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or over three decades, Deirdre 
O’Mahony has forged a path 
for art to bring together diverse 

communities and shape alter-
nate forms of knowledge. She 

astutely explores the politics and pos-
sibilities of place through sculpture, 
painting, installation and collaborative 

projects, often with extended time frames 
and multiple collaborators. From her large-
scale paintings produced by tracing the 
shadows of boulders on Mullaghmore 
Mountain in the Burren to setting up com-
munity spaces amongst a charged local 
conflict, for O’Mahony art is a critical space 
to explore the human and the more than 
human. 

The Quickening emerged from time 
spent tending to her own garden during 
the extended lockdowns of the pandemic 
and builds upon years of research and 
work. It first took form in a series of feasts 
called Sustainment Experiments1 which 
gathered farmers, food producers, scien-
tists, food business owners, politicians, 
and policymakers to share their first-hand 
experience of farming and food produc-
tion over meals that took place in Dublin 
and Kilkenny. These dinners generated 
open and frank discussions which, tran-
scribed, have become the basis for the 
libretto which is at the core of The Quick-
ening. 

The captured voices communicate 
the reality of farming life and the centrality 
of soil to our lives; as they deliberate over 
sowing and harvesting, extreme weather, 
volatile demands of the market, food regu-
lation, and anxious, increasingly polarised, 
discourses around food. Developed by 
O’Mahony and writer Joanna Walsh, the 
libretto is voiced and accompanied by the 
incredibly talented singers and musicians, 
Branwen Kavanagh, Michelle Doyle, Siob-
hán Kavanagh, Ultan O’ Brien and Eoghan 
Ó Ceannabháin, each with a distinctive 
pitch, style, pace and vocabulary. And yet, 
other voices insist on being heard; breath-
ing animals and the movements of insect 
and soil creatures, in particular the dung 
beetle. Through this unique combination 
of spoken and sung words, instrumental 
and sonic interventions, with emphatic in-
sect and animal sounds, listeners encoun-

ter the assembled, complex and collective 
roots of our existence. Any opposition 
between human and more than human is 
unsettled and this awareness is deepened 
by the accompanying moving imagery cap-
tured across rural Ireland from multiple per-
spectives. Varied viewpoints show the land 
and its many inhabitants affected by the 
unseasonal droughts, floods, and eroding 
brought on by accelerating climate change. 
Our (human) dependence on everything 
outside of ourselves is brought into sharp 
focus.

We are at a critical moment. As 
O’Mahony states, “The Quickening repre-
sents a polyvocal response to the most 
urgent questions affecting land and its in-
habitants, giving voice to the invisible pro-
tagonists that shape our earth’s future and 
an idea of being-in-common that encom-
passes all earthly inhabitants.” We all have 
a role to play in how we face our ecological 
and climate crises. Acts of listening are cru-
cial; to hear from multiple perspectives and 
to act differently. This is the power of The 
Quickening. As Caitríona Deverey ends her 
fascinating essay, “It is over to you.”

–
Dr Georgina Jackson, Director, The Douglas 
Hyde Gallery of Contemporary Art, Dublin

For over thirty years, artist Deirdre O’Mahony’s research and 
practice has reflected on the complicated relationship between 
land, landscape, and ecological sustainability in rural Ireland. 
Responding to conflicts about land use and regulation in 
the 1990s, her ideas were considered through painting, then 
increasingly through a variety of approaches; painting, context-
specific land artworks, socially engaged practice, moving 
image installation, writing and food-based events.

 Public artworks include X-PO (2007- ) and SPUD (2009–
2019), both reflecting on broader tensions between knowledge 
erasure and agricultural modernisation. Sustainment 
Experiments (2020–2023) developed this thinking further 
and the outcome of that research, The Quickening, is a major 
commissioned solo exhibition at The Douglas Hyde Gallery of 
Contemporary Art, Dublin, alongside the Walls & Halls Tour 
(2024).

Awards include The Arts Council/An Chomhairle Ealaíon 
Project Award (2021/23) and Bursary Awards (2021/2/3), Fire 
Station Artist Studios Residency & Sculpture awards (2022/21) 
and UCD Parity Studios Residency Award in partnership with 
UCD Earth Institute. Deirdre has received fellowships from 
the Irish-American Cultural Institute (2018) and the Pollock-
Krasner Foundation (1995) and her work is in public collections 
including the Arts Council of Ireland and the Irish Museum of 
Modern Art. She studied at St Martins School of Art, London 
(BAFA), Crawford College, Cork (MRes) and has a PhD from 
the University of Brighton, UK.

1Held in the The City 
Assembly House in Dublin 
and the Butler Gallery in 
Kilkenny. 
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The     
Quickening

is a powerful 
new artwork by 

ground-breaking 
artist Deirdre O’Mahony 

which responds to issues 
facing food production and

consumption in the face of the 
present ecological and climate crises. 

It brings together urgent conversations, 
original music and moving image, and is a 

nationwide project. Starting with an ambitious 
exhibition at The Douglas Hyde, opening on March 29 

2024, it continues with a Walls & Halls Tour in community 
spaces and farms in Carlow, Waterford, Kilkenny, Tipperary, 

Wicklow, and Wexford from April 18 to May 4, and expands to 
a workshop on food production and consumption on May 27 in 

Trinity College Dublin, as well as the publication you’re reading. 

Titles are important to me. The Quickening is derived from the title of 
James F. Collins’ book The Quickening: Soil Minding and Mending in Ire-
land. When a soil scientist mentioned the book to me, the project found 
its name. It refers to the addition of lime to soil to modify acidity, increase 
earthworm activity and improve structure. “Quickening” also describes 
the first stirring of the unborn baby in the womb and accelerated speed. 
The title brings together the key themes of the artwork – care of soil for 
future generations in the face of ever-accelerating biodiversity collapse 
and climate change.                  

These excerpts are taken from The Quickening  

libretto. They are based on conversations  

recorded during the two feasts hosted by Deirdre in 

2022 and 2023 and represent some of the opinions 

and reflections shared by farmers, scientists and 

policy makers on food production, quality and the 

daily reality of farming...

▲ Deirdre O’Mahony
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 of suicide. State policies pushed expansion and scaled-up 
agriculture at a huge cost to both farmers and the environ-

ment and the far-right have been quick to exploit this situa-
tion. Recently, when the Irish Farmer’s Association called a 
protest in solidarity with protests in Europe, the event was 

infiltrated by far-right fringe groups. 

The control of the marketplace exercised by global food 
companies is driving farmers out of business and off the 

land. There is a sense of helplessness in the face of multi-
national supermarkets who decide what price they will pay, 

what quantities they want suppliers to grow, and sometimes 
change their minds after harvest. The recent ‘Get Fair About 

Farming’ campaign by Riverford in the UK highlighted 
this issue. Almost half (49%), of fruit and vegetable farm-
ers in the UK fear they will go out of business within the 
next twelve months, with the behaviour of supermarkets 

being a leading factor. And as farms are closing their gates, 
supermarkets are reporting record profits. This pattern will 

happen in Ireland unless things change.  

I can see that regenerative farming offers a way to farm 
sustainably while protecting soil health. Ireland is ideally 

suited to the multispecies swards for animal grazing which 
benefits the soil biome. There needs to be a bridging sys-
tem for farmers at all scales to transition into regenerative 

agriculture, and both sectoral and public acknowledgement 
of the risk that farmers take when changing farm systems. 

Supermarkets have to step up too. It is discouraging to read 
that some farmers who diversified and moved into organic 

production are failing to get any premium on their produce. 
Organic milk suppliers recently began talking about dump-

ing milk because they cannot get a fair price.

The decline in ‘traditional’ farming is not surprising; they 
have been caught between the demands of supermarket, 

state and agricultural advisors, and this has decimated 
soil ecosystems. The most urgent issue now is to support 

farmers to transition to systems that protect and regenerate 
the soil and all its inhabitants in order to reverse the impact 

of decades of intensification. The good news is that more 
people want to learn about growing food and the culture of 

local food production. Interest in small-scale farming and 
horticulture is growing amongst aspirant farmers including 

those without prior connections to agriculture, but they 
need access to land. We all have a part to play a part in 

supporting a healthy food system. By knowing the origins 
of the food we buy, where we buy it, and the environmental 

footprint of our food, we can begin to change things. That 
means transforming the cultural behaviours and values that 

perpetuate extractive agriculture, re-igniting the spirit of 
public consciousness-raising and activism, and becoming 
aware of the earth we share with so many other lifeforms 

that we neither see or hear, and therefore ignore.  
Cue the dung beetle! 

All my very best, 

Deirdre 

A A LettLetter er 
toto LucyLucy

 

Dear Lucy, 
It has been a long time since I was in touch, I am sorry. I 
am finally at the end of a long and complex project on food, 
farming and soil. 

Over and over again I found myself returning to your writing 
and thinking about our correspondence and conversations, 
particularly the last time we met in Galisteo. Then, I was 
preoccupied by changes in agriculture and the common 
issues affecting farmers, in particular, small-scale farmers. 
Now, more than ever, there is an urgent need for a wider 
public discussion about the complexities of food production 
and how this impacts not only our lives, but biodiversity, 
our health, the future of rural places and everything’s future. 
There are few people who so clearly understand and can 
communicate the power relations shaping land, landscape 
and land use the way that you do, particularly the impor-
tance of farming to the narrative landscape. As you say, 
the voices ‘rarely articulated from the inside’ are those with 
deep connections to the land ‘complicated by a sense of the 
land as both friend and enemy’. 

Here in Ireland so much is changing in an irrevocable way. 
1. The drift from the country to the city is accelerating. 
Many of those who once earned a living farming now have 
no choice but to move to cities. 2. Rural towns are fast be-
coming dormitories for urban populations who cannot find 
affordable housing. 3. Towns and villages beyond urban 
catchment areas face ever-increasing gaps in basic services 
and this adds to the draw of the city. These changes to the 
social fabric of rural places are mirrored in the increasingly 
visible impact of investment companies, hedge funds and 
developers who see agricultural land as a stable investment 
that offers high returns amid a volatile market. Not only are 
they not connected to local businesses and communities, 
but they are inflating the price of agricultural land, putting it 
out of the reach of most farmers. 
 
Over the past ten years, reforms to the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) have profoundly changed food 
production in Ireland. Following government advice and 
policy, farms were scaled up and herd size increased. Many 
took out bank loans for larger farm buildings. Fields were 
made bigger and easier for tractors to access. They require 
chemical inputs - nitrates and phosphates for extra grass 
and silage. When prices went through the roof with the war 
in Ukraine, many farmers were left struggling. The govern-
ment’s commitment to reduce Ireland’s carbon footprint and 
to reduce agricultural emissions by 30% at the COP global 
climate conference meant yet another policy shift. There 
is now a lot of mistrust amongst farmers of new policies, 
particularly new green initiatives. Now the national herd is 
being reduced and although farmers will be compensated 
for reducing stock, the loans for infrastructure they had to 
buy under a different policy still have to be paid. As a result, 
farmers are dealing with bank debts, as well as unpredict-
able weather, livestock disease and losses, isolation, and 
stress induced by compliance with EU and State regula-
tions. There is a shocking increase in depression and men-
tal health issues. Almost one in four are considered at risk

Since 2007, Deirdre O’Mahony 
has been in correspondence 
with Lucy Lippard, an 
American writer, art critic, 
activist, and curator based in 
Galisteo, New Mexico. Lippard 
has written extensively on art, 
politics and geography with 
books including The Lure of 
the Local: Senses of Place in a 
Multicentered Society (2007) 
and Undermining : A Wild Ride 
Through Land Use, Politics, and 
Art in the Changing West (2014).

Artist Deirdre O’Mahony writes to long-term correspondent, 
writer and activist Lucy Lippard about the predicaments 

facing farmers in Ireland

▲ Deirdre O’Mahony, The 
Quickening, production still 
(2023). Photo: Tom Flanagan.



I joined this farm twenty 
years ago, but it has been 
managed by my husband Oi-
sín’s family for much longer 
than that. From the beginning, 
they started doing things dif-
ferently. They planted lots of 
trees. Once my husband and 
his brother grew up, they each 
had a section of the farm. My 
husband decided to plant 
more trees in certain areas in 
his section. When I moved into 
the farm, I helped him plant 
an orchard. We have a little bit 
of everything. We have alder, 
we also had ash, but unfortu-
nately the ash got the ash die-
back disease. We’re manag-
ing the trees as a continuous 
cover forest. You don’t harvest 
the entire forest at once, you 
do it little by little, depending 
on the maturity of the trees 
and how everything else is 
developing. We used to grow 
wheat, barley, and sugar beet 
when it was still was going. 
We continued with the wheat 
and the barley for a few years.  

I’m an art historian by 
training. When I first moved 
to Ireland from Mexico City, I 
managed to continue working 
in the arts. In 2018 I was in-
vited to curate a show of Wex-
ford County Council’s art col-
lection. I chose landscape as a 
subject, and as part of the ex-
hibition I organised a series of 
talks about the environment. 
The guest speakers were con-
servationists, biologists, ecol-

ogists etc. In preparation, I did a ton of research about climate 
change, biodiversity, lots of different things. And I was totally, 
completely depressed about the state of our world. 

After a couple of months of not seeing a way out for our 
society, I came across the work of Allan Savory and I became 
fascinated by it. I started researching it and learning more. I 
learned that regenerative agriculture is a framework that is 
adaptable. It makes farmers or the person managing the land 
actually think about their skills, their weaknesses, their re-
sources, what is possible and not possible for them at the time, 
in that specific context. I think it could potentially provide the 
solution to many of the issues that we’re facing right now in 
terms of sequestration of carbon, food production, water reten-
tion. 

We do regenerative farming here on the farm now. The 
first thing we did was to plant a fourteen-species sward at the 
beginning of 2022. We also brought sheep back to the farm. 
The animals close the cycle in regenerative agriculture.  We 
had been approached by a solar company that wanted to put 
a solar farm in this area.  In our contract with this company, 
we drafted it with a clause that allows us to use the land for 
grazing. The sheep are very happy. They have good food and 
shelter because the panels are high enough to allow animals to 
graze comfortably underneath.  

Within regenerative agriculture, it’s all about looking at 
the environment, really using all your senses. You must actu-
ally walk the land every single day, to see what’s changing, 
whether things are working or not working.  We saw during the 
summer, the growth of the plants was incredible, as was the 
number of insects and other creatures.  We can see it working 
also in terms of soil. In a multi-species sward every plant has a 
different root system and a different lifecycle. 

It’s amazing what the multi-species swards can do for 
water retention. The fields, particularly the fields that we have 
close to our house, in previous years used to get flooded every 
time there was heavy rain. But last year, there was none of that.

My husband and I started a master’s in organic and re-
generative agriculture at the South East Technological Univer-
sity in Waterford. We’re going to go very slowly because we 
can’t afford the time. I’m finding that all the things that I learned 
about regenerative agriculture in my books and the different 
workshops I’ve taken are true. We really need to reverse the 
way that we’re studying and looking at things, because it’s 
wrong. This obsession with nitrogen, phosphorus, and potas-
sium is silly. It’s completely absurd. We need to shift the focus.  

Diversity is so important; nature thrives with diversity. We 
also need to diversify our thinking, which is why we need to en-
gage with every voice, even those that are completely against 
what we say. It’s important to make space for that. This is why 
we set up the Cultur-Lab. Both Oisín and I were in the arts 
and we see the cultural laboratory as integral to the farm.  As 
farmers we must diversify. You shouldn’t put all your eggs in 
one basket, you need many different enterprises and to work in 
many different ways. Everything is connected. 

Regenerative 
Farmer & Founder 
of Blackbird 
Cultur-Lab, 
WEXFORD 
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▲ 
As told to Caitríona Devery on 21 November 2023.
Photograph courtesy of Karla Sánchez Zepeda-O’Connell, 2024.

◀
The Quickening, production still 
(2023). Photo: Tom Flanagan.



James: Our farm is primarily 
a dairy farm. We’re milking 
365 days a year and we are 
doing some tillage as well. 
We’re in organic conversion. 
It’s a two-year conversion 
and we’ve just gone eighteen 
or nineteen months. We’ll be 
able to sell as organic next 
April. There is a little bit more 
paperwork with organic. 
We’ve had extra inspections 
as a result. Any other inspec-
tions, Department of Agri-
culture inspections, they’d 
be there as well. But overall, 
since we’re farming the way 
we’re farming, we’re using 
less chemicals, not using any 
fertilisers or herbicides, less 
antibiotics – all that means 
less paperwork. 

Regenerative is kind of 
where we started. Organic 
came second. We kind of 
figured after a while that 
we didn’t need any of these 
chemicals anymore. The re-
generative idea, I suppose 
it’s more forgiving. If you’re 
not buying in all the inputs, 
if something goes wrong, at 
least it just hasn’t cost you as 
much. The benefits for nature 
are very obvious. There are 

DEE
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more bees and more butterflies, more birds.  I hate looking 
at a monoculture grass field now. It’s just totally boring. We 
were hoping we were going to a more profitable system. A lot 
of the time, if you use a herbicide or something, it might get 
you out of a short term problem. But long term, you’re kind 
of robbing Peter to pay Paul. I read a study somewhere that 
the more life you have on the farm and in your soil, the more 
organic matter, the more profitable the farm.  

Clodagh: I suppose ideally, what we want to do over 
the next few years is to start selling direct from a farm shop 
that we hope to set up, doing milk, butter and cheese, and 
ideally some veg as well. Obviously, all organic, so basically 
sell locally, develop our own kind of brand. I’d have no inter-
est in going to markets every week. They’re a great idea, you 
know, Christmas markets, things like that are fine. But to load 
up milk, butter and cheese, and if we were to have meat, all 
that has to be kept refrigerated, you know. How much will 
you bring back again, how much has gone stale? Can you 
keep it properly refrigerated? I don’t think it’d be viable for 
us. Whereas I think having a farm shop here would work, and 
maybe a mail order for things like butter and meat.

J: At the moment, we have close on two hundred cows, it 
might be better if we have less cows and diversified the farm 
a bit more. It’s obviously difficult to do, everybody would be 
doing it if it was easy. But you can’t get local food so easily. 
The local village in Ballyduff doesn’t have a shop anymore. 
There are people passing by every day, they might have 
stopped in the shop. We’re hoping we can make something 
happen. There’s nothing better than being on the farm for 
seeing what’s actually happening. I say this all the time, about 
the multi-species swards, seeing that is believing. You can 
have all the scientific papers in the world, it doesn’t matter. If 
you could see something growing versus another thing close 
by, and you can see it growing a hell of a lot better than the 
other stuff without fertiliser - it’s very easy to believe that it’s 
working then. 

C: The mass majority of agricultural education at the mo-
ment is educating people when and how to put fertiliser on 
the grass, as opposed to different approaches on how you 
can actually farm your land and understand your land. I sup-
pose a lot of education is to do with what you see above the 
ground. People need to learn an awful lot more about what’s 
going on underneath the ground, because that’s what it’s all 
about really. One thing in particular that’s not recognised in 
lots of the education systems is the fact that every single farm 
is slightly different. It’s not one size fits all.

J: It looks like a lot of the scientists are following what the 
best farmers are already doing, they’re only explaining it now. 
That doesn’t mean the farmer understands what’s exactly go-
ing on, but they’re doing something right. For instance, the 
current advice, in dairying, is very similar to what my father 
did about thirty years ago. 

Most of what we’re doing here isn’t completely different 
to what we used to do. We probably have a different mind-
set, but we actually have a lot in common with other dairy 
farmers. It’s not like we’re totally different. Not everything is 
wrong, most of it probably right, you know. 

Coolydoody Farm, 
WATERFORD
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▲ 
As told to Caitríona Devery on 28 November 2023.
The Quickening, production still (2023). Photo: Tom Flanagan.

▲
James and Clodagh Foley, 2024. 
Photo: Freddie Greenall.

▲
Dee Sewell, 2024. 
Photo: Freddie Greenall.

▲ 
As told to Caitríona Devery on 10 November 2023.
Dee Sewell’s Vegetable Garden, 2023. Photo: Dee Sewell.

to harvest your first carrots, it kind of gives you an understanding, 
like jeepers, it is hard work growing organically, and God, how do 
the farmers do it. People are so shocked when they learn it takes 
nearly a year to grow kale and months to grow carrots. Then they 
don’t want to throw them away.

I was one of the founding members of Community Gar-
dens Ireland back in 2010. I stepped back a couple of years ago. 
They’ve got a terrific team now, a great board. They have just 
started to go down the political route. The first Community Gar-
dens Ireland Bill went through the Dáil this week, to ensure that 
County Councils recognise community gardens, create policy 
around them, because they’ve seen the impact they can have. 

I suppose, loosely, when we set up Community Gardens 
Ireland, we were trying to bring people in, you know, thinking 
about the loneliness, the food, the sense of community and get-
ting all the gardens to connect with each other in the county. 
In ways we still don’t have the right support for that. You could 
have county-level community garden and allotment networks 
supported by somebody in the county council or a local develop-
ment partnership, for instance. They could operate a website and 
have all the markets on there and organise monthly meetings.  
It’s a missed opportunity. 

I’m also involved with Carlow Environmental Network. 
We’re running a whole series of events this winter on food, food 
security, just trying to highlight to people what is around locally, 
trying to support local producers and local farmers, and having 
conversations about how we access that food. The more I can 
inspire people or educate people, the more I can talk about it and 
be excited about it, the more people may be interested in getting 
involved themselves.

One thing that did come up with the network recently was 
that the farmers’ markets can be very picky. I know locally two 
people got turned down because there were already others in 
the market doing their thing. So that’s been challenged. Why 
aren’t the local enterprise boards helping local producers and lo-
cal workers? Why is it down to the environmental network to do 
that, to have these meetings and to pull people together and try 
and work with them? It seems to be all about export - export this, 
export that, scale things up. 

You know, if the shit hits the fan, our food security locally 
is a couple of weeks - if we suddenly can’t import things. Then 
who’s looking out for all these local butchers and growers and all 
the rest of it? We should be encouraging both.

The barriers to change are people not knowing how bad a 
situation we’re in. It’s just hard actually getting people engaged 
in the first place. We had an environmental meeting on Tuesday 
night, and we said one of the biggest challenges of our time is 
communicating. We’re all being bombarded with stuff, but not 
necessarily the stuff we want to be bombarded with. Then we 
miss things that are important.  

People often say it at environmental meetings, what can we 
do? It’s like, just come here, chat with us. Do one thing, do some-
thing small. The challenge is for people not to feel that it’s too 
late. It’s overwhelming, and all the rest of it.  You can feel so on 
your own and lost when it comes to climate change and environ-
ment. So just to know there’s loads of people who feel the same 
is very good. 

Horticultural and 
Environmental 
Educator, 
CARLOW

I describe myself as a horti-
cultural and environmental 
educator, consultant, and so-
cial garden designer. I started 
my company Greenside Up in 
2009, with the idea of help-
ing people to grow food. Now 
I help people grow food for 
themselves, for their commu-
nities and for the wider world 
around them. On a day-to-day 
basis, that gives me a lot of 
scope in my work. I work with 
people in gardens, people in 
therapeutic situations, people 
with intellectual disabilities 
and in school gardens with 
kids and teachers and parents.  

I find quite often that 
people really haven’t got a clue 
about the seriousness of the 
situation we are in, in terms of 
biodiversity collapse, climate 
change, and food security. I try 
to bring them along gradually, 
by giving them a little bit of 
know-how and understanding.

I’m really interested in 
community. I realised that 
there’s so much power in com-
munity learning, even just with 
growing food. Once you start 



I farm differently to convention-
al farmers as I follow the prin-
ciples of regenerative farming, 
sometimes called agroforestry 
or silvopasture. Essentially, I 
farm with nature.  

When I came home from 
America over twenty-five years 
ago, our farmland was an over-
fertilised, over-grazed, ryegrass 
monoculture with degraded 
soil. Twenty-five years later, 
our soil is back to a beauti-
ful, deep loamy aggregate, a 
living being underneath our 
pastures. It feeds a broad diver-

sity of plants; a complex multi-
species of legumes, herbs and 
grasses, that in turn, feeds the 
soil biome and regenerates its 
habitat.

To farm with nature is to 
manage the symbiosis be-
tween plants, animals, and soil 
biome. It is about regenerative 
fertility and understanding how 
nature can work for you. Just 
one example is knowing plants 
with high tannins, like yarrow, 
daisies and Bird’s-foot-trefoil, 
can avert bloat and internal 
parasites in farm animals.

My passion is dung bee-
tles. They are vital ecologi-
cal engineers that enhance 
biodiversity, soil, and livestock 
health. My animals deposit 
beautifully fertile organic mate-
rial that’s rich in microbial life. 
Dung beetles bury this manure 
deep within soil, which increas-
es availability of essential min-
erals to plants. Dung beetles 
and their mites, like plants with 
tannins, work to significantly 
decrease livestock parasites; 
both flies and worms. I rarely 

Dairy Farmer,   
TIPPERARY 

Dairy Farmer, 
WESTMEATH

I’m the third generation farm-
ing here. My Granddad bought 
this place in about 1925. In my 
family, there were seven of us in 
it. None of the others saw it as 
being their future. But it was al-
ways in me, from the time I was 
young. I like being my own boss. 
I like the country lifestyle, and 
in the last few years I’ve kind 
of come to appreciate just how 
magical it is and how lucky we 
are to live in the countryside. At 
the same time, the local shop 
closed, the local pub closed. 
There’s no great centre of the 
community anymore. 

I’ve been trying to go more 
on the sustainable model before 

it comes in. This year, I sowed 
forty acres of red clover, which 
is basically grass for silage. You 
need to spread almost no ferti-
liser on it at all, which is a good 
saving. I also run a lower stock-
ing rate, I’m below the deroga-
tion limits. I’m focusing on run-
ning the farm efficiently with low 
labour units, low inputs. Com-
pared to other dairy farmers in 
my group, I think I’m probably 
making as much money as most 
of them, with the exception of 
the guys who have, you know, 
three hundred, four hundred 
cows. 

Every time the lorry comes 
into the yard to collect the milk, 
there’s a sample bottle taken. 
There’s a whole fleet of tests 
done on it. Once every eighteen 
months Bord Bia come out, they 
go through all that again, with 
somebody who doesn’t actu-
ally know what they’re doing. 
When you’re dealing with the 

Regenerative 
Sheep Farmer, 
KILKENNY

Obviously, I had other jobs as well, but they were all on farms. 
I did Agricultural Science in college in Waterford and I did two 
years with Dairygold. I gave that up last July and went farming for 
a few months and then I came out here to Australia in February. 
I’ve seen now that you’re definitely better off working for yourself. 
I think I grew up with that, working at home, working with Dad.

I think a lot of the older generation have turned people off 
farming because they kept saying it’s hardship and it’s tough. But 
I don’t think that people, especially friends who might say to me 
you’re tied to the farm, realise how tied they are to their jobs. They 
have to be there. Monday to Friday, nine to five, and there’s very 
few jobs nine to five now anymore anyway. If they want any of 
those days off, it’s annual leave. 

We have a fairly good system as well. A lot of people might 
have a fourteen-unit parlour and maybe two hundred cows, 
whereas we have a fourteen parlour and a hundred cows, so we’re 
never over an hour milking. Like, you’re in and out. If you have a 
good system, you’ll get people to work for you and if you’re easy-
going, you’ll get people to work for you.  

Looking to the future, there’s two routes you can take but not 
everyone can do them. You can either give out about the price of 
milk and price of everything and all the rules and regulations, and 
stay with the conventional system. Or, you can try and diversify a 
small bit and maybe sell some of your own product, whether it be 
milk or beef boxes or something like that. Selling direct makes a 
big difference to the farmer. I want to do my own thing and not be 
as dependent on the co-op but there is an awful lot of work and 
expense if you want to sell your own produce. 

People are more willing to spend money on material items 
and don’t mind how much they cost, but then they have a big is-
sue paying for food. They want the best of the best when it comes 
to material items and the cheaper the better when it to comes to 
food. When it really needs to be the other way around. The food 
we eat plays a big role in our long-term health.

In terms of sustainability, if someone said Roisin, milk forty 
cows for the rest of your life … if I can make a living on forty cows, 

We have a dairy farm in Tip-
perary. Mam said since I was 
two or three or four I was just 
always out on the farm. I sup-
pose it was always there. I 
just love it, I absolutely love 
it. There was never a question 
of will I go farming or won’t 
I. Mam and Dad did try and 
steer me away from it when I 
was younger, well not steer me 
away but they were like, go off 
and get a job and maybe then 
come back to it. 



rejuvenate soil fertility using natural symbiosis that occurs within 
a broad complex range of biodiversity. It is the latter that gives us 
healthy plants and animals and healthy nutrient dense food. At its 
axis is a healthy, functional soil full of mycorrhizal and microbial life 
living symbiotically with ruminants. 

Many cannot see beyond the way they’ve been taught. En-
vironmentalists often criticize farmers, but farmers have been ed-
ucated into a system. The same environmentalists may also not 
understand potential solutions. Therefore those like myself find 
themselves castigated by farmers and environmentalists alike, al-
beit we may be the ones on the right road. 

I do not receive Irish government or EU funds, so I’ve avoided 
excess paperwork. I made this decision years ago because aspects 
of farming with nature can be restricted by scheme inclusion. I can 
farm as I see best and as a consequence I believe that the farm is 
financially and environmentally more resilient.

I am very optimistic. There is a productive alternative way to 
farm and what is brilliant is an increased number of farmers are 
converting toward regenerative farming. They have found by fol-
lowing similar practices to myself that their animals are healthier, 
their land is healthier, their soil biome is healthier, and their local 
biodiversity substantially increases. Simply, it is a way of farming 
that is excellent for the environment, the farmer’s financial bottom 
line and, ultimately, the food consumer.

of course I would. And there’s 
no farmer in this country would 
say, I’m not reducing my herd. 
If I could have sixty cows and 
make my living off of sixty cows 
rather than a hundred cows, 
it would be great because it 
would sort out all our problems 
with nitrates and slurry. But 
obviously not everyone can do 
that.  

The barrier is price. Think 
about putting land aside for 
nature, farmers would do that 
no problem. But it has to be 
subsidised, you can’t just put it 
away for nature and say, that’s 
lovely, and leave us suffering 
the loss of it. Everyone has to 
survive. Sixty came out of my 
class in Agricultural Science 
below. There’s only four or five 
of us that are going to go farm-
ing. Probably another ten or 
fifteen will go part-time farm-
ing. But full-time there’s only 
about four or five, and they’re 
all dairy.   

I think Irish farmers are 
getting hammered. If they don’t 
stop, they’re going to drive 
everyone out of it. 

A lot of farmers I can see, 
the generation maybe just 
ahead of me, they’re getting 
married, they’re having kids, 

purchasers, or bodies like that, 
they tend to be quite practical, 
they know what they’re doing. 
Whereas when you’re dealing 
with government departments, 
and I’m seeing it more and 
more over the last thirty years 
since I started farming, it’s peo-
ple who don’t have any skin in 
the game. They haven’t worked 
in the industry. They tend to 
treat us like we’re doing some-
thing wrong and they’re here to 
catch us out.

At the moment, we do 
seem to be at a crossroads. 
Within my peer group around 
here, I’d say about half of them 
want to expand, produce more, 
increase numbers, increase 
land. I’m not sure that expan-
sion is such a good idea. Will 
humanity just keep growing 
and expanding? It can’t be 
done.  Still, a lot of money was 
put into farming in the last few 
years on that basis.  

Over the thirty years that I’ve been farming, any increase in 
efficiency that we create by expanding or by improving how we 
farm is just gobbled up by processors and supermarkets. There 
has been a certain amount of benefit to the consumer alright; the 
prices of food haven’t really gone up in a long time. And you know, 
milk is traded as a commodity. The price of milk bears no resem-
blance to the price of production, it’s about how much is available 
worldwide. You have to forget the product and think of it as a com-
modity. It’s like oil, it’s like shares.

A lot of these farmers who invested, they have a family, they 
might have kids in college. They have all the same fears that any-
body working in a nine to five job in the city would have as well. 
They’ve been told now that they’re going to have to reduce stock 
numbers, because of the reduction in the nitrate limits, the deroga-
tion.  If the amount that you can produce is reduced yet the price 
stays the same or goes a little bit lower; for someone who has bor-
rowed maybe half a million euros over ten years, that’s terrifying. 
They could be looking at losing their business or taking a severe 
hammering.

You have more and more green policies coming in which are 
trying to limit expansion, which personally I think is a good thing. 
They’re probably not very well thought out though. One of the big-
gest problems now with pivoting from an expanding model to a 
more sustainable model is that the people who have been planning 
this all along didn’t care and didn’t really want to see different ways 
coming in. So now we’re being forced to pivot very quickly, without 
much planning, without much research. If we do have to pivot to a 

model where we are genuinely 
sustainable, somewhere along 
the line we’re going to have to 
get paid more money. Whether 
the family buying milk in the 
supermarket is paying more or 
the producer or the processors, 
and retailers take a small cut. 

I think perhaps instead it 
should be about looking at if 
we do reduce numbers, can 
we actually be guaranteed a 
good price for our milk? Can we 
open up new markets, maybe 
selling a greener type of milk? 
You know, put it out there that 
Irish milk is produced mostly on 
grass, it’s a more sustainable 
product. Instead of just box-tick-
ing and advertising that we’re 
sustainable, to actually do it. 

they’re trying to build a house. 
They’re like, nature, where do 
I have time for nature?  There 
has to be some financial ben-
efit. They’re saying you should 
be doing this as a landowner, 
like the onus is on you to save 
the world kind of thing.  If you 
want to get anyone to do any-
thing, it doesn’t matter if it’s 
farming or any industry, pay 
someone properly and they 
will do it. 

use fly or worm insecticides which may inadvertently kill insects, 
from dung beetles to pollinators to butterflies, they could ingest 
them from fresh urine and dung.  

I farm by observing, learning, planning, moving, managing, 
and continually adjusting to work with the weather and nature’s 
complex relationships. What I love is; every day I learn from the 
environment that surrounds me about how to improve the health 
of my animals, plants, and soil. Farming this way was harder when 
nobody believed this approach worked. But it is easing now sci-
ence is catching up with the natural management practices that 
many others and I have spoken and written about for years.

I have been perceived as that loopy woman who farms a rare 
breed of black sheep, that used to have useless wool. Instead I 
added value by processing, then selling yarn and blankets world-
wide. I now earn my living through my sheep, farm tours, talks, 
writing and YouTube.

Worldwide, the human race has degraded soils. History shows 
that a civilization that ignores their soil’s health, will itself decline. 
We as a species have created a soil crisis, which in turn is translat-
ing into volatile weather and climate changes. Thankfully, this can 
be solved using genuine regenerative agriculture, especially mob 
grazing and rotational cropping practices.

Our agricultural education systems have become too targeted 
at resolving problems with science to the extent that we now seem 
to be solving the problems of problems created by solving earlier 
problems, ad infinitum. These problems have become compound-
ed and embedded. Nowadays too much agricultural management 
is not about practical, environmentally sensible, sustainable sci-
ence but reductionist science to solve problems, rather than pre-
venting their occurrence in the first place. We’re often not educat-
ed in preventative practices or how to manage land to naturally 

▲ 
As told to Caitríona Devery on 
22 November 2023 on a call 
from Australia.
◀ 
The Quickening, produc-
tion still (2023). Photo: Tom 
Flanagan.
◀◀ 
Photograph courtesy of Roisin 
O’Donnell, 2024.

◀
Suzanna Crampton, 2024. 
Photo: Freddie Greenall.

▲ 
As told to Caitríona Devery on 
10 November 2023.

▲  
As told to Caitríona Devery on 
22 November 2022. 
◀  
Padraig Browne, 2024.  
Photo: Freddie Greenall.



  ver 
the last 

decades, in
Ireland as elsewhere, farmers 
were told by experts that they 
would be foolish not to inten-
sify and scale up, to adopt input-
heavy methods and invest in ex-
pensive machinery. Now, as we 
face urgent biodiversity, climate, 
soil and water crises, agricultural 
policies are changing. Those who 
followed conventional wisdom 
are being told that they need to 
change again, to produce less 
and to protect nature. Yet there 
are huge barriers to transforming 
our financialised and commodity-
based food system. Consumers 
refuse or cannot afford to pay 
the true cost of sustainable food 
production and capitalist ac-
tors including monopolistic food 
retailers are heavily invested in 
existing global production chains 
and technologies. It’s a challeng-
ing space, and farmers are often 
caught in the middle.  

Artist Deirdre O’Mahony has been 
consistently engaging with these and 
related issues for many years. Her work 
has explored themes related to land, 
food and farming over the entirety of 
her practice, from work on contested 
landscapes in the Burren to her ongoing 
preoccupation with the potato, along-
side multiple projects exploring rural 
life and its complexities. Over the last 
four  years, a project called Sustainment 
Experiments has been her attempt to 
stitch these threads together. She has 
interlinked research, engagement and 
artistic actions to examine how different 
types of knowledge, both human and 
non-human, can be mobilised to trans-
form our food systems in the face of cli-
mate change and biodiversity collapse.  

Sustainment Experiments acts 
as a conceptual framework for a set 
of interconnected projects or actions, 
as with O’Mahony’s previous projects 
X-PO (2007-present) and SPUD (2009-
2019). The overarching theme provides 
a through line for a series of diverse 
interventions; this configuration cre-
ates a balance between structure and 
openness that characterises her work. 
O’Mahony has conducted and created 
research, engagement, plantings, mu-
sic, collaborations, generative feasts, 
exhibitions and talks, which have 
formed the basis of the powerful sound 

and moving image artwork, The Quick-
ening, presented in an expansive exhibi-
tion at The Douglas Hyde, the Walls & 
Halls Tour in Carlow, Waterford, Kilken-
ny, Tipperary, Wicklow, and Wexford, as 
well as Eat Food Policy’, a workshop on 
food production and consumption, be-
ing held in May in Trinity College Dublin.

Sustainment Experiments calls for 
a new ethics of care and engagement 
with nature in order to ensure our sur-
vival and the survival of the non-human 
world. At the heart of this were two 
‘generative feasts’ held in Dublin and 
Kilkenny, which acted as the fulcrum of 
the project. The feasts brought togeth-
er farmers, food producers, scientists, 
food business owners, politicians, and 
policymakers to share their first-hand 
experience of farming and food produc-
tion over a strange, captivating meal. 
The events assembled a rich chorus of 
voices and diverse insights, amplified 
here as the substance of the libretto at 
the centre of The Quickening. 

The feasts were meticulously cho-
reographed. Three tables made from 
cattle feed troughs were laid out with 
tableware designed and made by the 
artist. O’Mahony worked with food de-
signer and cook Clare Anne O’Keeffe to 
develop two intriguing menus. Dishes 
at the Dublin feast included Territorial 
Waters Mille Feuille with sea spaghetti 
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and pollock, provoking discussion 
of Irish aquaculture, fisheries, and 
what we eat from our seas. Pressed 
Grain with Beef Cake and Herbed 
‘Milk’ Powder, made with bresaola 
and cassava powder was a nod to 
the beef and dairy sector and the 
origins of cattle feed. Other courses 
came in the form of ‘pills’; Corns-
town House Emmer Pill with Potato 
Cocktail, emmer being one of the 
longest-cultivated grains in Ireland. 
The meals featured characters who 
patrolled and disrupted the room 
as hosts; a Bean an Tí, an Irish ar-
chetype “woman of the house,” and 
a Fool, who acted as her opposite, 
playful and childish. And with each 
course served came new provoca-
tions for conversation.

In spite of the unusual ele-
ments, sitting at a table and eating 
with people is an everyday activ-
ity that fosters an automatic, easy 
intimacy. This combination of fa-
miliarity, what O’Mahony calls ‘the 
affective power of the meal’, with 
the aesthetic distancing of certain 
features of the meal made for a cu-
rious result. Guests quickly fell into 
a rhythm of conversation as guests 
spoke to their own experiences and 
expertise based on these edible 
prompts. There were even some 

gentle disagreements, although 
nobody stormed off or threw their 
‘Preserved Pudding’ on the floor. 
The ingredients chosen, their 
origins, how they were combined 
and curated all provided a kind 
of mesmeric fuel for exchange on 
key touchpoints in sustainable 
food debates. The choreography 
and stylistic aspects of the feasts 
opened up experimental cultural 
spaces, as O’Mahony has done in 
other projects, creating a kind of 
social infrastructure that scaffolds 
new perspectives. The immer-
sive experience helped to stage 
collective knowledge sharing; as 
O’Mahony puts it, ‘about how to 
change how things are done’.

I hosted one of the tables 
at the Dublin event and was sur-
prised by how quickly the elabo-
rate staging evaporated shyness, 
leading to frank and rich conver-
sations amongst strangers. The 
food presented was evocative and 
beautiful, the tactile table setting 
and materials clearly the labour 
of many hours. The figures of the 
Bean an Tí and the Fool were a 
humorous reminder that this was 
not Sunday dinner, but instead a 
performance of sorts by us all. 

Guests were told when they 

ing and food in Ireland today. Common threads echo 
through the interviews and the conversations that 
feed The Quickening. These include questions such as 
who is financially benefiting from the current system, 
why people farm and its challenges. Others talk about 
the price of food and how we value it, food security 
and the transformation of rural life, how to farm with 
nature, how to remediate the soil. Interviewees speak 
about the barriers to sustainable farming, the role of 
farming education, science and agricultural and food 
policy schemes and whether they work. 

These issues are the endpoint of an old story. 
The industrial, intensive methods of farming that have 
such devastating impacts on the environment pro-
liferated globally during the Green Revolution of the 
twentieth century. However their origins can ideologi-
cally be traced back to the modernising impulses of 
the Enlightenment period centuries ago, which also 

were invited that all conversations would be record-
ed. Microphones embedded in potatoes were dotted 
around the tables to capture all the threads of talk. It is 
these transcribed, anonymised recordings that are the 
basis of The Quickening, where the words of the guests 
are presented alongside non-human voices like the 
dung beetle and the worm, as part of the story of food 
production in Ireland. The polyphonic, multichannel 
composition in The Quickening brings all characters 
on to the stage and not just those who are considered 
conventionally expert, in order to have a full conversa-
tion about the future of food in Ireland and globally. 
There is urgency in listening to these voices, to the 
people who are living the reality of farming and land 
custodianship. 

This publication accompanies The Quickening 
and includes interviews with five farmers and a hor-
ticultural educator who share their thoughts on farm-
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consolidated capitalistic approaches to labour and accumu-
lation. While this modernising mindset of human-centric pro-
gress, perfection and efficiency has had hugely destructive 
consequences for nature, there is also still an urgent need to 
find ways to produce enough food to meet global needs in 
a sustainable way. The time to remediate and transform the 
system and its underlying values is now.

At the core of Sustainment Experiments is the call for 
a radical transformation of society. O’Mahony has borrowed 
the term ‘Sustainment’ from design theorist Tony Fry who 
calls for the prohibition of the unsustainable and designing 
for viable futures. He makes clear the necessity of a funda-
mental shift in human behaviour and ways of thinking, similar 
to what happened during the Enlightenment in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. This period centred on indi-
vidualism and the application of human reason to create per-
fect systems to cater to human needs, extracting from nature 
without consideration of any planetary limits. The endgame 
of this destructive course of action is the collapse of natural 
systems and exhaustion of resources. An endgame we are 
currently living through. 

Crises call for radical solutions and we are currently in 
an ecological emergency. In O’Mahony’s examination of these 
issues and how they impact people and communities, she de-
ploys an arsenal of transdisciplinary tactics. She inserts herself 
between diverse fields of research and practice, undertaking 
processes of collaboration, making and experimentation. Most 
arenas of public life require us to adopt a cloak of certainty. In 
contrast, O’Mahony says that for her, art offers the ‘privilege 
of being able to think in public’. She utilises ‘not knowing’ as 
a tool to create spaces to speculate and explore options, ig-
noring disciplinary boundaries and hierarchies that commonly 
demarcate specialist and everyday knowledge. In doing this 
she creates social spaces for the emergence and amplifica-
tion of more inclusive, authentic and just forms of thinking and 
practice. Too often public space excludes, restricting who can 
speak and on what topics. Sustainment Experiments has been 
an incredible feat of research and engagement, a process of 
careful exploration, listening, composing and amplifying. It is a 
deeply political attempt to make space at the table, to present 
a diverse chorus of voices, both human and non-human. 

The creation of an artwork like The Quickening collects 
and honours the tacit knowledge of all these people, knowl-
edge that is often seen as ‘less than’ scientific, expert and 

policy knowledge. These latter forms have their place of course, 
but there must be a role for the experiential insights of people 
who can help build a more secure, resilient and sustainable food 
system. Attempts to aggregate the voices of many can often be 
flattening. The opposite is true here; the aesthetic compilation 
of many perspectives in The Quickening has a compelling and 
elevating effect. It is a call to action, to change behaviour, to 
inform policy, to address our ecological emergency. 

Images

1-4 & 9 Deirdre O’Mahony, 
Eat Food Policy: Feast, 2023. 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Kunstverein Aughrim. Photo: 
Ros Kavanagh.

5 Deirdre O’Mahony, 
Sustainment Experiments Feast, 
2022. Courtesy of the artist and 
Butler Gallery. Photo: Freddie 
Greenall.

6-8 Deirdre O’Mahony, The 
Quickening, Production still, 
2023. Photo: Tom Flanagan. 

10 Deirdre O’Mahony, Engraved 
cutlery from Sustainment 
Experiments, 2022-23. Courtesy 
of the artist.
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THURSDAY 18 APRIL 2024, 7PM
RATHANNA COMMUNITY HALL

BORRIS, CARLOW R95 HH68 
Hosted by Carlow Community Environmental 
Network and supported by VISUAL Carlow & 
Carlow Arts Office.
Respondent: Suzanna Crampton, Sheep Farmer.

FRIDAY 19 APRIL 2024, 7PM
COOLYDOODY FARM

BALLYDUFF, WATERFORD P51 X084 
Hosted by Clodagh and James Foley and  
supported by Lismore Castle Arts.  
Respondent: Darina Allan, chef, food writer, and 
founder of Ballymaloe Cookery School.
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THE POWERHOUSE
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Hosted and supported by Butler Gallery, Kilkenny.
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writer, interested in the application of democratic 
principles in community development.
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Respondent: Ray Ó Foghlú is Farm Programmes 
Coordinator at Hometree, a project that aims to 
deeply connect people with nature.

TUESDAY 30 APRIL 2024, 7PM
STAC CHAPEL

KICKHAM PLAZA, DAVIS ROAD, CLONMEL
Hosted and supported by South Tipperary  
Arts Centre  
Respondent: Luis Lopez-Sangil, Ph.D. Soil Health, 
Research Technologist. Teagasc, Environment, Soil 
and Land Use Department, Johnstown Castle.
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Y35 XW93

Hosted by Karla Sánchez and Oisín O’Connell & 
supported by Wexford Arts Office 
Respondent: Suzanna Crampton, speaking 
about her work in Regenerative Farming and the 
importance of the dung beetle.
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ULTAN O’BRIEN 
is a music maker based in 
Leitrim, a fiddle and viola 
player with a background 
in Irish traditional music.

Éilis Lavelle 
is a cultural producer, 
curator and Director of 
Áit Productions.

MICHAEL HIGGINS 
is an artist and 
filmmaker based in 
Kilkenny

CAITRÍONA 
DEVERY 

is a writer with interests 
in food, art, community 
and the environment. She 
also works as a research 
manager at UCD Earth 
Institute.

Joanna Walsh 
is a multidisciplinary writer 
working with text across 
print, digital, visual art, and 
performance. She is an 
MSCA Postdoctoral Fellow 
at NUI Maynooth.

John John 
BrennanBrennan
is an award-winning sound 
recordist, who has extensive 
experience in both drama 
and documentary. Recent 
credits include The Quiet 
Girl, Foscadh and Song of 
Granite.  

GEORGINA 
JACKSON 

is a curator and the 
Director of The Douglas 

Hyde Gallery of 
Contemporary Art, Trinity 

College Dublin. 

Published by The Douglas Hyde Gallery of 

Contemporary Art on the occasion of Deirdre 

O’Mahony’s exhibition The Quickening presented 

from March 29 until June 23, 2024.

The artist would like to thank all of the collaborators, 
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