The slow making of memory

There is a secret bond between slowness and memory, between speed and forgetting. Consider this utterly commonplace situation: A man is walking down the street. At a certain moment, he tries to recall something, but the recollection escapes him. Automatically, he slows down. Meanwhile, a person who wants to forget a disagreeable incident he has just lived through starts unconsciously to speed up his pace, as if he were trying to distance himself from a thing still too close to him in time.

In existential mathematics, that experience takes the form of two basic equations: the degree of slowness is directly proportional to the intensity of memory; the degree of speed is directly proportional to the intensity of forgetting.


Milan Kundera, Slowness
If memory is connected to slowness and time, as well as to those people, objects and events that populate the shady areas of our brains, how should one go about creating an artwork to consecrate memory? In Martina Coyle’s Efflorescence, the answer lies in making something that, even though temporary, embodies time, material, history, physicality and the unfolding of personal stories in its creation. Efflorescence is a silk bridge linking the two main buildings of Balbriggan’s former Smyth & Co factory. It is created to the exact size and lines of a bridge that was here before, and which now only exists in memory and in photographs, where, sagging slightly, it never seemed to achieve the same solidity of the buildings it once brought together.

The work takes its title from a John Banville description of Samuel Beckett’s novella Ill Seen Ill Said as ‘a final efflorescence’, and Coyle’s temporary bridge is both a flowering, and a play of contradictions,signposts to memory. It is fragile, yet solid; it has been constructed through hours of painstaking work best done in the light, yet it will appear at its most haunting in darkness, when its seams will take on a UV glow; it marks both collaborative making and deeply personal labour; it is contemporary but hints at history; and, even though ephemeral, it marks a continuation of more than two centuries of life in Balbriggan. 

It is a strange function of how our brains work that when something is gone, we can be hard pressed to remember exactly what we are missing. A demolished building leaves a gap in imagination as well as memory, and we search through our minds for ways to recreate not only its image, but how it once made us feel. When Efflorescence temporarily appears, calling people to remember the original, what might come to mind? Maybe the Smyth & Co factory, established over two hundred years ago, founding an industry so successful that, just like ‘biro’ and ‘hoover’, ‘Balbriggans’ came to be the generic term for stockings and undergarments? Balbriggans made their way around the world, across Europe, Asia and the Americas. The Czarina of Russia wore them, as did Queen Victoria and John Wayne, whose Western characters are often heard to refer to their ‘balbriggans’. Balbriggans were so successful, that Smyth & Co had to sue to prevent other manufacturers using the name for their own substandard hosiery. 

Perhaps an older generation may remember stories of the Smyth & Co soccer team that, although successful, lost to the British Legion in 1926. There can’t be many left with a memory of that match. Or instead, people might think of the extraordinary levels of craftsmanship, within the factory walls, and from the local women to whom batches of stockings for embroidery were delivered in wheelbarrows. It was thanks to these that, in 1853 in Philadelphia, Smyth & Co stockings won the Gold Medal as the ‘finest stockings ever made’. Maybe this will reactivate a sense of pride in a place that has much to be proud about. Or perhaps, seeing the bridge, recreated in silk,  people will think of the labours of millions of silk worms, making the threads that now hang before them, from a diet of mulberry leaves. All of this is the ‘calling attention to’ that is part of the work of the artist. Even though the substance of memory can be something momentary, memories themselves are created by duration and time. As duration and time also reshape memory, altering it by importing the influences of conversations, photographs, subsequent events, and our own emotions, perhaps it is time itself that is the true material of memory. 

Dividing her own time between public artworks and her own studio practice, dual concerns emerge in Coyle’s work. In the studio, the focus is on the minute, considering and responding to materials, and to the transforming power of light. These concerns come together in work that addresses our own engagements with the natural and the built world. There is the balance of fragility and solidity in Resuaux (2003), in which the artist has used silicone, water and light to recreate the panelling of antique doors, causing them to glow in the darkness, ghostly portals emphasising outlines long gone. The ideas appear again, though differently, in in light (2001) as carved twigs are meticulously bound in the filaments of fishing line, and pour forth like water into the space of the gallery, ending in tiny mirror tips. In public projects, responses are diverse, dictated by the coalition of concerns, people and place. Efflorescence is, however, a project that connects very closely to the work Coyle undertakes in her studio. Here, the minute is pinpointed in the painstaking hand embroidery, once undertaken by local women, stitching patterns and intricate beadwork on delicately woven stockings, and now created by Coyle in yards upon yards (and hours upon hours) of faintly glittering, individually sewn beads. 

‘I am interested in making work, which at first approach seem very simple,’ notes Coyle, ‘but in fact only can only come about and function through having achieved an understanding of complex elements.’ The beadwork pattern on Coyle’s bridge comes from a pair of Smyth & Co stockings, now preserved in the archives of the National Museum at Collins Barracks in Dublin. These carefully made, yet ephemeral garments, now transformed to museum pieces, are the inspiration for a monumental act of making. Following researches and conversations, the first instance of the work came as the bridge was drawn out, full size, on brown paper, with pastel lines indicating where the seams, and consequently the UV glow, will appear after dark. Photographs show an object emerging that doesn’t yet feel like a bridge, but that definitely feels like something. The seams follow the original joins of wood and windows. The embroidered border is an other element, a poem to the people who laboured over smaller acts of beauty in the past. 

As is the work of bridges the world over, this one creates connections: physically between buildings, with the past, between people working on the project, and later viewing and talking about it, and back into the world. It connects the Balbriggan of today with the sense of place Balbriggan once held, as a name famed around the world, the origins of which are now being lost. The era of Smyth & Co finally came to its end in 1980, when all that remained there was auctioned off to the public. A small sewing factory now exists within the Smyth & Co building, the rest of which is given over to what sometimes seems the primary industry of contemporary Ireland: shopping and eating. It is in this remaining sewing factory that the pattern maker and cutter, and the machinist have been working in collaboration with Coyle to shape and create the fabric for this full-scale bridge. 

Spending time on something becomes inextricably linked with taking pride in it. ‘Our period is obsessed by the desire to forget, and it is to fulfil that desire that it gives over to the demon of speed: it picks up the pace to show us that it no longer wishes to be remembered; that it is tired of itself; sick of itself; that it wants to blow out the tiny trembling flame of memory,’ observes Milan Kundera in Slowness. Acts like Efflorescence, this final flowering of the ghost of a bridge, ensures some counterbalance, stopping people in their fast daily tracks, and creating some weighting towards a value in what has happened before.
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