willie 
Doherty’s body of film works. Tactics of revisioning archival footage is 
comparable with Duncan Campbell and Helen Cammock’s explorations 
that reclaim intersections of history, notably the Irish Civil Rights 
movement, towards concerns of accountability. Johnston’s methods of 
dislocating mediatized fragments through live actions, in order to re-
present underlying social anxieties in NI, has been extensively analysed 
by Blair 2014.

Right: Folding In, one-channel video 
projection digitised from 16mm film.

Photo credit: Richard Ashrowan
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The significant adjustment of the meaning of archival objects in Wait 
It Out resonates with Jane Blocker’s research on artist’s reshaping 
of charged objects, and the implications of performative responses 
to trauma and its residues. Creatively the work’s process challenged 
Johnston to seek a liminal gap between performativity and filmmaking 
conventions that reflects on issues of conveying time. Lee’s analysis 
(2006) of 1960s art experimentation with perceptions of time articulates 
comparable examples, especially Carolee Schneemann’s Eye Body (1962-
63) but Johnston’s Wait It Out differs in mobilising strategies of temporal 
torsion upon a specific region and its troubled history.

Folding In, one-channel video 
projection digitised from 16mm film. 

Photo credit: Richard Ashrowan
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METHODS AND PROCESSES

The central installation, That Apart, was edited from a five-day 
consecutive filming process in Project’s gallery and at IMMA with film 
maker Richard Ashrowan. Johnston/ Ashrowan approached the work 
through engaging with the starkness of the gallery environment to 
produce a taut minimalist focus around the actuality of performative 
actions. Performing directly for camera rather than for an audience,  
a new potential emerged through focusing on how the actions could be 
developed as variations that possess a solitary, exacerbated relationship 
to the artist’s body. 

Johnston purchased a number of authentic objects with historical value 
including a pair of leather gloves formerly used by members of the Royal 
Ulster Constabulary and British Army-issue 1980s combat boots. These 
symbolically charged objects were used interchangeably with common 
objects such as plates, breeze blocks and dish cloths to draw out a 
spectrum of behavioural responses from their haptic qualities,  
especially apparent in the live performance. 

Right and below: 
 Wait it Out,  

(text work A0 vinyl poster).
Photo credit: Ros Kavanagh
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The exhibition also involved an in-depth exploration of Johnston’s 
archives, sifting back through 28 years of audio/video content and 
digitising key material. This resurfaced several fragmented layers of past 
enquiries into trauma, reconciliation and commemoration which have 
consistently formed the basis of Johnston’s artistic practice. It was only 
through the editing process of That Apart footage that decisions became 
possible around the archival elements, and a trajectory of personal 
reflections on bombings during the Troubles and the implications of the 
word “peace” emerged – most notably in the final artwork completed, 
which was the Wait it Out poster text.

The recreation of performance acts to camera is notoriously difficult to 
achieve without gestures becoming mechanical and losing spontaneity. 
However, this exhibition deliberately stripped-down the use of objects 
and the relationship to the gallery’s specific architecture, in ways that 
insisted upon retaining evidence of the mutability and ‘imperfection’  
of repetition as a crucial part of the artistic process. 

Right: 
 Overprint,  

Alternating two-channel video.  
Courtesy UTV archive / PRONI  

(The Public Record Office of Northern Ireland).
Photo credit: Ros Kavanagh
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Above: 
Short Strand, (2000/2019)  
part of the constellation of videos 
forming Overprint.
Photo credit: Sandra Johnston

Left: 
Short Strand installation shot.
Photo credit: Ros Kavanagh
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Wait it Out, solo performance in  
the Cube at Project Arts Centre.
Photo credit: Senija Topcic 
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DISSEMINATION

The research was disseminated primarily through the Wait it Out exhibition 
which ran for two months in Project Arts Centre (approx. 1,000 audience). 
Additionally, the In Conversation event on the preview night with artists 
Susan MacWilliam and collaborator Richard Ashrowan attracted a full 
house audience (60) in the Cube theatre space. The live performance event 
on the first day of the show was well attended by artists, curators and 
activists from across Ireland. A publication tracing the research process 
through an extensive conversation between Johnston and Páldi will be 
released in February 2021. 

Reviews were written by Maisie Linford for Totally Dublin (online and 
printed journal 50,000 copies a month), including an interview with 
Johnston and Paldi discussing the concept of the exhibition. A review 
by Don Duncan for Paper Visual Art (online and printed journal) was 
published in December 2019. Artist Fergus Byrne wrote a review for 
In:Action Irish Live Art (online journal). 

Johnston was interviewed by: Kate Antosik Parsons for the National 
Irish Visual Art Library archive; Dominic Thorpe, PhD candidate Ulster 
University; and Andrea Saemann and Olivia Jacques of ArtasFoundation, 
a peace organisation based in Switzerland about Wait It Out. The project 
garnered invitations for Johnston to speak about it in keynote addresses at 
Ulster University PhD research Festival; Technological University Dublin, 
PhD research Festival; Zurich University of the Arts; and National College  
of Art & Design, Dublin. 

Right:  
Preview night In Conversation with artists Susan MacWilliam 

and Richard Ashrowan, in the Cube at Project Arts Centre. 
Photo credit: Senija Topcic 
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Above: 
Review by Maisie Linford for Totally Dublin journal,
September issue 2019.
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That Apart was reconstructed and exhibited in two exhibitions:

Healing Paths (7-30 August 2020) curated by Maria Norrman, at Galleri CC, 
Malmo, Sweden.

https://visualartists.ie/events/healing-paths-sandra-johnston-francis-fay-at-
galleri-cc-malmo-sweden/

The Border, (11 Sep-13 Nov 2020), curated by Albert Weis, Deutscher 
Künstlerbund, Berlin.

https://www.kuenstlerbund.de/english/projects/projects-since-2011/2020_
border.html?home=true&anc=2646#anc2646

Reviews:

Paper Visual Art review by Don Duncan Vol. 11, (December 2019).  
http://papervisualart.com/hardcopy-journal/

In:Action Irish Live Art Review.
https://inaction.ie/2019/09/29/sandra-johnson-wait-it-out-at-project-arts-centre/

Totally Dublin, September 2019 edition pages 70-71.
https://www.totallydublin.ie

Arts Council Ireland purchased all the video components of the Wait it Out 
Exhibition in April 2020.

Recipient of The O’Malley Visual Arts Award 2020, awarded by The Irish 
American Institute.
https://visualartistsireland.com/sandra-johnston-announced-as-recipient-of-
the-omalley-visual-arts-award-2020

Johnston is in discussions with the Irish museum of Modern Art about 
purchasing work in recognition of the social/historical relevance of Wait it Out.

Left: 
Review by Don Duncan for Paper Visual Art,  
published in December 2019.

https://visualartists.ie/events/healing-paths-sandra-johnston-francis-fay-at-galleri-cc-malmo-sweden/
https://visualartists.ie/events/healing-paths-sandra-johnston-francis-fay-at-galleri-cc-malmo-sweden/
https://www.kuenstlerbund.de/english/projects/projects-since-2011/2020_border.html?home=true&anc=2646#anc2646
https://www.kuenstlerbund.de/english/projects/projects-since-2011/2020_border.html?home=true&anc=2646#anc2646
http://papervisualart.com/hardcopy-journal/
https://inaction.ie/2019/09/29/sandra-johnson-wait-it-out-at-project-arts-centre/
https://www.totallydublin.ie 
https://visualartistsireland.com/sandra-johnston-announced-as-recipient-of-the-omalley-visual-arts-award-2020
https://visualartistsireland.com/sandra-johnston-announced-as-recipient-of-the-omalley-visual-arts-award-2020
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Wait it Out
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Right: Wait it Out Poster.
Photo credit: Senija Topcic 

https://projectartscentre.ie
https://imma.ie/artists/sandra-johnston/
https://ashrowan.com
https://susanmacwilliam.com


20

Northumbria University, Newcastle. 
Art and Design: History, Practice and Theory.


