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Pluck Projects are delighted to present In Pursuit of Leisure, the debut solo exhibition from 

Irish artist Stephanie Hough. Not only is it Hough’s first solo show, this is also Pluck’s 

first curatorial project, marking the beginning of this collaboration between Sarah 

Kelleher and Rachel Warriner. We are really proud to be launching with Hough’s work, 

its sharp intelligence and wit embodying the kind of work that Pluck wants to engage with 

as we develop. We are also hugely grateful to Stephanie for her extraordinary efforts in 

bringing this show together, it stands as testament to her talents and drive that it has 

come into being. 

We would like to take a moment to offer thanks for the generosity that has been shown 

to us in the development of this exhibition. Firstly, Trish Brennan from CIT CCAD 

whose ongoing support has been invaluable. We are delighted to be working with the CIT 

Wandesford Quay Gallery and many thanks are due to Maeve Lynch who has kindly 

given us her time and expertise. In addition, we’d like to thank Dr Kerstin Fest for her 

contribution to this catalogue, Mary McCarthy, Dobz O’Brien and the National Sculpture 

Factory for their moral and technical support, to Dr Ed Krčma for opening the 

exhibition, and to History of Art in UCC for their backing. The project has been 

constantly interesting and exciting, this would not have been possible without the support 

that we have so kindly been offered and have gratefully received.  

This catalogue features a statement by the artist expanding on her ideas for the show, a 

text by Dr Kerstin Fest on the development of the concept of Leisure and a short essay 

by Sarah Kelleher that provides a critical response to the work. Our hope is that it will 

enhance the reception of the show by expanding on central concepts and developing 

ideas that run in parallel with this exhibition. 
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Stephanie Hough 

In Pursuit of Leisure marks the accumulation of artwork and research, which 

began roughly over two years ago. The body of work displayed in this solo 

exhibition contains the fruits of a labour of leisure. 

My practice has always been inextricably bound to, and captivated by, the effect 

of technology on communication, and more specifically how society can be 

understood through its practices of consumption. Never before have we lived in a 

world so overtly mediated, via images and videos. This is the new symbolic order, 

one comprised of immaterial forms of production and consumption.  

The focus of this current body of work pursues contemporary representations of 

leisure. Indicative of late capitalist commodity culture whereby consumers can not 

only purchase and acquire objects, they can also purchase identity through 

lifestyle and leisure pursuits: forms of symbolic and immaterial exchange. This 

work addresses the politics and aesthetics of leisure as potential sites of 

subjective inquiry.  

Leisure is an elusive term, and can represent anything from a site/location, 

activity, time period and state of mind. ‘In Pursuit of Leisure’ simultaneously seeks 

to locate and identify the mediated physical and non-physical (embodied and 

disembodied) spaces and activities of leisure. Mediated experiential locations 

such as the public park, the garden, the home, and the television: the private and 

public sites where leisure is performed or enacted.  

The source material for the exhibition incorporates found footage, images and 

text. From digitized instructional VHS tapes, gardening books, to IKEA catalog 

tag-lines. The VHS instructional videos, sourced from  thrift stores,  were  digitized 
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and edited in order to remove all speech, omitting the instruction or spoken word, 

rendering its original purpose defunct. Typically these informational-style videos 

deal with leisurely themes such as exercising, cooking, fishing, meditation, style, 

and gardening. These videos, typical of self-help/DIY cultures, point toward a lack 

of self-fulfilment and could be seen to represent the broader desires, dreams and 

ambitions of society for escape and empowerment from the human condition and 

constraints of contemporary life.    

Other works within this show also seek to expand upon these ideas. For example 

the large scale dust text which reads ‘Take Your Seats For The Great Outdoors’ – 

a line taken from an IKEA catalogue – has references to experiencing nature from 

a cinematic mediated distance. Therefore, the use of dust from a domestic space 

acts as a means to further compound these ideas to do with private versus public 

space. Originally this appropriated sentence was used in relation to the garden, 

another interesting mediated private nature space which is explored within the 

show, a space where nature has become edited and constructed to aesthetic and 

personal ends. 

In conclusion, this exhibition explores grand ideas about self-fulfilment, freedom 

and nature, but does so through the private, intimate and subjective perspective. 

In Pursuit of Leisure posits that “Leisure” is not just an aesthetic backdrop in the 

search for freedom, escape, and self-fulfilment but is also the performative site 

where production and consumption collide in the pursuit of desire. 
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Kerstin Fest 
I. 

Modernity is marked by acceleration. Technical innovations radically changed 

experiences and perceptions of time and space from the beginning of the 

twentieth century onwards; in recent times social acceleration has added to a 

sense of increasing restlessness and temporal pressure. 

German sociologist Hartmut Rosa argues that social acceleration has objective 

and measurable aspects as well as subjective and less tangible ones. The former 

find their expression for instance in the modern sphere of work. A worker's or 

employee's main virtue is 'flexibility'; remaining in one job for decades or perhaps 

even a life time has become a rarity; "moments of relative stability"(Rosa 7) are 

increasingly scarce. All this is then experienced in a more subjective feeling of 

being harried, burnt out and generally being in need of rest and relaxation; James 

Gleick speaks of a "hurry sickness"(Gleick 9) in this context. 

Little wonder then that "leisure" became a buzz word: the wished for opposite of 

work, the marker of an elusive work-life balance, the condition for a good life and 

well-being. 

II. 

Leisure has always been aspirational. In classical antiquity, otium and its Greek 

predecessors σχολη (scholé) and θερια (theoría) were the privilege of wealthy 

and educated free men. A state removed from civic duty and distinctly different 

from the mere rest afforded to peasants, artisans and slaves in exchange for their 

labour. Leisure here is not simply a state of not working or inactivity but a 

condition for intellectual and artistic pursuits, of reflective and philosophical 

pursuits. 
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Leisure is a marker of class. The rich, the aristocratic, those who do not need to 

work, can be idle. The middle class, emerging as a distinct social group in th 

e 18th century, views this with suspicion. Leisure is ambiguous: it can be wasteful 

and productive, morally wrong and yet the source of art and philosophy. Its 

semantics are blurry, it harbours the dangers of indolence, sloth and laziness.  

Leisure must be tempered by industriousness and kept safe in dedicated spaces 

and times. The poor must be kept from being idle; the working classes need to be 

educated in the ways of good leisure. 

III. 

Leisure is resistance. The slow food movement opposes industrialized food 

production. Retreats and sabbaticals undermine the Protestant work ethic. 

Practising awareness slows us down. Leisure is reflective, meditative and 

inspirational. Leisure is natural. Leisure makes us a better person. We pursue 

leisure. 

IV. 

Leisure is a duty. We must consume leisure because we have the means. We 

must fill our pockets of free time. We must prove that we deserve to be idle. We 

must relax and improve our selves. Leisure means to be active: going to the 

museum, doing yoga, travelling the world. Leisure means being productive: 

cooking a meal, growing vegetables, planning a DIY project. Leisure is never idle. 

Leisure pursues us. 

Works Cited 

-  Gleick, James. Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything. New York: Vintage, 2000. Print. 

- Rosa, Hartmut. Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity. 1 edition. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2013. Print. 
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Sarah Kelleher 

Leisure is a serious business. What we do when we have nothing to do – or, more 

precisely, what we choose to do when we have nothing we have to do – is 

inextricably wrapped up with concepts and anxieties associated with identity and 

status, with cultural credibility, with self-fulfilment. Sociologists are interested in 

the ways that leisure activities or hobbies can compensate for unfulfilling jobs, 

substitute for lack of employment in the cases of the unemployed and the retired, 

and can help individuals through crises in their other life spheres.i Modern leisure, 

as we know it, is a function of advanced capitalist expansion, a solution devised to 

solve the problem of over production of goods and reduced working hours.ii Our 

leisure activities, or how and where we choose to spend time not spent working, 

are also intimately associated with how we form our image of ourselves and how 

we project that image to others.iii A seemingly simple and care free concept – time 

off to indulge in our freely chosen pursuits – leisure is freighted with expectation, 

aspiration and anxiety. If the devil makes work for idle hands then we’d best keep 

busy with some wholesome, improving pastimes. 

In Pursuit of Leisure focuses on these anxieties and this uncertainty, pointing out 

the contradictions embedded in our ideas and practice of ‘leisure.’ Stephanie 

Hough makes her work from the scurf of commodified leisure culture - from old 

VHS tapes scaveneged from charity shops, tag lines ripped from lifestyle brands 

and stock images lifted from gardening magazines and the internet. She then 

strips her source material of vital aspects of their content, and recombines them in 

disconcerting ways, to witty, seditious, or sometimes, grotesque effect.  

Look for example at Take Your Seat For The Great Outdoors, a tagline whipped 

from a well known interiors  brand, written in dust on the white wall of  the  gallery. 
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It’s a manoeuvre that deftly skewers the passive spectatorship and consumption 

encouraged by mediated lifestyle and leisure industry, and upends its glossy, 

aspirational aesthetic. As far back as the 1920s, surrealist Georges Bataille 

mused that dust, or unassimilable waste, could be considered a necessary and 

perfectly entropic corollary of overproduction.iv Dust is waste, but it is also an 

index, a trace of duration, and, as it is in large part constituted of human 

exfoliation; or our shed skin and hair, it is deathly, a marker of our mortality, the 

anxious engine that drives our desire to make the most of our time.v Synonymous 

with sloth and slovenliness, the dust slogan stands as an obstinate negation of the 

pervasive urge to be better, more productive, fulfilled and clean.  

The proliferation of low budget instructional videos Hough has gathered here are 

an expression of this universal desire for self-improvement. These grainy, cheap 

vhs tapes aim (or aimed, as some of these seem like bizarre relics from another 

era) to teach us how to perfect our performance of a chosen hobby, be it cooking, 

flower arranging, painting, or fishing. Hough edits the tapes, lurid or grimly lo-fi, 

filleting out the instructions to leave us with the breathy soundtrack of mediated 

leisure, a bizarre soundscape that verges at times on the sexual – strange muted 

gasps and sighs, abbrievated chuckles, little hums of pleasure and satisfaction – 

that make manifest the desire encoded in their production.  

Although sometimes hilarious in their absurdity, the video works are also strangely 

poingnant, at once touching and discomfiting because of the heartaching 

neediness implied by them. The desire for instruction and guidance in a chosen 

pastime speaks of the anxiety attending the sisyphean task of perfecting 

ourselves. Self-fulfilment is a universal urge – we would all like to improve 

ourselves  in  someway,  to  make  ourselves  more  comfortable,  and our spaces 

more enjoyable, our lives ultimately more satisfying. The videos and slogans that 

Hough appropriates also imply an investment on the part of the consumer – not  
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just of money, but of the time and the commitment to acquire a skill. This jars 

strangely with the idea that leisure is a ‘free time’ – leisure is commonly 

associated with spontaneity and self-expression while commitment is associated 

with self-control and restraint.vi Serious leisure, entailing commitment, instruction, 

study and practice, seems to negate essential elements of leisure such as the 

throwing off of routine, as freedom, spontaneity, variety and pleasure.  However, 

the object of commitment  – the attainment of a skill, becomes part of a valued 

‘self identity’. Sociologist Boas Shamir writes that people use the ‘leisure sphere’ 

for trying out new role identities, receiving feedback, correcting their performance, 

and eventually incorporating these new abilities into new self-identities.vii There is 

obviously a lot more at stake here than learning to use Uncle Ben’s products with 

Ian Dempsey.  

In her statement for this show, Hough writes that leisure forms an aesthetic 

backdrop to our desires –  for freedom, escape, health and self fulfilment. The 

aesthetic that operates through her work is uncompromisingly kitsch, 

simultaneously flimsy and invasive, revelling in the outmoded and ersatz – the 

polar opposite of aspirational.  A sticky, plasticised proliferation of monitors and 

cables wrapped in green electrical tape and sprouting fake leaves becomes an 

artifical indoor wilderness. A dinky virtual fountain, spurting endlessly in a digital 

loop strips the glamour and expansiveness associated with the grand Victorian 

public park. The soaring cinematic soundtrack that accompanies a slide show of 

trim suburban gardens, throws into absurd relief the yawning gap between 

fantasical desire and reality. 

Hough’s practice of appropriation and recombination recalls the situationist tactic 

of détournement  –  a  strategy  designed  to  distract or divert  the attention of the 

viewer, to shake us from our passivity. Guy Debord and the Situationist 

International   were   particularly   astute   in  their   exploration   of   the  lie  of  the  
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work/leisure dynamic. The Society of the Spectacle maps out some aspects of the 

image saturated, comprehensively mediated way of life in the 21st century with 

arresting accuracy: not least the very modern phenomena of social media, and 

the white noise of most online life that fit its view of the world: when Debord writes 

about how "behind the masks of total choice, different forms of the same 

alienation confront each other” Debord describes something simple, but 

profound.viii The way that nearly everything that we consume – and, if we're not 

careful, much of what we do – consists of a mixture of distraction and 

reinforcement that serves to reproduce the mode of society and economy that has 

taken the idea of the spectacle to an almost surreal extreme.ix 

Stephanie Hough’s practice however, does far more than satirize dated forms of 

commodity culture, or point to the tyranny of endless choice available to us as 

consumers. Instead her appropriations and interventions expose complex 

networks of identity formation, desire and anxiety that pervade the 

commodification of our free time and leisure space.  Hough’s work shows us that, 

like the pursuit of happiness, the attainment and performance of meaningful 

‘leisure’ time is a goal, an effort rather than a given, a carrot dangling just out of 

reach.  

                                                           
i
 B. Shamir, ‘Commitment and Leisure’, Sociological Perspectives, Vol. 31, No. 2, April 1988, pp 238 – 258, p. 238.  

ii
 R. Goldman, “We Make Weekends”: Leisure and the Commodity Form’, Social Text No. 8, (Winter 1983-84), pp. 

84-103, p. 84.  
iii

 Shamir, p. 247. 
iv
 Y. Bois and R. Kraus, ‘A User’s Guide to Entropy’, October, Vo. 78, Autumn 1996, pp. 38-88, 82. 

v
 Ibid. 

vi
 Shamir, p. 239.  

vii
 Ibid. p. 247.  

viii
 G. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, (London, Rebel Press 2004, originally published in French in 1967) p. 63 

ix
 J. Harris, ‘Guy Debord Predicted our Distracted Society’, The Guardian, March, 2012 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/mar/30/guy-debord-society-spectacle, accessed 16/10/14.  
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About the artist  

Stephanie Hough is a contemporary visual artist. Born in 1982 in the midlands, 

Hough grew up in a traditional Irish pub, which began her interest into the broader 

spectrum of society and social interaction. She graduated with a 1st Class 

Honours Degree in Fine Art from the Crawford College of Art & Design in 2005 

and was the recipient of the Barry Maloney Award (Student of the year), The 

Ciarán Langford Memorial Bursary and the Cork Film Centre; Video Art Student of 

the Year. She went on to receive an MA titled ‘Art in the Digital World’ from the 

National College of Art and Design, Dublin, in 2008. After her Masters, Hough 

relocated to Cork city in 2009 and was a founding member of the artist-led 

initiative Basement Project Space in Cork City, holding various positions from 

2009 until 2012. As a result of her time at BPS she has continued to develop and 

organize alternative art exhibitions. She also worked at the National Sculpture 

Factory as Projects Assistant from Oct 2011 – Oct 2012. Hough has delivered 

talks and lectures including a visiting lecture at the University of Virginia in 

Charlottesville, Virginia, USA. Visual Artists Workers Forum at the Lewis 

Glucksman Gallery in 2012 and Mercedes Fire International Summer school 

2010. Hough began exhibiting her work in 2003 and has since then showed her 

work extensively throughout Ireland, UK, mainland Europe and the USA. She has 

just recently has been nominated for an international residency place in the United 

States.  
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of the Collaborative Research Centre 1015 "Otium/Leisure: Concepts, Spaces, 

Figures" which investigates ideas around leisure across a number of disciplines. 

Funded by the German Research Foundation, Dr Fest researches the role of 

leisure in 18th-century English theatre and will produce a book on the figure of the 

actor in the 18th century as part of this project.  

Sarah Kelleher is an arts writer, the assistant editor of Enclave Review and is 

currently based in the National Sculpture Factory as part of the programming 

team. From 2003-2009 she managed the Vangard Gallery, Cork where she was 

intimately involved in its curatorial, commercial and administrative aspects. She is 

a PhD candidate with the History of Art Department in UCC where she is 

researching contemporary Irish sculpture. 

Rachel Warriner is a writer and organiser working in Cork City. She is co-curator 

of the annual Avant Festival, is on the organising committee of the SoundEye 

Poetry Festival, and is on the board of Artefact Journal of Art Historians. She is 

currently completing a PhD in History of Art at UCC on the work of Nancy Spero.  
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