
Visual Artists' News Sheet | January – February 2018

22 Legacy

IRISH ART CRITIC JAMES MERRIGAN represents an unusu-
al merging of worlds. His critical approach is informed by both 
the specific style of art criticism found in American newspapers 
(practiced by writers such as Dave Hickey and Peter Schjeldahl) 
and the adoption of online publishing via digital blogs during the 
early noughties, as fast and furious, gatekeeper-free networks. In 
his project, Billion Journal, Merrigan embraced the strength of 
these networked digital platforms, striving to hold the position 
of an outspoken critic, while balancing a fraught relationship 
with the Irish art world. Time and time again, Merrigan returned 
to confronting what he described as “the lick-arse economy of 
our art scene”.1 Much of the force of his work derived from the 
high-wheeling drama of his polemics; his texts read as if they 
were not only written, but also being ‘performed’. Merrigan’s em-
brace of different outputs and platforms was influenced, in part, 
by his distrust of the art world and, more specifically, his obser-
vations about the problematic and stifling effect of what he terms 
its “cliquish insider nature”.

Merrigan’s latest publication, +billion- journal [2010 – 2017] 
– containing the entirety of his 121 reviews previously posted on 
the Billion Journal website – was published in February 2017 to 
mark the dramatic end of the project. For seven years, Merrig-
an posted bi-weekly exhibition reviews, or essays discussing the 
work of Irish artists, the art scene or the role of the art critic. This 
perpetual impulse was in keeping with conversations about pub-
lishing on the internet. The ‘blogosphere’ was originally a derisive 
term, and still to this day, blogs can be shrugged off as unserious 
or not worthwhile. Self-publishing offered Merrigan a platform 
that bypassed the hurdles of editors, publication schedules and 
the overheads associated with print. I previously interviewed 
Merrigan in 2016 and he explained: 

“I wanted my reviews to be part of the conversation. So, if 
there was an opening on and my review came out three days later, 
it became part of the conversation. I wrote a few catalogue essays 
as well and I never got the same energy, the same anxiety as with 
Billion; Billion is all about anxiety, as well as about conversation, 
it’s about energy – it’s about saying what you like, really”.2

Billion Journal certainly succeeded in being part of the conver-
sation. But this was about more than just timely publishing; it was 

a reaction against the art scene as he saw it. Merrigan repeatedly 
referred to the idea of what gets said and what doesn’t. He told me: 
“I was fed up with artists saying things in secret; artists are brilliant 
critics. I realised that very quickly. I was going to a lot of openings 
and a lot of people have a lot to say about their peers – and it was 
really good criticism. But it wasn’t getting out there”.3

The idea of the weekly newspaper art critic is a romantic one. 
On their regular beat, they ‘tell it like it is’, but this model of 
criticism isn’t without its own historical baggage. Their authority 
comes from seeing it all and seeing it again – typically, they lament 
the hype and PR spin from curators, galleries and institutions; 
their steadfast stance against fleeting trends comes from healthy 
levels of cynicism. As highlighted by curator and editor, Eilís 
Lavelle, Billion’s “lively anti-academic criticality emerges with a 
spectrum of references and visceral analogies tethered from art 
history, journalistic art criticism, popular culture and philosophi-
cal perspectives”. In one particular Billion post, entitled ‘Liminal 
is fine, but…’, Merrigan reviewed Caoimhe Kilfeather’s exhibi-
tion ‘season and evening and weather and history’ at the Douglas 
Hyde Gallery.4 In this post, he discussed the restricted language 
often repeated ad nauseam in relation to artworks. Going against 
the widespread use of the term ‘liminality’ in response to Kil-
feather’s work, Merrigan imagined other possibilities, such as TV 
static, decay, sleepless nights and pill-popping. 

Critic and researcher, Rebecca O’Dwyer responded on the 
same day, to both Merrigan’s text and the gendered nature of sub-
jectivity in art writing more broadly, arguing: “each interpretation 
is not intrinsically right: Kilfeather’s exquisite work is no more 
about popping pills as it is about day-time TV”.5 She argues that 
subjectivity and personal stories are important tools against “the 
still-dominant discourse, which is that of the straight-white-
male”. The key point for O’Dwyer, is the relationship between the 
writer and the art, adding that “the relation between the critic and 
artwork should be an empathetic, rather than dominant, one”. In 
a subsequent post, ‘Critical Bonds’, O’Dwyer elaborates on her 
critique, writing: “Now, I completely understand and appreciate 
Merrigan’s stance as provocateur: for criticism to be critical, he 
surmises, the critic must adopt a heroic warrior pose, unbeholden 
to the quotidian bonds of normal life. Ascetic, this critic renounc-

es dinner parties, exhibition openings, and social media. Radical 
estrangement is his – and I fear it is always ‘his’ – true home.”6

In the fallout of a global economic crisis, Ireland became a 
poster boy for austerity policies, the legacies of which are still 
unravelling today. The Irish art scene was never particularly 
well-funded, but it was hit harder still during this time. CIR-
CA Art Magazine was Ireland’s leading art magazine, publishing 
from 1981 to 2009 and chronicling every major artist and top-
ical debate during this period. When CIRCA ceased publish-
ing, Irish art criticism had to learn and adapt in order to survive. 
Billion represents a particularly innovative approach to Irish art 
criticism during this time, with projects spanning many formats 
– including online blog posts, printed matter, multimedia experi-
ments and public conversations – that aimed to address the criti-
cal void left behind with the demise of CIRCA. 

Many of Merrigan’s other concurrent writing projects also ex-
amined and responded to the Irish art scene. A series of Merrigan’s 
essays was published in a 2013 book entitled Agents of Subjectivism, 
underpinned by the themes of seduction and sublimation in art, as 
well as issues surrounding artistic voices, retreat, interventions and 
agency. While Billion Journal published urgent reviews and essays, 
a series of audio-visual video essays, entitled the ‘SHITLIST’ was 
also developed to offer expanded coverage of annual graduate ex-
hibitions between 2012 and 2016. The provocative title suggested 
that the graduate artists featured on Billion’s ‘SHITLIST’ were 
potentially “the shit” – as in worthwhile and important. There’s an 
additional provocation, of course, simply in the gesture of making 
a list, picking good from bad, and putting your critical judgements 
out there.

As part of his role as critic-in-residence at EVA International 
(2014), Merrigan developed a series of open letters to participating 
artists, while ‘Towards A Subculture of Art’ became one of Merri-
gan’s most definitive texts, which he repeatedly references and has 
republished in his most recent book, Madder Lake (2017). In this 
‘call to arms’, Merrigan describes his own transition from artist to 
critic, motivated, in part, by the constraints created by a lack of mon-
ey and the perceived limitations of “playing the game”. The problems 
he identifies are mostly structural – namely severe inequality, a lack 
of pay and the acceptance of precariousness for artists. 

If the art scene is, could, or should be a ‘subculture’, Merrig-
an’s projects embrace radical strategies that open the potential for 
multiple critical and persuasive voices. Merrigan’s post-Billion 
projects have included teaching psychoanalysis at Trinity College 
and critical writing at Gorey School of Art; curating exhibitions, 
such as ‘Soul Beating’; and developing All or Nothing, a film about 
Irish art painting. He continues to write online and make video 
essays under the project titles ‘Madder Lake Editions’, ‘other glob’ 
and ‘dub sessions’ on his new blog: iamnotapainter.com. While 
Merrigan’s impulse towards particular strategies and writing 
styles have clearly not ended with Billion, there is something 
significant about the legacy of such an experimental moment, 
within the evolution of Irish arts criticism. 

Chris Hayes is an Irish artist and critic currently living in 
London. 
rrreview.wordpress.com
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