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In a practice situated in video and working with 
archives, Aideen Doran’s artworks often focus on 
moments of transformation or trauma. Through a 
process of intuitive and considered collaging, she 
combines material and thematic sources to create 
new narrative constructions that revisit historical 
moments, analyse the contemporary world and look 
speculatively to the future.

Working meticulously and instinctively, Doran 
collects material and ideas from diverse sources, 
both profound and peculiar, relating to a range of 
disparate places and times. This is then investigated, 
unraveled and re-collated into multi-layered 
audio-visual works or physical archival displays. By 
combining found archival footage with dislocated 
fragments of text and audio – carefully edited and 
augmented with digitally synthesised soundtracks 
and voice-overs – Doran builds multifaceted works 
that challenge and subvert traditional visual  
essay forms. 

Doran looks to sites and situations of transition or 
rupture, be they political, social or psychological. 
She is drawn to points of threshold and breakdown, 
and the unorthodoxy, the “monsters”, that emerge 
from these schisms. Questions around the visibility 
and value of labour and production, particularly 
from a gendered or artist’s perspective run through 
the work. As does an investigation of identity. 
What does it mean to be human, to have a “self”? 
To be a decaying being in a deteriorating world, 
and how can this be processed and addressed? 
Doran considers how society and nature can and 
must mutate and adopt altered states in order to 
survive and progress – exploring points where the 
established order or methods of communication  
and understanding have fractured or collapsed,  
and considers the potential consequences  
and aftermath. 
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Closed Door, Broken Windows  
Edward Ball, 2020

 
 
The Overton window is a political theory that refers to 
policies a given public will accept. This window shifts, and 
previously unpalatable or unthinkable ideas can become 
normalised, naturalised – dare I say it, institutionalised. Within 
this metaphorical framework of social order, of governance, 
things come to seem inevitable. And yet, and yet. If, as 
the political theorist Chantal Mouffe has elegantly shown, 
every order “is the temporary and precarious articulation of 
contingent practices”,1 what happens when – as 2020 has so 
desperately revealed – systems stop working, or when those 
systems work only for some? Established orders can be 
crises in themselves, but what appears fully formed can be 
approached, and subverted, from many different directions.

Aideen Doran’s practice doesn’t crack the pane but pivots 
around it, engaging new, other ways of seeing. She takes 
things that are in the world – archival images, found footage 
– and flips them on their back, revealing the visual codes 
and hidden ideological structures that have made them that 
way. Her approach is not to distort the object of enquiry, but 
to upend the readings around it – the ways it comes into the 
world. Doran is drawn to subtle acts of insubordination: in 
literature, in poetry, in the margins and footnotes of historical 
narration. What might such acts of power from below 
reveal? The artist’s engagement with archives and historical 
materials is a way to think through today’s problems, and 
seeming inevitabilities, at a distance.

The Acute Disaster, 2012. 
Digital video (still), 11.40 min.
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A new work is forming, originating at the point where an 
act of protest escalates and becomes riot. Riot is a kind 
of carnivalesque in its temporary upending of order; both 
public disobedience at the injustices of the status quo and 
the attendant justification of violence by those in power, 
clamping down on insurrection. A historical telling of a riot, 
as such, diverges in who speaks it, and Doran’s work attends 
to these disjunctures. The artist is drawing together historical 
materials in connection to two such moments of rupture in 
Ulster, where the artist grew up: a late-Victorian-era trial in 
her hometown of Lurgan, and a rent strike in the 1970s. The 
rent and rates strike was a campaign of civil disobedience, 
principally against the reintroduction of internment in 1971, 
and more broadly an expression of Catholic alienation from 
the Protestant government.2

Riot is justified – made inevitable – in one account of a 
trial Doran is currently researching. This pertains to the 
murder of a young boy, John Furfey, by a Captain Redmond 
in 1879, after an incident in the town. Doran’s materials – 
the coroner’s report, the Parliamentary account, and the 
boy’s gravestone – each vary in register, detail and bias. 
Witness descriptions conflict in the coroner’s inquiry. The 
Parliamentary account provides only a narrative statement, 
and concludes that Redmond’s use of force was lawful 
and proportionate, as the “rioters” were breaking the law 
by damaging property. On his gravestone, John is named 
alongside another man killed by Redmond – which is the 
only place that this death is recorded. These details alone 
highlight the power of those entrusted with recording history 
to omit, obscure and tailor the narrative. What histories 
remain occluded here, what else must be brought to light? 
What “incident” led to this tragedy?

Mistrustful of the voice of history, this ongoing research and 
work find connection with Doran’s The Acute Disaster (2012) 
a moving-image work in which a solemn, dramatic voiceover 
appears to be narrating what we see, until later we realise 
this is not quite the case. Found footage from the Trades 
Union archive, interspersed with shots of ruined buildings 

Oblomov’s Dream, 2015. 
Digital video (still), 17.45 min.
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1  Mouffe, Chantal. ‘Artistic Activism and Agonistic 
Spaces’, Art & Research, vol. 1, no. 2, Summer 2007, 
p. 2, http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/pdfs/
mouffe.pdf
2  For further reading, see Gilbert, Rosa. ‘No Rent, 
No Rates: Civil Disobedience Against Internment in 
Northern Ireland, 1971–1974’, Studi Irlandesi, A Journal 
of Irish Studies, no. 7, 2017, https://core.ac.uk/down-
load/pdf/228564651.pdf. Internment was a govern-
ment policy introduced in Northern Ireland during the 
Troubles, in which civilians were arrested and held 
without trial.
 

3  Aideen Doran, The Acute Disaster, 2012.
4  Script adapted by the artist from England, Claire  
and Evans, Karen. Disaster Management for Libraries: 
Planning and Process. Canadian Library Association, 
1988.
5  Barthes, Roland. Writing Degree Zero (1953). Hill and 
Wang, 1977.
6  See in particular Doran’s Oblomov’s Dream (2015), 
which takes place on a desktop setting intercut with  
a range of images from YouTube, narrating a 
protagonist who refuses to submit to the societal 
conditions assigned to him.

and groups gathering – a seeming riot – is accompanied by 
a voice preparing us for “if, and when, disaster might strike”.3 
We later realise the voice is speaking from a handbook for 
archivists on disaster management rather than narrating a 
possible societal crisis, as we may have assumed.4 Parts of 
the footage are grainy, damaged – what we see is fragile, 
metaphorically resonant of the frailty of historical, voiced 
authority. With this, Doran also highlights the malleability of 
the archive: made even more conditional by the subjectivities 
of its interpreter, its archivist. Doran’s own slippery narration 
is a distancing device, making us more conscious of how we 
see and are made to see.

For this new work, Doran is again paying close attention to 
register and voice. In Writing Degree Zero, the theorist and 
philosopher Roland Barthes advanced the impossibility 
of neutrality in written expression.5 The implication of this 
in Doran’s work is that pretence to neutrality can conceal 
motivations. Perversely, too, an unreliable narrator can be 
productive, if, as hoped, this fickle account encourages 
the audience to question what they encounter. As part of 
her research Doran is currently exploring the practice of 
“verbatim theatre”, in which plays are constructed based 
on the precise words spoken by those interviewed about a 
specific topic; holding a mirror to life and giving it space. Yet 
even that which is presented verbatim is still the product 
of unknowable and imperceptible subjectivities. Doran’s 
approach in relation to this conundrum is two-fold: treating 
her source materials antagonistically, scratching below their 
thin veneer for less varnished accounts, while simultaneously 
aestheticising a viewing mode of critical distance. Across 
Doran’s practice,6 she resists the idea of making things too 
smooth, refusing to wash over things; encouraging us, in turn, 
to become productive sceptics.

Doran dismantles the reception of upheld histories, siding 
herself, and us, against inevitability. This disassembling is 
highly generative as a practice, as its goal is to uncover 
alternate histories – those less patriarchal, less authoritarian 
– and accounts that jar with enlightenment narratives of 

progress. How do you denature such systems of power? 
Uncovering suppressed accounts is one such step. Doran’s 
work highlights the power of the act of insubordination, 
however minor. Small subversions, acts from below, can 
debilitate structures of power from within, it might just not 
seem that way. Doran’s own artistic acts of antagonism 
weaken dominant narratives, revealing those windows on to 
the world for what they are – lenses from which subjective 
accounts are formed.
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Oblomov’s Dream, 2015. 
Digital video (still), 17.45 min.
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Depositions of the Despoiled Subject, 2021. 
Dual-channel video with single channel of sound (still), 23 min.
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The Mechanical Child  
Stuart Fallon, 2019

 
 
Taking a 1950s case study by psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim 
as its jumping-off point, Aideen Doran’s 2017 video 
The Mechanical Child explores the complex and fluid 
relationships between humans, machines and foreign bodies.

Bettelheim’s subject was Joey, a young autistic boy who 
believed he was a robot. Bettelheim posited the now 
discredited theory that autism was a consequence of 
parental neglect, citing Joey’s mother’s indifference to her 
son as the cause of his detached sense of social relations 
and retreat to a “mechanical” state. By combining Joey’s story 
with a network of other text and image references, Doran 
creates an abstract study into what it means to be human  
at a time when the term has never been more mutable  
and fluid.  

A recurring series of images begins with a bunch of bananas, 
mysteriously branded with the iconic Louis Vuitton logo. 
Both absurd and aspirational, it rotates revealing its two-
dimensionality – a flat, superficial symbol. To the beat of a 
pulsing digital soundtrack the bunch morphs into a dais, and 
a surprised stone face – mined icons of an archaeological 
past. Then three dislocated stone body parts appear, lined 
up like a macabre fruit machine or cryptic riddle. The single 
hand, set of eyes and breast are votive offerings, traditional 
tokens to ancient deities, given either in hope of or as thanks 
for a cured ailment. Though detached the parts retain the 
potential of human form. They stare, turn, wave. 

The screen is then filled by a large lump of wet, pliable clay, 
pallid grey against a similarly hued background. Despite 
thumb prints on its lunar-like surface suggesting its potential, 
it remains frustratingly unformed. Commonly used in 
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trauma therapy, clay sculpting replaces traditional modes 
of communication, with patients invited to manipulate the 
physical matter in order to express themselves when verbal 
interaction has failed. The tactile, highly sensory medium 
can be delicately shaped, or pounded with force to both 
relieve frustration and unlock unspoken or unspeakable 
truths. Balancing on a sculptor’s stand Doran’s pre-formed 
apparition waits patiently to be moulded and afforded form 
by a human hand.   

Doran’s imagery is overlaid by a scripted voice-over, collaged 
together from texts contemplating the complicated and fluid 
nature of identity. Ovid’s Metamorphoses is ventriloquised. 
The epic 8AD poem sets out to “speak of forms that change 
into new entities” whilst questioning the very nature of 
metamorphoses from and to the human. The multiple 
episodes cover the absurd, humorous and often violent 
nature of the transformative process. The fragments also 
feature Jackie Wang’s “We are Epistolary Aliens”. In her 
2014 essay, Wang recounts her disappointment at a visit 
to Roswell, the infamous site of an alleged UFO crash 
in 1947, notably her dismay at the fabricated “aliens” she 
encountered in the Research Centre. With their overly large 
heads and four-fingered hands, the foreign bodies are laid 
out on operating tables or posed clumsily in formulaic sci-fi 
tableaux. Wang laments the lack of imagination shown by 
their creators, illustrating an inherent human inability to 
envision anything far beyond their own form and sense of 
self, or prophesy a future in anything other than their own 
image. The structure is adopted from Martin Crimp’s work 
for stage “Attempts on Her Life”. The “her” of the title is a 
conspicuously absent entity whose identity is revealed, 
confused and disputed through the increasingly abstract 
accounts of others. Essentially plotless, and consciously 
ambiguous, Crimp’s script leaves the work open to the 
reinterpretation of each individual staging director.

The amorphous clay orb re-appears. Voices compare notes 
on some unspecified recipe for humanity – “no, no, no, no, 
no – that’s not right. Not enough empathy [...] not enough 

sympathy,” as if some unseen Frankenstein’s monster has 
yet again failed its Turing Test and will require further work 
in order to convince of its autonomy – caught in a perpetual 
cycle of incompleteness.

“Let’s start over, let’s start again.”

Bettelheim’s case study took place at a time when 
the behaviour and condition adopted by Joey was 
technologically unimaginable and considered absurd. A 
key part of Joey’s condition was an inherent disgust at 
natural embodied processes such as eating and defecating, 
leading him to imagine external digestion mechanisms 
through drawings and models. Reconsidered today, the 
“mechanical” state he adopted speaks closely to a trans-
human proposition, where the idea of a disembodied 
existence is becoming a genuine and increasingly sought-
after prospect. We sit at a juncture where technology is 
facilitating and necessitating a radical re-analysis of the 
boundaries of humanity and mortality. The desire to be free 
from one’s body, detached from the messy reality of its 
natural functions, is ideologically free from an understanding 
or acknowledgment of the loss this dislocation may entail. 
By intricately clashing and weaving together her host of 
historical and contemporary sources, Doran reveals the 
complex philosophical, social and biological implications 
inherent in this idealistic pursuit. 
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The Mechanical Child, 2017. 

Digital video (still), 6 min.
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Biography 

Aideen Doran (she/her, born 1984 in Northern Ireland), lives 
and works in Glasgow, Scotland. She studied at the University 
of Ulster in Belfast and Glasgow School of Art, and completed a 
practice-based PhD with Northumbria University in Newcastle 
in 2016.

Recent exhibitions include Undertow at Freelands Foundation, 
London (2021), Songs for Work at Glasgow Project Room (2021) 
and Lavish and Judicious at CCA Derry-Londonderry (2018).  

Her work has been supported by Lux Scotland, BBC Arts, 
The British Council, Creative Scotland and the Arts Council of 
Northern Ireland. 

Talbot Rice Residents 
 
Talbot Rice Residents is a two-year programme within the 
unique context of Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh College of 
Art and the University of Edinburgh. 

A part of the Freelands Artist Programme, Talbot Rice 
Residents provides time and support for emerging, or re-
emerging artists based anywhere in Scotland. It is supported 
by Edinburgh College of Art, where the Residents have a 
studio and access to facilities. Residents also receive year-
round curatorial and technical support from the Talbot 
Rice team, as well as access to workshops, libraries and 
collections, and contact with the vast academic community 
within the University of Edinburgh. In addition to an 
annual artist fee, Residents receive an individual budget 
for production and travel, and meet at key points in the 
programme for masterclasses and workshops delivered by 
invited guests. The programme also includes national and 
international research trips, new commissioned writing and 
culminates with exhibitions in Edinburgh and London.

Freelands Artist Programme 
 
The Freelands Artist Programme is a landmark initiative to 
support emerging artists across the UK launched in 2018 by 
Freelands Foundation. The programme nurtures emerging 
artists’ practices by fostering long-term relationships and 
collaborations with arts organisations and bolstering regional 
arts ecosystems. 

In its first five-year phase, 80 artists have undertaken the 
programme across four partner organisations - g39, Cardiff, 
PS², Belfast, Site Gallery, Sheffield and Talbot Rice Gallery.
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