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The conscious refusal to uncover that which was 
declared invisible can often distort representation 
of the self. This active invisibility will often reveal an 
opportunity to distinguish the who and the what we 
discern against the standard of ‘other’. Peggy Phelan 
states that representation follows two laws: it always 
conveys more than it intends; and it is never totalis-
ing. The ‘excess’ meaning conveyed by representation 
creates a supplement that makes multiple readings 
possible.1 When it comes to the non-dominant subject 
within a culture, representation will always generate 
ruptures due to its inability to recreate an authentic 
image of self. It is among the most traumatic eras of 
Irish history where we find such coercion towards invis-
ibility and ‘other’. 

Art in the public realm has the ability to consider the history of its wide 
and narrow context and through its contemporary implications. Breaking the Rule of 
Silence approaches performance and the presence of the body in just this way. Tak-
ing place in the architecturally dour Clock Tower of Grangegorman, we are reminded 
of the grounds’ history as a psychiatric hospital. Following on from a dark history it 
remains the case that a high percentage of women incarcerated in the infamous Mag-
dalene Laundries had been sent to Grangegorman to be silenced and abandoned. A 
formative encounter with culturally-acceptable narratives and political implications of 
silence was thought through the history of the Magdalene Laundries.

Initially termed Magdalene Asylums, the Magdalene Laundries were for 
any woman who was deemed to have fallen short of the moral standard enforced by 
the Catholic order. 

Operating from the 18th to the 20th centuries in Ireland these institutions 
were responsible for the detention of women in a punitive system of gendered deg-
radation and slave labour. Termed ‘fallen women’, they were swept under the rug of a 
corrupt and inhumane system which was acclimated to muffling the voice of anguish, 
rendering them servants to silence while conforming to a ‘policy of secrecy’. They 
were deemed unworthy of help and forced to labour as penance for their sin. The 
emergence of a long-silenced traumatic history of those who survived on the other 
side of these detention centres came to light in the 1990s, with closure of the last 
of these Catholic regimes in 1996. The news of this sombered an Irish government 
celebrating an era of unprecedented economic growth. The McAleese Report of 2013, 
which was tasked with investigating these long-running institutions, notably redacted 
796 pages of testimony from survivors, further silencing the challenges of the women 
and delegitimising their oral histories. The power structures which allowed for the 
enslavement of the women within the Laundries don’t seem far removed from the 
power structures which have negated these stories from official record. These are 
power structures which wish to constrict and constrain. The disturbing effects of 
which will always come out one way or another.

It is in the Clock Tower that the 30-minute duration of the performance 
takes place. While facing dark prison cells hidden behind large green doors, the per-
former sits at a small white table upon which are small black ABC candied letters.  



BREAKING THE RULE OF SILENCE 

The small cramped nature of the table highlights restriction and confinement. As 
the performer slowly shifts the letters upon the table in an attempt to construct a 
sentence her mouth is clattering with the same black letters. From her black oozing 
mouth the letters slowly peel out between her lips in an act of refusal. The clatters 
intensifies and movement of the mouth seems to become desperate for speech. The 
fallen letters stumble as to stain her modest crisp white button up shirt. These are 
the haunting fractured words that emit from the body as if rotting from the inside 
out. Maintaining a poised posture and complicit stillness her fitted white shirt bears 
the stains of that which she cannot contain, her only attempt at illegibility is unintel-
ligible, through which her developing stains become more apparent. This durational 
image created through the seeping mouth and hopeless rearranging of a disjointed 
and redacted alphabet is at every pace making visible that which will no longer be 
contained.

The rule of silence is not only about the past but the continued oppres-
sion traced to the ever unfolding histories of a bleeding bondaged mouth which will 
continue to resist the politicisation of silence. A ‘policy of secrecy’ can only cause 
harm. This performance gives rise to the complexities and power structures con-
tained within the speech act, for if it were not powerful, the mouth would not be 
threatened shut.

Breaking the Rule of Silence seeks to reprocess its context as a space of 
contemplation, creation and confrontation. The physical intervention of performance 
through simple presence can activate and reimagine a history and steer it towards 
reflection. The table at which the artist gently caresses the unfinished alphabet all 
the while clattering letters against her teeth is reminiscent of the repetition of the 
labour performed in laundries. Such temporal processes are evocative of representing 
traumatic and domestic cultural histories.

Temporality leads to a critical tension and an acknowledgment of histo-
ries – and the bodies that made and inhabited the past – as well as the relationality of 
our own sense of identification, in this body today, with these materialised versions 
of human creative action from the past.2

The work embodies these acts of repetition as an act of refusal, high-
lighting the resilience of the voice against the ever present power structures that 
attempt to silence the female voice into invisibility against which we must break the 
rule of silence.

Sara Muthi 

Context
Self-editing, a deliberate and 
conscious refusal to reveal and 
conceal visibility, can distort 
and rupture representation 
of the self and the access 
we have to ‘the image of the 
other’. In some moments, active 
disappearance can require 
recognition of who and what 
controls and surrounds us. 
A formative encounter with 
society’s acceptable narratives 
began with McDonnell’s 
research into The Clock Tower, 
Grangegorman. 

Due to the institutions ‘policy 
of secrecy’ for ‘almost a full 
century’ women incarcerated 
now ‘constitute the nation’s 
disappeared’ their lives and 
voice rendered invisible to 
the conceived notions of a 
moral order. Drawing upon 
autobiographical notations and 
related accounts of historical 
events, McDonnell’s work 
consciously embodies an act of 
refusal. 

In her live work, Breaking The 
Rule of Silence, black ABC 
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candy letters are placed on a 
small white table, exploring 
restriction and confinement. 
The performer sits in front 
of dark cells hidden behind 
large green doors. The table is 
placed in a position that puts 
a clear distance between the 
audience and the performer. In 
the performance her movements 
are slow and deliberate as 
the letters are moved from 
left to right in an attempt 
to construct a sentence. The 
letters are then individually 
taken from the performer’s 
mouth. The movement of the 
mouth becomes fast and intense 
in a desperation and struggle 
to speak, only to reveal 
silence and black fluid which 
seeps from the female mouth. 
The performance comes to a stop 
when the performer has reached 
the end of the table, only to 
begin again, engaging in a 
constant repetitive struggle 
and action. The performance 
acts as a way of artificial 
rendering of the invisible 
and the voiceless, revealing 
the life of silence and the 
struggle of communication 
endured by incarcerated women.

Biographies
Justine McDonnell (b. 1992, 
Dublin) is an Irish artist 
based at Flax Art Studios. She 
received a masters in Fine 
Art from the University of 
Ulster, 2017 and a BA in Fine 
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Art from TU Dublin, formerly 
DIT in 2015. Her practice to 
date has been concerned with: 
the curated construction of 
the self; the commonly held 
belief in the authenticity of 
autobiography; the decisions we 
make in regards to self-editing 
and the complicity of the state 
in perpetuating acceptable 
narratives. 

McDonnell has participated 
in numerous group and solo 
exhibitions including, The LAB 
Gallery (2019) Golden Thread 
Gallery (2018) and We Speak 
Silent, PS 2, curated by Clare 
Gormley (2017). McDonnell 
was selected for the Digital 
Arts Studios, Home Residency 
Award and The MAC Curatorial 
Directions Programme, Belfast. 
She is a recipient of the Flax 
Arts Studios Graduate Residency 
Award and the British Council, 
Steward Fellowship Award at the 
Venice Biennale. 

Sara Muthi is a performance 
Curator based in Dublin. 
Born (1996) in Transylvania, 
Romania, Sara Muthi is a 
Dublin-based performance 
curator currently undertaking 
a Masters in Philosophy at 
Trinity College Dublin. She 
also holds an MA in Art in 
the Contemporary World and 
a BA in Fine Art from NCAD. 
Her research primarily deals 
with performance and how its 
definition is challenged by 
contemporary practices. Sara 
also writes on and curates 
performance as managing 
editor of inaction.ie. She 
acts as the communications 
assistant for Block Universe; 
London’s leading performance 
art festival and their 
international projects 
including POWER NIGHT (2019) 
at E-WERK Luckenwalde, Germany. 
Her most recent project, POST-
DANCE (2019), a performance/
lecture commissioned for 
the Project Arts Centre was 
developed during her INCUBATE 
residency at Draíocht. She is 
due to present her research 
paper Performance & Ontology 
at the IAAH/Artefact Symposium 
2020, UCD, and hosted a panel 
discussion at the ‘Politics and 
Spaces of Performance since the 
1990’ conference, NCAD.

Links
www.mcdonnelljustine.com 
saramuthi.com

saradmuthi@gmail.com 
muthis@tcd.ie 
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