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New Routines
OONAGH MCATEER REFLECTS ON HER APPROACHES 
TO ART MAKING DURING LOCKDOWN. 

THE ONGOING THEMES in my work include biography 
and the telling of stories and family histories, with religious 
faiths, beliefs, folklore and mystery woven in. I have a curi-
osity about people and their relationships and perception of 
truth – how and what they choose to believe, versus reali-
ty – as well as how people are programmed to respond with 
optimism or pessimism. Although I am still working on 
articulating it verbally, the objects I choose to work with have 
a dependable solid quality. They are what they are, and just 
like humans, they are shaped by nature and nurture, and are 
not fully understood. Some materials I have been working 
with include rocks, young trees, deadwood and empty egg-
shells. I combine these with whatever available mediums I’m 
drawn to, including watercolour, acrylics, coloured thread. I 
often juxtapose sturdy materials with fragile materials, and 
organic materials with man-made ones. Although my work 
could be seen as a representation of environmental concerns, 
its more specifically to do with our perception of society and 
biography.

I have just completed first year of the MFA at Ulster 
University and have recently been experimenting beyond 
the limits of photography as a material. I have developed a 
creative practice which draws materials and inspiration from 
the garden and farm around my home. I had been working 
intuitively with a wide range of materials, with the possibili-
ty of creating future installations. Of course, there have been 
changes to my plans. When the lockdown started, I was in 
the early stages of collaborating with several artists – Emi-
ly Esdale, Susan Hughes, Nollaig Molloy, Anna Nangle and 
Charys Wilson – on a project with the Public Records Office 
of Northern Ireland, working with and responding to the 
organisation’s archive. The resulting work would ideally be 
installed in the PRONI gallery for visitors to see. 

Also, our now cancelled end of year MFA group show, 
was due to be held at Vault Artist Studios – a community 
and not-for-profit arts charity, who have taken over an old 
school on Tower Street in East Belfast as a workspace for 
artists. We imagine that there will be an alternative show 
arranged at some point in the future. The main impact that 
the COVID-19 restrictions had on me was the sudden loss of 
MFA shared studio space at Ulster University. My favourite 
rock has been stranded in my studio space since the university 
closed, along with some trees that had begun to grow leaves, 
but now there is no one there to water them. Although, on 
the positive side, I have begun to make adjustments, so that 
I can have a studio space to work in at home – something I 
intended to do ‘someday’. However, it still does not compare 
to the environment for learning and direct peer access offered 
by my MFA studio space. 

I feel incredibly lucky to be in a position where I can work 
from home during isolation. I’ve been keeping myself busy 
and occupied so far. There have been times when I’ve lost 
track of days, but I have honestly not been bored yet. I’ve 
chosen to be quite disciplined with myself since the start of 
lockdown, as I knew sticking to a routine would be the only 
way to keep making work, as well as being an important tool 
for keeping a check on my anxiety. Continuing with daily 
writing and getting my thoughts onto paper helps with feel-
ing overwhelmed. Sometimes I find the process of writing 
useful and relevant to my practice, but at other times it isn’t so 
clear. I am currently reading the book, Bird by Bird, by writer 
Anne Lamott. Even though the book is about the process of 
writing, it relates to any art practice. The things I’ve learned 
from this book are: giving permission to listen to yourself; to 
make mistakes and keep going through the mess; and to stop 
letting perfection hold you back. 

Some of the positives of lockdown are that there is more 
time to notice and observe things, with less time spent travel-
ling. Not having to be places, I now have more time for read-
ing and a new sense of gratitude for the amount art exhibitions 
that are usually accessible. But at the same time, I have also 

Oonagh McAteer, Lies, Faćades & Secret Babies, 2019, installation, 90 pieces, mixed media, dimensions variable, on light box table; photograph by 
Curtis Morris, all images courtesy of the artist

Oonagh McAteer, Stranger round here, 2020, rock from unknown, 
caster wheels, memory foam

Oonagh McAteer, Failed Escape, 2019, digital photograph

developed a real sense of relief, because time has slowed down. 
The first few weeks, I wasn’t making work. At times I felt 
guilty that I wasn’t helping or that I didn’t have a ‘useful’ career 
– but then I remembered I would make a really terrible nurse. 

I have paired up with another artist, Zara Lyness, sending 
each other drawings and paintings and responding to each 
other’s work without actually talking to one another. It will 
be interesting to see what comes of this, or how this process 
resolves itself. Having weekly Zoom calls with fellow stu-
dents has also helped. I am developing a collaborative cre-
ative process alongside my own work, based on this dynamic. 
Nevertheless, nothing can replace the in-studio experience. 
Interestingly we recently compared two screenshots of Zoom 
meetings: one from early on during lockdown, with every-
one sombre and serious looking; and the other next taken 
five weeks later, in which everyone looks fresh with beaming 
smiles. Ideas are forming. One of those is the ongoing online 
residency, with two artists pairing up each week to collabo-
rate. You can check out these collaborations on Instagram by 
visiting @mfafineartuub.

I see now, with everything cancelled, that I am still not 
achieving everything I intended to get done and can only 
laugh at the unreal expectations that I had set for myself. I 
really hope that if I take anything from this period of iso-
lation, it is to aim for a slower pace of life and to place less 
expectations on what I “need” to do. I have no plans for work 
that I am currently making, rather, I am planting seeds for 
future work. There are no deadlines and I am excited to see 
what comes of this period. I have quite the collection of 
rocks now.
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