Toward a curriculum of emigration and diaspora

Module 1: Art – discussion questions and notes

Emigrants at Cork, Unknown, 1840
Questions

· How are the emigrants preparing to leave? 

· What can you tell about the emigrants here? 

 

 

Note:

This is a painting of pre-famine emigrants who appear to be emigrating as a family. They do not appear to be destitute, as they are well dressed and the woman is helping to unload a large suitcase. With this family, there is little sense of emigration as a tragedy - the scene is unhurried and relatively serene.  The port does not appear to be under pressure. This can serve as a good point of comparison for later pictures depicting famine emigration.
Outward Bound, Homeward Bound, Erskine Nicol, 1850s

Questions:

· What distinctive elements in each painting does the painter use to let us know what city the figure is in? 

· What clues does the artist use to indicate the figure’s relative level of wealth in each painting?
 

Notes:

This pair of paintings offers a vision of poverty pre-emigration, and relative wealth after - suggesting the prospective emigrant can look forward to contemplating a return visit. This is an overidealisation, as relatively few of those who made it to the US in the mid-1800s returned, and many ended up in poverty.

The Dublin Customs House can be seen in the background of Outward Bound, while the New York  is of a busy port. The barrels and the jug indicate plenty, as do the man's clothes, which look cleaner and more expensive in the second painting.

 

 

Emigrant ship leaving Belfast, John Glen Wilson, 1852

Emigrant ship, Dublin Bay, Edwin Hayes, 1853
Questions
· What is the relationship between the people and the ships in these paintings?

· If someone had never seen a ship before, what do you think they might have felt as they contemplated boarding and crossing the ocean in one of these?

· What might they have been thinking when they entered the ship and looked back at the port?

· How might one have prepared for such a journey?

 

Notes

These paintings are useful for highlighting the challenges of the departure. 

 

 

Departure of emigrants at Clifden, Aloyisius O’Kelly, 1883
 

 Questions
· What kinds of businesses might have been useful in a port city? 

· Pick out a few of the figures in the painting. What might they be thinking? 
· Is there a central focal point in this crowd? How does the artist bring your attention to it?
 

Notes

 This painting depicts a scene of crowds and activity. While the picture overall feels at first like a swirl of humanity, the details of Individual faces in the crowds are clear, showing varying levels of concern and sorrow. At the very center of the piece is a what appears to be a mother and father saying farewell to their son – the artist calls attention to this by the central positioning, the  strong black/white contrast of the mother and the son, the fact that several figures ‘frame’ the central figures by having their faces tilted toward them. With all the hustle of the port, this painting focuses on the emotion of departure.  
 

 

 

Letter from America
Questions:

· What kind of moment is this for the family? How does the painter depict the importance of the letter? 

· Why is the youngest child reading the letter out loud? 

· How different is communicating with people far away today?

· What would be the limitations of keeping in touch with your family by a letter that would be read out loud like this? Can you see any advantages?

 

Notes:

The young child in this painting may be doing the reading because she may have been the only literate member of the family.  Even though the emigrant is absent from the painting, he or she is clearly present in the minds of the family, as evidenced by how intently the figures are listening to the reader. It's likely the letter might have contained a remittance. 

  

 

 

 

Possible remedies - the emigrant

Questions:

· Why is this painting called "Possible remedies"? What might emigration be a remedy to?

· What clues do we get about where the figure is going? 

· How is he going to get there?

· What might he be feeling?

· What would he be carrying in those bags?

Notes:

The name of this is revealing. Emigration has sometimes been seen as a safety valve in Irish society - allowing for the relief of economic and political pressures. It is, of course, a problematic solution, as it is one that takes a heavy toll on the individual. While the figure here appears as a strong man, there are hints of vulnerability - he is alone and the package and his small suitcase are all that he is bringing with him. 

 

 

Emigrants at Cobh

 

Questions:

· What is happening in this painting?

· How do the characters relate to each other?

 

Notes:

This painting may at first appear to be less technically accomplished than many others, but in a way the awkwardness of the composition can be interpreted to reflect a level of emotional unease. The painting captures a sense of emotional stiltedness and discomfort.
The figures appear to be lined up, apparently soon to board a ship.

While some of the figures are engaging with each other, most of them are looking in different directions. The figures are stiff and not graceful, creating an uneasy mood. The figure in orange in the foreground appears lost in thought and isolated, although he is surrounded by people. The man with his head bowed creates a feeling of sorrow or sadness. 
 

Economic pressure

Questions:

· What is likely to be going through the minds of each of these characters?

· Why is there a dead tree on the rocks? What might it indicate?

· Does the colour of the sky mean anything?

· Why are the men looking away?

 

Notes:

 

This is a painting that is rich in detail and symbolism. 

The title is somewhat ironic, as it takes a dry analytical term and juxtaposes it with the emotionalism of the scene.

The sky is greyest over the embracing figures and brightest out over the sea, suggesting the possibility for a brighter future in the destination.

The dead tree in the figure probably indicates the barrenness of life at home - the tree has managed to take root in the rock in an unlikely manner,  but there hasn't been enough life to sustain it.

The men on the left stand awkwardly looking away, as if embarrassed by the farewell scene. 

. 

 

 

 

Exiles
Questions

· What feelings does the painting evoke?

· What does the positioning of the figures indicate?

· How does the title "Exiles" relate to the experience of the figures?

· What are the rocks in the background?

 

Notes:

This painting is more abstract than most of the others, and suggests a deep psychological unease.  This is a painting without much hope.

Several details highlight the vulnerability of the figures.  The man is only partially clothed, his trousers are ripped, and one leg is tucked in.

Both figures stand alone, not communicating. 

The rocks in the middle ground and background could also represent buildings or smokestacks in foreign cities, while the clouds are dark and gloomy, and could represent smog. The sky is darkest over the foreground, and the ground is also barren, suggesting that there is little hope at home, while the distance looks vaguely threatening. 

 

 

 

 

 

Goodbye

Questions

· Compare this photograph to earlier scenes of departure.

· How is it different? Are there things that are the same?

 

Notes

This photo depicts a farewell at Dublin Airport in the late 1980s. While the mode of transport has changed, it is apparent that the moment of farewell maintains its emotional power. 

It would be interesting to compare this work with that of the paintings.

 

 

Suggested projects:

1. Recreate a scene from a painting or series of paintings using a digital camera.

2. Write an essay encompassing the following:

What is the character thinking?

Imagine the figure's past - what brought him or her to this point? What future lies before him or her?

Module 2: Memorials – discussion questions and notes

Memorials are interesting to study because in reflecting back to a remembered past, they can tell us as much about the attitudes of those doing the commemorating as about the recalled moment. People with different perspectives will commemorate different aspects of an event; some of the monuments here are companion pieces done by the same artist, with one monument in Ireland and another one in a destination country.
Larne

 

Question

· How does the sculptor use the clothing, posture and positioning of the figures to give clues about the lives of those he is memorialising?
 

For further research:

Who were the Ulster Scots who went to America in the 18th Centuy? 

What motivated them?

Where in America did they go? 

What happened to them?

 

Coffin ship
Arrival 

John Behan
Questions

· What is the overriding message in each piece?

· How does the artist contrast their fate?

 

· Each of these monuments are located near prominent landmarks - the Irish one is near Croagh Patrick, a traditional place of pilgrimage, while the New York memorial is near the United Nations, the building housing the association of governments aimed at facilitating global cooperation. How does the placement of each of these monuments add to their significance? 

 

Notes

While these are closely linked memorials, they depict very different stories.
· "Coffin Ship" places the emphasis on death and suffering tied in with the departure -skeletons form the structure of the ship, and the figures are lying down. 

· "Arrival" emphasises the successful completion of the journey- the figures are upright, and some of them are leaving the boat. Additionally, these are fully-fleshed out buildings and the figures on the boat have individual features. 

 

Famine Monuments, Ireland and Canada
Rowan Gillespie

· How does the artist portray the suffering and starvation of the figures? What elements of the figures highlight their suffering?

· The figures are situated on the Dublin Quays - how does the way they are situated add to the effect of the monument? 

 

Toronto - 

Watch the video at 
The Toronto memorial is unusual in that it focuses on the mindset of the immediate arrivals. 

 

The Emigrants, Derry

· The monument consists of seven figures - what is the sculptor trying to express through his positioning of the figures? 

· The young boy is holding a musical instrument, and the young girl has a book. 
 

Notes

The sculptor is showing the relationship between the emigrants' past and future and the people left behind. These figures depict grandparents and a small child looking at a set of parents and two children who are departing. Two of the figures in the departing family look backward, at the grandparents, while two look forward, toward the port. 

The boy has a musical instrument, and the young girl is carrying a book - both of these signifying the culture they will bring with them to their new land. 

 

 
Chicago Famine Memorial

Question

· There are many symbols here. What do you think each of these might represent?

· Woman at the top

· Celtic crosses
· Harp

· Cottage

· Ship in the background
Notes

This depicts an Irish family fleeing from their home, and is loaded with symbolism – the daughter is taking a harp, a traditional symbol of Ireland. The cottage is their home, from which many were evicted in the Famine. The headstones in the background recall the dead of the famine, who they are leaving behind. The ship represents emigration, the only apparent hope for the emigrants. The woman at the top is perhaps meant to represent the female figure of Ireland. 
 

Sligo Famine Memorial
Questions

What kinds of emotions do you see in this sculpture? 

Compare this sculpture to the one of the family at Larne. In what way is it different? Why did the sculptor portray the family in this way?

Notes

This sculpture shows the vulnerability of the Famine emigrants – yet the figures are also demonstrating tenderness and concern for each other. In contrast to the family at Larne, they are focused inward – emigration is not for them a matter of looking forward to a bright future. 
Annie Moore
Question

Annie Moore was travelling with her two brothers because her parents had moved to New York nearly four years earlier. 
How would they be feeling as they awaited the reunion? 

For further research:

Explore Ellis Island – what kinds of procedures would immigrants have to go through before they entered America? 

Notes

Annie Moore was the first immigrant to pass through Ellis Island in New York, which was opened on January 1, 1892. She and her brothers were joining her parents, who had emigrated in 1888. 
 

Kiltimagh
Questions

· What kind of feeling do you think you might get if you were to encounter this on the street as you visited Kiltimagh?

· Think about its position on the sidewalk. Why  do you think the organisers chose to place this on what appears to be an ordinary sidewalk, without a pedestal? Would it have given a different message if the sculptor had used a pedestal instead?

· Unlike many of the other monuments, this figure is alone - how does that affect your perception of the figure? 
· Think about what the emigrant is carrying with him. Does it seem like enough to start a new life in a strange country? What would you need to bring with you? 
 

Notes

Many young men and women emigrated alone in the 1950s. 

This is a monument to the ordinary, unheralded emigrant, yet it is also very specific in its reference to a specific place and time. It is also unusual in that many of those it is meant to memorialise are still alive. 
Olean, New York

Question

· At the centre of this monument is a stone. What meaning do you think that stone held for the people of western New York, who brought it there? 

· In what way is this memorial like a headstone marking a grave? In what way is it different?
· If you were to visit this monument, what kind of feelings might it inspire in you? 
Notes

This is a very simple famine memorial. The focus of it is a raised stone from Penrose Quay in Cork Harbour. This stone has been transported to New York, where it is installed in a place of honour at a site of commemoration; removing a stone from the departure point and setting it off as a memorial is a way of transporting the past into the present in a very literal way. A visitor to the memorial might ponder whether one of his or her ancestors had walked on the stone. 

Cork Listening Posts

Question

How do you think hearing the voices of emigrants enhances the act of remembering?

Do you think there are any drawbacks to this type of memorial? 

What might some advantages be? 

Notes

The Listening Posts are an innovative use of oral history. The repeating voices of the posts are like ghostly presences inhabiting the quays.

 
FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Compare the monuments to the paintings. In what way are they similar? In what way are they different?
What kind of monument would you design if you were to design an emigration monument? 
· Would you try to depict a specific era of Irish history?
· Would you incorporate symbolism into your monument? If so, which ones? If not, how would you work on expressing your commemoration? 

· Where would you place it? 

How would you design an immigration monument in Ireland? Think about honouring the contributions of a specific community that has come into Ireland. 
· What symbols might you incorporate? 
· What mood would you create? 

· Where would you place it?
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