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It is a great pleasure that Limerick City Gallery of Art 

marks the beginning of a momentous year for culture in 

Limerick with an exhibition of new and groundbreaking work by 

one of Ireland’s pre-eminent artists, Michael Warren.  

As Ireland’s first National City of Culture for 2014, 

Limerick knows Michael Warren’s work whether in the city or 

in the county and his work is loved and widely recognised.  

His feeling for materials and the spiritual nature of his 

sculpture renders the experience of his work both joyful 

and immensely calming. That we announce the dawning of 2014 

in this mood is especially important for Limerick at a 

momentous time in the history of the city and county when the 

authorities are merging and when the whole of Limerick starts 

to be visible as a tour de force in cultural activity.

First encounters with Michael Warren’s work generally give 

the sense of monumentality, of the extraordinary scale of 

the wood and of the mastery of the material with that sense 

of love and knowledge that comes from a deep respect for the 

landscape and for the place. On further acquaintance, the 

works become a place of intimate and personal reflection, 

where their sculpted beauty refers to the artist’s original 

intention. Michael’s authoritative excavation of the in-depth 

art history references come from his training in Italy, and 

serves to allow detailed stories and wonder to accompany 

the viewer as they get to know the context out of which the 

sculpture has arisen.  

Concerning the exhibition THOSE WHO GO / THOSE WHO STAY, I 

connect this body of work and its appearance in our gallery, 

directly to this time in Ireland.  The bravery of the artist 

in this moment is to keep on going, to keep on pushing 

boundaries and to give hope in this era, and as such, the 

value of this effort cannot be underestimated. What Michael 

Warren has continued here is our quest for new form, for new 

means of expression that, for our age, gives an understanding 

of the possibility for the future. Underpinned by what Mel 

Gooding has perceptively written about Michael’s work, in 

this exhibition there are new horizons for movement within 

and the interaction of the visitor with the work, of the 

visibility of the drama and of the beauty of line and form. 

It is no less than a statement of what art does for us in our 

lives at present, and can act as a mantra for all who work in 

visual art at all times. Here in the lovely galleries of LCGA, 

the viewer can really enjoy these works.

As ever John Daly of Hillsboro Fine Art has been an 

inestimable support. Enormous thanks to Mel Gooding who 

has written so eloquently for this catalogue. Deserving of 

acknowledgement are the patience and interest of the team 

at LCGA, alongside the wider public whose support of LCGA 

allows us to push the artistic boundaries constantly.  THOSE 

WHO GO / THOSE WHO STAY is a beautiful exhibition, with 

extraordinary new work. Finally thanks to Michael Warren for 

working with us, for his enthusiasm and energy and above all 

for his exquisite art.

Helen Carey

Director / Curator

Limerick City Gallery of Art

January 2014

THOSE WHO GO / THOSE WHO STAY 

Michael Warren 

Limerick City Gallery of Art
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Michael Warren: 
A New Body of Work

Mel Gooding
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Vital import is the element of felt life objectified in the work, made amenable to our understanding. In this 

way, and in no other essential way, the work of art is a symbol...  You apprehend expressiveness or you do not; 

it cannot be demonstrated... But no one can show, let alone prove to us, that a certain vision of human feeling 

(in the widest sense of ‘feeling’) is embodied in the piece. This sort of feeling, which is not represented, but 

composed and articulated by the entire apparition, the art symbol, is found there directly or not at all. That 

finding of the vital import is what I mean by ‘artistic perception’. It is not the same as aesthetic sensibility; 

it is insight.	 (Susanne K. Langer)

I Those who go / Those who stay 

In T.S. Eliot’s ‘The Dry Salvages’, the third of the Four Quartets, there is a passage that describes a 

state of mind well known to the traveller: 

When the train starts, and the passengers are settled 

To fruit, periodicals and business letters

(And those who saw them off have left the platform)

Their faces relax from grief into relief,

To the sleepy rhythm of a hundred hours.

Fare forward, travellers! Not escaping from the past

Into different lives, or into any future;

You are not the same people who left that station

Or who will arrive at any terminus,

While the narrowing rails slide together behind you...’

As so often in Eliot there is an evocation of Dante: here, in the notion of the soul as being in a 

condition of perpetual travel or movement, with an indeterminate destination, in an ever-present, 

everlasting simultaneity of time past, present and future. (As in the ‘Unreal City’ of The Waste Land, 

for example: ‘Under the brown fog of a winter dawn, / A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many, / I 

had not thought death had undone so many.’) Eliot’s ploy in such passages is to bring into a familiar 

modern situation (a railway station, the city, a quayside) a reminder of the primordial metaphor of 

staying and going, and an appropriate sense of mythic identification: we are all travellers caught 

up in time, but with an ineluctable fate beyond and outside time, towards which we have no choice but 

to travel: ‘Fare forward, travellers!’ − as Krishna in the poem commands − ‘Not fare well / But fare 

forward, voyagers.’ As they fare forward, others must stay, and wait their inevitable turn.
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The ‘grief’ of which Eliot reminds us, the grief of parting, and the turmoil of departure from one 

place, one state, towards another, and the complexities of thought and feeling which attend upon those 

who come to see the travellers off, and stay behind, are those of our temporal reality, of life itself. 

And those who travel, as we will on another occasion, may ‘relax into relief’, into a blessed anoetic 

sentience – of knowing but not understanding − in which the struggle with meaning in the temporal life 

(which has but one end) goes into abeyance, in time to ‘the sleepy rhythm of a hundred hours’. It is a 

powerful metaphor, bringing into the play of our present mind and feelings recollections of countless 

such moments on station platforms and trains, quaysides and boats: 

 

‘And on the deck of the drumming liner

Watching the furrow that widens behind you, 

You shall not think ‘the past is finished’ 

Or, ‘the future is before us.’  

In the voyage between those stations, those shores, those states, it is possible, while time is 

withdrawn, to think, as Eliot avers, of past and future as one, without here or now. You are in another 

condition, that of becoming, and you will not disembark as you were when you came aboard. 

The Farewells, Those Who Go, and Those who Stay, three strange and marvellous paintings made by Umberto 

Boccioni in 1911 – a trilogy to which he gave the significant title, States of Mind − attempt to picture 

this metaphor in the dynamic rhythms and colours of his own distinctive version of Futurismo. In the 

first it is the busy station that is pictured: it is where we are; in the second the passengers now 

en voyage fall into reveries and dreams; in the third, those who saw them off have turned to leave, 

desolate, still trapped in whatever circle of purgatory they inhabit. It is a subject and theme that, 

remembering Boccioni, Michael Warren has broached in this recent set of works. The dynamism and pathos 

of Futurism has haunted him since his student days in Milan, when in that city’s monumental modernist 

railway station he spent hours watching the joys of greeting and the turmoils of farewells as trains and 

travellers arrived and departed. But whatever the source of their themes, and of their evocative titles 

in poetry, art and life, these new sculptures (as with other new works in this series) could not be more 

abstract, more static, or more purely emblematic.

IMAGES TOP TO BOTTOM: 

Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: The Farewells, 1911

Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: Those who go, 1911

Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: Those who stay, 1911
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In common with the other recent sculptures that feature pendant wood-forms set within steel frames, 

there is nevertheless a strong aspect of the theatrical, as if it were possible that the figures in 

these abstract dramas might be characters caught up in a moment of formalized drama. The basis of the 

‘dramatic moment’ in formal theatre is this: something has happened; something is about to happen. The 

spectator is caught up by definition in that present moment where past and future are met; it is the 

revelatory moment of what in the theatre is called ‘discovery’. The curtain rises to ‘discover’, as it 

might be, a silent empty room, or a man seated at a table, etc.: this is the mis-en-scéne, the ‘setting’ 

of a potential action; it is the pre-requisite of the ‘dramatic moment’. It is not action; it is the 

tense and visible manifestation of pre-active energy un-discharged.

In these sculptures, inexplicable relations between the powerfully affective pendant forms create a 

dramatic as well as a formal tension. The slight curvature at the bases of the steles contradicts 

expectations of a monolithic plank-like verticality. It introduces indeed a suggestion of textile 

pliability, as if they were gowns that flare slightly at their hem. What is ‘discovered’ when we 

encounter them suggests a static tableau of faintly hieratic robed figures, a theatrical proposition 

of possible interaction, but one whose fixed and determined moves, as in Noh drama, carries more 

than a hint of ritual. The titles serve to indicate the essential nature of their relation: they are 

participants in a ceremony of farewell and departure. It is the function of ritual to subsume the 

circumstantial into the timeless universal. 

A primary aspect of the discourse of art over time and space and across media is that of work with 

work: every work takes its place in a history that flows forward and backward, and the historiography 

of art is part of that. No painting or sculpture exists outside of a complex reticulation of (visual) 

quotations, references, reminders of similarity and of contrast, this ramification of formal, stylistic 

and thematic relations and counter-relations, interactions and counteractions. ‘Whenever we attempt to 

interpret a work of art,’ wrote Henri Focillon at the beginning of his classic The Life of Forms in Art, 

‘we are at once confronted with problems that are as perplexing as they are contradictory. A work of 

art is an attempt to express something that is unique, it is an affirmation of something that is whole, 

complete, absolute. But it is likewise an integral part of a system of highly complex relationships. The 

work of art results from an altogether independent activity: it is the translation of a free and exalted 

dream. But flowing together within it the energies of many civilizations may be plainly discerned.’
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The recollections in Warren’s sculptures of both the images and titles of Boccioni’s very different 

work have a purpose, that of proposing an emphatic contrast of modes. The paintings reflect the 

frenetic dynamics of the futurist vision of modernity, finding its image – a recurrent trope in the 

early modernist imagination – in the seeming chaos of the precisely timed comings and goings of the 

modern railway terminus, the place of the beginning and end of journeys, the place of settings out and 

homecomings, the site of the passage of an infinitude of individuals passing through – ‘so many, I had 

not thought death had undone so many’! Above all, these images are psychologically charged: they are 

metaphors – as their collective title makes clear − of states of mind. 

Warren’s theatrically framed and still figures could not be more different: they present us with 

the stasis of the Zen no-mind. They have (as I have suggested) the grave presence of Noh characters: 

stillness is their dominant dramatic modus, and their movements, limited, as in the case of a clock 

pendulum, to the lateral, are as if ritually constrained. That they may be moved along strictly 

determined tram lines and reconfigured within a rigidly schematic set of possible relations (always 

parallel and subject thereby to dramatic parallax) serves to emphasize the habitual stasis that we 

encounter, which is itself the natural and inescapable consequence of their pendant gravity. In 

fact this very gravity, so insistent in the perceptible weight of the steles, their stasis being the 

ineluctable and natural destiny of the pendulum weight when it comes to rest, the condition of its 

greatest closeness to the curved earth, the ground of human being, is what paradoxically gives these 

forms their ‘free-standing’ iconographic presence, which in turn suggests a kind of agency: they are, we 

cannot but infer, six characters; and the spectator (the word has here a particular force) is the author 

for which they search. 

The departure of those who go is impending; the departure from the scene of those who stay depends, 

we may say, on the always precisely timed moment of the necessary departures. For the time being, 

we witness an endless instant of anticipation, a passage (in the French sense) of waiting, a stay 

of action. Discovered within the architectural frame (they are not in open space, but theatrically 

enclosed), viewed as through a kind of proscenium, the dramatic moment is discovered: this is not a 

sculpture of action, but rather of contained energy leading to potential resolution. This drama of 

waiting, staying and going, itself (as I have suggested) but part of an ineluctable cycle of being and 

becoming, cannot but remind us of yet another modern dramatic masterpiece, whose staging of recurrent 

passages (tragi-comically ritualistic) in front of a single tree inevitably recalls Noh, is commemorated 

in Warren’s enigmatic Go Deo: Homage to Samuel Beckett, at Trinity College, Dublin. 

Michael Warren, Go Deo: Homage to Samuel Beckett, 2006 

Michael Warren, Those who go / Those who stay, 2013
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II Those who saw them off

Those who saw them off presents us with a simpler image which picks up the theme of Those who go / Those 

who stay, and in which the two pendant figural steles represent those who wait and watch those who 

go, before themselves departing the scene. Except that, poetically speaking, they are caught, in this 

image, in the frame of their own condition of being: they stay where they are in a state of suspense; 

they are, as we say, ‘hanging on’, or waiting: for what? There is a strong suggestion of one being at 

the shoulder of the other, an effect of what in the theatre is called ‘blocking’, the artful placement 

of figures in relation to the stage setting, which in this case intensifies the impression of a still, 

rapt, collective passivity, an impression increased by our knowledge that they could move apart but do 

not. We have seen this intimate configuration a thousand times in actuality, and understood perfectly 

its expressive psychological function.  

As in Those who go...  we find that the terms we must use to describe the material components of the 

work and their relations to each other correspond precisely to the language in which we describe the 

inferred dynamics of its internal thematic − i.e. psychological and metaphysical – relations. The formal 

dynamics determined by the steel framing, the weight and placement of the steles and their potential for 

a limited mobility, and above all the power of gravity itself, emphasized by the suspension of these 

solid figures just clear of the ground to which nature wills them, and which their pendency resists, 

calls forth a language that is necessarily dramatic and fraught with emblematic implication. And yet the 

works remain implacably abstract, uncompromisingly dumb and intractable. 

In a commentary on Yeats’s essay ‘Certain Noble Plays of Japan’, James McFarlane writes of the poet’s 

use of aspects of Noh theatre to achieve an impersonal poetic drama, ‘distinguished, indirect, and 

symbolic’ in Yeats’s own words, a form counter-distinct to the busy theatrical naturalism that dominated 

the theatre of his time. It is apt to this new series of sculptures, the more so in that Warren himself 

consistently resorts, in one way or another to a deliberately dramatic presentation, and to a deliberate 

‘staging’ of his commissioned public sculpture. Such ‘theatricality’ is one of a number of ways in which 

Warren from the outset has departed from the essentially Kantian, purist ‘modernist’ determinations 

of post-war painting and sculpture, towards an ‘impure’ engagement, by way of analogy, with other arts 

− music, theatre, dance, even poetry − and towards a thematic sculpture shaped and informed by what 

Susanne K. Langer, the great mid-century aesthetician, has described as its symbolic ‘import’: ‘The 

import of art is perceived as something in the work, articulated by it but not further abstracted; as 

the import of a myth or a true metaphor does not exist apart from its imaginative expression.’	

Michael Warren, Those who saw them off, 2013
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Here, then, is McFarlane: ‘[Yeats’s] over-riding concern was to achieve a distanced intimacy: to 

counterbalance this new intimacy of setting [of the drawing room first performance of his own Noh 

influenced play At the Hawk’s Well] with a new and organic separating strangeness. This strangeness was 

entirely different from the ‘bodily distance’ which the mechanicalness and noise of the contemporary 

theatre created; it was to be achieved by “human means”, by ritual, stylizations, the formalizations 

of the dance, by abstractive transpositions into music, by the depersonalizations of the mask...’ The 

suspended steles of Warren’s new sculptures, whose curved, concave forms subtly modify the known and 

familiar properties of the planked timber, are very active in the creation of just such a ‘distanced 

intimacy’ and ‘a separating strangeness’: they have an expressive effect that is akin to that which 

Yeats desired for his masked and robed figures. 

Warren is aware of this: paradox intensifies estrangement. ‘Paradoxes of stillness and movement, and of 

presence and absence, are evident’, he writes. ‘Regarding the latter, it is noteworthy that the stele 

form in itself can be read paradoxically. Each stele derives from a baulk or heavy plank of timber. To 

create the curved base, about two thirds of the timber has been cut away. The literal absence of timber 

is then visually echoed in the concave form of the developed stele. It is this double absence, actual 

and visual, that contributes to the generation of a sense of presence.’ Presence and absence are, of 

course, dual functions of the mask as such: the presence of the strange, the absence (or disguise) of 

the human ordinary. Hence the effect of the uncanny that Yeats sought in the intimacy of the first, 

domestic, presentation of At the Hawk’s Well, at Nancy Cunard’s London house in 1916.

Warren’s steles perform as masks or masked figures, whose presence may be felt both as directly actual 

(wood) and also uncanny (figure), but they lack crucially the particularity of character that defines 

the personnage: they are self-evidently, self-declaratively worked and squared planks, and in that 

sense, it must always be emphasised, they are abstract objects configured within schematic metal framing 

devices. The timbers used in their making include oak, elm, redwood, sycamore, pine, cedar of Lebanon 

and Monterey cypress. They are variously finished – by sanding, hand chiselling, burning − but never 

varnished or painted, oiled or polished: there is no sensuous surface play that seeks to ‘enhance’ the 

‘traditional’ qualities of wood as a carved and polished medium. Such decorative ‘improvements’ are 

withheld the better to emphasise the timber’s essential ‘woodiness’, with its characteristic density 

and flow of grain, its knots and hair-cracks. The effects of natural ‘scarring’ and weathering are only 

refined where they would otherwise be distracting to the eye, or disruptive to the effect of the form.
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For all the fantasy they invoke in the receiving imagination, the sculptures remain obdurately 

objective, each component the thing itself, wood and steel, and it is the material and dynamic 

objectivity of their thinginess of being, and their (highly) constrained configurations, that provokes 

imaginative response. That, and their titles, which hinge them to the world of natural language and 

its poetic, associative and symbolic potential, especially in its nominations of conditionality and 

contingency: they may go, they may stay, they wait, they are in suspense, caught in the moment, they 

hang together or apart, they gather, they separate (as their construction and articulation make 

possible). We encounter them always, however, in a state of stillness, poise, of balance, of perfect 

conformity to the laws of gravity and dramatic presentment: their kinetic potential is what makes their 

stasis paradoxically more emphatic.

III Titles: theatrical presentations and pictorial framings

The virtue of Warren’s titles consists in the permission they give to the play of the imagination: they 

encourage invention, fantasy, and intellectual speculation. Pagina pastorum (Pageant of Shepherds or 

Shepherds’ Play), for example, directly encourages our reading of the tableau as theatrical, and of its 

three figures (fat, medium and thin) as the simple pastoral characters of the famous Wakefield Mystery 

plays on this theme. The term ‘reading’ in this context is apropos: the medieval Latin pagina translates 

as ‘page’, and may have been transferred to ‘pageant’ as relating the MS text to its realization in 

reading and performance. ‘Pageant’, as it happens, was also a term for a ‘moveable platform’, the plain, 

planked scaffold or stage on which the mystery plays were presented.

In a framed rectangular space, which substitutes for the theatrical platform, the three figures may 

be moved into different configurations of relation (‘blocked’, so to speak, in different ways). The 

mechanics of their suspension and movement are undisguised (as they are in all of these new sculptures): 

these elements – the circular insets which allow access to the nuts and washers by means of which the 

steles are attached to the visible overhead rails etc. - are aspects of the sculpture - components 

as things-in-themselves, and necessary to the possibilities of articulated movement that make their 

weighted stasis all the more impressive as a kind of dramatic presence. These elm planks are plain 

as the plainchant that accompanied the worship of the peasants who played the shepherds’ parts; they 

are carpentered of the timber (I think of Kant’s ‘crooked timber of humanity’) of that once most 

characteristic tree of the English (and Irish) countryside, its robust wood well fit for the objects of 

the common people’s life − chairs, cartwheel hubs, coffins, bows and boat keels.

Michael Warren, Pagina pastorum, 2013
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The magnificent and monumental Reredos also presents itself in terms of dramatic relations, but those 

relations are constrained by its form to the purely spectacular theatre of the late Gothic and early 

Renaissance altarpiece, whether as wooden sculpture or painting on wooden board. The steles can be 

moved laterally and their relations altered, but always with the visual prominence, determined by the 

triptych form, of the central panel of the tableau. Where Pagina Pastorum in its homely way (it is a 

work with nothing of the uncanny about it!) makes its reference, we may find, to the rustic devotions of 

the simple poor (those of both the original shepherds and the townsfolk who played them and watched the 

plays), the form of Reredos is decidedly hieratic, and its foremost ‘import’ – ‘something in the work, 

articulated by it but not further abstracted’ − we may choose to regard as sacramental. 

It is not, however, a religious work per se. Even so, the potential diversity of the formal dispositions 

of its undeniably abstract components, the infinite puzzle-like permutations of its moving parts within 

a scaffold of implacable symmetry cannot take away from it an insistently frontal formal gravity. 

Photographs of the work in differing configurations demonstrate this versatility, this play of ‘now 

you see it, now you don’t’ complication, and make visible its ludic geometrics of reveal, occlusion and 

parallax. Its structure is a kind of three-dimensional perspectival diagram that adds to the triptych 

arrangement a visual (and actual) cruciform. The title of the piece invites us, without ambiguity, to 

consider it as a complex object of contemplation. The nature of that meditative attention, however, is 

a function of subjective concern, and may reflect as much a preoccupation with geometry, and its mental 

and metaphysical implications, as a recollection (in the deepest sense) of the triptych altarpiece, its 

multiple associations and its programmatic arrangements of image.

The most striking formal aspect of Reredos is the pale/dark, (almost) white/ black pairing of the 

central panels – one pale wood, one burnt timber − unique (so far) in this new series of sculptures: it 

is a feature which serves (among other things) to emphasise the provenance of its formal presentation 

in both the frontal spectacular aesthetics of the painted or carved altarpieces of early 15th century 

Tuscany and Southern Germany and in the formalities of geometric abstraction in its broadest scope. 

The stark black/white contrast of rectangular verticals may remind the spectator of works by such 

strictly abstract artists as Barnett Newman (who, as it happens, saw his own soft-edged divisions of 

the canvas by means of his characteristic ‘zip’ as deeply anti-geometric and evocatively mytho-poetic) 

and Ellsworth Kelly, the ‘import’ of whose hard edge, minimal (not ‘minimalist’) and idiosyncratic 

geometric abstraction was profoundly (and designedly) multivalent, openly susceptible to many possible 

interpretations of meaning and value. The slight but significant curvature of Warren’s pendant forms 

has, indeed, something in common with Kelly’s own characteristic departures from classical geometry.

Michael Warren, Reredos, 2013

Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516
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Carter Ratcliff, the American poet-critic, in an essay on Kelly’s late series of paintings entitled 

Curves, describes the great American’s work in terms that might be applied to Warren’s latest 

sculptures; I quote him in order to suggest ways in which Reredos (and any of the other sculptures 

in this group) might be read, and in which its title would have no further bearing than as a 

description (or a record of the origins) of its formal structure, and its seriousness of address to the 

contemplative spectator: ‘Undermining hierarchies, Kelly renders each of his forms as independent – and 

dependent – as every other. When an artist attributes absolute value to any of his forms, that form 

stands, metaphorically, for absolute authority in life – or, if you prefer, politics. Kelly is not an 

authoritarian. Guided by no overarching programme, inviting us to see his works as particular responses 

to situations, he offers metaphors for resistance to authority. The point lies not in the moral lesson 

but in the experience, the perception, of certain ideals transposed to painting with astonishing 

vividness.’ In this respect, the salience of the central and foregrounded steles in Reredos carries no 

more necessary value or significance than that of any other figure in the piece, and as with the formal 

relations in any other of these recent sculptures, the overall dynamics of weight and distribution are 

remarkably poised and even-handed. We are free to find in them whatever import we can.

As indeed we will, when we consider the simple Quatrefoil and the dramatically configured and freely 

open-worked Barbed Trefoil. Looked at frontally – as its distinctive formality demands – Reredos 

visually suggests the four-part structure of the quatrefoil, reduced from its vegetal curvatures to 

a three - dimensional and orthogonal rectangularity. Hence the titles of these works, which derive in 

the first place from a simplification of the underlying (symmetrical) formal structure of Reredos, and 

which recall the framing we associate above all with the spectacular relief sculptures of Ghiberti’s 

first Baptistry door in Florence, and of its recurrence in Gothic architecture as a framing tracery for 

stained glass images. As with Reredos, this may remind us of its sacramental history (an association we 

may find more or less persuasive as the basis for meditative speculation), and we will also, however, 

unavoidably think of it as a geometric device for the framing of a potent image. Its significance then 

is, perhaps primarily, to draw our attention to these works as operating visually, by analogy to the 

pictorial qualities of relief sculpture or to its close relative, painting. Warren, as we may say, is no 

authoritarian: in apprehension of ‘the entire apparition’ the mind is freed to exercise the inventive 

insights of Langer’s ‘artistic perception’.

 

Ellsworth Kelly, Untitled, 1988
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IV Envoi: insouciant elegance

These recent sculptures of Warren’s constitute a remarkable creative leap: a shift into new 

possibilities of sculptural structure, the invention of unprecedented articulations of forms and 

configurations that borrow with extraordinary insouciance and elegant economy from other arts. They 

extend the expressive potential not only of Warren’s own sculpture, but radically challenge the 

modernist line of free-standing, ‘homeless’, floor-based abstract ‘object sculpture’ (as codified 

by William Tucker in the mid 1970s), and the many arbitrarily illustrative, ironically imitative, or 

shapelessly conglomerate or additive anti-structures of much recent sculpture that might be described 

as discursively or reflexively propositional. This is a sculpture that reaches back beyond both the 

informal play and arbitrary ahistorical referencing of the postmodern and the formalist rigours of 

purist high modernism to forms and presentations of other, older cultures. 

It does this with scrupulous intellectual principle, and with a characteristically unorthodox aesthetic 

economy. Informed by a richly historical imagination, these sculptures of Warren’s enter the ‘highly 

complex relationships’ of Focillon’s ‘life of forms’; their ‘free and exalted dreaming’ partakes of the 

never-ending recurrence of artistic imagery and structure that Fritz Saxl called ‘a heritage of images.’ 

In their construction they are free of those contemporary theoretical determinations and self-conscious 

formal constraints that hobble the free play of the creative mind and encourage programmatic repetition. 

Each work, rather, demands anew Langer’s critical act of ‘intuition’: ‘Intuition is, I think, the 

fundamental intellectual activity, which produces logical or semantical understanding. It comprises all 

acts of insight or recognition of formal properties, of relations, of significance, and of abstraction 

and exemplification. It is more primitive than belief, which is true or false. Intuition is not true or 

false, but simply present.’

Mel Gooding 

December 2013

Michael Warren, Quatrefoil, 2013

Lorenzo Ghiberti, The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1401
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Those who go / Those who stay

2013

cedar of Lebanon, steel

230 x 370 x 100 cm
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Those who saw them off

2013

redwood, galvanised steel

272 x 172 x 100 cm
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Pagina pastorum

2013

elm, steel

227 x 202 x 106 cm
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Reredos

2013

sycamore, cedar of Lebanon, steel

270 x 300 x 180 cm
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Barbed Trefoil

2013

Monterey cypress, steel

3 x (276 x 200 x 100 cm)
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STELE WITH FRAME

2013

cedar, pine

241.5 x 107 x 41 cm
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Quatrefoil

2013

oak, steel

220 x 200 x 150 cm
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Artist’s note

I wish to thank the staff of Limerick City Gallery of Art for all their help 

and support in relation to this exhibition. I especially want to thank Helen 

Carey whose belief in this new body of work has remained steadfast from the 

outset. And my sincere gratitude throughout that time to my family and friends, 

particularly Declan Breen, John Daly, Larry Doyle, Patrick Lawlor, George Warren 

and Richard Warren, whose contributions and participation have been invaluable. 

Many thanks also to Padraig Cunningham and Keith Nolan for their painstaking work 

on the production of the catalogue. Finally, I wish to acknowledge my special 

indebtedness to Mel Gooding whose scholarly text so wholly reveals his masterful 

ability ‘to play gracefully with ideas’.

Michael Warren

MICHAEL WARREN / biography

The sculpture of Michael Warren is informed by a profound love of material side-

by-side with a keen comprehension and passion for art history, literature and 

philosophy. His dedication and achievement have long been recognised in his native 

Ireland and internationally. He was elected to membership of Aosdána in 1981, the 

Royal Hibernian Academy in 2008 and was awarded Honorary Membership of the Royal 

Institute of Architects of Ireland in 2012. There have been similar honours from 

many of the countries, including Japan in 1989, Spain in 1991, and Ecuador in 

1998, where his large-scale public sculpture is sited. 

Educated at St Columba’s College, Dublin, Michael Warren attended Bath Academy of 

Art, England, and Trinity College, Dublin, before completing his studies at the 

Accademia di Belle Arti di Milano, Italy, in 1975. Over the past thirty years he 

has created challenging, outdoor public sculptures in Andorra, Ecuador, England, 

France, Ireland, Japan, Korea, Morocco, Portugal, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Taiwan, the 

United States of America and the French West Indies. Warren’s art has been widely 

exhibited and is included in important collections worldwide. He lives and works 

in County Wexford, Ireland, and is represented by Hillsboro Fine Art, Dublin.
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