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Public Feeling
SARAH BROWNE REFLECTS ON HER RECENT 
PROJECT, COMMISSIONED THROUGH SDCC’S 
PUBLIC ART PROGRAMME, IN CONTEXT 4.

15 November 2019

Dear Public,

At the time of writing, Public feeling is half-way through its run of Sundays in No-
vember. The first two Sundays were hosted by Tallaght Leisure Centre; the second two 
Sundays will be in Clondalkin Leisure Centre. I’m still driving around looking for you, 
making phone calls, writing emails, sending WhatsApp messages, putting up posters. 
Some of you I know, and some of you I don’t. The artwork depends on you being there 
to move and breathe and sweat into it: it won’t mean anything without you all being 
in it together. 

“Public feeling is a project about health and austerity, shaped by fitness choreogra-
phy… Public feeling is a participatory experience. By booking a ticket, you are agreeing 
to take part in a fitness class, with an understanding of the risks involved in undertaking 
physical exercise. Please discuss any illnesses or injuries with your instructor before the 
beginning of the class. This will be confidential.”

This is part of the text that you encounter when you book a ticket, hosted on a the-
atre booking website (not Eventbrite), although the pages are designed, in this case, to 
fit the vocabulary of a leisure centre or gym. Tickets cost €7, a little less than the walk-
in price for a class. They’re free for leisure centre members and community groups: re-
ally, the €7 is just to create a moment of decision-making, so that we can track numbers 
and know how to greet you as you arrive. It’s not about generating revenue. As much as 
possible I’ve tried to think about these communications with you as part of the aesthet-
ics of the project, because they matter so much to your experience.

I’ve imagined the three performances (classes) as a three-act cycle: BREAKDOWN 
(a virtual spin class); FALLOUT (a circuit class); and RESILIENCE (an aquafit class). 
FALLOUT can accommodate 16 participants and RESILIENCE can accommodate 20. 
So, it is a relatively small number of you that encounter the work most directly in the 
leisure centres over the four Sundays in November. (BREAKDOWN will be an instruc-
tional video, distributed online at publicfeeling.org for your individual use on a mobile 
device in another gym, or at home.) 

I’ve been curious about the gym as a space of physical learning and transformation 
for some time now, with its distinct grammar of scripts, sounds, textures and objects, 
its own culture and – I felt sure – politics. I addressed the In Context 4 commission 
as an opportunity to site this enquiry in a particular place. Public feeling is situated in 
South Dublin County, where in 2018, it was found that while self-reported health has 
stabilised since the end of the recession, not everyone has benefitted equally: stress and 
mental ill-health remain higher in areas of greater deprivation. Carer burden is now 
the single largest factor impacting on wellbeing, and half of households in Tallaght in-

clude a person with chronic illness. Conversations with community workers and health 
professionals in the Tallaght-Clondalkin-Ballyfermot area also drew attention to the 
pressures of the housing crisis and a new demographic of maternal suicide that is not 
represented anywhere else in the country. It is the first time, anywhere in the State, that 
women are taking their own lives in the same numbers as men. In the same areas, gyms 
and new churches are drawing new traffic into industrial estates, where many fitness 
businesses have been developing since the recession.

There is an extraordinary series of photographs taken by Sasko Lazarov in Clondalkin 
in 2009, depicting a housing estate littered with all kinds of rubbish, with glimpses of 
some children playing in it. It requires a read of the caption to understand that this was 
a result of residents being instructed by bogus leaflets to leave out unwanted household 
goods for collection, by collectors falsely claiming to be from the local council. The next 
day, men (who were not council employees) arrived and began taking certain goods 
which were of value and leaving the rest. These photographs were a kind of warning for 
me; both about the instability of appearances of dereliction and waste, and the difficulty 
of articulating a trustworthy voice through printed matter. As the project developed, 
the decisions I’ve made have been a series of moves away from representation or ad-
dition, and towards rearrangement. I wanted to avoid what a workshop participant 
described as ‘trauma tourism’, adding to or repeating representations of a community in 
crisis. Public feeling might present you with an odd mixture of objects and experiences, 
but it is an honest invitation and a promise to do no harm. It is up to you to make sense 
of it for yourself and identify value where you can. Public feeling is as much about the 
discussions that happen between you in the changing rooms afterwards, as the class 
that is staged.  

While the process of casting performers for the project began as a conventional 
search for actors or dancers (albeit with personal training qualifications), I quickly de-
cided to work with actual fitness instructors from the county instead. This involved a 
number of months of being a ‘secret shopper’ in all kinds of fitness classes in the area, 
learning about local inter-gym politics and feeling around for the right energies to 
bring into the project. Any doubts I had about my hunch that gyms can be politicised 
spaces were corrected with the election of Paddy Holohan (a former MMA fighter and 
gym owner in Tallaght) as a local councillor during the summer, joining Kenneth Egan Anne Berot in rehearsal; photograph by Miriam O'Connor, courtesy of Sarah Browne
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(former Olympic boxer and now an addiction counsellor in Clondalkin) in the move 
from gym into public office. 

I knew from the beginning that I needed perspectives other than my own to bring 
into the scripting process, and I commissioned poet Colm Keegan to develop a piece of 
writing for the circuit class. A meeting with Senator Lynn Ruane in Leinster House led 
to an invitation to work out with her in her gym in Brookfield Enterprise Centre, and 
I later asked her to write a contextual essay for the In Context 4 book. This text, Rich 
in Resilience, articulated the complex experience of post-austerity gym communities so 
well I used extracts of it within the curated music selection for the aquafit class. Sound 
designer Bee Akkerman developed a new composition that featured field recordings 
and audio samples from austerity-era protests in the area (notably the water protests 
and the Greyhound lockout), all still conforming to the musical requirements of a fit-
ness class. Colm and Lynn’s voices animate the leisure centre spaces in a very powerful 
way: they are generous, critical and hopeful. Their scripted voices interact with live 
coaching by Gareth Francis (Kickstart Fitness) and Eleanor Young (Terenure College), 
who lead the FALLOUT and RESILIENCE class respectively. Gareth and Eleanor take 
really good care of everyone that comes to take part, from the gym-phobic to self-de-
clared fitness geeks. People tend to leave sweaty, rinsed out and smiling. As an artwork, 
this feels like an unusually pleasurable and wholesome thing to be responsible for. 

Some of you prefer to communicate by email or in writing. Individual phonecalls 
and face-to-face meetings tend to be a lot better though, especially if I do it myself. So 
I drive around the Long Mile Road and the Nangor Road and many other roads that 
are similarly full of industrial estates (that are full of auto suppliers and without other 
points of orientation), stopping at community centres in housing estates with footballs 
stuck on the roof and always, always the sound of traffic whooshing somewhere close 
by. My little car is stuffed full of the objects that are repurposed into fitness equipment 
for the classes every weekend: a washbasket full of towels, weighted with concrete; a 
pair of 2l milk jugs and 5l jerry cans; a sock full of coins and something that feels like 
a pen-knife; a bunch of keys with a photo memorial for a loved one; a pair of beige 
anti-slip bathmats; some builder’s buckets and beer crates; 50 empty husks of 1l plastic 
milk bottles; a stack of exam papers and books; a milk trolley that carries everything. 
(All these objects were found in skips, or reconstructed from observations of things I’d 
seen, heard talked about or found thrown out in gym car parks.) Did you know that 
dumb bells found their name from the movement of (silently) ringing a bell? A dumb 
bell. So, there are also weighted megaphones used in the classes, filled with concrete 
and incapable of speech.

 
Grief / machine / repetition / work / devotion / lifestyle / anticipation / endorphins 
/ exertion / f itness / excitement/ self-conf idence / training / head above water / 
lane dominance / limitations / expectations / surprises / wet / joy / play / pace / 
action / together

What is your first memory of your body? For a lot of people, it’s when something ‘goes 
wrong’, when there is sickness or illness or hurt. Colm told me this, when we were de-
veloping writing workshops in the leisure centres and reading The Body Keeps the Score 
by Bessel van der Kolk. Over the summer I’ve been interested in sharing this #gym-
reading research through the rehearsals, so that readings and poetry exercises (like the 
word association above) and discussions about the semiotics of tracksuits can become 
normal activities on the pool side and in the aerobics room, as well as the more usual 
physical movement. I also know that some of you aren’t able to take part in a project like 
this. I’m going to be thinking about this more in future work, what kinds of bodies and 
experiences fit comfortably inside the ‘general public’ description, and what kind do not. 

The ephemera of the project – posters, pamphlets – act as traces of the artwork, for 
those of you who cannot be there, for whatever reason. This includes photographs by 
Miriam O’Connor and an extract of the script by Lynn Ruane, designed by Peter May-
bury. Filmmaker Jenny Brady has followed the rehearsal process so that there will also 
be a document that attempts to capture something of the project’s overall intentions, 
the atmosphere of its making, and allow for some reflection afterwards by people who 
have been ‘inside’ it. I brought on board an excellent producer, Aisling O’Brien (not a 
common enough support in visual arts projects, in my view) who was instrumental in 
securing coverage online and in printed press (RTÉ, the Tallaght Echo, Totally Dublin). 
Lynn’s essay was published in The Irish Times, in the ‘Health and Family’ supplement. 
Gareth has asked to use Colm’s commissioned poem, Body As, during his own classes 
back at Kickstart, so once the project is over in the leisure centres, an echo will persist. 

Public feeling is as much a proposition and a rumour for you as it is an experience. As 
much as bodies can hold onto trauma, there is the possibility of learning and practicing 
different ways to move. 

Yours sincerely,
Sarah 

Public feeling by Sarah Browne was commissioned by South Dublin 
County Council through IN CONTEXT 4 – In Our Time and funded under the 
Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government’s Per 
Cent for Art Scheme. Thanks to Emer O Boyle, UCD Parity Studios, Jenny 
Richards, Bettina Persson, Marabouparken Konsthall and Michael Birchall, 
Tate Exchange Liverpool who supported the project in its development.

Sarah Browne is an artist based in Dublin. 
sarahbrowne.info 
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