Oatfield: Temperance
Abigail O’ Brien

As part of the Oatfield Commission, Internationally renowned Irish artist and
photographer Abigail O’ Brien was chosen from an open competition to work
in residence in the sweet factory. Her time spent there resulted in ‘Oatfield
— Temperance a specially commissioned, limited edition hard bound
photography book and multi- media exhibition which was launched on
Saturday 14" November 2009 and continued until 16™ January 2010 in the
main gallery of the Regional Cultural Centre, Letterkenny.

The residency ran in the Oatfield Sweet Factory from October to December
2007. These remarkable resulting photographs are a unique and striking
‘behind the scenes’ insight into the work that goes on inside Oatfield Sweet
Factory.

This project resulted in an incredible amount of excitement, goodwill within
Oatfield Factory at a corporate level, amongst the individual employees,
current and past. For the local community, the work of Oatfield has been
recognised and celebrated. The place of the Oatfield Company within the
heart of the community has been enhanced.

Oatfield Confectionary (extract from introductory catalogue essay by
John M. Cunningham, Curator, Regional Cultural Centre).

‘As a subject for an art project, ‘Oatfield’ is both brilliantly fertile and utterly
contradictory. Sweet factories hold a rich fascination for us as a sort of
modern-day fairy tale. Like Roald Dahl’s ‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’,
where we sometimes lose ourselves like children in a universe of ephemera,
myth and nonsense. Looking back on our younger selves, we see a world
where anything seems possible and whatever we wish for is ours for the
taking. Surely every child feels this way, filled with youthful optimism that is
only ground down once the realities of adult life begin to make themselves
known. It is only when we see ourselves truly as struggling adults can we fully
appreciate the significance of our early years, and confront our humdrum
reality with the lost magic of childhood.

What makes Abigail O’ Brien’s photographs of the ‘Oatfield’ factory so
remarkable, is her uncanny ability to turn these childhood myths into reality in
such a way that the ordinary factory floor turns out to be just as magical as the
extraordinary. When she shows us the staff and workings of the plant, our
sense of wonder is increased, not decreased. When we learn how a
Chocolate Eclair comes into existence, do we think them less tasty; or that the
reason that O’Brien’s work vacillates between the peaks of movement and
rest, of luxury and emptiness. One can also see this symbolised in the
delicious, baroque folds of a sugar-mass collapsing into smooth flat forms.’



The Sweet Revelations of Abigail O’Brien (extract from essay by
Dr. David Galloway).

‘The remarkable series of photographs that Abigail O’Brien produced at the
Oatfield Sweet Factory at Letterkenny in County Donegal can be read on
many levels. The most prosaic interpretation would focus on the documentary
nature of these works, which record the equipment and materials and
processes involved in the making of traditional candies, but which also
introduce us to the men and women who perform the necessary alchemy of
sweet making. Mixing and kneading and pouring and extruding and pressing
and tempering and slicing and wrapping, flow together into a sort of candy-
choreography. Even outsiders can perceive the concentration, but also the
rhythmic sureness and ease with which individual gestures are carried out.
What transpires here is a kind of laying on of hands, and the workers, like the
dwarfs in the film Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, have an air of
witchcraft about them. But we do not just see employees going about the
practiced routines of work. We see them in repose as well — as in ‘Breaktime’
or in ‘Time Out’, which conveys a sense of fundamental separation and
weariness that seem to place the viewer in the role of voyeur. The men and
women depicted here might be actors glimpsed backstage after a
performance, their masks dropped.

In summarising this sequence under the title ‘Temperance’, O’Brien suggests
the search for balance and harmony, for a middle ground. Aristotle saw
temperance as the summit between two chasms — the chasms of
intemperance and insensibility. The artist explores these extremes in the
rituals and processes of the factory floor, but also reminds us as viewers that
our hunger may be bigger than our stomachs. Hence, a state of balanced
moderation may be possible only after swinging into extremes (‘Good Girl 1’
and ‘Good Girl 2’) or trespassing into excess (‘Fools Gold’). It is for this
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Abigail O’ Brien
Biography

Abigail O'Brien has won many awards for her work and her work is
represented in both private and public collections, including The Irish Museum
of Modern Art, Dublin, The European Central Bank, Frankfurt, Goldman
Sachs, London, The Caldic Collection, Rotterdam and the Volpinum
Collection, Vienna. She has shown extensively, including Haus Der Kunst,
Munich, The Gemeentemuseum, Holland, and Centro National des Artes,
Mexico. Born in 1957, she received a first class honours BA Fine Art Painting
in 1995 and an MA Fine Art Painting in 1998, from The National College of Art
and Design, Dublin. Abigail O'Brien lives and works in Dublin.
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