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Environmental Histories of Ireland: Objects + Places

The River Room, University of Galway + Seana Mhac Bog Trails, Connemara, 21-22 July
2026

Participants: Nora Ward, Caimin Walsh, Kerri Sonnenberg, Malcolm Sen, Kevin
O’Sullivan, Aoife O’Leary McNeice, Erika Hanna, Patrick Doyle, Juliana Adelmann.

Over the course of two hot days in July 2026, we had a workshop where we shared and
discussed our practice and research with one another. Galway was brimming with the
Arts Festival, big tops and performers and temporary bars dappled the city. The river
room is at the back of the Arts/Science Concourse building, and looks out on the River
Corrib, which was lower than usual due to the dry, warm weather. The river room is all
glass, cold in the winter and hot in the summer. Summer conferences about
environmental history increasingly take place against the backdrop of the unfolding
climate and biodiversity crises. Over the two days of the workshop wildfires raged in
Europe, the United States, and Ireland. Lots of us were talking about research to do with
water and wet places, but even the bog we visited on Wednesday afternoon was
uncharacteristically dry.



The workshop was about Ireland, and the changes it has undergone in the last century
or so, that are typically interpreted as the nation’s journey towards economic growth,
industrial development and modernity. These changes were heralded at the beginning
of century with the development of electricity, embodied in the high profile hydro-
electric scheme on the river Shannon. The Electricity Supply Board was founded in 1927
to administer this plant, and oversaw the ensuing development of further hydro
schemes on the rivers Erne, Liffey and Lee, in addition to the ambitious rural
electrification scheme that ran from 1940s to 1970s. Bord na Mdna was established in
1946 to develop and harvest Irelands peat-bogs and work with the ESB to transform
this turf into electricity at peat power stations. The Industrial Development Authority
was founded in 1949, laying the foundations for Ireland’s focus on foreign direct
investment. Ireland joined the EEC in 1972. The EU continues to shape land use and
environmental regulations on the island, not least through the Common Agricultural
Policy. In November 1980, apple opened the company’s first plant outside the US in
Cork, and today has been joined in Ireland by other tech giants like google, Airbnb,
salesforce and many more. Modern Ireland’s landscape and economy has also been
shaped by the pharmaceutical industry. Pharmaceuticals make up 45% of the republic’s
exports, and the country is the world’s 3rd largest exporter of pharmaceuticals. While
most of these examples apply in particular to the Republic of Ireland, environmental
approaches also reveal the porosity and contingency of political borders. The Irish
border is an especially wet, leaky and porous space.



Many artists and academics are currently engaging in the history and legacy of these
developments, producing work which may be broadly conceived as relating to Ireland,
environment, modernity and capitalism.[1] Over these two days in Galway we sought to
approach these developments from a social, cultural and environmental perspective.
How do the physical traces of this economic and social change manifest materially in
the Irish landscape? As a way of answering this question, each participant presented on
a particular object or place that is part of their research and practice. Focusing on these
case studies provided insights into questions of scale, and relationships between
historical actors, both human and more-than-human. We thought about these places
and objects in the context of three themes: land use and extraction; human and more-
than-human relationships; and emplaced research practices.

[1] For example Aidan Beatty and Conor McCabe (eds), ‘Capitalism and Irish studies,
special issue of Irish Studies Review, xxxii 2024; ); Frank Barry, Industry and policy in
independent Ireland, 1922-1972 (Oxford, 2023); Patrick Bresnihan and Patrick Brody,
From the Bog to the Cloud: Dependency and Eco-Modernity in lIreland (Bristol
University Press: 2025); Sinead Mercier, Michael Holly and Eddie Lenihan, Men Who Eat
Ringforts (Askeaton Contemporary Arts: 2020); Sharae Deckard and Lucy Collins (eds),
‘Food, Energy Climate: Irish Culture in World Ecology; special issue of Irish University
Review, Spring/Summer 2019.



Although these objects and places ranged widely, from a gaff used by poachers to
catch salmon on the River Lee to protest music from Carnsore Point, from milk
powder to the River Barrow, from silage bails to the Dublin food co-op, particular
threads emerged. We talked about narration and storytelling, how do you engage with
stories that are not always linear, and range in scale from the molecular to the
cosmic? How do you make tangible that which often goes unseen, for example the
extinction of a memory, an enormous mound of rubbish lying hidden beneath a thin
membrane, or the privatisation of crops and seeds? How are landscapes simplified,
scoured and straightened, and what are the unexpected outcomes of this
simplification? We thought about bodies in history, both human and more-than-
human, and how these bodies are porous and entangled, brought together through
eating, breathing, walking and touching. What connects the body of a curlew with
that of a farmer, the body of a cow with that of a baby, the body of a salmon with that
of a poacher. We engaged with histories of the senses, what the past smells like,
tastes like, sounds like, feels like.



On the second afternoon of the workshop we put together the contents of this
zine, using cuttings from newspapers along with material we had brought relating
to our objects and places. We each made a page that related in some way to our
object or place, and reflected the conversations we had been having. We shared
different parts of the newspapers and magazines with one another that related to
our objects and places. The methodology is different to traditional modes of
academic production. It is speedy and informal. The materiality of the paper in
our hands, fingers sticky from pritt stick melting in the high temperatures, and
smudged with marker and crayon, also felt like an antidote to the abundance of Al
methods we are daily encouraged to use in order to do things faster, more
efficiently and with a sheen of ephemeral immateriality. This of course masks the
carbon footprint and material impact of Al, which requires enormous amounts of
water, electricity and land. Making this zine connected us to our objects and
places in a tangible way. | hope that leafing through the following pages will also
make you feel connected to these questions. There is a blank page at the end, |
invite you to fill it with your thoughts on an object or place that is important or
interesting you.

Aoife O’Leary McNeice, July 2026



Objects + Places

Juliana Adelmann - SMA Infant Formula
Patrick Doyle - Dublin Food Co-Op
Erika Hanna - Upper River Barrow

Aoife O’Leary McNeice - Salmon Gaff
Kevin O’Sullivan - Kinsale

Kerri Sonnenberg - Tramore Valley Park
Caimin Walsh - Anti-Nuclear 12’ Single
Nora Ward - The Round Baler
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The anti-nuclear struggle is i ional and intensifying — we’re part of it and have a
unique opportunity to stop nuclear power before it takes root in this country. Nuclear
power can only be stopped by force of people power. ¥
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Only a democratic movement controlled by the people, involving young and old and
active in opposing nuclear power in every part of the country will stop this project of
destruction.
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Carnsore, Kilrush, Easkey, Whiting Bay, Salterstown or South Armagh — we don’t want
the stuff anywhere.
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