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Multiple Times

Time is elastic. Time is flexible. Time is personal and subjective. 
We don’t need to jump into scientific conceptions of relativity, 
neither to imagine spaceships breaking the speed of light to 
confirm this: did that first kiss in our teens last just five seconds? 
And were those holidays on the beach really ten days long? 

We know that time is mutant and unpredictable, yet we accept how 
capitalism defines its use for us. We are bombarded with the idea that 
time is linear, a continuous path defined from birth, and advancing hand 
in hand with possession: you study, you get a job, you start a family, you 
improve. You progress: you get a bigger house, a more expensive car. 
Time keeps advancing and there is always one step further you can go, 
something else you can buy. Until that timeline (the name speaks for 
itself) comes to an end by the unexpected, traumatic arrival of death.

That situation has become more extreme in the last few years, since the 
so-called crisis (or rather, the final onslaught of capitalism against life) has 
strained the traditional eight-hour time span into a completely unbalanced 
tension: work takes longer and longer hours, which are discounted in the 
abstract clock from sleep and leisure. And the illusion of that postponed 
ideal, satisfied life becomes more uncertain, it gets blurred in a present that 
seems to have got stuck – it should be linear, since no other conception of 
time exists in this paradigm, but we are not moving forward anymore.

Yet, even if this topping of progress won’t let us see the whole cake, 
there are moments when the icing breaks and we realise that there are 
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many more ingredients to the recipe. This usually happens when linear 
time clashes with care time. When we have a relative we have to take 
care of. When we have a baby. When we are ourselves are ill, and the 
time of suffering and convalescence won’t match the unforgiving line 
of progress. Or even when we need to wait for two hours for the dried 
beans to cook, twenty extra minutes for the washing machine to finish 
its cycle, and the eternity it takes for our sheets to dry in wet weather.

There are also those moments when our body gets to feel and pass through 
time in such different ways: when we dance until exhaustion, when we 
doze under the winter sun, when we stroke our cat while she purrs, 
when that amazing book catches us, when we look and listen to the sea. 
In those moments we wonder: Why can’t I always live like this? And that 
is precisely the question: Can’t we live like this, in a universe where time 
is manifold and heterogeneous, and life is lived and not postponed?

The time of art

I remember dreaming with friends, who also worked as independent 
curators, of the time when we’d have plenty of time for research and for 
developing projects with the attention they deserved. We used to link that 
idyllic situation to institutions, those magical places in which exhibitions are 
prepared two years in advance. Then some of those friends started working 
in institutions and discovered that there might be spans of two years 
between projects, but they mysteriously tend to be filled by fundraising work, 
lots of minor tasks and not-so-minor crises that need to be solved urgently in 
the here-and-now. I began working in academia and everyone was jealous of 
the amount of time I had to read and think: Ah that luxury. But my days and 
nights instead filled with classes that needed to be prepared ‘yesterday’ and 
useless paperwork that was always required to be handed in ‘right now’.

My artist friends often found themselves in the same situation. They 
would start a project and, in the middle of it, they’d get a very attractive 
proposition they couldn’t turn down, and end up developing two or three 
projects simultaneously. Or they’d be in need of money and would get a 
job that would take up most of their art time. Or they’d have to adapt their 
schedules to the timeframe of the public fund they’d be applying for, and 
rush through whatever schedule they’d had in mind. The rule became that 
they rarely had enough time or resources to dedicate to their projects.
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In recent years, that situation has become even more critical due to 
the increase of forced mobility. This facet of the art world appeared 
first with biennialisation, and continued with the increase in 
international learning programmes and residencies. At one point, 
residencies abroad were an opportunity for artists to break with 
the dynamics of their familiar context, to learn new ways of doing, 
to meet with other artists and curators, and to have some time 
dedicated to their work and research. Residencies were an exception, a 
parenthesis; a rare place where resources and time could coincide.

But more recently, residencies have become a means of survival that 
forces artists to relocate twice or sometimes three times a year. Carrying 
out projects in the same place (especially Western capital cities) is getting 
more and more difficult. As such, many artists find formulas they can 
apply in completely diverse contexts, and they present them from one 
residency to another, living as nomads. The (little) time they had to 
dedicate to research for artworks goes now to research for funding 
and to working on the application for the next residency that will give 
them a couple of months of survival; and these short stays in various 
continents serve rather for contact exchange than for content exchange.

Most institutions might develop a discourse about the evils of the 
capitalist logics operating at large, but seem to find it difficult to identify 
them in the basic functioning of the art world. Or if they do, they feel 
afraid to draw a line and propose other ways of doing. The capitalist 
time dynamic is so embedded in the system of legitimation of art that it 
is part of its global DNA. Even when people are selected for biennials or 
get a solo show, many celebrate it with the question: And what comes 
next? It is as if this achievement were only a step in a never-ending 
staircase. Let’s face it, many institutions keep fuelling, even if by inertia, 
an unsettled, rootless, headlong-rush-style practice. Only a few are 
rethinking how to maintain the pros of residencies as possibilities for 
exchange, research and discovery, and as a gift of art time, while they 
avoid presenting them as fancy prizes that hide pure precarious survival.

One such institution is Ormston House in Limerick, a project that has been 
reconsidering its residency scheme for some years, and has experimented 
with a different approach to the concept. One fundamental point about 
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Ormston House is that it rethinks its function and goals time and again; 
and it doesn’t do it alone. Ormston House considers itself part of a context 
and continuously engages with it, taking its temperature and seeking 
feedback. During 2015 and 2016 they put in motion a focus group that 
would help the team question what their place was in the city. One such 
question, much related to the basic concerns of the art space from its 
beginning, was: How can we support artists better? Although it might 
seem a very basic query, we can wonder if many international biennials, 
gallery spaces and big institutions have the artists’ needs and interests at 
heart and moreover, if they have ever asked them what they need. One 
sometimes feels that they have put some of their own concerns (such as 
assuring a good public image, or producing a vibrant exhibition) ahead 
of some important questions for artists, such as being properly paid 
and getting the time and support they need to develop a project fully.

From this discussion came the obvious conclusion that artists are not just a 
homogeneous group of people with similar needs. As feminist economics has 
taught us, the mere conception that we all need the same brands, the same 
cars, the same family model is a capitalist conception. This is also applicable 
to artists: Not all of them need a studio, a residency in a major international 
capital and money for materials. They might need completely different social, 
human, material or time resources, but at the same time they all share the 
universal right of a decent personal and professional life. The way to achieve 
these must be by taking a singular approach to each artist, one that responds 
to specific needs and desires. Ormston House has perfectly assumed 
the singularity of each practice and each person. Though their Artist-in-
Residence scheme might show some common elements for all in order to 
be manageable and to respond to Ormston House’s other characteristics, 
(such as its local mission and its precarious situation), it is at its core a 
flexible programme that can be adapted to diverse urgencies and demands.

Thinking about and with artists is the basic proposal of the Artist-in-
Residence format Ormston House has developed, and it matches many 
other distinctive elements of the space. Turning general conceptions of 
residencies on their head, this one is not space-based and/or focused 
on international exchange. It is local; it is for Limerick residents and 
it does not offer a studio space to work in. Its first two residents, 
Mary Conroy and Ceara Conway, together with co-directors Mary 
Conlon and Niamh Brown, constructed a ‘customised structure’ that 
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would answer to their needs. Both artists conducted site-specific or 
relational projects and were mainly looking for a forum for exchange, 
discussion and feedback. They were also searching support for 
application processes and other bureaucratic tasks. Thus, a two-year 
programme was put in place, in which they were regularly invited to 
discussions, events and exchanges in the space, always relating to their 
interests. They also had lengthy discussions about possible projects, 
ideas and applications with the staff at Ormston House. Although 
there was no set material outcome imposed beforehand, different 
participations in projects emerged naturally from those exchanges. 

The case of Mary Conroy is a good example of how this AIR scheme 
constructs itself by responding to the singular needs of artists. What 
started as a collaboration for an intervention in the space of Ormston 
House, became a long-term discussion, and then evolved into a 
collaboration with several other projects initiated by the institution. 
One of them was the exhibition the Museum of Mythological Water 
Beasts, for which Conroy produced a new piece. This project was closely 
related to questions present in Conroy’s work, such as the relation 
between humans and nature and the use of natural resources. It needs 
to be noted that these questions, and especially those related to the 
‘memory’ of the River Shannon, have become one of the main focuses 
of the institution in the last few years, and this conversation with 
the artist is likely one of the elements that has shaped this interest.
As it turns out, during 2019 and 2020, Conroy will participate in a 
series of international residencies in collaboration with the River 
Cities network and the Creative Europe project Memory of Water 
of which Ormston House is a partner, a programme developed out 
of this concern shared by Conroy and the institution. This shows us 
the difference between going on residency abroad following paths 
of research and critical collaborations, and travelling abroad for the 
sake of survival. Conroy has a site-related practice that has led her 
to research life around the river in Limerick and its relationship 
with its waterfronts. That common ground of interest is the core of 
the exchange and residency scheme constructed in collaboration 
with Ormston House. Like the time of the River Shannon, both 
eternally flowing and only momentarily there, the fluctuating 
time of art has found its malleable course in Ormston House.
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Time to care

When we read the term for the first time, we found it appealing: 
immaterial labour. Then, there was still discussion about how it 
could affect capitalist production. We listened to utopian but thrilling 
proposals of how the type of creative work we did would change the 
mere conception of labour – how artistic capacities would start to be 
valued into all kinds of positions, and manufacturing would become 
a minor part of jobs. Concurrently, there were some suspicions: 
if personal capacities such as emotional intelligence, passion, 
enthusiasm, would soak the capitalist field, wouldn’t art and work 
become the same? How would the line between them be established?

Time has proved suspicions right. Since the avant-gardes, art has been 
closely related to life, and it was assumed that the artistic practice 
matched the personal and political actions of the artist. But never has 
the artist’s life been so entrenched in the artist’s profession as today. An 
artist never ceases to work: he needs to travel to all international events 
renouncing time with family, if his family is not directly part of the art 
scene too; he needs to attend all openings, all parties after openings, 
all drinks after parties after openings. He needs to move to whatever 
country whenever the project needs him, give talks at 8pm and go to 
meetings at 9am. He needs to have a sellable image and to be articulate 
in front of the media, in English preferably. He makes the product, often 
carries the product internationally, sells the product and is the product.

In the meantime, surprisingly, the discourse of care is spreading 
through the art world, and we listen to speeches about the 
importance of friendship, of self-care and care of others, of putting 
life in front of work… That happens in a milieu where not going 
to openings or talks after 6pm because that is time for personal 
life is considered unprofessional or, at least, a lack of engagement. 
Where turning down an international project because it won’t 
provide any childcare or proper schooling for your offspring is 
considered a stupid lost opportunity and proof of lack of ambition.

It is time to speak about the two possible feminisations of the art world. 
The first one relates to feminist economics and ecofeminism, and it 
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is radical. It challenges the sustainability of the whole system, from 
the contamination provoked by those nomad curators travelling by 
plane four times a week, to the economic precariousness accepted by 
art workers, which allows the system to keep functioning in the same 
exploitative way. It thinks of the effect of anxiety on our bodies; of 
the difficulty to develop healthy emotional relationships with people 
outside the art world, who can’t grasp or enjoy, as we must do, crazy 
timetables and personal sacrifices. This first type of feminisation of 
the art world worries about the fact that many female artists have to, 
and mostly want to, leave the race when they have children, because 
there is no way they can enjoy both motherhood and artistic life. 
And accordingly, it worries about the fact that many men artists who 
have a perfectly developed discourse about feminism mysteriously 
do not feel the same pressure about fatherhood. In short: It does 
really care about life, and acknowledges that the art world is a field of 
production, and not of sustainability of life, be it human or natural.

The second type of feminisation can also be identified thanks to 
feminist economics, but not as a positive input. Actually, these types 
are in opposition, they are incompatible and they cancel each other 
out. Historically, the capitalist system has divided labour sexually: 
While paid productive labour carried out by men was considered work, 
women’s historical tasks, based on the maintenance of life, from feeding 
to emotionally supporting, from giving birth to accompanying the 
elderly to death, was not. It was a perfect system in which women’s tasks 
were socially interiorised as part of their identity, of what they were as 
women, and therefore, performed as a free labour, essential to maintain 
the whole system of profit. The feminisation of work we can see today in 
the art field follows the same track: It assumes the artist’s duty, including 
the networking, socialising, emotional intelligence, enthusiasm and 
sacrifice that is involved in this labour is part of the artist-worker 
identity. It takes for granted that it must be carried out, because a good 
artist, someone who really is and not only works as an artist but is 
also someone who has it inside, would go for it. So the agents of the art 
world are the new women who have been tricked into slave work and 
self-exploitation. As it is part of their identity, they will even create the 
social forms of pressure and control that allow for them to request those 
same characteristics from others in the field. And the most perverse 
twist of what capitalism has done to us is that we will do that under the 
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discourses of care and feminism, because we think that bringing our 
children to the late opening of a show where we have been exploited 
and emotionally drained is mixing life and work in a revolutionary way.

Ormston House is intuitively but bravely trying schemes that approach 
the first conception of feminisation of the art profession: They include 
the artist’s life as the most important part of the equation. They are 
aware that the artist is a being with a body, who has a constellation 
of physical necessities and emotional relations of interdependency 
that form her universe, and that art can and must only be a part 
of it. The co-directors of Ormston House know it, respect it and 
want to put that at the centre. But they find themselves struggling 
between the two forms of feminisation, the one they want to apply, 
and the one applied by the system upon them. While they want to 
avoid putting it on others, their economic, emotional and physical 
precariousness is always bordering on the extreme. And if nobody 
cares for the carers, how long will the carers be able to keep caring?

Haizea Barcenilla is Assistant Professor of Art History at the University 
of the Basque Country. Her research focuses on the analysis of curatorial 
practices and historical narratives from a feminist perspective. She was an 
invited researcher at Konstfack University in Stockholm, where she studied 
the importance of the commons in context-responsive curatorial practices. 
Most recently, she undertook a research residency at Keio University in 
Tokyo studying the relationship between feminist economics and creative 
practices at Kosaten and Hospitale Art Centres. She has presented these 
lines of research around the world including at Málaga University, New 
York University and the National Autonomous University of Mexico.
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