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Thesis Abstract

Old Borders, New Technologies: Visual Culture and Social Change in Contemporary 
Northern Ireland

The diverse convergence of film and visual art practices in contemporary Northern Ireland is 

indicative of its complex network of contested spaces; its visual culture is being radically re-shaped in 

the wake of the Troubles, and has become increasingly open to globally employed artistic influences 

and methods. Clearly, these factors challenge the expressive and social capability of traditional filmic 

practices to engage with the complexities of a post-conflict society, complexities such as forms of 

imprisonment, questions of testimony and historical enquiry, social control, changing landscapes, 

memory and trauma.

This research project is grounded in film studies and stems from an interest in contemporary 

film from and about Northern Ireland. This context encounters two initial issues: firstly, how 

mainstream film production portrays Northern Ireland; and secondly, the lack of female film-makers. 

To redress such limitations, the research considers how issues of imprisonment, surveillance, trauma, 

and myth-making are being dealt with in moving image visual art, i.e. video installation, live 

performance, and mixed media. This extends the conversation about visual culture and social change 

in contemporary Northern Ireland beyond the traditional cinema and television screens and into more 

experimental areas.

The thesis hybridizes the language of film theory with those of ‘new media’, ‘expanded 

cinema’, and ‘digital arts’, categories of converging art forms that are becoming increasingly 

institutionalized and explores questions such as: How might these experimental works inform or 

shape ideas for more mainstream film-makers and producers? If more mainstream practitioners begin 

to address the issues raised by this thesis, could such a shift lead to a more distinctive style in 

Northern Irish moving image production? How are new technologies blurring the boundaries between 

film and wider film culture, reorganizing traditional modes of moving image production and 

distribution? Does a broader context for Northern Irish film and visual culture allow for greater 

inclusion of women artists? How successful are these film and visual artworks in subverting the 

ideology of mass media representations of the conflict? Do such works effectively disrupt canon 

formation within the context of contemporary Northern Irish film and visual art?

In addressing such questions, the thesis has been structured around four conflict-related

themes, and examines works by practitioners such as Sandra Johnston, Duncan Campbell, Willie
7



Doherty, Locky Morris, and Brian O’Doherty. These works fall between rigid definitions and provoke 

multiple socio-political, cinema, television, and art histories. Although the world no longer watches 

Northern Ireland with the intensity it did during the Troubles, the issues still emerging from that 

conflict are internationally recognizable, and are often registered within a more global visual culture. 

This thesis recognizes visual artists’ criticisms of the processes of mass media and its contribution to 

conflict, by using those same processes, and intervenes on attempts at canon formation for Northern 

Irish film and visual art by looking at work according to identified connections between modes and 

themes that reflect a society moving away from its segregated, categorized past.
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Introduction: Converging Boundaries

Is between-categories a category? (Yes, of course, I have made it so).
Chevalier d’Eon/Brian O’Doherty1

People seem hardwired to think in terms of borders and will seek divisions and 
boundaries in any given situation, then pour enormous resources into maintaining 
them. Every human civilization has had a boundary concept of ‘us ’ and ‘them ’, 
manifested in a myriad of different discriminatory behaviours.

Leslie Hill2

This study describes, analyses and expands contemporary notions of film and visual culture at a time 

when we still have little consensus about what it is to be Northern Irish, or indeed a Northern Irish film 

artist, or artwork. This work does not become directly involved in arguments concerning national 

identity, genre or categorization, nor does it rigorously historicize film and visual art practices.

Instead, it reconsiders traditional formulations of national cinema and artistic canons by discussing key 

themes emerging simultaneously across moving image production. It interrogates narrow identitarian 

discourses by analysing works specific to Northern Ireland, works that are also universally relevant in 

their forms and meanings. Four discourses frame the research and each draws connected themes from 

the different methods employed by practitioners. These methods are contributing to a diverse visual 

culture that is both specific to home while also capable of stitching seamlessly into those abroad. 

Subordinating a distinctive ‘history’ of Northern Irish film and visual art to a more conceptual 

approach also facilitates a more direct - and urgent - engagement with mixed media forms, and their 

relationship to new technologies. The inclusion of certain works in the study is therefore not 

necessarily motivated by the need to establish a historical/categorical compilation. It is not an index or 

chronology of work within a set time period, but rather a series of explorations into different modes of 

film and visual art practice converging with each other, a society now emerging from conflict, and a 

larger world facing those same issues.

Stemming from Irish art’s undefined/indefmable nature, Justin McKeown promotes the 

efficacy of assessing the relationship between artwork at home and abroad rather than canon formation

1 Quoted in Brenda Moore-McCann, Brian O ’Doherty/Patrick Ireland Between Categories (Famham: Lund 
Humphries, 2009), p. 12.
2 Leslie Hill, ‘Border Panic: Introduction’, Performance and Place, ed. by Leslie Hill and Helen Paris 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006) pp. 151-54 (p. 152).
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‘so that the work produced [in Northern Ireland] can be understood in relation to wider cultural 

production on the planet’.3 While this thesis aims to begin such an undertaking, it is not enough to 

simply draw upon similarities between practices and cultures. Presented work ought to incorporate and 

contribute meaningfully to sociological and aesthetic discussions. For decades, the conflict in Northern 

Ireland has proved to be the ‘elephant in the room’ for British and Irish politics, famously alluded to in 

the title of Alan Clarke’s Elephant (UK, 1989). Commissioned for the BBC, produced by Danny 

Boyle, and filmed largely in Belfast, the short non-narrative film was originally one of four stand

alone dramas about the Troubles. Its eighteen repetitive segments contain minimal (if any) dialogue 

and offer no explanations for the series of murders depicted. The fragments of walking action 

culminating in shootings represent the quotidian nature - banality, even - of sectarian killings at the 

height of the Northern Irish conflict against a backdrop of an unidentifiable, placeless urban centre 

devoid of recognizable landmarks. ‘Sides’ of conflict are indeterminable, as is any kind of political 

affiliation, and perpetrator/victim identities are problematized by interchanging dynamics. The short, 

rhythmic sections implementing ghostly steadicam sequences tend to follow one or two men walking 

at a steady pace. A pattern emerges where the camera follows the perpetrator of each act of murder 

and rests on the dead victim or crime scene. This pattern is disrupted by later sequences that follow the

victim, expressing the filmic medium’s capability for guiding 

audience perception, as well as reflecting the collapse of the 

victim/perpetrator binary that occurs in conflict. There is no 

indication of why each victim is targeted, whether the killings 

are paramilitary, motivated by revenge, or are random acts of 

violence. Elephant has experienced a resurgence of interest in 

recent years; Willie Doherty is just one artist who has spoken of 

its influence on more recent works, and there is an uncanny similarity to themes in his earlier video 

pieces made before viewing the film.4 Elephant depicts a world of violence dominated by males, 

which, as Jim Smyth points out, is a noticeable trend throughout the conflict and its representation in 

art and literature.5 Also, all eighteen shootings apparently take place in working class areas, clearly

3 Justin McKeown, ‘The Suppression and Realisation of the Northern Irish Imagination’, Circa, 130 (2009), 22- 
25 (p. 25).
4 Queen’s Film Theatre, ‘Willie Doherty - Ghost Stories: Alphaville’ (2009)
<http://www.queensfilmtheatre.com/films/alphaville/> [accessed 20 July 2011] (link to transcript of Paula 
Blair’s interview with Doherty).
5 Jim Smyth, ‘Confronting the Horrible Years’, Fortnight, 442 (2006), 23.
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associating violence with working class men. Regardless of the importance of its commentary, 

Elephant remains a contentious example of film-making about Northern Ireland for the very devices 

that make it effective. Its ambiguity alienates audiences accustomed to linear narratives and match

cutting, not silence, long takes and abstraction.

The period of violence in the late twentieth century known as the Northern Irish Troubles now 

exists as a tangled mass of stories. Generalized historical descriptions come from various points of 

view including British, Irish and Northern Irish politics, the security forces, the prison service, the 

media, victims of violence and their families, and the perpetrators of violence across and within 

warring factions. Collective voices tend to overwhelm and discourage the singular, making it difficult 

for individuals to tell non-conforming personal stories. Contradictory voices also complicate the task 

of defining such a contested history in a concise yet informative manner for the purpose of 

contextualizing artistic material that is responding directly to issues derived from that history. What 

emerges in the study that follows is a series of intertwining tensions in histories across political, 

religious, social and gender divides, and their visual representations.

Writing in 2000, Martin McLoone points out the failure of 1990s state-funded commercial 

films about the Northern Irish Troubles to engage meaningfully with their immediate political context. 

Instead, they still seem to recycle ‘existing traditions of representing violence, offering only a variety 

of generic conventions from the thriller, the melodrama and the horror film’ to deliver ‘banal humanist 

messages’. McLoone asserts:

this cinema’s relationship to the present is that it reminds us of the past and so underpins the 
necessity for continuing the search for peace. That this is the extent of its political 
sophistication is disappointing and only reinforces the feeling that cinema in general today, 
including Europe’s state-subsidised national cinemas, has lost its ability or its potential for 
radical political and social analysis.6

This study presents an alternative way of thinking about cinema’s potential for assessing Northern 

Ireland’s post-conflict issues by broadening out the notion of what should be considered as 

‘cinematic’. This approach is informed by the phenomenon of‘Expanded Cinema’. The study draws 

upon this movement, as well as film and visual arts practices existing on its periphery, in its attempt to 

critically situate such practices in Northern Ireland. These are examined together with the four themes 

emerging from the state’s post-Good Friday Agreement social psychology. As significant works are 

placed into this structure, convergences between modes begin to emerge and become increasingly

6 Martin McLoone, Irish Film: The Emergence of a Contemporary Cinema (London: British Film Institute, 
2000), p. 84.
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indistinguishable, for example, between live and non-live performance, various installation methods, 

and experimental film. It is where the boundaries between moving image arts become indistinct that 

necessary ‘radical political and social analysis’ is occurring.

Contextualizing the Conflict
The consensus in critical writing concerning the Troubles is that the conflict officially began in 1969 

after months of upheaval stimulated by civil rights protests beginning in August 1968, and the reaction 

of the state to these protests. The history leading up to this is long and complex, but since the partition 

of Ireland in 1921, Catholic nationalists in the newly formed Northern Ireland state increasingly felt 

economically excluded, and socially marginalized. Inspired by civil rights demonstrations in the 

United States and student protests across Europe, organizations such as the Northern Ireland Civil 

Rights Association (NICRA) and People’s Democracy (mainly nationalists) were formed in the 1960s. 

They marched in defiance of government bans, leading to violent encounters with the RUC, the ‘ El- 

Specials’, and Loyalist rioters. By 1969, increasing social disorder proved difficult to contain, so the 

government deployed the British army, who were at first welcomed by nationalist communities for the 

protection they offered against Loyalist gangs. The Provisional IRA emerged as a counterweight to 

‘the physical presence of the traditional enemy in the streets’, and the same people who had welcomed 

the British army’s arrival soon regarded it with ‘hatred and suspicion’.7 A campaign of violence 

against the army escalated, internment was introduced in 1971, and the following year the 

Westminster parliament replaced the Northern Ireland government with direct rule due to continued 

lack of control over the situation.8 This would remain until the emergence of the peace process in the 

1990s in which paramilitary organizations were included. The negotiations that took place culminated 

in the 1998 Good Lriday Agreement.9 Although ceasefires have lapsed and been reinstated, and 

dissident groups have maintained a violent presence, there has been relative peace since the late 1990s, 

and the establishment of a consociational government with devolved powers. It is the social changes 

recognized during this post-Agreement/conflict time, which derives from these histories, that informs 

this research project on experimental film and visual culture.

7 John Darby, Conflict in Northern Ireland: The Development of a Polarised Community (Dublin: Gill and 
Macmillan, etc., 1976), pp. xii-xiii & 191.
8 Darby, ‘A Background Essay’, p. 18.
9 John Darby and Roger Mac Ginty, ‘Northern Ireland: Long, Cold Peace’, in The Management of Peace 
Processes, ed. by John Darby and Roger Mac Ginty (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), pp. 61-106 (p. 61).
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More Than Murals: Film and Visual Culture in Contemporary Northern Ireland
It was late in the twentieth century before Northern Ireland developed what might resemble the

stirrings of a film industry. By the end of the 1990s, financial help from Britain, Europe and the Irish 

Republic aided the increase of feature films commissioned by the Northern Ireland Film Commission, 

since renamed Northern Ireland Screen. As McLoone points out, at this time the ‘government was 

inclined to see film in terms of an industry only and film activity mainly in terms of job-creation and 

the economic spin-offs’ (pp. 116-17). John Hill notes that since partition, Northern Irish ‘film was 

always conceived as valuable for reasons other than its qualities as film’. Instead it was used to 

promote tourism, local goods and industry, and government propaganda. This meant ‘there was no 

conception of film as an art or, even, as a valuable industrial activity that might contribute to the local 

economy’.10 McLoone draws attention to some ‘millennium’ films made on location in Northern 

Ireland that intended to address economic concerns. Wild About Harry (Lowney, UK, 2000) and With 

or Without You (Winterbottom, UK, 1999) were supported financially by UK Lottery and the NIFC. 

They ‘represent the optimistic, peace process climate’, but can be regarded as ‘shameful compromises’ 

that are often ‘demanded by the commercial imperatives that govern publicly funded films’. These 

commercial imperatives include promoting shooting locations to potential tourists and the economic 

benefits gained from funding opportunities. The emphasis on these peace process ‘spin offs’ means 

professional film-making in Northern Ireland generally fails to become culturally distinctive, and 

politically relevant." By the end of 2010, Northern Irish film production found its place in the global 

service industry. Companies such as Universal and Twentieth Century Fox became installed in 

Belfast’s renovated Titanic Quarter paint halls and surrounding rural landscape for film and television 

productions, for instance, City of Ember (Kenan, USA, 2008), Your Highness (Green, USA, 2011), 

and Game of Thrones (HBO, USA, 2011). Meanwhile, indigenous film-making receives little funding 

and struggles to find screening platforms. Given the economic focus on the service film industry, the 

study assesses the cinematic qualities found in culturally relevant, vibrant and often challenging visual 

arts subculture pulsing through Northern Ireland’s urban centres to investigate the possibilities it 

provides for understanding current ‘post-conflict’ psychologies shaping the region’s visual culture.

Visual culture is divided between collective and individual circumstances, including where 

collected elements are located and what histories have shaped their present. It can differ from person

10 John W. Hill, Cinema and Northern Ireland: Film, Culture and Politics (London, BFI, 2006), p. 162.
11 Martin McLoone, Film, Media and Popular Culture in Ireland: Cityscapes, Landscapes, Soundscapes 
(Dublin; Portland, Oregon: Irish Academic Press, 2008), p. 64.
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to person, place to place, and can be both specific and universal. The term’s meaning differs on 

individual, collective and academic levels, and is continually in flux. According to the textbook 

definition, visual culture ‘encompasses many media forms ranging from fine art to popular film and 

television to advertising to visual data in fields such as the sciences, law, and medicine’.12 The 

importance of studying how separate components of the visual cumulate as a broad type of culture lies 

in how visual experiences happen, and the understanding gained from them. They are informed by the 

memories of past as well as extensive and varied sensory experiences throughout life. A life-art- 

technology relation and binaries of separation/connection and live/non-live exude from Expanded 

Cinema and Fluxus, but also resonate with a visual culture marked by the particular social changes 

experienced in Northern Ireland in the past half century. Elephant is one such marker.

What is examined here, then, is a film and visual culture where sanitized conservatism clashes 

with a saturation of Western popular media and high art in a region whose citizens have witnessed 

decades of ethnic conflict with their own eyes, and through media representations, in a double gaze 

that often seems to blur the real and its simulations. Each of the artists and film-makers discussed in 

the thesis use their work to encourage alternative ways of looking at this history rather than accepting 

an image at face value. For example, Locky Morris’s Tw/xt (1989) is a sculptural piece that at once 

relates its form to the ‘found object’ British style of sculpture widely practiced in the 1980s while 

alluding to a specific Troubles event, namely the mishandling of forensic evidence collected from a 

series of pub bombings for which the ‘Birmingham Six’ were wrongly convicted. The piece consists 

of an old suitcase, connoting travel or migration, with sections cut from its sides. These rectangles are 

fanned in a playing card ‘twist’ propping up the suitcase, from which hangs a tag signed with their 

listed names. All of this stands on a plywood ‘plinth’, playing on the classic display of sculptures. The 

‘twist’ is aesthetic, conceptual, and integral to the men’s convictions - the chemicals on their hands 

that led to imprisonment came from the backs of playing cards and not from handling explosives as 

accused. It is both literal in the sculpture and present in the implicit background story that only 

viewers privy to this past and willing to piece together clues will appreciate.13 Twist shows how 

narratives can be found underneath surface images, indicating the capability of visual art in Northern

12 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 2.
13 Declan McGonagle, A Shout in the Street: Collective Histories of Northern Irish Art (Belfast: Golden Thread 
Gallery, 2008), pp. 24-26.
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Ireland to coax viewers into revealing truths lying underneath the protective masking of aesthetic and 

conceptual art forms.

The ‘Old Borders’ of the thesis title emerging from film and visual art in Northern Ireland 

range from obvious religious (Protestant/Catholic) and political (Loyalist/Republican) divides to the 

geographical (north/south, east/west, urban/rural), the psychological (within/without, included/ 

excluded), what is socially acceptable (official/unofficial, offensive/inoffensive), as well as gender and 

class to name a few already struggling to remain distinct. These are encountered in the four studies 

drawing upon psychological effects of imprisonment, surveillance, trauma, and myth-making, all of 

which affect social change and problematize collective memory. Through these topics, the thesis 

examines how artists communicate (in)distinctions between the real and non-real, truth and conjecture. 

A narrative of watching emerges that broadens out into different ways of receiving information, then 

re-telling that information in the form of mediated stories that blur the boundary between fiction and 

non-fiction. Given its transition from decades of conflict, Northern Ireland has a unique stance on this 

notion being - perhaps, unintentionally - integral to work made here or concerning its people or post

conflict issues. Artistic and political influences from elsewhere have also informed artists’ creative and 

critical thought processes, including movements such as: Concept Art, early Avant-Garde cinema, 

Expanded Cinema, Fluxus, and key figures on the periphery of these styles and approaches.

Discourses on such modernist practices are used throughout this study to construct a framework for 

the corpus of artists as no categorical histories or canons of Northern Irish art have ever really been 

devised, only surveys of work according to genre and media. Liam Kelly’s Thinking Long (\996) is 

perhaps one of the most instructive, in this regard, thanks to its thematic emphasis. Although David 

Curtis outlines the development of artists’ film-/video-making in Britain and Maeve Connolly ‘sites’ 

artists’ cinema in relation to traditional notions of cinema, there is no real study looking at artists’ 

films in more challenging ways than as presented in such historical or architectural approaches, i.e. 

where and how it is screened in comparison to its commercial counterpart.

Each of the chapters outlines how artists working in various conceptual modes highlight or 

confront the problems arising from the four themes. The opening chapter considers prison film-making 

- and its relationship to questions of memory and rehabilitation - in documentaries by the Prisons 

Memory Archive (PMA) directed by Cahal McLaughlin, and dramatic performance produced by the 

Educational Shakespeare Company (ESC) under the direction of Tom Magill. These processes begin 

discussions on memory and metaphor, live and non-live work recurring in the subsequent chapters.

15



The second chapter examines how artists convey the psychological effects of changes to the landscape 

shaped by surveillance activity, particularly its ability to complicate identities in the power/knowledge 

dyad of state control. This is considered in relation to video installations by Willie Doherty, Locky 

Morris, and Allan Hughes, works that expose and invert British army observation images and 

techniques. Following the surveillance theme, chapter 3 scrutinizes mediated images and considers 

performative representations of traumatic recollection and technological examinations of the present 

and immediate or frozen past. Considering work by Carolee Schneemann and Sandra Johnston, the 

chapter opens out notions of cinema by discussing how artists split apart its elements in performative 

mixed media works that slow down cinematic processes so that artistic subject matter - in this case, 

traumas of war and bereavement - can be discovered in stillness amid the masking of the moving 

image. The final chapter further examines appropriated images and oral myths by considering myth

making in visual art and experimental film inspired by literary influences that challenge official 

histories and disrupt notions of biography. Examined work ranges from Robert Ballagh’s paintings, 

Brian O’Doherty/Patrick Ireland’s Rope Drawings, Willie Doherty’s video installation Ghost Story 

(2007), and Duncan Campbell’s intermedia documentaries (intermedia in that analogue, digital and 

computerized animations become indistinguishable). They show how perceptions of reality become 

distorted by stories drawn from fragmented accounts of real life events to confront these versions of 

the real with classical or literary influences such as Ulster/Irish folklore, or Beckettian characterization 

and Joycean language experiments that raise questions about the author/artists’ identity, and their 

authority to tell stories.

Contexts
The position of film and visual culture in Northern Ireland reflects that of its overall perceived image, 

described by Eamonn Hughes ‘as a recalcitrancy regressive place somehow separate from the modern 

progressive world’ where ‘the border being disputed is precisely that between modernizing forces and 

ancient passions’.14 In terms of cultural analysis, this study in part endeavours to resume where 

Hughes’s important anthology of essays leaves off in the early 1990s. Similar to the collection, this 

work regards Northern Ireland and its issues as part of the wider world, and not as ‘a place apart’.15 

Discussed here are contemporary works that largely look back on the tumultuous period from 1960 to

14 Eamonn Hughes, ‘Introduction: Northern Ireland - Border Country’, in Culture and Politics in Northern 
Ireland 1960-1990, ed. by Eamonn Hughes (Milton Keynes; Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1991), pp. 1-
12 (p. 1).
15 George Boyce, ‘Northern Ireland: A Place Apart?’, in Culture and Politics in Northern Ireland 1960-1990, ed. 
by Eamonn Hughes (Milton Keynes; Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1991), pp. 13-26 (p. 13).
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1990. What emerges from considering work made largely from 1990 to 2010, is how links between 

socio-political culture and history shape today’s converging film and visual culture. Artists’ cinema, or 

rather, ‘the sense of ownership implicit in the notion of an “artists’ cinema” and the claims that are 

made by artists upon, and for, cinema,’ has recently been examined by Maeve Connolly. She primarily 

focuses on how artists over the last two decades ‘have claimed the narrative techniques and modes of 

production associated with cinema, as well as the history, memory and experience of cinema as a 

cultural form’. She takes particular interest in how these elements are articulated ‘within the spaces, 

sites and contexts of contemporary art’.16 Although this thesis follows a similar model, it emphasizes 

the uniqueness of such activity in Northern Ireland. For example, the use of mixed and intermedial 

approaches that reflexively disrupt cinematic structures and traditions, as their experimentation with 

discordant narratives reflects the region’s contested histories.

Considering cinema as a cultural form, John Hill’s study of Cinema and Northern Ireland 

(2006) aims ‘to combine textual analysis with a discussion of the (political, cultural and industrial) 

contexts in which films were both produced and received’. He also acknowledges how reception at 

certain times affects ‘how the interpretations of films were shaped by the cultural and ideological 

predispositions of the audiences that watched them’, and addresses the contentious issue of ‘national 

cinema’ in a region with no agreed national identity.17 This thesis also shares some of those aims, but 

discusses them while trying to extend the frontiers of what we regard as Northern Irish ‘film culture’. 

Here, the theoretical approaches that are traditionally applied to narrative film and television are 

expanded into the sphere of artists’ films, mixed media performance, and moving-image installation. 

Where critical engagements with film history, industry, and reception in Northern Ireland (such as 

McLoone’s, Hill’s, or even Brian Mcllroy’s about ‘Troubles’ film-making) are important, there tends 

to be a millennium cut-off point. Since the 1998 Agreement, Northern Irish society, history, and 

technology have changed markedly. This study acknowledges the effects those changes have had by 

arguing fora more inclusive, experimental, ‘expanded’ notion of film and visual culture.

This study also wishes to avoid repeating others’ critical surveys. For example, Matthew 

Brown’s overview of filmic representation of Northern Ireland’s urban landscape in Troubles feature 

films draws upon The Crying Game (Jordan, UK, 1992), Hunger (McQueen, UK/Ireland, 2008) and 

Bloody Sunday (Greengrass, UK/Ireland, 2002), as well as more traditional, metonymic treatments in

16 Maeve Connolly, The Place of Artists’ Cinema: Space, Site and Screen (Bristol, UK; Chicago, USA: Intellect, 
2009), p. 9.
17 Hill, pp. 2-3.
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Odd Man Out (Reed, UK, 1947), to examine the cityscape’s possibilities for surveillance. In each film, 

different ways of looking are significant in building interrelationships among characters and the 

audience. The reciprocal desire to see in The Crying Game between British army officer Jody (Forest 

Whitaker) and his IRA captor Fergus (Stephen Rea) drives Jordan’s plot and cinematography. Jody’s 

hood, necessary to protect his captors’ identities, inverts the notion of British army surveillance as he 

has been singled out and his vision obstructed. Fergus’s curiosity about his hostage leads to him 

asking permission to remove the hood, which is granted on the condition that only Fergus will be seen 

by Jody, isolating both of them from the others and allowing a kind of friendship to develop. After 

Jody’s ironic death by a military vehicle surveying the greenhouse of his confinement, Fergus travels 

to London and again develops a bond through sight with Jody’s ‘special friend’ Dil (Jaye Davidson). 

Another kind of gaze discourse emerges and is subsumed into Jordan’s cinematic language. By the 

film’s end Fergus is imprisoned, seen behind visiting room plexiglas echoing Jody’s greenhouse 

prison, the film ending with commentary on incarceration, surveillance and interchangeable 

identities.18

Brown is only one writer who points out cliched contrivances in Jordan’s work (others include 

John Flill and Ruth Barton), while Richard Kirkland criticizes the ‘monotonous dependence’ of its 

frequent use, among others, as a primary text for analysis in Northern Irish Cultural Studies.19 Also, 

Brown’s study points out that many of the urban scenes in such films were not shot in Northern 

Ireland, contrasting Irish film’s insistence for authenticity when representing rural landscapes on film 

(p. 67). Many of the films that are referred to in McLoone’s ‘traditions of representation’ critical 

survey of Northern Ireland were also made elsewhere, for instance Bloody Sunday's outdoor 

sequences were shot in Dublin and Resurrection Man (Evans, UK, 1998), about a psychotic Protestant 

who murders Catholics for pleasure, was made in Liverpool. Although this displacement stemmed 

from insurance or security implications (the safety of actors wearing, say, military costumes could not 

be guaranteed), this led to a cultural and environmental relocation. From this perspective, these are 

films about ways of looking in at Northern Ireland from the outside and this thesis intends to consider 

work from Northern Ireland that is looking internally at the real locations and people as well as 

outward to the wider world.

18 Matthew Brown, ‘Cities Under Watch: Urban Northern Ireland in Film’, Eire-lreland, 45.1&2 (2010), 56-88 
(pp. 56-68).
19 Richard Kirkland, Identity Parades: Northern Irish Culture and Dissident Subjects (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2002), p. 9.
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Turning to representations of actual events as well as places, the 1981 hunger strike was one 

of the prominent events of the Troubles, and especially available to intensive global media coverage. 

Fictionalized versions in Hunger and H3 (Blair, UK/Ireland, 2001) have immortalized in film that 

chapter of the history of Irish Republicanism, as have retrospective documentaries such as Blanketmen 

(Curran, Ireland, 2009). Alongside such films, written and visual accounts from the time fed the 

mythopoeia around individuals of this history, including Richard Hamilton’s diptych The Citizen 

(Tate, oil on canvas, 1982-83), derived from television news footage of H-block dirty protests.20 

Feature films risk glorifying or martyring individuals as group representatives, causing omissions of 

wider histories already compromised by the shaping of coherent, sellable narratives. Tom Herron, for 

example, points out that in Hunger a mythologized Sands personifies Republicanism while the other 

nine dead strikers are mentioned anonymously in text before the film’s end credits. There is no 

acknowledgement of previous hunger strikes, and - significantly - there is no regard for female 

hunger strikers in either Hunger or H3\ women are depicted only as prisoners’ mothers and wives, and 

in Hunger the Republican voice is represented by a single male. Yet, McQueen’s Britishness (i.e. non- 

Irishness) emerges throughout the film every bit as much as his video installation (i.e. non-cinematic) 

background.

In leading up to his making of the film, McQueen’s own story is significant. Herron explains 

that as a child watching BBC news, each night McQueen saw the face of a young man on which 

numbers appeared, counting upwards every day. He was aware that this man was his ‘foe’, his other. 

At eleven years old he was not aware of the politics of the dirty protests or hunger strikes. He became 

fascinated by this man who had stopped eating as the young McQueen used food ‘as an important 

weapon’ within family squabbles, and claims Sands’s rejection of food has remained with him as a 

‘traumatic memory’ that finds expression in Hunger. Herron suggests that by \\evi\ng Hunger the 

audience shares the trauma of watching self-starvation on a humanist rather than political level. 

Hunger is as much about the bewilderment of a young boy growing up in London with no connection 

to the conflict across the Irish Sea as it is about certain Northern Irish positions on this event. 

McQueen insists it is a British story - it is part of the history of Thatcherite England - and does not 

claim to be proficient in the complexities of the event’s history, but recognizes its significance beyond 

militant Republicanism. McQueen claims that Hunger does not intend to convey a political message, 

although it is ‘shot through with politics’. The eighteen-minute single-take between Sands (Michael

20 Declan Long, Visual Art and the Conflict in Northern Ireland: A Troubles Archive Essay (Belfast: Arts 
Council of Northern Ireland, 2009), p. 17.
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Fassbender) and Father Dominic Moran (Liam Cunningham) marks the end of political discourse in 

the film, after which comes the silence and reverie of starving to death as ‘it is decided’; there is 

nothing more to say and the ‘noise’ of conflictual politics abruptly ends. Herron states that ‘any sense 

that this is a group or joint or communal or military campaign is lost’ as the film ‘individuates’ the 

hunger strike. He also points out McQueen’s (punning) objective to leave his audience ‘hungering for 

more’ - it is not a completed object as none of the stories drawing together from various perspectives 

have been resolved.

Herron’s observations about McQueen’s childhood memories and omission of the other nine 

dead men, as well as other men and women involved, is perhaps indicative of media coverage in 

Britain and as such justifies McQueen’s stance that it is a British film (in the broader sense of the 

British Isles). It is made from the perspective of British memory of its (mostly distant viewing) 

experiences of the Northern Irish conflict. John Lynch, speaking on the same conference panel as 

Herron, points out that this one story in all of British history has gone from ninety seconds of airtime 

on news broadcasts in the early 1980s to a ninety-minute art feature film in 2008, and suggests it 

makes a broad statement about British colonialism and empire.21 For these reasons and the fact that 

many studies beyond Herron’s and Lynch’s on Hunger are underway, its presence in this thesis is 

marginal. Although the film’s aesthetic shapes and narrative strategies befit the four thesis themes and 

its broader aim of identifying an alternative way of considering national cinema through an alliance 

with visual arts, the problems Hunger invokes in terms of reception in Northern Ireland can distract 

from the issues conveyed by the corpus of artists in this study.

To argue that Hunger is more than its explicit story - the mythologization of Bobby Sands - is 

complicated as it confronts some Republican claims that the film represents their story.22 It also risks 

raising tensions among the families of the other dead hunger strikers and absent women, and further 

alienating the Loyalist community, which often feels that Republican stories are not being told 

positively, or proficiently, by film-makers.2’ Mcllroy explains that Protestants were more likely to

21 Tom Herron, ‘From Troscadh to Long Kesh: The Poetics of Hunger'’, and John Lynch, ‘Hunger: Passion of 
the Militant’, Conflicting Views: Visual Culture, Conflict and Northern Ireland conference (Dun Laoghaire: 
IADT, 10 June 2010). Video <http://www.ucd.ie/photoconflict/conferences/conflictingviews/> [accessed 9 
August 2011].
22 Laurence McKeown, ‘Review: Hunger', History Ireland, 17.1 (2009), 52-53. See also: Brian O’Doherty, 
‘Terrible Beauty: Brian O’Doherty on Steve McQueen’s Hunger’, Artforum (2009)
<http://fmdarticles.eom/p/articles/mi_m0268/is_5_47/ai_n45721535/> [accessed 26 August 2011] (8 para.); and, 
Peter Bradshaw, ‘Hunger’, The Guardian (2008) <http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/2008/oct/31/hunger> 
[accessed 26 August 2011] (6 para.).
23 Ruth Barton, Irish National Cinema (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 159.
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work for television stations such as the BBC and UTV ‘providing news coverage, and many would-be 

filmmakers and videographers did become part of the 1970s and 1980s “brain drain” from the 

province’. He also notes the general acceptance ‘that a community which wishes the status quo to 

remain has the appearance of [having] less to say’.24 Lance Pettitt notes equal frustration at shallow, 

unexplained portrayals of the British army’s presence and ‘the complacency of English attitudes to 

Ireland’ that only ‘reinforced other stereotypes about Irish character’.25 Hunger, perhaps naively, stirs 

more anxiety than it tries to address, which separates it from the works under discussion in this thesis, 

works that often uncover problems shrouded in historical masking and myth-making by making 

statements or gestures as attempts to urge resolutions. The hunger strike has always been widely 

represented across all media, and it is time to reveal lesser-told stories by engaging with alternative 

platforms, and dissolving the boundaries between Northern Irish film and visual culture, and its 

spectators.

Rethinking Nations, Re-evaluating Art/Cinema Histories
Northern Irish identities are often split from birth: either or both British and Irish nationalities can be 

claimed. The Troubles are so recent in the country’s contested histories that conflict will remain an 

unavoidable topic for some time, due in part to widespread dismissals of incurred trauma. The island 

of Ireland is not unique as a land of conflict, but its small size and positioning amongst the United 

Kingdom, Europe and United States grants an interesting two-way vantage point for looking out at the 

rest of the Western world while being looked upon in return, the relatively tiny island contained by 

and between two continental land masses. A critical engagement with ‘film and visual culture in 

contemporary Northern Ireland’ presupposes state boundaries, and that artists respond to what happens 

within and without ‘politico-geographical’ borders. National identity is made complex by increasing 

multiculturalism and globalization. In re-evaluating the use of poststructuralist and psychoanalytic 

modes of reading literary or artistic texts, for example, Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie identity ‘a 

dramatic shift from this sort of theory to what is beginning to look like a promising emphasis on the 

specificity of relevant cultural, social, and historical contexts’ in the arts. In this shift they recognize 

the evolution of language necessary to reflect changing times and list terms that established theoretical 

approaches must vie with, for example hybridity, transnationalism and postcolonialism. They suggest

24 Brian Mcllroy, Shooting to Kill: Filmmaking and the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland (Trowbridge: Flicks 
Books, 1998), p. 146.
25 Lance Pettitt, Screening Ireland: Film and Television Representation (Manchester and New York: Manchester 
University Press, 2000), p. 238.
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that critical assessments trying ‘to deal cogently with the nationalist dimensions of a given work’ 

might involve specific historical accounts of its nationalist context. Criticism should consider how ‘the 

artist’s focal beliefs about national identity, and self-deceptions linked to the psychologies of 

nationalism, find expression’.26 Martin McCabe and Michael Wilson take a different view inspired by 

Paul Willemen’s argument that:

national histories, indeed nationalist histories, demand a synchronicity of‘geographical 
demarcation and temporal periodisation’ that obscures the contexts and conditions that 
constitute and produce ‘the national’. Cultural specificity is seen as a territorial-institutional 
matter and coincides with the boundaries of the nation state.

Although they recognize a kind of coherence in art produced within a nation state, they suggest that 

any similarity to the idea of ‘nationalist’ art is coincidental. They justify this by pointing out that art 

production is driven by arts councils promoting ‘particular cultural practice’ within a territory and not 

by artists’ national identities. Such promotion is balanced by exclusion with some artists and practices 

marginalized by ‘the construction of national cultural formations’, yet they are often supported by and 

rely on ‘spaces, albeit so-called “alternative”, who receive funding from local or centralised 

resources’.27 This dynamic alone suggests that identified national cultural practices are too complex to 

fit into homogenized groupings.

Homogenization of a state’s visual art practice or cinema is difficult to combat, no less due to 

outside stereotyping. With the Northern Irish accent comes the stigma of conflict while the Southern 

evokes caricatures of Irishness. Robin Lydenberg highlights a resistance to such branding among 

artists at home and abroad, quoting Daphne Wright stating ‘anything that’s a peculiarity in your work 

will be put down as Irishness’, and Alice Maher’s opinion that artists’ Irishness denotes them as the 

other kept on the periphery. She declares: ‘They like to contain you for your Celticness instead of 

making you part of the world.’28 Irish artists are renowned worldwide as romantic landscapists, which 

is a perception increasingly reacted against. Particularly in the Celtic Tiger years, Sean Hillen’s 

Irelantis collage series (1999) depicts:

contemporary, globalised Ireland, a society that became postmodern before it ever quite 
managed to be modern, a cultural space that has gone, in the blink of an eye, from being 
defiantly closed to being completely porous to whatever dream is floating out there in the 
media ether. But this Ireland is also everywhere and nowhere. Hillen is dealing with

26 Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie, ‘Introduction’, Cinema and Nation, ed. by Mette Hjort and Scott 
MacKenzie (London and New York: Routledge, 2000) pp. 1-16 (p. 1).
27 Martin McCabe and Michael Wilson, ‘Art Discourse: Time Based Art’, Circa, 69 (1994), 18-23 (p. 22).
28 Robin Lydenberg, ‘Contemporary Irish Art on the Move: At Home and Abroad with Dorothy Cross’, Eire- 
Ireland, 39.3&4 (2004), 144-66 (p. 157).
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displacement in a world where all borders - political, cultural and psychological - are 
permeable.29

The suddenness of Ireland’s change has no doubt affected its population, and perhaps caused a form of

amnesia about the Northern Troubles. Dublin as a European capital is almost unrecognizable as the

city poetically mapped by Joyce nearly a century ago, and the rugged fields in the west are now dotted

with luxury villas. Its membership in the European Union and Eurozone have aided migration to and

from Ireland and changed what it is to be Irish. As Colin Graham suggests, this means Ireland ‘is not

simply in the past’, but as a ‘lost world’ is present ‘everywhere and nowhere’. Tie further asserts that

the generalized identity of Ireland casts ‘itself into the future in order to be realised; it also turns

inside-out the underlying need for the future, disarming the crisis of what the future might be by

forcing it to exist in a “plethora” of cultural images’.

When it comes to critical engagement with those images and the body of literature Ireland is

known for, Graham indicates the difficulty in reconstructing the narrative of Irish literary criticism

because of its ‘silence about itself, regardless of the late-nineteenth-century Revival. He recognizes

these ‘ghosts at the feast’ as gender (and its relation to the canon) and the North, yet argues the North

‘became the underlying political dynamic of much Irish criticism in the later part of the [twentieth]

century’ in line with ‘civil disruption’. After outlining the North ‘in its various critical guises’,

Graham asserts that it ‘can now silently make the case [...] that Irish criticism is at best a shattered

discourse in need of restitution’. He continues:

More than this, the underlying structures of that shattering dictate their own reconstruction in 
terms of the national, so that factors lying outside what is immediately recognisable as Irish 
criticism (Mercier’s ‘Marxists’, for example, but currently and more pressingly feminist 
criticism, theory and literary history) remain beyond the purview of the mainstream of critical 
consciousness. The power of these repetitious patterns in Irish criticism is that in their phoenix 
narrative both the moments of destruction and restitution have a drama which postpones and 
drowns out other voices.30

Instead of finding more useful and definite positions, Irish criticism seems to, according to Graham, be 

caught in a cycle that rebuilds itself with broken ideas. To shift focus to art criticism in Ireland, it is a 

more obvious and pressing absence. Particularly since the loss of Circa art magazine in the recent 

economic recession, which reviewed and criticized visual art North and South of the border, there are

29 Fintan O’Toole, Irelantis: Paper Collages by Sean Hillen (Dublin: Irelantis Ltd., 1999), p. 5.
30 Colin Graham, Deconstructing Ireland: Identity, Theory, Culture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2001), pp. 26-27, 33, 50 & 52.
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no critical positions and only basic analysis in press reviews for art events, exhibitions, and locally 

produced film, television, and drama.

In the last issue of Circa (published online), several articles confronted ineffectual criticism, 

but failed themselves to offer any useful solution, only unassertive suggestions for further 

consideration. Matt Parker notes general failings in criticism and lack in a ‘demand for its overhaul’. 

He recognizes the ‘glory days of Artforum 1962-1974 [...] as specific correspondences’ emerging 

during ‘a time that witnessed the precise transitions of Greenbergian Formalism, Minimalism, and 

Conceptual Art, coinciding with a shift of the artistic vocabularies that began to borrow more heavily 

from across the social sciences’, and suggests this expansion may have caused criticism’s silence.31 

Internationally, this is not the case as seen in discourses from Brian O’Doherty (plus his aliases and 

allies - see chapter 4) as well as those of Expanded Cinema and Fluxus theorist/practitioners to be 

outlined elsewhere in this study. Conceptual art and its ability to blur artistic boundaries should not be 

held accountable for criticism’s lack of focus - it must adapt to the changing contemporary alongside 

everything else. In the same issue, Sarah Tuck aligns the art market’s raised voice with criticism’s 

growing silence. She points out that the use of Damien Hirst’s diamond-encrusted skull {For the Love 

of God, 2007) on the cover of an issue of Artforum, themed around the market, showed ‘how the 

commercial threatens the critical, even as the magazine proposes to reflect critically on the 

phenomenon’.32 Chris Fite-Wassilak reaches the crux of the criticism argument by highlighting the 

expectation of criticism as well as art’s marketability with articles becoming smaller and more 

digestible, stating ‘the role of the independent critic is not a financially viable one’ to point out that 

criticism’s narrowing is relational to critics’ unavoidable circumstances of employment within 

institutions that in turn narrow their exposure.33 Rather than drowning out other voices, the jobbing 

critic is barely remaining afloat.

Dublin painter Robert Ballagh spent decades grappling with the effects of commercial value 

on the global presence of Irish art and artists. His biographer, Ciaran Carty, points out that success in 

life connotes money and material possessions. For artists this term may simply allude to critical or

31 Matt Packer, ‘Critical Fantasies’, Circa, 131 (2010) <http://www.recirca.com/cgi-
bin/mysql/show_item.cgi?post_id=5255&type=Issuel31&ps=publish> [accessed 16 August 2011] (paras. 1, 7-8 
of 11).
32 Sarah Tuck, ‘Art Criticism - Disrupting or Creating Consensus?’, Circa, 131 (2010) 
<http://www.recirca.com/cgi-bin/mysql/show_item.cgi?post_id=5263&type=Issuel31&ps=publish#_ftnrefl> 
[accessed 16 August 2011] (para. 7 of 16).
33 Chris Fite-Wassilak, ‘The Hope for an Open Wound’, Circa, 131 (2010) <http://www.recirca.com/cgi- 
bin/mysql/show_item.cgi?post_id=5264&type=Issuel31&ps=publish> [accessed 16 August 2011] (para. 3 of 6).
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spectator renown not reflected in commercial worth and sales.34 Belfast-born artist John Carson

suggests ‘the machinations of the international market place’ are partially to blame for the absence, or

even suppression, of a visible movement or categorical ‘ism’ for Irish art. Writing in 1984 he states:

Ireland exists very much on the periphery of the international art arena and the rules of the 
game are being decided in New York, London, Berlin and Rome. I am sure that if Irish angst 
could be sold as easily as the current German and Italian variety we would have ourselves a 
movement. The fabrication of history relates to the locations of power and wealth.35

This can even be identified in experimental arts with the Expanded Cinema movement’s main centres

situated in New York and London, both English speaking Western capital cities. The movement that

defies categorical boundaries and transcends geographical borders by now linking its ‘users’ via

computer/internet technologies also centres in recognizable urban zones about which its members are

territorial (as emerged at the Expanded Cinema conference, Tate Modern, April 2009) even though

their work cannot be commercially traded. Expanded Cinema’s history finds itself rooted to these

‘locations of power and wealth’, perhaps coincidentally or to impact more significantly as

aesthetically, politically challenging alternatives to marketable arts.

Debate continues over what works and artists are granted inclusion under the ‘expanded

cinema’ umbrella heading of practice as only specific work qualifies. The movement appeared in

North America in the early 1960s, and Europe shortly after. Although the two factions disagree on

many issues, their shared fundamental concern is with spectator consciousness as the connecting

element for the components of any expanded cinema work.36 English practitioner/theorist Malcolm Le

Grice, for example, describes initial expanded cinema practice as being ‘characterised by a concern to

bring the cinematic experience consciously into the space of the spectator through performed action

and installation’. In this sense, ‘[f]ilm structures were developed to initiate a positive reflexive role for

the spectator, a concern also debated in theory by film-makers at the time.’37 American theorist Gene

Youngblood takes an existentialist view in his seminal text:

When we say expanded cinema we actually mean expanded consciousness. [...] Expanded 
cinema isn’t a movie at all: like life it’s a process of becoming, man’s ongoing historical drive 
to manifest his consciousness outside of his mind, in front of his eyes. One no longer can 
specialize in a single discipline and hope truthfully to express a clear picture of its 
relationships in the environment.38

34 Ciaran Carty, Robert Ballagh (Dublin: Magill, 1986), p. 10.
35 John Carson, ‘Two Points of View’, Circa, 14 (1984), 30-33 (p. 32).
36 ‘Expanded Cinema’ in upper case denotes the movement while ‘expanded cinema’ in lower case indicates the 
movement’s practices or ideals.
37 Malcolm Le Grice, Experimental Cinema in the Digital Age (London: BFI, 2001), p. 319.
38 Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970), p. 41.
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In both cases, emphasis is placed on the spectator to navigate the form of such work, but an author of

sorts must still provide the experience. Ryszard Kluszczynski points out that the authorial aspect does

not emerge through such a piece’s structure as expected in cinema theatres, but rather in how the piece

is presented, often requiring the live presence of the author as part of an event’s structure.39 This

disregard of structured artistic boundaries during that time period in North America and Europe

reflects a generation’s collective desire to challenge and disrupt outdated socio-political systems.

Expanded cinema practices grew as a cluster of media modes out of a time riddled with

societal contention. Austrian practitioner VALIE EXPORT refers to the 1950s and 1960s as ‘a

segment of history marked by artistic innovation and political provocation’, a time culminating in

widespread student insurgency against oppressive state powers:

The purpose of these innovations and provocations was to break out of traditional artistic 
representations, the inclusion of reality as a means of expression and to overstep the limits of 
individual artistic categories vis-a-vis one another such as language, painting, film, and 
theatre. Art is brought radically into question so as to bring artistic thought and intention to 
new forms for communication.

Expanded Cinema intended to extend the devices of cinema out into a space and incorporate the real, 

to interconnect all art forms and real life to make them as one, as called for by EXPORT’S 

contemporary practicing theorist Stan Vanderbeek.40 This simultaneous upheaval in politics and art is 

significant when focusing on the disputed post-conflict status of Northern Ireland where artists 

concerned with its issues increasingly employ (sometimes unknowingly) the expanded techniques of 

that movement, which itself developed devices experimented with in the earlier post-war period of the 

twentieth century. For example, Sandra Johnston’s methods include appropriating photographic, 

videographic, and televisual images from their original sources and contexts to place them in a gallery 

setting among other elements that recontextualize them in a narrative far removed from their originals. 

Often this involves her appearing alongside the projection/screening in a live performance from which 

she tends to leave some sort of residue of her activity that remains as part of the gallery exhibition for 

the rest of its course, serving as a reminder that something happened, art was created. Yet, it will be 

removed to make way for other installations, so maintaining the fluidity, changeability, and

39 Ryszard W. Kluszczynski, ‘Re-Writing the History of Media Art: From Personal Cinema to Artistic 
Collaboration’, Leonardo, 40.5 (2007), 469-74 (p. 470).
40 VALIE EXPORT, ‘Expanded Cinema as Expanded Reality’, Senses of Cinema, 28 (2003) 
<http://archive.sensesofcinema.com/contents/03/28/expanded_cinema.html> [accessed 16 September 2010] 
(para. 7 of 35).
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impermanence of the live form against the reproducible, reviewable nature of the recorded image that 

for a short time become parts of one whole.

In moving away from passive spectatorship associated with cinema and television towards 

interactivity, complications arise in the dynamic between a piece of work, its creator, and its viewer in 

terms of use and ownership - the artist always maintains a degree of control. Moving towards 

audience interactivity (even if symbolic rather than actual, for example incorporating shadows or 

having to move through components of a piece in a space) was a key motivation driving European 

Expanded Cinema. Practitioners were concerned with drawing spectators into a piece as, perhaps 

unwitting, protagonists whose individual presences contribute to a work’s construction and experience 

multiple outcomes by creating varied sequences of encounters. EXPORT co-founded the Austrian 

Film-makers Co-operative that coincided with the last of the Viennese Actionism movement. Her 

work disintegrated the boundary between spectator and screen surface by ‘fundamentally altering’

cinematic language through reversing or distorting what 

is understood to be the screen surface, the spaces before 

and behind the screen, and transforming the spectator’s 

relationship to the work. The narrative cinema spectator 

is aware of watching mythical action that has passed, but 

EXPORT’S spectators found themselves in ‘the critical 

arena of the present’ where they experienced her work in 

true real-time.41

Tapp und last Kino/Touch Cinema (Europe, 1968) examines women’s breasts as a voyeuristic 

theme integral to industry fdm-making. It does so by removing the camera, vision, communal film 

theatre, and spectator passivity. For the street performance, EXPORT’S naked upper body (the screen 

and subject combined) was covered by a curtained box (the movie theatre). Maintaining the darkness 

associated with projection in a closed space, the film playing in the box was her breasts and ‘viewers’ 

were invited to ‘watch’ by putting their hands through the entrance of the mobile theatre while facing 

the artist. They had to touch what is usually revealed in that darkened space of the movie theatre 

where the gaze cannot be returned. In this instance not only was the gaze returned, it was never truly 

made, and was replaced by touch without vision.42 EXPORT is concerned with ‘the intersection 

between the body and media’, particularly the reproduced/reproducible commodity of the female

2. Touch Cinema (EXPORT, 1968)

41 Le Grice, pp. 276 & 285.
42 EXPORT, (paras. 31-32 of 35).
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body, as her pseudonym as well as her work suggests. In this way she disempowered the technology 

that enabled such commoditization by incorporating the body as a functioning part of the cinematic 

mechanism.41

Even when not actively involved in a work, awareness becomes a factor when spectatorship is

removed from the desensitized black box of the movie theatre where the crowd tends to have a unified

experience rather than the multiple singular experiences offered by gallery installations that also split

apart all the elements of a cinematic screening. S. Brent Plate observes:

Two forces work within the nature of the installation: attraction and repulsion. Through 
rhythms created via technology, the viewer is allowed some aesthetic access and is reaffirmed 
in his/her space. But it becomes the same technology that keeps the viewer distant, from 
bypassing the screens and getting to the ‘nature’ of nature. For the technology calls attention 
to itself and makes viewers remember that they are not in a pastoral setting but in a museum 
space in front of state-of-the-art video technology.44

Over time this awareness has become standard and is no longer part of the spectacle in the way it was 

when such technologies emerged in the 1960s, and that awareness leads to expectations of what the 

technologies should do. To expand on a point made by Deborah Garwood, technology has become 

such a part of life that ‘the avant-garde ideal of a fusion between art and life is manifesting itself more 

generally as a fusion between life and technology’.45 This fusion is enacted in expanded cinema 

through the combination of non-/anti-narrative film-making methods separated throughout a space and 

the spectator’s presence/consciousness connecting those elements, which problematizes conventional 

notions of narrative.

In the 1960s and 1970s, theorist-practitioners opposed to conventional narrative cinema, such

as Peter Gidal, formulated critical languages deriving from modern art history rather than film history,

including ‘Film as Film’. Here the meaning and aesthetics in a work stem from its material elements

instead of the illusion of representation that occurs in cinema:

Stressing the primacy of the work as material, as process, and constructing the aesthetic 
experience from the characteristics of the medium, is not to eliminate meaning, or the 
symbolic, but to shift it to an arena where the art work becomes a component in the 
developing world rather than a passive reflection on it. Meaning is formed in and by the work 
as it moves dynamically from the acts of making into its passage through the world.

43 Pamela Lee, ‘Bare Lives’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: 
Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 140-57 (pp. 149-50).
44 S. Brent Plate, ‘Between Cinema and a Hard Place: Gary Hill's Video Art Between Words and Images’, 
Criticism, 45.1 (2003), 109-27 (pp. 114-15).
45 Deborah Garwood, ‘The Future of an Idea: 9 evenings - Forty Years Later’, Performance Art Journal, 85 
(2007), 36-48 (p. 46).
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Le Grice follows fellow artist/theorist Gidal’s lead in using narrative to differentiate between 

conventional and experimental modes of film-making. He attests that experimental film-/video-makers 

break from conventional narrative constraints to create an ‘abstract’ cinema, stating that “‘abstract 

cinema”, based on colour, shape, movement and rhythm and without representational imagery [...] is 

an aspect of the non-narrative enterprise’. He also points out that because most ‘non- or anti-narrative 

works are based on or include photographically representational imagery’, including his own, ‘non

narrative is not synonymous with non-representation’.46

Le Grice put this into practice by testing the processes of film- 

making and reception with multilayered multichannel projections such as 

Berlin Horse (UK, 1970). Here he addresses the paradoxical relationship 

between the real time of the film’s shooting, the other real time of its 

screening, and how these times can be altered by using the technology to 3- Berlin Horse (Le Grice, 1970) 

manipulate recorded images and sequences. Berlin Horse implements found footage recontextualized 

by superimposition onto similar, contemporarily shot footage. Screenings of this were re-filmed then 

projected in up to four layers. Often negative and positive prints of the same images were 

superimposed onto the initial films during projection, creating a ‘solarized’ appearance.47 Even 

through the abstraction and manipulation of the surface image that has been decontextualized from its 

original spatio-temporal location, the kinesis and repetition of the horse’s running movement forms a 

circular pattern that could perhaps be recognized as narrative in its simplest form. The contention over 

narrative in expanded cinema and avant-garde film discourses also relates to disputes over their 

historicization.

Practitioner/theorist Anthony McCall identifies the continuing division between avant-garde 

film-/video-making (designed for cinema) and artists’ film and video (intended for galleries) by 

comparing their relation to a ‘double helix, spiralling closely around one another without ever quite 

meeting’.48 The segregated avant-garde history outlined by Gidal is refuted by Jackie Hatfield who 

argues that many relevant works are omitted from the canon for convenience, and calls for a

46 Le Grice, p. 275 & 290.
47 Malcolm Le Grice on Berlin Horse, (2005)
<http://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/malcolm_le_grice/berlin_horse.html> [accessed 6 August 2011],
48 Anthony McCall, ‘“Line Describing a Cone” and Related Films’, October, 103 (2003), 42-62 (p. 48).
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revision.49 Similarly, institutionalizations of the American avant-garde in relation to film histories and 

cultures (e.g. P. Adams Sitney’s) have been confronted by artist-theorists questioning academic 

simplifications that potentially generate ‘nostalgic’ or ‘inaccurate’ views on avant-garde film- 

making.50 Plate acknowledges the difficulty in tracing the history of video art because it complicates 

the medium’s defiance of the traditional and self-proclaimed origins as something new, ‘a vanguard 

operation’, when its screening and exhibition methods are derived from technologies or practices 

already in use, if for different functions (p. 117). Beyond expanded cinema, surveys and collected 

critical engagements with moving image arts continually emerge. Inspired by a 2002 Tate Modern 

lecture series, the Art and the Moving Image collection of essays (2008) urges a reconsideration of 

‘moving image’ arts by finding, similarly to this thesis, that traditional histories are no longer relevant 

and too many valuable works slip through the voids between categories. In such texts, 1960-70 is 

identified as the decade of change with transitions in experimental film-making (the rise of structural 

film), visual art, national cinemas (including Hollywood’s renaissance period) happening alongside 

political and social upheaval across the Western world. Simultaneous technological advancement 

meant equipment became smaller, cheaper and more accessible, making it easier for artists to obtain 

cameras and test the limits of recording possibilities, so shifting the focus of visual arts practice.5'

Increasingly in galleries and independent cinemas, inverted forms of narrative encourage 

spectator reaction and challenge the effectiveness of classical narrative structures to convey valid 

messages. Perhaps what occurs is a re-evaluation of narrative possibilities rather than determined 

resistance, coupled with continued blurring of the boundaries set out by recognized movements and 

historiographies. Yet it is these boundaries that have justified experimental film and the avant-garde’s 

inclusion within art and academic institutions. In an overview of merges between cinema and artists’ 

film histories, Ian Christie asserts:

the accepted canon of avant-garde film - together with artists’ video - has helped legitimise 
the entry of the moving image into galleries and museums, by demonstrating a pedigree that is 
shared with some of the major artists of Modernism, Surrealism, Minimalism and other 
schools of twentieth-century art. Thus, [...] it is possible to argue that such developments mark

49 Jackie Hatfield, ‘Expanded Cinema and Narrative: Some Reasons for a Review of the Avant-Garde Debates 
Around Narrativity’, Millennium Film Journal, 39/40 (2003) <http://mfj- 
online.org/joumalPages/MFJ39/hatfieldpage.html> [accessed 2 June 2009] (para. 1 of 14).
50 Michael Zryd, ‘The Academy and the Avant-Garde: A Relationship of Dependence and Resistance’, Cinema 
Journal, 45.2 (2006), 17-42 (pp. 18-19).
51 Tanya Leighton, ‘Introduction’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton 
(London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 7-40 (pp. 7-9).
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the culmination of a process of legitimation which demonstrate canonisation at work -
although, paradoxically, not within the institution of cinema, but in visual art.'2

Although what was formerly regarded as underground is now often acknowledged as high art today, 

cinema discourses largely deny increasing exchanges between visual art and film - of which 

acclaimed director and video artist Steve McQueen is one of many examples. This maintains the 

division between the white cube and black box, which are rooted in the same broader history of visual 

art. Just as painting led to photography and cinematography, installation practices can be traced to the 

Renaissance period. Paintings were displayed in public buildings such as churches, followed by the 

advent of museums in the eighteenth century. For the first time, high art became accessible to lower 

and middle classes as well as the wealthy. From diptych and triptych paintings and sculpture shown in 

such spaces came acceptance of video installation in the twentieth century when practitioners adopted 

(multiple) wall projections or placed monitors on plinths. Video installation opens possibilities for 

exploring time and the self, as does live performance and its documentation. The body and everyday 

life are regarded by conceptual artists as art objects in much the same way as Duchamp’s readymades 

implemented in what Wolf Vostell describes as ‘a merging of elements, so that life (man) can be art’. 

The installation/performance experiences changed spectatorship by violating the viewer 

desensitization caused by cinema, then television, and drawing attention to where time can be 

manipulated.'1

Time-based art, similar to mixed media, involves a ‘diverse range of materials, processes and 

formats’, but moves beyond experiments with the ‘spatial form’ of mixing different media to 

‘prioritise an artistic concern’ with what British artist John Latham described in the 1960s as ‘structure 

in time’. McCabe and Wilson outline the term’s problems; it is intended by those using it to 

distinguish static or fine arts on permanent display in collections from broader installation or 

performative visual arts, including those with a ‘quality of “theatricality”’.51 Defining such a term is 

problematic because of its open-ended nature, so this thesis adopts the stance that all art is in some 

way time-based. Regardless of mode, it is live and real to the spectator during viewing, the experience 

of which differs from person to person and depends on viewing conditions. The ‘category anxiety’ and 

difficulties encountered in attempts at compiling histories of time-based work identified by McCabe 

and Wilson only reiterate the need to test other means of critical engagement, such as interrelated

52 Ian Christie, ‘Histories of the Future: Mapping the Avant-garde’, Film History, 20.1 (2008), 6-13 (p. 10).
53 Michael Rush, New Media in Art, new edn (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd., 2005), pp. 124-32.
54 McCabe and Wilson, 18-23 (p. 19).
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themes. This is not an anti-historical approach as history is engaged with in thematic discussions of 

artists’ attempts to understand and convey Northern Ireland’s current psychology. Even though 

ephemeral practices defy art histories to an extent by surviving only in memory and various forms of 

documentation, they cannot avoid relating to the spatio-temporal reality of their happening - they exist 

in a time and place that becomes as much a part of the artist’s history as the artist does to theirs. The 

freedom live art claims to have beyond the gallery system is only presumed as it is the galleries that 

largely promote, accommodate and document such work. Live art remains tethered, albeit loosely and 

invisibly, to systems and institutions.

A broad relation can be drawn between live and time-based arts and notions surrounding the 

‘death of cinema’ addressed by theorists such as Laura Mulvey. This refers to the ‘privileged relation’ 

analogue cinematography has with the real being lost in the advent of digital media - an argument 

Sean Cubitt finds ‘deeply flawed’ for sacralizing ‘the reality constructed in cinema as “real” reality’ 

(although my broad thesis agrees with Cubitt, Mulvey’s ideas regarding the ‘stillness’ provided by 

digital technologies are of interest in chapter 3). If all results of image capturing are surface images 

derived from and signifying the actual, this suggests the real’s evasiveness from the ‘traps’ set by 

those desiring to possess knowledge. For Cubitt, rather than signifying the death of cinema, 

digitization draws attention to cinematic construction. In doing so, the realization (if subconscious) 

that cinematic reality is an illusion ‘proves to the imaginary collective subject of Humanity that it is 

not the author of the reality which depicted creates for it’. Authorship must therefore be displaced (as 

opposed to Barthes’s suggestion that it is dead); it is positioned on ‘a relation between nature and the 

technologies that mediate it’, which reveals ‘the fundamentally human quality of the world [...] 

because this interaction of nature and technology is the human itself.55 In a similar way, Roy 

Grundmann notes such a transition of authorship in early expanded cinema works that extend the 

realms of technology, the artist and the spectator out to meet each other and co-exist. Using John 

Whitney, Stan Vanderbeek, and Andy Warhol as examples, Grundmann suggests that in their 

encounters with the new media of the 1960s, these artists shed the persona of the film director or 

painter and took up that of‘the master of ceremony’. This emcee persona allows the artist to integrate 

with (new) tools of art making so that a relationship forms between the artist, his/her product, and the 

sponsor’s product (i.e. the camera manufacturer) that differentiates the artistic experimenter from the

55 Sean Cubitt, ‘The Afterlife of Cinema’, Sean Cubitt's Blog (2011) <http://seancubitt.blogspot.com/> [accessed 
18 August 2011 ] (4 para.).
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product tester and ‘eclipses the harsh difference in nature between artist and industry’.56 It is within 

this eclipse that categories merge.

In art, the blurring lines between different media, between the permanent and impermanent,

and between the reproducible and non-reproducible defy the constraints of historicized compilations

and categories for each medium. Emerging from this research is a kind of genealogy, a family tree of

interconnected disciplines, modes, media clusters, practices, movements, co-operatives, technologies

and processes that resist the constraint and context of time periods and geographical borders by

overlapping and becoming indiscernible. With something broad, fluid, and devoid of a prior historical

discourse such as expanded cinema - or Northern Irish art - Le Grice points out that although the

‘freedom’ offered by this is questionable, ‘certain technological developments do open up artistic

forms and therefore artistic meanings’ (p. 278). As Leslie Hill notes in the epigraph, people function

and form understanding within boundaries. Artists are identified according to practice, yet many work

across several modes. In 1965, Dick Higgins of Fluxus speculated:

The idea that a painting is made of paint on canvas or that a sculpture should not be painted 
seems characteristic of the kind of social thought - categorizing and dividing society into 
nobility with its various subdivisions, untitled gentry, artisans, serfs, and landless workers- 
which we call the feudal conception of the Great Chain of Being. [...] However, the social 
problems that characterize our time, as opposed to the political ones, no longer allow a 
compartmentalized approach.57

From here he indicates an emerging classless society, yet as alluded to earlier, 

status and quality of life continue to be determined by grades of wealth in the 

twenty-first century. Advancing technologies further blur distinctions between 

practices, as does artists’ use of non-traditional tools for art creation, for 

instance Irish-American artist/critic Brian O’Doherty complicated portraiture, 

life, death and identity in Portrait of Marcel Duchamp (1966). It replayed 

Duchamp’s heartbeat, recorded with a cardiogram in O’Doherty’s home, who is 

a qualified medical doctor. This record of aliveness is suspended in a wooden box that sustains 

Duchamp’s presence/life in absence/death.58 It combines sculpture and electronic media, static and 

moving image arts, fine art portraiture and abstract conceptualism. To describe such a piece, only the

4. Portrait of Marcel 
Duchamp (O'Doherty, 

1966)

56 Roy Grundmann, ‘Masters of Ceremony: Media Demonstration as Performance in Three Instances of 
Expanded Cinema’, The Velvet Light Trap, 54 (2004), 48-64 (pp. 48-49).
37 Dick Higgins, ‘Intermedia’, Leonardo, 34.1 (2001), 49-54 (p. 49).
58 Hans Belting, ‘The Last Portrait of Marcel Duchamp’, in Beyond the White Cube: A Retrospective of Brian 
O’Doherty/Patrick Ireland, ed. by Christina Kennedy and Georgina Jackson (Dublin: Dublin City Gallery The 
Hugh Lane, 2006), pp. 38-43.
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vague labels of‘mixed media’ and ‘time-based art’ suffice. The manipulation of time, separating of 

cinematic elements, and abstract images retaining narrative cohesion are largely absent in current 

critical analysis concerning Northern Irish visual arts and film-making.

Money Troubles
Despite artists’ abilities to tease official/unofficial boundaries of acceptable public speech in a political 

climate necessitating careful navigation, availability of funding and resources is an issue that 

inevitably circles back into that of commerciality and marketability. Katy Deepwell notes that even 

international criticism of art in Ireland identified the domination of consumable art forms of the 1980s 

such as neo-expressionist painting. By the 1990s other modes (installation, video, and sculpture) grew 

in prominence, echoing the trend of conceptualism occurring elsewhere in the 1970s.5y In the mid 

1990s, the ACNI released a strategy document determining the direction the arts would take until 

2000. Across the board those affiliated to the arts welcomed the proposal for change and improvement 

in Northern Ireland’s visual art culture, but they also reacted negatively to the published millennium 

report as it used pleasing inclusive and progressive language to detract from vague suggestions and 

omission of this pressing matter of funding. It gave percentages of a phantom monetary figure, much 

of which was assigned to the Ulster Orchestra and Opera Northern Ireland. Both are valid 

organizations, but do not tally with the report’s claim to support ‘arts for all walks of life’. A common 

criticism about the strategy document was its lack of strategy. Duncan Campbell, an artist based in 

Belfast at the time, focuses on the section that steers artists towards marketability, pointing out that 

this favours ‘a particular type of audience, but also a particular type of work’, thereby dismissing time- 

based, live, and immediate modes such as performance and installation that are free for the public to 

access. He laments that ‘priority is given to work which is ultimately purchasable’, potentially 

affecting practitioners’ choice of materials. The need to make a living could discourage artists from 

experimenting with newer technologies that produce work not viable for sale, indicating that 

conservatism in art modes (rather than content) runs parallel with commercialism.60

Funding has generally been compromised since the 2008 recession and continues to be 

contentious throughout Britain after the power change from Labour to coalition Conservative/Liberal 

Democrat in 2010 and persistent economic difficulties. Publications, practicing artists, galleries, film 

production, and even arts-related community projects have been affected by cuts. A casualty is the

59 Katy Deepwell, Dialogues: Women Artists from Ireland (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), p. 3.
60 Aisling O’Beirn et al., ‘Vox Pop: Your Art in Their Hands’, Circa, 69 (1994), 52-55.
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premier visual art journal for the whole of Ireland, Circa. It first had to restrict distribution and print in 

black and white at the end of 2009, and then was forced to cease all but online publication in 2010.

The Celtic Tiger’s demise prompted editor Peter FitzGerald to question the worth of the publication 

within the subsequent ‘re-assessment of the value of the arts’ in Ireland, to which he defiantly 

concludes ‘that our culture expresses our (admittedly undefined, undefinable [s/c], contradictory, 

contentious, multifaceted) essence, that our essence is our culture, and that the rest of the world seems 

to like us that way’.61

Rather than attempt definition of Northern Irish art, surveys expressing the diversity of work 

(in terms of theme and form) take place regularly. McKeown’s advice against canon formation is 

largely informed by Golden Thread Gallery’s ‘Collective Histories’ series. Although he concedes the 

series may appear to be ‘the emergence of a canon’, he argues that Northern Ireland’s ‘plurality of 

histories’, reflected in the series subtitle, prevent such a formation and the series agenda is in fact ‘to 

survey the history of Northern Irish art through the curatorial endeavours of individuals who have 

been actively involved in the production of Northern Irish culture over the past several decades’. 

Twelve exhibitions have been proposed with at least one every year from 2005. Guest curators include 

Liam Kelly, Brian McAvera, Slavka Sverakova and Declan McGonagle, who are invited to assemble 

multi-disciplinary shows according to a theme of their choosing. McAvera and S. B. Kennedy began 

by looking at art production in the post-war period up to the onset of conflict. The following year they 

presented work addressing the Troubles made between 1969 and 1994 that McAvera felt had been 

ignored at the time by ‘the art establishment’. Since then, curators have arranged work thematically, 

including Kelly’s examination of ‘the impact of surveillance on the culture of Northern Ireland’ in Art 

and the Disembodied Eye (2007).62

Kelly’s thematic presentation of his ACNI-commissioned text Thinking Long considers 

Northern Irish art during a local and international period of‘acute change’ and ‘cultural eclecticism 

and pluralism’ in the late 1970s and 1980s. He believes‘that Northern Irish artists during the 1980s 

sustained a penetrating enquiry into Irish cultural tradition and identities, producing art that was much 

more didactic and discursive than at any other time in Ulster’s short and problematic history’.63 Given 

the plurality of contentious histories and the increasing amount of artists mixing practices and 

subjects, he abandons analysis according to formal category in favour of theme and comprehensive

61 Peter FitzGerald, ‘Editorial’, Circa, 130 (2009), 15.
62 J. McKeown, 22-25 (pp. 24-25).
63 Liam Kelly, Thinking Long: Contemporary Art in the North of Ireland (Kinsale: Gandon Editions, 1996), p. 8.

35



inclusion of artists. Where Kelly’s themes are related through physicality, landscape and space 

according to that particular twenty-year time period, this thesis examines how artists articulate their 

observations of individual and communal psychologies trying to adapt to swift and constant advances 

in communication and information technologies that are changing the modern world, with added 

tensions arising from these changes colliding with a three decade-long conflict. Kelly engages with the 

themes as local issues concerning Northern Irish politics and society with some relations to Britain and 

Ireland, whereas this thesis aligns contemporary local practice with international influences according 

to the broader topics and forms described above that have developed throughout the twentieth century.

Jim Smyth drew together a notable, if brief, attempt at tracing a history ofNorthern Irish art in 

an article for Fortnight's thirtieth anniversary issue in 2000. He identifies a pivotal change in Irish 

art’s conservatism in Michael Farrell’s 1970s paintings that reacted ‘against establishment taste and 

ideology with the depiction of Ireland as a whore’ when until then it had been romantically portrayed 

with ‘thatched cottages, blue mountains and a pastoral peasantry’. For the North, Smyth engages with 

McAvera’s criticism of the ACNI’s colonial leanings, its suppression of anything new, and 

endorsement of‘painterly and provincial art’ at a time in the 1970s when the majority ofNorthern 

Irish artists had not yet begun to address the societal problems around them in their work, sidelining 

those that had. Smyth blames the educational institutions of the College of Art (now a University of 

Ulster campus) and the Queen’s University of Belfast, as much as the Arts Council for encouraging 

this myopia. Individuals such as Jack Pakenham reacted in the 1970s, followed by many Art College 

students and affiliates in the late 1970s and 1980s such as Sandra Johnston, Alastair MacLennan and 

Andre Stitt, who were inspired to use art to deal with the world around them. Throughout the 1980s, 

North American and European influence increased in conjunction with developments in and migration 

of electronic media. Female artists grew more noticeable, and smaller, more open-minded, gallery 

spaces emerged in Belfast and Derry serving as platforms for artistic innovation. By the early 1990s, 

artists were exhibiting collectively on both sides of the border to address broader changes in Irish 

identity brought about by economic and social shifts as well as the persisting conflict.

Alongside histories identified by Kelly, Smyth and Golden Thread, there is a growing trend 

for finding and archiving image-based documents of the past. After closure for renovation, the Ulster 

Museum, Belfast, (the once premier ‘public face’ of art in Northern Ireland)64 reopened in October 

2009 with an addition of the Troubles Archive. The layout and content is tourist and child friendly,

64 Jim Smyth, ‘Art Confronts the Troubles’, Fortnight, 388 (2000), 60-62.
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consisting of short contextual paragraphs and black and white photographs filling stands shaped like 

end-terrace gable walls, evoking the practice of paramilitary murals. Murals remain part of visual 

culture in Northern Ireland, particularly its urban centres, but it is worth noting that since the peace 

process, many sectarian murals have been painted over with more positive images such as memorials 

for the Titanic disaster, deceased footballer George Best, and loss of life incurred during the World 

Wars. The defining murals in areas retaining affiliations to paramilitary groups do remain but 

increasingly double as tourist attractions. In the exhibition most of the digitized archival material can 

be accessed on interactive computer screens, and is partly supplied by Belfast Exposed’s ‘Gateways’ 

photographic archive. McKeown points out that a drawback for most archives is the tendency to ‘act 

primarily as collections and not as discursive bodies’, yet introducing digital technologies creates 

potential for immediate commentary and dialogues to emerge across a diverse range of people (p. 23). 

The whiteness of the museum’s Troubles Archive room - rather, its sanitized environment - is not 

conducive to the desired outcome of a dialogue. At the ‘Culture after Conflict’ conference hosted by 

the museum in March 2011, Pat Cooke (former curator of Kilmainham Gaol) revealed that the 

exhibition’s original consulting committee, of which he had been a member, ceased to be contacted in 

the months before the museum’s reopening. They were informed that the subject was too sensitive and 

people were not ready to deal with anything other than minimal bare facts. Cooke’s stance is that a 

wound’s healing can only be tested by prodding, i.e. investigation, which will not be undertaken by 

authorities fearing complaints for bias or survivor re-trauma.65 Such public denial of the past emerging 

from a conservative political culture urges artists to find other means of discourse, and so have shaped 

the visual culture to address this void.

Northern Ireland’s conservatism was encapsulated by Factotum’s confrontation with Belfast 

City Counsellors over their double ‘God’ and ‘Satan’ issues of The Vacuum, a themed newspaper 

published and distributed monthly for free across Greater Belfast. Factotum is an artists’ group that 

has been running the paper since 2003. The following year their funding ceased until they apologized 

for their ‘offensive’ dual religious publication. Editor, Richard West, pointed out to the City Council 

in a letter that it had not specified a form in which the apology would be given; Factotum organized a 

‘Sorry Day’ in December 2004 and produced a ‘Sorry’ issue of the paper.66 This is an example of the 

repercussions that religious conservatism combined with bureaucracy, and reserved attitudes towards

65 Pat Cooke, ‘Legacies of Conflict’ panel, Culture after Conflict: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation 
conference (Belfast: Ulster Museum, IBIS, ACNI, 23 March 2011).
66 Colin Graham, ‘The Vacuum and the Vacuous’, Circa, 118 (2006), 55-59 (p. 55).
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the arts, have on funding arrangements, which is a factor in artist emigration 67 Negativity towards art 

appears to filter down from government depending on which sectors it is willing to award with 

meaningful funding. McAvera speculates that years of conflict are the root of a problem that due to ‘a 

motley crew of politicians who are more interested in in-fighting, sectarianism, and territoriality, than 

they are in art’ is taking decades to resolve. He foregrounds the interrelation between finance, class, 

and conservatism manifested in the City Council by comparing Belfast to British cities such as 

Manchester, Glasgow and Liverpool, whose councils invest significant funds into providing vibrant art 

scenes. He challenges:

What do we get in the North? We get Belfast City Council taking a small art magazine to 
court and demanding that they issue an apology, because they produced issues on God and the 
Devil! We also got Belfast City Council deciding to run for European City of Culture, but 
casually omitting to consult almost all of the arts community. Instead they packed their 
committees with businessmen in search of a fast buck and a debacle was the result.

Here, McAvera refers to the 2002 bid led by Imagine Belfast for European City of Culture 2008 that 

failed to even be shortlisted for consideration and caused significant upset to the arts community who 

questioned the expertise of the bidding company.68 In his pre-recession opinion piece, McAvera 

contrasts Belfast’s situation with Dublin’s. The Republic’s government is a prolific buyer of art, 

particularly home grown, and is an activity that filters into Ireland’s Arts Council, galleries and 

education. Those links are not in place in Northern Ireland, at least not to the same extent. McAvera 

describes Belfast as an ‘arts backwater’, not from lack of artistic talent, but a deficiency of means 

through which this talent may be expressed.69 This often results in disaffection or emigration, 

particularly south where artists can experience tax reprieves from a government that acknowledges 

how promotion of arts and culture can be socially and economically beneficial. For those remaining, 

the ACNI’s attitude can be considered ‘a blessing in disguise’ with many unsupported artists in the 

1990s taking the initiative to self-organize ‘collectives’ such as Catalyst Arts, and have since been 

integral to the city’s visual arts.70

The provision of space conducive to showing politically charged or aesthetically challenging 

work has proved vital in the healing process, but impartiality is still necessary for conservative or

67 Smyth, 60-62 (p. 62).
68 Mark Carruthers, Stephen Douds and Tim Loane, ‘Introduction’, in Re-imaging Belfast: A Manifesto for the 
Arts, ed. by Mark Carruthers, Stephen Douds and Tim Loane (Belfast: Cultural Revolution, 2003), pp. 1-4 (pp. 
1-2).

69 Brian McAvera, ‘Marching to the Barricades’, Irish Arts Review, 22.4 (2005), 88-91.
70 Smyth, 60-62 (p. 62).
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sensitive audiences. Brian O’Doherty asserts, ‘[e]ach art licensed a premises where it conformed to

and sometimes tested the social structure.’71 Jonathan Walley expands by highlighting oppositions

between the functions of spaces particular to showing moving image work:

The sculptural space of artists’ film opposes the theatrical film’s two-dimensionality; the 
gallery’s mobile viewer is distinguished from the seated cinema spectator; the gallery space 
enables freedom of choice and movement among viewers who come and go on their own time, 
while the theatrical space of film screenings putatively constricts the viewer’s temporal and 
spatial experience.72

The emphasis on the viewer here implicates the space in the kind of reception a work may receive due 

to its responsibility to act as a conduit between the work shown and the audience’s engagement with it. 

Reiterating the tension between film as a commercial commodity and artists’ film/video, Duncan 

Campbell’s work has been shown in both cinemas at film festivals and in gallery exhibitions. The 

cinema audiences are paying customers attracted by the story that is marketed to them, strengthened in 

Campbell’s case by festival hype. Bernadette (UK, 2008) was screened in the Queen’s Film Theatre 

during the 2009 Belfast Film Festival to an audience interested in its subject, former MP Bernadette 

Devlin McAliskey, who attended the screening. The festival programme promotes the film as a 

‘celebration of [Devlin’s] political spirit’ and quotes her statement given to the media after punching 

British Home Secretary Reginald Maudling, and indicates more of the same from her time in the 

media spotlight.72 McAliskey and Campbell participated in a panel discussion on the ‘rights of the 

individual versus freedom of expression of the film maker’, during which confusion emerged as to 

how viewers - and the subject as viewer - should react to a film that is a distorted historical text. 

Bernadette has no distinct context; it encompasses histories of media, politics, society, visual art, film, 

literature, and Bernadette Devlin as an individual, a politician, and a fictional character, all peripheral 

to the nationalist collective. The film cannot be celebratory while indicating this inability to connect. 

Perhaps this mis-marketing indicates the film was in the wrong place, that it belongs in the gallery as 

its devices are rooted in avant-garde cinema and artists’ film-making. Yet the commercial screening 

sold out and the explicitly conventional middle section comprising of clips from Devlin’s media 

encounters detracted (for that audience) from the clearly experimental first and last sections.

71 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, expanded edn (Berkeley; Los 
Angeles; London: University of California Press, 1999), p. 74.
72 Jonathan Walley, ‘Modes of Film Practice in the Avant-Garde’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical 
Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 182-99 (p. 190).
73 Michelle Devlin, 9'h Jameson Belfast Film Festival Programme: 26,h March — 4,h April 2009 (Belfast: Belfast 
Film Festival, 2009), p. 74.
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The following day a four-week exhibition of Bernadette began in Belfast Exposed where it 

was screened hourly in the back space furnished with rowed seating. Commerciality and spatio- 

temporal restrictions are largely absent in the gallery, yet with these films so is the video loop that 

complicates notions of narrative. The cinema’s temporal commitment is much less stringent in the 

gallery while emphasis is placed on the films’ structures as they are not obscured by the loop. Make it 

New John (UK, 2009) was exhibited in the same gallery in January 2011 in a similar cinematic setting, 

and with its subject, John DeLorean, now deceased, the film is not answerable to the same kind of 

scrutiny as its predecessor. Again considering marketing and reception, the presence of Make it New 

John in Belfast a few months earlier may have provided the gallery with significant exposure in the 

year of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Hollywood movie that gave cult status to the product of its 

subject, the DMC-12 sports car, or indeed a few months later in May 2011 when a week of events 

across the country marked the thirtieth anniversary of the car’s release. Although peripheral to the 

stories told in Make it New John, this connection attracted a similar retrospective audience to 

Bernadette in that they were drawn in by content rather than craft, which is one of the preferred 

marketing options for commercial cinema. The artist admits that the ‘popular culture’ connection 

attracted him to the DeLorean story and was the motivating factor for making the film. Speaking in an 

interview during its exhibition in Glasgow’s Tramway Gallery, Campbell commented on his work’s 

resistance to drawing conclusions, that it avoids comprehensive views of a topic. His films are neither 

illusion nor representation of the real and their exhibition happens in the grey void between the black 

box and white cube. Just as films are marketed by director or star-factor, galleries promote exhibitions 

according to which artists are involved, but of course their economies are polar opposites. The sell-out 

crowd at the Belfast Film Festival screening of Bernadette is rare for a video artist, and one that no 

doubt has been repeated internationally with its follow-up due to the cult appeal for its subject matter. 

Campbell’s work is one instance where boundaries of showing and reception, space and its contents in 

art and cinema are breaking down, indicating that O’Doherty’s notion of each art form conforming to 

‘a premises’ has become outdated. In blending so many forms, media and influences, Campbell’s 

work is difficult to place within categories set out by visual art and avant-garde canons.

Sandra Johnston is another artist whose work transcends the categorization linked to 

exhibition space, as well as the debate over the usefulness of performance documentation. At times 

she self-documents by making temporary drawings during live performances, producing simultaneous 

moving and still images, performance and document, live and non-live work that evoke and
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complicate the binary between presence and absence.

Breathing Backwards (UK, 2009) and Remains to be Seen 

(UK, 2008) are two such sketches drawn during walking 

performances. The act of drawing was part of the live work 

while the finished artefacts exist(ed) as an alternative kind of 

documentation (as opposed to photographic, filmic or
5. Remains to be Seen (Johnston, 2008)

written). Remains to be Seen was a live performance for the

opening of Golden Thread’s fifth Collective Histories instalment curated by Declan McGonagle 

entitled A Shout in the Street which included her video triptych Allegiances & Assurances (2008). 

Johnston entered a meditative trance-state and moved slowly along the white gallery walls, eyes 

closed, lightly pencilling lines onto the walls at around her neck/shoulder height for the duration of the 

performance. The markings remained on the walls for the seven weeks of the exhibition, so although 

temporary, they ‘remained to be seen’ after their happening. Breathing Backwards was a collection of 

similar movement drawings displayed in Belfast’s Third Space gallery in early 2009. Reviewing the 

exhibition, Michelle Browne describes the drawings as ‘the artist’s painstaking effort at capturing a 

moment, a place, and her relationship to if as Johnston had sketched them ‘while walking in a circular 

route near her home’. There is a clear outcome in the exhibited drawings but the conceptual process is 

that of the endurance performative work for which Johnston is best known. Many of the sketches 

appear on grid paper, producing a contrast between the uniform patterned lines and the freehand 

squiggles and scores that seem random, but are an alternative kind of cartography that document the 

sights, meanderings, space and time of her journeys in markings. Browne affirms, ‘[t]he grids present 

in the drawings seem to attempt an ordering of this experience. Those that move beyond this structure 

seem to burst from the page, with all the chaos and effervescence of life’.74 The Breathing Backwards 

drawings are indicative of the artistic forms presented in this thesis that refuse to be contained by 

categorical, social, political, class, national, geographic, and gender confines. Johnston’s drawn lines 

do not simply break free from set boundaries, they disregard them because the gridded sheets do not 

reflect life’s unpredictability, so defying both the printed lines and usual forms of documentation.

Willie Doherty is an artist who crosses boundaries between high and low art with still 

photographs that sell for as much as US$15,000 and references to entertainment culture throughout his 

video installations. Regarding Doherty’s 2007 Venice Biennale entry, Charles Wylie states that ‘many

74 Michelle Browne, ‘Sandra Johnston: Breathing Backwards', Circa, 128 (2009), 72-73.
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of the literary and visual images in Ghost Story take their cue from the conventions of the 

contemporary crime story that, in its infinite varieties, forms one of the major genres of popular 

entertainment’.73 The voiceovers in such videos also refer consistently to news reports, journalistic 

images, and suspense movie scenarios to convey the paranoia felt by unseen speakers. His roadside 

motif evokes crime scenes, and accompanying oral descriptions signify the notion of the real imitating 

the non-real rather than vice versa (‘it was like something out of a movie’, etc.). The works exude fear 

or suspicion of the unseen and the unknown to play on spectators’ own dreads. The suspenseful 

images and editing in Ghost Story especially reflect the same feeling in the post-conflict situation - the 

image perpetually moves forward without a destination, appearing to circle back rather than progress, 

suspending past and memory in a spatio-temporality that prevents psychological healing. It is 

commentary such as this within the form and content of film and visual artwork in Northern Ireland 

that the thesis presents as a kind of collection that urges spectators to think differently about the world 

around them.

Research Themes
Beginning with imprisonment, prison reform and prisoner rehabilitation in the developed world today 

seems far removed from the tortuous conditions described by Michel Foucault throughout Z)/sc/p/me 

and Punish (1977), but it was not so long ago that contemporary prison settings resembled those of the 

mid nineteenth to early twentieth century. The penal code changed dramatically throughout Europe 

and the United States from the second half of the eighteenth century, particularly with the phasing out 

of prisoner torture as public spectacle.76 The core function of prisons as places of punishment, and the 

perception of warders as executioners of that punishment, prevailed. Dublin’s Mountjoy Prison saw 

severe mistrust and paranoia between prisoners and guards, exacerbated by dire living conditions in 

the 1970s and 1980s.77 Foucault suggests materialistic motivations were behind demonstrations 

against such conditions, and in a global context observes that protests ‘were revolts, at the level of the 

body, against the very body of the prison’ (p. 30) - a relevant description for Northern Irish prisons in 

those years.

One of the Agreement terms was the early release of qualifying paramilitary prisoners 

affiliated to organizations taking part in ceasefires. John Darby and Roger Mac Ginty observe that in

75 Charles Wylie, Willie Doherty: Requisite Distance: Ghost Story: and Landscape (Yale: Yale University Press, 
2009), p. 35.
76 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin 
Books, 1977), p. 7.
77 Tim Carey, Mountjoy: The Story of a Prison (Cork: Collins Press, 2000), pp. 237-40.
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any political conflict, releasing prisoners ‘is almost always a sine qua non for paramilitaries engaged 

in talks; it is also a highly emotive reminder to victims of violence that their sensibilities have been 

pushed into the background in the interests of securing peace’ - a topic to recur in later chapters.7S 

Brian Gormally, Kieran McEvoy and David Wall identity prisons as a microcosm of larger society in 

certain regions, and ‘in Northern Ireland have in many ways formed the key ideological terrain on 

which ongoing struggles [...] have been waged’. They outline three models for imprisonment and 

control over advocates of political violence during the Troubles as ‘reactive containment’ (1969-76), 

‘criminalization’ (1976-81), and ‘normalization’ (since 1981). Armagh Gaol, Belfast Prison (Crumlin 

Road Gaol), and HMP Maze/Long Kesh witnessed various protests over prison conditions and 

treatment of inmates. The transition between reactive containment and criminalization came about 

when new prisoners refused to wear uniforms equating them to ‘Ordinary Decent Criminals’ and went 

‘on the blanket’ in the newly built H-blocks on the Long Kesh site, renamed as the Maze to signify the 

change. It was an offence for prisoners to leave cells unclothed. They were locked in for twenty-four 

hours a day, which led to the ‘no wash’ and ‘dirty’ protests when prisoners resorted to smearing 

excrement, vomit and menstrual blood over cell walls to relieve the stench from overflowing pots, and 

cause difficulty for the ‘screws’.79 To borrow from Foucault, the lock-ins drove prisoners to 

implement their bodies in challenging the prison’s ‘materiality as an instrument and vector of power’ 

(p. 30). In turn, this led to the widely publicized 1981 Republican hunger strike calling for 

reinstatement of political status for those imprisoned for politically related crimes.80 It was the final 

stand against criminalization, which was ‘fundamentally a redefinition of political violence as simple 

criminal activity [...] to remove any legitimacy from the “terrorists’”, that saw volunteering prisoners 

using the only tool left at their disposal - their bodies. This context is only alluded to in chapter 1 as 

the discussed documentary work focuses on personal memories associated with those locations that 

invite dialogues to open up through various means of public screening. The fictional work relates a 

different kind of truth that offers current prisoners - so-called ODCs - an alternative future to the 

security of re-offence.

78 John Darby and Roger Mac Ginty, ‘Conclusion: Peace Processes, Present and Future’, in Contemporary 
Peacemaking: Conflict, Violence and Peace Processes, ed. by John Darby and Roger Mac Ginty (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), pp. 256-74 (p.260).
79 Brian Gormally, Kieran McEvoy and David Wall, ‘Criminal Justice in a Divided Society: Northern Ireland 
Prisons’, Crime and Justice, 17 (1993), 51-135 (pp. 52, 56 & 80).
80 Laura Weinstein, ‘The Significance of the Armagh Dirty Protest’, Eire-Ireland, 41.3&4 (2006), 11-41 (pp. 11- 
13).
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Moving onto surveillance mechanisms stemming from the panoptic prison, in the later 

twentieth century Northern Ireland’s urban centres were subjected to ‘a field of vision’ that shaped 

them ‘into observable units’.81 Closed Circuit Television (CCTV) is a technology pre-empted in the 

first half of the twentieth century by cinema and literature in futuristic fictions such as Metropolis 

(Lang, Germany, 1927), Modern Times (Chaplin, USA, 1936) and 1984 (Orwell, 1949). Britain 

currently has one of the highest concentrations of monitoring activity in the world, for which Northern 

Ireland served as a testing ground for the development of observation technologies during the 

politically turbulent 1970s that saw upheaval in both local and national governments. Heightened 

surveillance activity emerged alongside an insurgence of militarization mainly in the urban zones of 

Derry and Belfast after the eruption of conflict stemming from civil rights protests and social 

malcontent of the late 1960s. The section looks mainly at gallery installations by various artists, 

including Willie Doherty, that comment on the banality of state observation and degrees of paranoia 

that can ensue. This is informed by Foucauldian panopticism and Baudrillardian ‘simulacra and 

simulations’. Artists’ disruptions of ubiquitous watching take the forms of emulation, inversion and 

reversal of the fixed observational gaze to express its passivity and ineffectiveness for action. The 

notion of covert filming or photography is not a new one and international artists have been 

experimenting with the medium in this way since the early 1960s (for instance, Bruce Nauman’s 

performative corridor series). Tate Modern covered the extensive topic in Exposed: Voyeurism, 

Surveillance and the Camera (May to October 2010) to reflect and confront Britain’s obsession with 

the unscrupulous image in a comprehensive range of works dealing with sex, celebrity and conflict, 

showing that surveillance activity and media photography may have explicitly different purposes, but 

their information gathering techniques are often the same, as seen in the 2011 News of the World 

phone hacking scandal.

Tanya Leighton asserts that ‘works conducted through an electronic or digital medium open 

up cinema to an aesthetics of slow motion and to a materiality allied to the traditions of avant-garde 

film’. The resultant manipulations are revealed as ‘a succession of still frames, frames that heighten 

the fragility of the illusion of real time in cinema’.82 It is in the exposure of this illusion that artists 

such as Carolee Schneemann and Sandra Johnston have identified spaces for examining trauma and 

making affective connections between traumatized bodies. Of relevance here is the link Graham 

Dawson identifies between traumatic memoiy and ‘state-organized forgetting’, in other words the

81 Brown, 56-88 (p. 56).
82 Leighton, pp. 7-40 (p. 39).
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government’s urge to the Troubles bereft to ‘move on’ from a past they will not allow to be addressed

for fear of political fallout, so ‘actively exacerbating the difficulties of social recognition and the fears

of abandonment’ suffered by those left behind.83 From an artistic point of view, Mieke Bal considers

the spatio-temporal manipulations produced by time-based art, stating that ‘if heterochrony disrupts

the traditional linear narrative onto which routine responses and images are grafted, it offers temporal

shelter to memories. And memories are themselves heterogeneous, multi-sensate’. She argues:

Without memory there can be no present. Without a position in the present one cannot ‘have’ 
memories. Without agency, happenings can affect, even destroy people’s lives, but they 
cannot become memories. This is why traumatic recall cannot be equated with memory. The 
unwanted and repetitive invasion of earlier horrors escapes the subject’s agency. In times of 
political and social hardship in the present, acts of memory become both indispensable for 
psychic survival and a comforting allure of a privacy one can fall back on.

All forms of art and cinema are witnessed live in the present and Bal reminds that memory ‘takes 

place in the present’, that it is active, not passive. Video’s heterochrony makes it possible to stretch the 

‘fleeting instants of actuality’ through which Western living is experienced. Because these instants ‘do 

not have sufficient space to harbour the necessary memory acts’, video’s ability to manipulate time 

can provide a space between private memory and the need for those memories to be publicly 

acknowledged because memory represents the presentness of a ‘past now lost’.84 From this viewpoint, 

chapter 3 discusses how Johnston’s performative work uncovers hidden aspects of Northern Irish 

society through traumatic recall that is at once actual and allegorical.

From allegory to myth and metaphor, chapter 4 considers different views of the past, both in 

the immediacy of events as they unfold and later retrospective reconsiderations of those events that are 

informed by subsequent historical narratives. Although labelled as a modernist painter, Robert Ballagh 

defies the modernist ethos with autobiographical art and use of puns. Modernism distrusts literary 

allusions, favouring the surface image over ‘paintings that drew their meaning from beyond the actual 

framework of the canvas’ in the way that Ballagh’s work does.8" His paintings tend to be surface 

images signifying more involved stories, which, as well as telling a story efficiently, could be read as a 

critique of media simplification. Carty states, ‘[mjass media communication reduces experience to 

headline simplicities - the all-embracing label - which become more real to the public than the reality

83 Graham Dawson, Making Peace with the Past? Memory, Trauma and the Irish Troubles (Manchester; New 
York: Manchester University Press, 2007), pp. 72-73.
84 Mieke Bal, ‘Actuality of memory and forgetting: stories, after all’, in 2move: Video art Migration, auth. by 
Mieke Bal and Miguel A. Hernandez-Navarro, trans. by Eduardo Garda Agustin and Louisa Jane Burford 
(Murcia: Cendeac, 2008), pp. 46-62 (pp. 46-47).
85 Carty, p. 127.
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they are supposed to signify’ (p. 11). A similar effect happens with still and moving images; Ballagh’s 

1969-70 trio of paintings reacting to riots in Derry are simplified, modernized, almost cartoonized 

versions of classical paintings depicting accounts of historical events and are at once past and present. 

Bill Nichols states ‘[i]mages, as we know, are always present tense. Their referent, what they re

represent, may be elsewhere, but this absent referent seems to be brought to life in the present moment 

of apprehension, over and over’. As well as reanimating what is past and gone, captured images are 

informed by ‘historical consciousness’ brought to them by the viewer. This kind of consciousness 

depends on ‘the spectator’s recognition of the double, or paradoxical, status of moving images that are 

present referring to events which are past’.86 Campbell’s Bernadette and Make it New John at times 

aid this historical consciousness and at others disrupt it with reflexive moments that expose the 

constructed nature of news media. Bookended by sections employing avant-garde poeticism, the films’ 

middle sections edge into modernist ‘metadocumentary’, which Carl Plantinga identifies as ‘reflexive 

in a specific way, in that they are fundamentally “about” the documentary and “about” representation 

itself, examples of which are to be found in the work of film-makers such as Chris Marker, Maya 

Deren, and Dziga Vertov. Although not Campbell’s explicit intention, the films say more about 

documentary-making and non-fiction broadcasting than they do about their central figures.

Rather than look at the potential or achievements of separate modes of visual art, the range of 

work from Mickey B (Magill, NI, 2007) in chapter 1 through to Campbell’s docu-fictions in chapter 4 

indicates the success of metaphor to convey significant messages effectively to society. Anne 

Friedberg states that ‘[bjecause metaphors are transfer devices, conduits for meaning from one frame 

of reference to another, metaphor may itself offer a discourse of translation between the traditions, 

debates, and objects of study of separate disciplinary domains’. Across various and new media, 

‘metaphor functions as accommodation, wrapping the newly strange in the familiar language of the 

past,’ therefore the indistinguishable real and non-real is more likely in ‘the culture of interface’ to 

bridge gaps between warring societal factions as well as ‘between the disciplines of philosophy, art 

history, film studies, and new media studies’.87 The four chapters in alignment identify increasing 

commentary about mass culture, particularly communications media. The thesis is not suggesting that 

artists are collectively taking an anti-media communications stance, indeed they implement these

86 Bill Nichols, Blurred Boundaries: Questions of Meaning in Contemporary Culture (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 117.
87 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: The 
MIT Press, 2006), pp. 14-15.
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media in their work, but they do collectively indicate that the media tools of mass culture shaped 

information exchanges during the Troubles. This implies an active rather than passive role on the part 

of media users in also shaping the violence. It is proving vital now for those tools to be used for 

healing the wounds of the past in a kind of media redemption. Overall, the thesis demonstrates the 

importance of a more active and involved dialogue between narrative film-making and the work being 

done by visual artists in other moving image media.
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Prison Images: Film, Video and Site-Specific Storytelling

Prison continues, on those who are entrusted to it, a work begun elsewhere, which the 
whole of society pursues on each individual through innumerable mechanisms of 
discipline.

Michel Foucault1

Video can serve as a tool to bridge the gap between the illusion of privacy and the 
needfor public recognition of the importance of the memories of others.

Mieke Bal2

As a starting point for this study of contemporary visual culture and social change in Northern Ireland, 

this chapter focuses on film-making and imprisonment. Two methods are examined: the first is 

documentary work engaging with individuals’ memories of conflict made accessible to the public 

through the medium of video installation; the second is rehabilitative drama involving current 

prisoners not necessarily affiliated to political causes. These approaches to the prison aspect of 

Northern Irish identity also explore acts of memory and oral storytelling traditions in personal 

accounts of events, as well as reinterpretations of fiction told from a collaborative point of view. 

Imprisonment is a prominent aspect of conflict and becomes embedded in culture and society from 

which further social, political, and psychological issues emerge. Internment during the Troubles 

became a driving force behind 1970s civil rights marches, and led to feminist concerns arising out of 

protests over prisoners’ human rights and political demands. Criminalization signalled the state’s 

control over internees and its attempts to ‘manage’ political violence. Prison structures and systems 

during that time epitomized actions, feelings and movements beyond their boundaries, including 

mounting physical and mental trauma. The closure of such structures also affects broader 

psychologies expressing a need to progress from the past by either forgetting or confronting its legacy 

- a tension without resolution. Further anxieties over historical accounts of the Troubles prison 

element persist in texts depicting official, accepted, communal, and sociological histories. Exposes, 

autobiographies, journalism, and challenges to accepted accounts of the past stemming from emerging 

evidence also perpetuate such anxieties, revelations of which can often infringe upon personal safety

1 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan (London & New 
York: Penguin Books, 1977), pp. 302-3.
2 Mieke Bal, ‘Double Movement’, 2Move Ireland: Video Art Migration, auth. by Mieke Bal and Miguel A. 
Hernandez-Navarro, trans. by Eduardo Garda Agustin and Louisa Jane Burford (Murcia: Cendeac, 2008), pp. 
13-80 (p. 46).
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or being ostracized.3 Audiovisual alternatives to ‘official’ collective accounts are identified in the 

works under discussion here, which are also considered for aesthetic and conceptual processes as well 

as psychological benefits for participants.

Since its closure, and during its demolition, many artists such as Donovan Wylie, Dara 

McGrath, Miriam de Biirca and Seamus Harahan were drawn to HMP Maze to capture images of its 

abandonment and destruction in various ways. Wylie took a purist observational approach to 

document the site in a book (including Louise Purbrick’s essay about the structure) of sequential 

photographs of each kind of area/structure in the prison’s twenty-six ‘stages’. These include roads, 

‘inertias’ (gravelled areas running parallel to perimeter fences), and ‘steriles’ (stony, rocky areas 

designed to impede escaping prisoners), as well as the various kinds of building, reflecting the site’s 

expanse and repetitiveness.4 Wylie returned to document its demolition using a similar method for his 

exhibition Maze 2007/08 (Belfast Exposed, March to May 2009). Working in the same two-year time- 

frame, McGrath also documented the demolition in his Deconstructing the Maze series of images 

(2008) that appeared as part of Ireland’s entry in the 2008 International 

Architecture Exhibition in Venice, The Lives of Spaces. His work drew 

connections to other significant architectural presences/absences such as 

the Berlin Wall. His interest lies in the transitory spaces and sociological 

impact of these human interruptions on the landscape. He recognizes the 

relation between destruction and creation, noting that these binaries are 

dependent on each other. The work depicts constant transformation, 

what he terms the ‘(un)developmenf of the site. In addition he found himself aware of the histories 

unravelling around him and felt it impossible to regard the H-blocks simply as buildings being torn 

down. Instead he focused on traces of past human presence in the images (stacks of computer 

monitors, posters, the children’s playroom, etc.). The buildings that held and caused many contentious 

discourses had reached the end of their functionality as a maximum security prison, and the site 

remains stalled in limbo before beginning an uncertain new life. Reacting against white cube sterility, 

McGrath chose to ‘re-install’ the Deconstructing the Maze images back into the prison. He held a site- 

specific exhibition in the kitchen building, using the space as a point of connection between artist, 

space, and spectator, while giving the work and site integrity that galleries fail to provide to this kind

6. Deconstructing the Maze 
(McGrath, 2008)

3 Anthony McIntyre, ‘Outside of the Clique’, Fortnight, All (2011), 32.
4 Donovan Wylie, The Maze (London: Granta, 2004), p. 5.
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of subject matter." Lives of Spaces intended to express the cultural value of buildings, to convey their 

significance in shaping lives and societies beyond rudimentary measurements. The aim was to 

connect these elements through history, time and memory, including the death and removal of spaces. 

Short films about the collection were screened at the 2009 Belfast Film Festival, and are described by 

co-curator Natalie Weadick (director of the Irish Architecture Foundation) as ‘a narrative of 

architecture’. The collection had a retrospective exhibition in Belfast’s Ormeau Baths Gallery in 

February 2010 where Weadick commented that ‘the inclusion of Deconstructing the Maze [in Lives of 

Spaces] expressed the occasional importance of removing a piece of architecture in order to move 

forward, rather than preserving or renovating it’.5 6

Harahan and de Ruvca’s AWingBigCell (UK, 2008), shown in QFT during the 2009 Belfast 

Film Festival, has a linear three-act structure but, like other Flarahan works, is an abstract cross 

between video art and music video styles. The film-makers gained entry to the site just before 

demolition was due to begin and toured the compounds separately. On reviewing the footage 

exploring the Maze’s deterioration since closure in 2000, correlations between the tapes became 

apparent.7 Using split screens, the three sections depict the artists’ separate views upon arrival onsite, 

their discoveries in an H-block interior, and the disorientation they feel in the extensive grounds. The 

first two sections show two parallel images, while in the third the screen is split into six boxes in 

which images (usually two at a time) appear at random. This conveys their confused geography of the 

surroundings and heightens spectator disorientation. The soundtrack is used to relay a sense of scale; a 

reinforced grille gate slams in a compound and the clang it produces resonates in separate images 

simultaneously filmed elsewhere. In contrast to the relative silence in the first and third sections 

where only diegetic sound is received, the visual explorations inside the H-block in the middle section 

is accompanied by a 1980s-style synthetic dance track, incongruent to the stillness of abandonment. 

Although the films are individual, the restricted space and finite amount of eye-catching material 

dictates similarity. The artists were drawn to the same graffiti, debris, and abandoned belongings, and 

express this in the double projection. Collectively, these pieces observe the past-present existence of 

the once imposing, now impotent Maze/Long Kesh structure lingering in Northern Ireland’s physical 

landscape and social psychology, offering alternatives to conventional (televisual) documentary 

approaches such as BBCNTs Breakout (2008). An examination of effective alternatives begins with 

work by the Prisons Memory Archive.

5 Dara McGrath, ‘Deconstructing the Maze’, Conflicting Views: Visual Culture, Conflict and Northern Ireland 
conference (Dun Laoghaire: IADT, 10 June 2010).
6 Natalie Weadick, co-curator of The Lives of Spaces, speaking during a gallery tour, OBG, 13 February 2010.
7 Miriam de Burca, introduction to QFT screening, 1 April 2009.
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Inside Stories

It could be argued that the maturity of a society may be gauged by its ability to hear 
all stories from its conflicted past.

Cahal McLaughlin8

Turning from architectural to human stories concerning the Maze, Cahal McLaughlin’s practice-based 

research into personal histories of individuals connected to the site became the multi-channel video 

installation Inside Stories: Memories from the Maze and Long Kesh Prison (UK, 2004). As director of 

the PMA, affiliated with University of Ulster’s Centre for Media Research, he investigates the 

restorative capabilities of public-domain storytelling and offers opportunities for the voice of the 

‘other’, whoever that may be, to be spoken and received. Three initial interviews took place onsite in 

2003 and 2004 with ex-Loyalist prisoner Billy Hutchinson, ex-Republican prisoner Gerry Kelly, and 

then prison officer Desi Waterworth. Each is a different kind of other to the rest. All three stories had 

to be acquired and treated with sensitivity, prompting McLaughlin to continually assess approaches to 

participant collaboration and post-production use of recorded material.9 The delicate nature of the 

men’s stories prompted by site-specificity shaped the observational handheld style of recording made 

with minimal crew (often McLaughlin alone). Early in the editing process, on finding the impact of 

the stories diminished rather than enhanced by linear intercutting, McLaughlin discarded the 

conventional process, arguing: ‘Intercutting has lent itself to the mechanistic analysis of the conflict as 

a matter of two sides fighting each other, the juxtaposition of opposites driving the story’. The nature 

of storytelling and acquisition in this instance is not conducive to an expository documentary style, so 

an observational approach to editing was taken, inspired by a multiscreen documentary gallery 

installation by Humphry Trevelyan. Having worked in television, this was against McLaughlin’s 

instincts, but he understood that in choosing the gallery over cinema or television to screen the work, 

he was opening it out to more effective narrative possibilities and a different kind of audience.

All PMA films are minimally edited, leaving most footage intact. Cuts occur to remove dead 

air, camera shake, and provide consistent timing for simultaneous screenings. They are also necessary 

to protect participants who risk implicating themselves in chargeable offences or mention matters that 

challenge the peace process, indicating that the release of memories into the public realm requires 

management. In choosing a collaborative exchange with participants, McLaughlin relinquishes the

8 Cahal McLaughlin, Recording Memories from Political Violence: A Film-maker’s Journey (Bristol; Chicago: 
Intellect, 2010), p. 24.
9 McLaughlin, p. 17.
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documentarian ‘essayist’ approach, opting instead for transparent ethics and balance of ownership 

over all material. This strains interview conventions in that the subjects both physically and verbally 

lead the camera operator, and are only prompted for clarification on points independently raised. 

Returning to original locations of trauma and memory production generates the site-reactive memory 

followed by the almost performative memory-telling that is seen in Inside Stories, which for viewers 

is an alternative to static interviews in neutral spaces. Using the case study of Shoah (Lanzmann, 

France, 1985) to exemplify the connection between the site of trauma and the documentary subject’s 

memory, McLaughlin highlights its ‘contemporary location recording’ format integrating survivor 

testimonies with physical traces of Nazi concentration camps on the landscape.10 In Inside Stories, 

understanding of individual pasts is achieved by viewing each participant in their relevant physical 

situations filmed before large-scale demolition. This also applies to an added fourth film with two 

Open University tutors reliving their shared car journey to the prison. The films were recorded and 

edited relatively privately. The post-production use of the material in public exhibitions strives to 

bridge the gap between private and public spheres by edging into the arena of post-conflict public 

acknowledgement and ‘healing through remembering’."

In 1975, Billy Hutchinson was sentenced to life imprisonment after pleading guilty to the 

double murder of Catholic brothers. As a ‘special category’ prisoner he effectively held ‘prisoner of 

war’ status and experienced segregation from ‘ordinary’ and Republican prisoners in the Long Kesh 

Nissen huts where his film takes place. These were grouped usually in three to a ‘cage’ or compound, 

which operated in military fashion with a commanding officer, drills and routines, where prisoners 

could wear their own attire and associate freely.12 Upon release in 1988, he attempted to diminish 

cross-community tensions through involvement in community development in West Belfast and 

strongly advocated the Loyalist ceasefire. In 1997 he won a seat on Belfast City Council and was 

elected to the Assembly the following year.12 At the time of filming he was a member ofthe 

Progressive Unionist Party, a left-wing socialist party (linked to the Ulster Volunteer Force of which 

Hutchinson had been an ‘Officer Commanding’). The party merges two ideologies that are 

uncomfortable bedfellows - socialism and loyalty to the British crown. Such background information 

is not divulged in the films. In a conventional documentary it might be addressed in voiceover 

narration or direct questions. McLaughlin avoided these to emphasize ‘the personal perspective of the

10 McLaughlin, p. 31.
11 Ibid., pp. 97-99.
12 Brian Gormally, Kieran McEvoy and David Wall, ‘Criminal Justice in a Divided Society: Northern Ireland 
Prisons’, Crime and Justice, 17 (1993), 51-135 (p. 70).
13 Chris Ryder, Inside the Maze: The Untold Story of the Northern Ireland Prison Service (London: Methuen, 
2000), p. xii.
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experience, not the political history in which most political ex-prisoners wrap their own experience 

and are keen to relate’.

Hutchinson’s film begins at the front gate of the ‘Maze Regeneration Site’ opening with 

birdsong on the soundtrack. It depicts McLaughlin’s journey to the Long Kesh compounds in a series 

of tracking shots. As the car rumbles on the audio, the frame shows unmanned checkpoints, raised 

barriers, relentless grey walls, watchtowers, gates, weeds, wire fences, spotlights, CCTV cameras, 

gravel, exercise yards, and barbed wire, all expressing the extensive site’s desolation. The frame cuts 

to Hutchinson looking at the compound quietly awestruck. McLaughlin asks, ‘what are your abiding 

memories of being here?’ Hutchinson replies, ‘it reminds me of just how long I did spend here.’ He 

describes running laps around the site and the ‘hustle and bustle that would’ve went on here and now 

it’s derelict... it’s amazing’. He leads camera and director to the rubble that was his first compound. A 

relationship between Hutchinson and McLaughlin’s camera occurs that is not apparent in the other 

films. His blocking is intuitive, creating a natural choreography between subject and camera operator. 

Early on, Hutchinson assumes a directorial role by pointing to 

the distance and saying ‘look’, indicating that the length of 

the site edged by overgrown wasteland obscures the horizon.

Here, McLaughlin pans according to Hutchinson’s direction.

At one point the camera drifts over the site in an almost one 

hundred and eighty degree pan as he talks, and when it 

reaches the end of the pan, Hutchinson has positioned 

himself to meet it by pre-empting where the lens will land.

McLaughlin observes that Hutchinson’s story is ‘structured around the materiality of the site’; he 

interacts with an environment relatively untouched since his departure, contrasting the clinical interior 

of the H-block setting for the other two interviews. His speech is mostly a stream-of-consciousness as 

he moves through the compound, commenting on what he sees and what it causes him to remember: 

‘It’s amazing what you think about after you actually come in here and see it,’ he states after recalling 

socialist arguments over the miners’ strikes and Thatcher’s government. His openness perhaps stems 

from a prior working relationship with McLaughlin and that he had not seen the site since his release. 

The more restrained Kelly and Waterworth did not meet McLaughlin before filming, but had returned 

to the site in their respective capacities as politician and staff member, making their reactions muted 

in comparison.14

7. Billy Hutchinson in Inside Stories 
(McLaughlin, 2004)

14 McLaughlin, pp. 86-91.
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Every substructure Hutchinson reaches reminds him of another aspect of prison life. Coming 

across the Principal Officer’s hut, he remarks on the first prison officers being English, Scottish, and 

Welsh ex-servicemen who would remove any headgear as a mark of respect when entering ‘living 

quarters’. This ceased when Northern Irish staff were taken on - or as Hutchinson puts it, ‘people who 

lived round the corner from you.’ He remembers camaraderie, adhering to ‘army rules’, and efforts to 

domesticate huts by making curtains, adapting windows for summer, and negotiations for paint and 

wallpaper. He tells the stories behind acquisition when he finds rusted pots and pans in deteriorating 

huts, and the skeletal remains of workout benches and weights made from pipes and bed frames by 

the inmates’ own labour, contrasting the state-of-the-art apparatus found by Kelly in the H-block. 

Treading through debris in the ‘ablutions’, he recalls cleaning routines, commenting repeatedly, ‘this 

would all have been spotless.’ Noticing a prisoner-built birdhouse, he remarks ‘people who were 

crazed killers’ ensured the birds were fed. A sense of community emerges in a different way to 

Kelly’s description of Republican solidarity, but both acknowledge the difficulty their actions brought 

upon their families. Being there at an earlier stage than Kelly, Hutchinson recalls instances when 

prisoners, regardless of political affiliation, stood up to warders when individual inmates were 

humiliated for spectacle. He indicates that barriers were disregarded at necessary times - a point not 

considered or acknowledged by the others. He recalls winter 1981-82 when prisoners took part in a 

different kind of‘blanket’ protest in subzero temperatures. They were provided with only one blanket 

each in draughty open-plan huts with corrugated iron roofs that were fitted with a single blow heater. 

To demand extra blankets they strung sheets on wires across the compounds, obscuring the officers’ 

views, which doubled as an opportunity to air sheets on dry days.

An account of the IRA and prison chapters of Kelly’s biography is found in Chris Ryder’s 

text detailing the Maze’s ‘untold’ story. For various offences including weapons smuggling, jail

breaking and bombings, he was sentenced to life imprisonment and was held in various jails 

throughout the UK and Ireland. He took part in escape attempts and a hunger strike lasting two 

hundred and five days to protest for a transfer to Northern Ireland (which he only talks about after 

heralding Bobby Sands). He was one of thirty-eight Republican prisoners to break out of the H-blocks 

in September 1983 in what remains the largest jailbreak in European penal history. He was recaptured 

in Amsterdam, but held political status, so the British government had to negotiate with the Dutch 

authorities. This resulted in his life sentences being quashed, although he received a five-year 

conviction for offences incurred during the escape. Upon release in 1989, Kelly became actively 

involved in the peace process and was part of a secret dialogue with the British government that
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apparently led to the 1994 ceasefire. He is a member of Sinn Fein and was elected to the Northern 

Ireland Assembly in 1998.'5 For much of his film, Kelly is a well-presented tour guide and his speech 

has the rehearsed feel of a polished political performer. It is not until towards the end in speaking 

candidly about his hunger strike that he reveals himself. He concentrates on education and debates 

ranging from major political and global concerns, to what television programme they would have on 

in the recreation room (Hutchinson also mentions this). The desire for education was such that they 

had books smuggled in. They were only allowed the Bible for a time, and describes how 

uncomfortable they were with the warders’ presence, and ‘squeezed’ them out for intimidating 

instructors. Kelly refers to Republican solidarity in a ‘different kind of jail’, noting the uniqueness in 

the dynamics of prisoner association in the H-blocks.

This film begins with a long shot of an H-block entrance framed by an open outer gate with a 

small gate to the side swinging on its hinges. Kelly talks at a faster pace and appears to have had an 

agenda beforehand - he searches for rooms appropriate to which topic he wants to address next rather

than stumbling upon them like Hutchinson or following procedure 

like Waterworth. His points flow coherently from prisoners 

discussing educational opportunities to the subjects they covered 

and smuggling political texts. He often alludes to Republicans as a 

group effort or ‘body’ that discussed and agreed on regimes, and 

mainly enters and talks about communal spaces they shared. 

Although caused by renovation rather than deterioration, Kelly too 

indicates changes to the building that conjure memories of his time 

as an inmate. This made filming in the H-block a different experience due to its constrained space and 

maintained state - one was kept in prime condition in case of insurgency - meaning it lacked the 

materiality of the compounds. Little trace of previous occupants was visible in the H-block in contrast 

to the cages left untouched for fifteen years.

The maintained H-Block gave Desi Waterworth a beginning to his narrative. During filming 

he was still in service at FIMP Maghaberry, which was experiencing disturbances from prisoners 

attached to dissident, non-conforming paramilitary groups, and talks about prisoners in present tense. 

There are longstanding allegations of prison officer brutality, and he is a mutual other to Kelly and 

Hutchinson. Like many, he was divided between his political leanings and what he felt was a betrayal 

on behalf of his employers in their negotiations with prisoners leading to prison officers’ authority

8. Gerry Kelly in Inside Stories 
(McLaughlin, 2004)

15 Ryder, pp. x-xi.
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being drained away over the late 1970s and 1980s.16 He claims the Northern Ireland Office and prison 

authorities were ‘enemies’ to warders as much as the prisoners. Waterworth is not a public figure like 

the others, nor does he represent a societal faction accustomed to having a voice, making his inclusion 

in the piece significant. The difference in his physical demeanour is noticeable, or as McLaughlin 

observes, he has a ‘back against the waif mentality.17 He is softly spoken in the film, and depending 

on the manner of installation, his speech can be indistinguishable in exhibitions. This was the case in 

the Naughton Gallery, QUB, in November 2008, where the three interviews were projected side-by- 

side directly onto the wall. Waterworth begins with demonstrations of routines, procedures and 

equipment beginning at the front door and control room through to the ‘circle’, wings, and cells. After 

his tour of operations he opens up about issues of treatment towards or battles with inmates. His 

discomfort increases as his surroundings evoke past and present memories, and he expresses 

frustration that regardless of extensive security measures, prisoners still managed to smuggle and 

conceal contraband items, and explains that officers had their own ‘tricks’ to counteract them.

Waterworth’s film begins with a high angle pan of an H-block capturing a vast amount of the 

site in the background, followed by a return shot looking up at the watchtower, and a pan of the yard. 

A series of shots take in the repetitiveness and disintegration of the H-block compounds, focusing on 

rusting metal and rectangular shapes, the silence only disturbed by the barely audible squeaking of 

barbed wire swaying in the breeze. He describes movement through the jail, including how the ‘circle’ 

operates, explaining that every prison’s entrance hall is likely to be referred to as this. He notes that 

this ‘is a bit of a contradiction because it’s a rectangle’, but the term references Bentham’s cylindrical 

panopticon. Waterworth’s language for the most part is descriptive and he moves less freely than 

Kelly or Hutchinson. He needs prompting to progress to other areas, particularly the cells, and keeps 

his back to the wall and blocks doorways in the way he has become 

accustomed to for personal safety. He only moves across corridors 

or into cells to demonstrate actions of attacks or searches.

McLaughlin believes this physicality ‘suggests that the participants’ 

memories have become part of their physical as much as their 

psychological existence, that memories are infused in their bodies 

and that their bodies can remember and contribute to the telling’.18 

Waterworth does not simply point and explain, he re-enacts the operation of the grille gates, searching

16 McLaughlin, pp. 92-93.
17 Cahal McLaughlin, ‘Inside Stories: Memories from the Maze and Long Kesh Prison’, Journal of Media 
Practice, 7.2 (2006), 123-33 (pp. 126 & 130).
18 Recording Memories, p. 30.

9. Desi Waterworth in Inside Stories 
(McLaughlin, 2004)
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for contraband items on the walls during dirty protests, and how prisoners would tamper with the cell 

door back locks to obstruct vision down the wings. He even interacts with a cell door to show how 

prisoners used it to beat prison officers when opportunities arose. Hutchinson is as active, but with 

Kelly being in the public eye, and the later added film featuring the Open University tutors filmed in a 

car, they do not enter into such interaction with surroundings, and are more direct in verbal 

descriptions. Waterworth gives the other side to the protests, beginning with the Loyalist blanket 

protest (the refusal to wear prison uniforms), also mentioned by Hutchinson, which seems to have 

fallen away from history. Referring to searching cells with excrement on the walls and prisoners 

refusing food, he describes deadpan reactions to Republican methods, repeating ‘it wasn’t a problem’ 

and ‘it didn’t bother me’.

The closing shots of the men’s films are indicative of each participant’s association with the 

prison. Hutchinson leaves through a compound gate surrounded by decaying rubble still looking 

around as if flooded by memories. Kelly strolls out of the comparatively tidy, yet ominous, main 

gateway. Waterworth merits no such image as he never left his prison past behind in the same manner, 

instead the camera drifts down a sterile H-block corridor. The tutors, Fiona Barber and Joanna 

McMinn, were always free of that aspect, their time in the prison as fleeting as the journey to get 

there, and it is their comparative conversations about each session that they recall. McLaughlin could 

not regain entry to the site for this interview. In discussion with Barber it emerged that she shared a 

regular car journey with McMinn to and from the prison, during which they compared experiences. It 

was decided that re-enacting this journey was the ideal alternative to visiting the site.19 McLaughlin as 

interviewer and camera operator is relatively static in the car’s front passenger seat, only panning 

between the interviewees, one driving and the other a backseat passenger. The confined space and 

lack of camera movement contrasts the previous freedom his camera had when being led on foot 

through the site, but it does produce a tracking shot of their route. The visual difference sets the tone 

for their contrasting story, including their memories of ‘entering a male world of incarceration’, and 

the disparity between their reliving of the journey at their liberty and the male subjects either being 

granted leave or remaining figuratively trapped.20

Just as the establishing sequences locate where the other films take place, the fourth opens on 

a close up of McMinn starting the car and pulling away in South Belfast as McLaughlin asks her why 

she decided to take up the teaching post at the jail. She began at the request of a prisoner who had 

found out about her Women’s Studies course, remarking that it was unusual to have male students at

19 Recording Memories, p. 101.
20 ‘Inside Stories’, p. 132.
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all let alone a prisoner, and she found the experience ‘alarming’ at first. She explains that the 

prisoner’s humiliation at being beaten and made to walk through the circle naked made him reassess 

his perceptions of women. She then felt more comfortable around him than with prison officers who 

regaled her with stories of his brutality. Barber, who taught Art History (which was difficult in terms 

of materials), is introduced when McMinn asks if she felt the same and the camera pans to her as she 

agrees on feeling intimidated, including by prison officers. They make broad contrasts between the 

singular Loyalist approach and Republican unity in attitudes to education. McMinn emphasizes that 

there was no interest in her subject amongst Loyalist inmates, and Barber concurs with similar 

observations. McLaughlin asks if that was due to them preferring the sciences while Republicans 

veered towards humanities, rather than a lack of interest. McMinn agrees, recalling a Loyalist gaining 

a PhD in geology. The ‘keenness to learn’ from the prisoners led to an insightful experience that 

changed the tutors’ perceptions of these ‘dangerous men’, and became ‘some of the best teaching’ 

they did, yet their friends and families remained sceptical. In the films the men have their 

surroundings to remind them, but the women only have each other’s memories and their interview 

becomes a busy conversation in the contained space, which is a similar observation Barber makes 

about the stark ‘visual lives’ of the prisoners. The film fades out as they pull into the overgrown 

visitors’ entrance, masking the site in greenery.

An aspect that broadens the piece further is a cluster of extra footage taken to inform a sense 

of scale and geography, and to capture hidden details. It was filmed after completing the interviews 

when McLaughlin found himself with solitary freedom to explore the site. Having decided the films 

would be as continuous as possible with jump cuts rather than transitional cutaways, McLaughlin has 

used the footage in various ways. It provides establishing sequences for the interviews as described, it 

played on loop on a small monitor in the Naughton exhibition, and was projected in the QFT foyer 

during its run of Hunger (McQueen, UK, 2008) in November 2008. Inside Stories has been exhibited 

in various forms according to location and context. During installations the films are usually shown 

simultaneously, creating audiovisual tensions with the subjects vying for attention. In other 

environments they are screened one after another. It was first screened in Catalyst Arts, Belfast, in 

2005 with the three core films in separate booths throughout the gallery space. It has appeared in 

many other venues including the Imperial War Museum, London, and Constitution Hill, the former 

apartheid prison in Johannesburg, South Africa.21 The Naughton exhibition was part of a month of 

events organized by the University of Ulster’s Interface Research Centre entitled Art, Media and

21 Recording Memories, pp. 96-101.
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Contested Space. Projected onto the wall in a row in a corridor, the three fdms epitomized this 

sentiment with each participant striving to be heard, reflecting the juxtaposition of ideologies 

occupying the same space placed parallel rather than in opposition to one another. In March 2009 an 

exhibition was held in Belfast Prison/Crumlin Road Gaol, giving a site-specific dimension. All four 

interviews were screened on monitors in four separate cells, the tutors appearing in a double cell used 

for recreation and education. This format reflects the experience of segregation and captures the 

essence of the separate filming processes that were undertaken with sensitivity; McLaughlin here 

addresses the issue that enforced confrontation is a highly disputed area in conflict regression, 

particularly in a conflict where segregation has been the dominant theme.22

The four films being separated in this particular jail is of interest. Segregation was not granted 

to political prisoners held in Crumlin, which added to an already controversial issue surrounding 

contradictions within the prison service. Post-1981 normalization referred to the ‘realization and 

acceptance that political violence and division are a “normality” of a given criminal justice system 

and society [...] and acceptance of the anomalies that this entails’. These anomalies include 

recognition that the prison system cannot ‘defeat’ political violence, but can be used to manage some 

of its effects. The denial of segregation for remand prisoners in Crumlin contradicted the principles of 

normalization, yet was in operation in the H-Blocks and remaining Long Kesh compounds in use.

This benefitted prisoners in terms of giving them free association with comrades, strength over prison 

officers, and the ability to plan ‘subversive activities’ such as the 1983 breakout. These freedoms 

proved detrimental to the prison service by causing low staff morale and limiting the economic use of 

prison estates.2' As Kelly and Hutchinson indicate, the Maze/Long Kesh compounds were conducive 

to prisoner body self-organization. As well as reflecting the segregation experienced by the Inside 

Stories participants, the Crumlin installation also replicates the integration of‘sides’ in its wings.

The Victorian jail closed in the late 1990s and currently multi-functions as a museum, gallery, 

performance space, and tourist attraction. As an 

historical site on the Belfast City bus tour, Crumlin 

presented the work to a potentially wider audience 

than the more obscure Catalyst Arts or Naughton 

galleries that are mainly attended by regular

visitors. The interior is large and cavernous with a io. Belfast Prison interior

22 ‘Inside Stories’, p. 125.
22 Gormally, McEvoy and Wall, 51-135 (pp. 57 & 96).
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constant draft and a structure prone to sound-echo. The four videos scattered throughout a wing 

produced a sound-bleed that drew viewers towards them from the hallway into cells. A cell between 

two of the exhibition cells contained basic prison paraphernalia of an iron-frame cot, a prison issue 

bedding pack and a slop bucket. Even with the doors open, the cells are constricted, a feeling 

heightened by the presence of a monitor and chairs. The illusion of privacy emerges with the one-on- 

one feel in each film, particularly during this exhibition, but also McLaughlin’s refrain from 

interrogation. The public/private line is problematized by such an intimate viewing experience - the 

spectator feels as if he or she is being talked to directly by each participant in turn rather than several 

voices competing in a single space as before, but are free to come and go at will. Watching each film 

inside a cell places the viewer in a position to empathize with the ex-prisoners, particularly Kelly who 

had been held in a similar degree of confinement in the H-blocks. When he draws attention to the 

heating pipe running through every H-block cell, the spectator could see such a pipe on the cell floor 

in Crumlin. The coldness referred to in the films was felt in the Victorian structure, offering a sensory 

experience beyond viewing. The phenomenological setting invokes the spectator’s curiosity of daily 

confinement in such conditions with no reprieve. Ownership of the stories begins to merge between 

participants and spectators as memories are conveyed within relevant surroundings that bridge private 

memory and public revelation, perhaps beginning a chain of telling and receiving.

Being enclosed with one interview at a time with the freedom to choose whom to listen to, for 

how long, and in which order, integrated the spectator into the piece in a way previous archival and 

informative installations/screenings did not. Because the voices can be heard clearly and more 

viewing choices are available, extra narrative possibilities emerge with the onus on individuals to 

make connections. A narrative can be constructed using the recurrent theme of education noted by all 

except Waterworth. Kelly, Hutchinson, Barber and McMinn refer to intimidation felt by tutors 

entering the compound, which from their own accounts was caused by prison officers fear-mongering 

them with atrocities committed by prisoners. When the women met the prisoners they were pleasantly 

surprised with their civility and keenness for learning and debate, and felt uncomfortable with an 

authoritative presence in the room. Hutchinson relays an opposite story where the tension in the room 

led him to call the guard back into the classroom to help his teacher relax, as she had been told 

Hutchinson might use her as leverage in an escape attempt - an unfounded accusation they laughed 

about at a chance meeting years later. He also explains that there were nineteen men studying for 

various degrees at the same time as him who negotiated with the authorities to have a study hut built 

in the compounds, as indicated in the film. Through exhibition feedback, McLaughlin has traced
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audience members drawing such narrative connections that are dependent on their personal context in 

relation to video content, if any. For instance, members of Loyalist groups were ‘enraptured’ by 

seeing their own story told by Flutchinson.24 For younger, perhaps neutral generations there is 

educational value beyond community hearsay or textual research. For film or visual art scholars, the 

piece provides material for critical analysis of its fusion of observational documentary and video 

installation practices.

Inside Stories utilizing spaces in Belfast Prison evokes similar issues raised by the In a State 

exhibition (1991) in Dublin’s Kilmainham Gaol. It operated from 1796 to 1924 and was the holding 

place and site of execution for Irish insurrectionists against British rule.23 Curator Jobst Graeve was 

inspired by the fall of the Berlin Wall two years previously, and commissioned pieces by twenty-one 

artists dealing with notions of national identity. Locating the collection of site-specific works 

incorporating this political theme in those historic surrounds drew widespread attention.26 Each artist 

took a different approach to the topic, ranging from sexual, political, social and economic factors 

affecting life in 1990s Ireland. Louise Walsh’s Out Laws, In Laws lightbox subverted the prison’s 

symbol of the English chains of Law and Justice restraining Celtic snakes to comment on lingering 

conservative attitudes towards the ‘threat’ of homosexuality in a nation whose capital was that year’s 

European City of Culture.27 Alice Maher’s Cell epitomizes issues raised by single-cell incarceration. 

The time-based sculpture consists of natural, now decomposing resources, including brambles, nests,

berries, human hair, and ovine internal organs amassed in a spheroid 

shape spanning six feet wide and high to represent the organic body 

confined to the constricted, politically significant cell space. The 

installation incorporates surveillance (it is viewed through the cell 

door spy hole), political struggle, claustrophobia, containment of the 

natural world ‘within disciplined political space’, and martyrdom 

represented by its thorns. The bramble ball de-sexes and de-classes 

the generic inmate, making the imprisoned body nondescript, 

particularly concerning the factions of Christianity out of which stem 

the island’s political polemics. Casey Jarrin notes ‘an ongoing

24 Recording Memories, pp. 99-100.
25 Pat Cooke, ‘Perish the Thought, Collections and Absences’, in Arkive City, ed. by Julie Bacon (Belfast: 
Interface, 2008), pp. 22-35 (p. 24).
26 Hugh Maxton, ‘In a State, Kilmainham Gaol, Dublin 16 May - 22 September 91’, Circa, 58 (1991), 45-46.
27 Liam Kelly, Thinking Long: Contemporary Art in the North of Ireland (Kinsale: Gandon Editions, 1996), p. 
149.

61



struggle for aesthetic resistance within scenes of state discipline and torture’, which is a struggle faced 

by all practitioners in this study.28 Maher utilizes the size of the cell to produce a work intentionally 

too large to fit into it. This compromises notions of sculpture and spectator interaction, and perhaps 

reflects the difficulties in negotiating what kind of art can be displayed in a state-owned building, 

particularly one with weighty political implications.

Repressed Voices
Earlier variations of McLaughlin’s chosen form of installation concept were adopted to tell stories of 

the working classes in Alison Marchant’s mixed media Time & Motion (USA, 1990) and Tying the 

Threads (UK, 1993). These concerned female mill and factory workers whom she has identified as 

having no voice or representation in blue-collar histories. She states that this is ‘not an issue of the 

past’ as many women continue to work in those environments, and often incur life-long health 

problems for which they receive no compensation. Like McLaughlin’s work, her installations move 

away from the commemorative tone of the museum towards site-specificity and public interaction. 

This oral history was told using a disused mill, raw materials, finished products borrowed from 

museums (e.g. the women’s clothing), voice recordings of former workers, and photographic 

projections. Marchant transferred this theme to England in 1993 with an installation of‘interwoven 

interviews’ presenting the experience as a unified collective. It reflected the solidarity of the workers 

in this past just as the separateness of Inside Stories represents divisions and isolated experiences. The 

same motivating principal remains, and Marchant concludes her article by stating that the personal 

experiences of these women ‘overturn the status quo of traditional social historians and powerful 

history makers’, and that her ‘pieces embody a notion of social space, where the viewer listens to 

voices traditionally marginalized and silenced’.29

Patsy Mullan photographically documented Time & Motion, signifying his interest in unheard 

women’s personal accounts of collective stories present in his own work, Their Stories (UK, 2009). 

Mullan has worked in education, graphic design, and publicity in England and Northern Ireland. He 

became interested in Armagh Prison when the press raised questions surrounding the Victorian 

structure’s future. He ‘wanted to create an artwork that asked questions about the history of the jail as 

a prison for women and its place in the history of the troubles in Northern Ireland’.30 The personal 

stories in Mullan’s exhibition reflect this on an individual level. Armagh Prison in Derry’s Context

28 Casey A. Jarrin, ‘Cover Note: Alice Maher’s Cell: An Archaeology of the Prison Image’, Eire-Ireland, 
43.3&4 (2008), 118-22 (pp. 118-19).
29 Alison Marchant, ‘Treading the Traces of Discarded History: Oral History Installations’, Frontiers: A Journal 
of Women’s Studies, 19.2 (1998), 186-98 (pp. 186-92).
30 Exhibition literature tor Armagh Prison exhibition, Context Gallery, Derry (2009).
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Gallery (situated in a Loyalist area) consisted of a 

double-channel video installation, Their Stories, and 

photographs of the jail grouped as Visual Residue 

(2006). The video installation features recordings of 

two former Republican prisoners, Rose McCartney and 

Patricia Moore, who served sentences during the 1970s 

and 1980s, respectively. The recordings played on 

back-to-back monitors with sound relayed through 

headphones, creating an intimate listening experience that was sensitive to the difficult topics the 

women bring up. The images are photographic with minimal movement in the superimposed 

backdrop of one and no movement in the other. The films address a repressed history that has only 

begun receiving critical attention.

Laura Weinstein highlights tensions emerging from Republican women’s protests that caused 

a division between feminism and Republicanism. She points out that historical accounts assume 

female protests took place solely in support of the men’s, and identifies studies indicating women’s 

independent agendas. In her article on the Armagh dirty protest, Weinstein relays a concise silent 

history of significant female involvement in nationalist concerns, including identifying the burgeoning 

tension between early feminism and devout nationalism, and the oppression of women with the 

establishment of the Irish Free State in 1921. From the 1960s in Northern Ireland, women exceeded 

expectations of themselves as wives and mothers by travelling far and wide to vocalize concerns for 

male counterparts. Some offering their services as active participants in Republican causes were 

dissatisfied with being given traditional roles as nurses and assistants to men engaging in armed 

combat. In the 1970s they demanded entry into the PIRA, and so became embroiled in the prison 

aspect of the Troubles. Weinstein offers information on conditions they faced; where men underwent 

regular beatings, the women experienced sometimes sexual assault by male officers deployed from 

Long Kesh, as well as verbal and physical assaults from female officers. The women’s blanket/dirty 

protest appears to have been enforced upon rather than chosen by them in February 1980. After 

extensive searches they were locked in cells for five days and denied access to toilets or ablutions.

Like the men, they discovered the stench of excrement to be more tolerable if smeared on walls rather 

than heaped in overflowing slop buckets, which also inconvenienced prison staff. It was here that the 

complexity of their cause emerged: feminists were divided on whether or not they should offer 

support, and the Catholic Church took a traditionalist view that the ‘girls’ should undertake domestic

12. Armagh Prison, Context, Derry (Mullan, 2009)
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roles, and felt their conditions ought to be improved because the smearing of menstrual blood drew 

attention to their sexuality.11 In a conflict management case study undertaken by Gormally, McEvoy 

and Wall, the statistics are male. Their historical overview of Republican imprisonment and concerns 

is detailed, but female involvement is vaguely alluded to as support for the men - there is no concept 

of the complexities in their separate yet same protest.32

In Rose McCartney’s film it becomes apparent on the audio that her interview takes place 

onsite in the closed Armagh facility as she leads Mullan around and he records her site-reactive 

observations similar to those in Inside Stories. Image and sound are incongruent from the outset - the 

film opens with McCartney stating, ‘no one else can tell our story’ and ‘men dominated the political 

climate,’ with the women’s part in proceedings ‘forgotten’. These opening words are accompanied 

onscreen by a cross-fading slideshow of personal photographs of family, friends and holidays, which 

for the duration of the film masks any visual acknowledgement of her time in prison. As McCartney 

moves through the wings, passing cells once occupied by her ‘comrades’, she refers to ‘great Irish 

women’, ‘great Republicans’, and her male family members being held in Long Kesh at the same 

time. The sense of community she experienced with other inmates recurs throughout. She indicates 

differences in treatment by guards between wings A and B, including changes after criminalization. 

Those arrested after this time were treated as ODCs, were regularly strip-searched and only seen at 

Mass by those who retained status. She explains that from this point, when special category prisoners 

were released, they were denied the same privileges upon re-entry after re-offence, which included 

free association, library access and education. McCartney did not experience this (she was convicted 

before 1976 and released before the 1981 hunger strike) but felt empathy for those who did. She 

relates the multitude of protests organized by inmates, not only in support of their male counterparts 

in Long Kesh, but also against the general conditions they faced day-to-day in Armagh. Both women 

raise the humiliation of strip-searching. Patricia Moore gives a more graphic description of the 

process, while McCartney questions how a woman (a prison officer) could bring herself to degrade 

another woman (a prisoner) for money. As with Kelly and Hutchinson, she recalls the camaraderie 

and how prisoners entertained themselves. There were few Loyalist prisoners in Armagh at any given 

time, and although a smaller jail, the ratio of denominations was reflective of that in the Maze/Long 

Kesh. McCartney states that they kept to themselves and reiterates the sense of a Republican 

‘community’.

31 Laura Weinstein, ‘The Significance of the Armagh Dirty Protest’, Eire-Ireland, 41.3&4 (2006), 11-41 (pp. 
12-21).

32 Gormally, McEvoy and Wall, 51-135 (pp. 82-83).
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In the other video, Moore appears in conventional interview framing (a static mid-shot) 

filmed against a green screen over which Mullan displays images of the disused Armagh jail interior. 

The story told includes more personal detail than McCartney’s, and she remains figuratively trapped 

in the prison with images of it looping behind her. The images used in each film juxtaposed in the 

same exhibition space, represent the dual identities within these women - they have been both 

prisoners and family members with ordinary lives. Moore talks through her internment without trial 

for murder from the time of her arrest in 1985 during the normalization period. She claims to have 

been sexually assaulted and beaten during detainment in Castlereagh Police Station, Belfast, (where 

many Troubles suspects were interrogated) and explains the exhausting entrance process to Armagh. 

At first she refused to be strip-searched, for which prisoners were put on report, but Republicans 

found their cells were being given to Loyalists, so relented to maintain territory on the wings. She 

describes the embarrassment of being strip-searched during menstruation, making it a more invasive 

procedure for women than men. She believes the searches were intended more for humiliation than 

security as they were searched going both to and from court where they were only in the company of 

members of security forces. She gives an account of a severe illness she suffered while incarcerated 

(to the extent that she was read the last rights), and the maltreatment she received from warders and 

some hospital staff. On a lighter note, she recalls being moved to the newly-built Maghaberry, 

Lisburn, in 1986, which ‘felt like a hotel’ compared to the Victorian Armagh. They discovered and 

utilized design flaws, including vents positioned above cell toilets that allowed easy inter-cell 

communication. The prison images evoke her past and help contextualize her memories for the 

spectator. The pictures are similar to the Visual Residue stills that refer to the visible scars of the past 

remaining on a physical location now accompanying the reopened psychological scars that were not 

previously revealed in public.

In 2006, Patricia Moore was one of thirty-four people 

connected to Armagh during the Troubles to be interviewed 

onsite by the PMA. In June 2011, Jolene Mairs, who is 

researching a practice-based PhD programme at UU and editing 

all one hundred and seventy-five PMA site-specific interviews, 

presented six of these stories in Unseen Women at Belfast
13. Armagh Prison interior (PMA)

Exposed. The exhibition consisted of a wall projection of five-

minute fragments from each film on loop and six computers set up around the space on which the 

viewer could privately watch as much or as little of the full minimally edited films as desired.
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Appearing were Open University teachers Jenny Meegan and Patricia Jess, ex-Loyalist prisoner 

Jackie Upton, prison officer Daphne Scroggie, and ex-Republican prisoners Moore, Josie Dowds and 

Angela Nelson. The thirty-minute film (also screened in An Culturlann in August 2011) begins with 

Scroggie, who following initial shock on re-entering the building after some time, proceeds to explain 

routines, duties, and positioning among the wings. She talks about working Christmas as a mother of 

young children and the necessity of family support. Nelson speaks candidly about experiences 

entering the prison at seventeen years old and her non-sectarian background, admitting to a lack of 

knowledge about Irish nationalist history, which gives insight into someone fighting for a civil, rather 

than religious, cause. Upton entered the prison in 1983 when tensions remained high after the 

Republican hunger strikes throughout 1981, and recalls her solitary experience amongst nationalist 

prisoners striving for segregation after the release of fellow Protestant ‘bed and breakfast’ short-term 

inmates. Moore again gives a detailed and impassioned account of strip-searching, this time enacting 

procedures in relevant areas of the jail. Meegan and Jess recount tutoring prisoners on women’s 

studies and feminist views taught with reference to children’s books, and how this inadvertently 

created links and interpersonal relationships between prisoners undertaking degrees and their tutors. 

Dowds reveals what it was like to give birth to and begin to raise her son while imprisoned, noting the 

emotional impacts his presence and departure had on prisoner morale in her wing. The film ends with 

a short clip of Nelson leaving the prison, saying not all of the memories are bad - the ex-Republican 

prisoners concurring on good memories of‘the girls’.

The participants tend to navigate the site while recounting memories, during which camera 

operators Michael Doyle and Deirdre Noonan only prompt them for clarification on jargon or 

comments. The most vivid accounts by former prisoners stem from traumatic events and comradeship. 

Republicans are more likely to name key figures from their sentences, such as Mairead Farrell and 

Mary Doyle, who acted as OC in Armagh and maintained contact with the men in Maze/Long Kesh. 

As with Inside Stories, a sense of community and camaraderie emerges among ex-Republican 

prisoners, while ex-Loyalist prisoners had more singular experiences. The accounts favour humanity 

over politics (although Moore at times jars this trend). Like Waterworth, Scroggie evades addressing 

contentious issues raised by the prison officer profession, although she talks readily about the job’s 

effect on her personal life. The tutors recall individual prisoners who made an impact on them by 

breaking stereotypes, and expressing their willingness to learn. Other consistencies include 

participants’ shock at seeing the prison as an empty shell. Most tend to engage with the site by 

enacting the memories it evokes for them. Such body language physicalizes their stories, making for
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compelling viewing, and at times reveals what verbal (self-)censorship cannot. This rarely includes an 

explanation from former prisoners on why they were jailed, and only broad details about the prison 

officer’s day-to-day working life are mentioned.

Minimal editing again reveals what is normally ‘unseen’ by the viewer, and this method in 

conjunction with the multi-channel installation complicates documentary-making by no voice ever 

gaining preference over another. Rather, they compete for attention with participants beside whom 

they are not necessarily comfortable. Physical re-enactment - performance - potentially allows 

cathartic release of trauma aided by the viewer’s reception, which goes some way in acknowledging 

and perhaps healing communal wounds. The PMA’s significance is that it strives for inclusion of all 

possible accounts and gives individual Troubles voices a chance to recount personal memories away 

from the collective narratives and ‘official histories’ that suppress them. The success of this depends 

on each participant’s co-ownership and veto over their films. Keeping the films as separate resources 

held in an archive allows flexibility over their use, for instance by researchers, artists, the participants 

(plus their families), and the general public. The PMA hope to be awarded further funding to create an 

interactive online archive to enable independent use and create themed narratives on demand, similar 

to what Mairs has produced in the short film with excerpts she found engaging.

The topic has been fictionalized in Maeve Murphy’s feature Silent Grace (Ireland, 2005). In 

1980, Rebellious Aine (Cathleen Bradley) is sentenced to a year’s imprisonment for aiding and 

abetting a car theft. Upon entry into Armagh Gaol she professes to be a Republican, so the governor, 

Cunningham (Conor Mullen), places her in A Wing as a ‘cat amongst the pigeons’ with the five 

women on protest for political status. Eventually, she is moved to OC Eileen’s (Orla Brady) cell 

where she is educated on and becomes embroiled in the militant Republican cause, including the no 

wash/dirty protest. She remains more of a disaffected youth interested in music and fashion trends 

who is anti-establishment because she has nothing better to do, all at the dismay of her supportive 

mother. The film begins with Margaret Thatcher’s ‘crime is crime is crime’ speech mixed into the 

audio over the opening sequence where these five prisoners partake in a paramilitary display in the 

yard wearing makeshift uniforms and holding Irish tricolours. As they hold a minute’s silence for a 

fallen male comrade, they are observed from above by Cunningham in his office. This leads to the 

beginning of their dirty protest, enforced by being locked in after a cell search for illegal paramilitary 

uniforms, preventing them from slopping out.

Although the broader plot and some set pieces are contrived, Silent Grace draws attention to 

the complex feminist Republican issues the women encountered. Their chaplain. Father McGarry
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14. Aine and Eileen in Silent 
Grace (Murphy, 2005)

(Rob Newman), informs them that the men in Long Kesh have begun rolling 

hunger strikes without consulting their female counterparts. They later send 

word that the women are expected to take supporting roles rather than join the 

protests. Eileen fights this to be the first of her group to refuse meals. Her 

starvation has almost killed her, and she has been read the last rights, before 

her partner in Long Kesh calls off the strike after the British government 

relent to demands, saving her life. At the same time, Cunningham, who 

develops respect for her throughout the film (a mutual attraction is alluded 

to), finds a ‘cat and mouse’ clause in an act passed from the suffragette movement, and orders her 

release. Treatment at the hands of warders is brutal, and language is particularly derogatory as the 

women’s form of protest is regarded as baser (compared to that seen in H3 or Hunger) because of 

their sex - an attitude also intimated by Father McGarry. The film also raises points on the effects on 

family (only female family members attend visits). Aine’s mother is distressed as she knows her 

daughter is not a Republican at heart, which is vindicated on her signing the ‘Ordinary Decent 

Criminal’ form that grants her release. Elsewhere, Margaret (Cara Seymour) is visited by her sister 

and young daughter, who is confused over her parentage and ails from the journey. Such events 

express the wider repercussions of the activities in which these women have been involved. Another 

contention raised is the governor’s position between the humanitarian plights the women feel they 

have no choice but to undergo, and pressure from the NIO to ‘break’ them into submission and adhere 

to prison regulations by becoming ODCs.

The two overriding problems that prompted Murphy to tell this story, first in a theatrical 

production then in film, were the fact that she had grown up in Belfast unaware of women’s active 

role in conflict, and the severity of health problems caused by the prison conditions they had to live 

in, including risk of cholera. The repressed history is a common factor in all works discussed here 

concerning this topic, including Weinstein’s study. Murphy states: T found poignancy in these women 

going through all of this and yet being forgotten. It felt unjust - the women had been written out of 

history.’33 In the film, communications from the men delivered by Father McGarry show how the 

women were manoeuvred out of history as it unfolded. At one point, Aine reports to the starving 

Eileen that marches are taking place in New York for the Armagh women, and Eileen corrects her that 

they are for the men. Murphy perhaps inadvertently highlights working conditions for prison officers 

under constant threat of attack on the outside (one is murdered at the prison gates in the film) and

33 Maeve Murphy, ‘Director’s Notes’, Maeve Murphy (2010)
<http://www.maevemurphy.net/page6/page7/pagel2/pagel2.html> [accessed 21 July 2011] (para. 3 of 3).



risks to their own health upon entering excrement-lined cells (they are seen to wear protective gear as 

the protest progresses), while under orders to keep prisoners locked in for twenty-three hours a day. 

When in a quandary over Eileen’s hunger strike, Cunningham even states that he is only trying to do 

his job when caught between following orders and saving the life of someone whose principles he 

does not agree with, but whom he admires. What these projects about the Armagh women show is that 

repressed histories will find ways of re-emerging, whether by literary, theatrical, cinematic, or 

documentary accounts that complicate ‘official’ histories dispersed in the public eye.

Retelling Shakespeare
Moving from past to present prisoners, methods of rehabilitation, including modes of artistic 

expression, are now employed to ease reintegration into society and discourage prisoner re-offence by 

providing outlets for frustrations and creating career possibilities. As indicated earlier, many prison 

buildings are used to host exhibitions, and there is added textuality in presenting inmates’ work in the 

operating prisons where they are being held. Tension arises with the divide between punishment and 

tolerance, also complicated by the perpetrator/victim issue, which postponed the release of Mickey B 

(Magill, UK, 2007), the Educational Shakespeare Company’s filmic adaptation of Macbeth 

(Shakespeare, c. 1606) made with twenty-five serving Maghaberry inmates. There is a long history of 

the incarceration theme in Ireland’s literary tradition, for instance, Oscar Wilde’s epic The Ballad of 

Reading Gaol (1899), and Brendan Behan’s play The Quare Fellow (1956), a film version of which 

was shot in Kilmainham (Dreifuss, UK/Ireland, 1962).

The ESC lists its values as ‘respect, trust, choice, responsibility, courage, understanding, non- 

judgementalism and inclusivity’.34 It began as a Belfast branch of the English Shakespeare Company 

(directed at the time by Michael Bogdanov, assisted by Tom Magill), which aimed to provide 

workshops in Shakespearean drama to schoolchildren. Belfast’s ESC is led by Magill and moved into 

film-making in 1999 after receiving funding. There is now an international division in Naples,

Florida, initiated by Mickey B producer Jennifer Marquis-Muradaz.35 In the mid 1990s, Magill worked 

with Maze prisoners as a theatre director using the ‘Forum Theatre’ techniques of Brazilian Augusto 

Boal, involving:

a democratic arena where the passive spectator crosses the theatrical threshold and intervenes 
in the action on stage to become the protagonist seeking solutions to common problems in 
public. Forum Theatre tries to provide realistic answers to our most urgent contemporary 
problems by airing both in public for collective scrutiny.

34 ESC, ‘Values’, ESC (2011) <http://www.esc-film.com/values.asp> [accessed 20 July 2011].
35 ESC, ‘History’, ESC (2011) <http://www.esc-film.com/why_history.asp > [accessed 20 July 2011],
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These principles are echoed in ESC’s remit to provide a means for marginalized communities to use 

their voices and have them heard, to rebuild lives, and advocate training in film production as a form 

of therapy. The strong connection between Boal’s work and Republican prisoners in the 1990s was 

the title of his first book, Theatre of the Oppressed (1979), inspired by Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1972). Magill states this had ‘the status of a Bible on the republican wings of Long Kesh’. 

Magill practices openness and honesty, and the first stage of his process with prisoners is the 

swapping of personal stories, including his own. When working with Republicans in H4, they chose a 

collective voice in handing him Bobby Sands’s epic poem The Crime of Castlereagh (1981, inspired 

by The Ballad of Reading Gaol) on which they decided to base their production. Magill took a skills 

transference approach due to the limited time he had with prisoners, meaning they gained ownership 

over the creative process in a method Magill has continued to employ through the ESC. He notes that 

a debate concerning the possible propaganda of the piece did not occur, but quotes a participant as 

saying: ‘Their propaganda is our culture.’36

HMP Maghaberry began as two separate medium-security prisons, the first opening in March 

1986 to accommodate all female prisoners as conditions in Armagh had become so poor. The male 

remand prison opened in November 1987 to replace Crumlin for the same reason. With the male 

prison population far outweighing the female, this continued to give the authorities the option to 

separate ‘ordinaries’ and conforming political prisoners from nonconforming political prisoners for 

the duration of active conflict.37 Today, Maghaberry functions as a maximum-security adult male 

prison housing long term, remand, and some remaining nonconforming prisoners affiliated to 

dissident paramilitary groups. The Mickey B process began when Magill and cinematographer Simon 

Wood visited the jail in 2003. They aimed to entice any prisoners refusing to participate in work and 

education programmes into drama and film workshops. At first this encountered mistrust from 

inmates not accepting the independent nature of the training, but trust formed over time as Magill and 

Wood answered queries consistently. Long-term prisoner Sam McClean (co-writer of Mickey B and 

‘Duncan’) wrote a screenplay that the group made into a short film, which won the 2004 Koestler 

Prize (a trust for arts by offenders). This progressed into documentaries about reoffending and the 

effects of incarceration on prisoners’ families. In 2006, Magill introduced Shakespeare to the men. 

Many had never accessed any or were repelled by classist connotations associated to theatre. When 

Magill summarized Macbeth, they were intrigued by the story of ambition, betrayal, violence and

36 Tom Magill, ‘Theatre as Democracy’, Fortnight, 374 (1998), 21-22. 
’7 Gormally, McEvoy and Wall, 51-135 (p. 54).
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psychological torment as familiar aspects of their own lives. Co-scriptwriter and ‘Ladyboy’ actor 

Jason Thompson comments:

It’s appropriate to set it in jail. Macbeth’s greatest motivating factor is his ambition. That’s 
what drives him, that’s what pushes him on. There’s plenty of boys in here are the same. If 
they weren’t ambitious they wouldn’t be in jail because they wouldn’t be trying to get 
something that they didn’t already have, [s/'c]

The project grants the opportunity to revisit, re-examine, and recreate their own violent pasts through 

relevant adaptations of Macbeth characters and scenarios with a view to encouraging change for their 

futures by allowing sides of themselves to emerge that they were not aware existed. In the 

accompanying documentary, McClean’s brother points out the changes he saw in his sibling during 

filming. The training and involvement gave the prisoners self-worth as well as the story itself 

thrusting the message that certain choices can have cyclical repercussions.

The project faced setbacks from the prison authority’s discontent at the script, leading to 

language changes and the prison in the film being nondescript rather than located at Maghaberry 

itself. This is evident in the close nature of establishing shots focusing on barbed wire and 

surveillance cameras, as well as the gate system being adorned with a barely distinguishable name 

plaque for the fictional ‘Burnam Prison’. Filming on wings was another bone of contention, so sets 

were built in prison workshops located far enough from the site that alarms would not affect sound 

recording. The film-making process united men across Protestant/Catholic and prisoner/warder 

divides. Trust formed across these barriers, as did new perceptions about prisoners’ abilities and 

desires to see a project through to completion. The use of prisoners in what may be considered 

recreational activity is controversial, particularly for victims of their crimes (many were serving life 

sentences for murder), and was criticized in news media for this reason. One prisoner understands this 

and attests, ‘the judge didn’t send me here to watch TV.’ ESC aims to provide skills training to 

combat the high rate of re-offence, which is a drain on the taxpayer and creates further victims.

Although an amateur film, the aesthetic approaches and devices implemented m Mickey B's 

production, plus its translation from Shakespeare’s play to a Northern Irish prison microcosm, is of 

interest. The film is a series of cultural and linguistic translations of Macbeth. Magill works in 

translating text to stage or film, and for him this is a concern alongside the rehabilitative process of 

the training ESC provides. He states:

I know that Shakespeare is important enough to keep, and how we keep Shakespeare and 
make him relevant to an audience today is by updating and translating him, and making him
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accessible to a new generation, and to a new group of people, and I think that’s exactly what
we’re doing with the Macbeth project in Maghaberry.38

Kiernan Ryan reinforces the message that although tracing the histories of Shakespearean 

performance and reception, particularly of his contemporaries, is necessary to modern understanding, 

so too is how ‘successive ages have discovered its purchase on their own situation’. He continues that 

the ‘modern concern with gender, fuelled by feminist critiques of patriarchy, has conspired with a 

modern distrust of unbridled individualism’ and makes Macbeth all the more relevant today.39 The 

development occurs on several levels: firstly, the Shakespearean English to colloquial Northern Irish 

and prison jargon; secondly, the cultural translation from Shakespeare’s version of eleventh-century 

Scotland to a prison in twenty-first-century Northern Ireland; and finally, the characters’ dynamics 

from kings, queens, witches, soldiers and thanes, to a jail’s hierarchy. In contextualizing the method. 

Bill Findlay discusses his own decisions and processes for translating plays into Scots from French 

and Standard English, which has implications on the original author, source text, target text, social 

class, and performance of dialogue. Fisting motivations of translators for partaking in this activity, he 

observes that some display ‘cultural nationalism’ in sustaining language and literary tradition, some 

explore ‘creative potentialities’, some add to Scotland’s drama ‘stock’, and others find it more 

effective to progress to dialect translation than using Standard English alone in conveying the ‘spirit 

of a source work’.40

In retaining the spirit of Macbeth, characters are translated as follows. King Duncan of 

Scotland is Burnam’s OC. He commands respect, obedience and loyalty from some while betrayed by 

others. Thane of Glamis Macbeth, a general in the King’s army who becomes Thane of Cawdor then 

King of Scotland, transforms into Mickey B (David Conway), Duncan’s ‘heavy’ who is put in charge 

of C Wing then the jail. The weird sisters are replaced by three bookies (Patrick McAllister, Liam 

McAnoy and William Hill), capped and masked so only their eyes are visible, who run bets on future 

events in the prison. Banquo and son Fleance are Banknote (William Campbell) and Fleecer (John 

Glenn), MacDuff is nicknamed Duffer (Robert Flanagan), Ross (Feargal Toal) and Malcolm (Gerard 

Donegan) retain their names and purposes, while the other thanes and minor characters adopt prison 

nicknames. Lady Macbeth undergoes the most complex transformation in the cross-dressing Ladyboy, 

raising issues of gender and sexuality in the male dominated worlds of renaissance drama and modern 

imprisonment. The character’s gender is never referred to directly in the film. Because of self-referral

38 Category A Mickey B (2006) Directed by ESC [DVD], NI: ESC.
39 Kieman Ryan, ‘Shakespeare and the Future’ in Talking Shakespeare: Shakespeare into the Millennium, ed. by 
Deborah Cartmell and Michael Scott (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), pp. 187-200 (p. 190).
40 Bill Findlay, ‘Translating Standard into Dialect: Missing the Target?’, in Moving Target: Theatre Translation 
and Cultural Relocation, ed. by Carole-Anne Upton (Manchester: St. Jerome, 2000), pp. 35-46 (pp. 35-36).
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as ‘the queen of hate’, the gender implications in such terms as Ladyboy and ‘the bitch’, and the all

male cast, the character is regarded as female in the following discussion to distinguish her from other 

characters.41

The film’s dialect translation lies in the prisoners’ own version of Shakespeare’s story, told to 

them verbally by Magill before reading the text. In this respect, Mickey B connects with Inside Stories 

in that it continues an oral storytelling tradition with the prisoners adopting a kind of ownership of 

Macbeth by using its plot and character dynamics to shape a story meaningful to them as convicted 

criminals in Northern Ireland. This is indicated in characters’ mixtures of both prison and Northern 

Irish colloquialisms. The prison environment brings associated terminologies, including those of 

territory. Mickey B’s hunger for territory grows throughout, but a place he cannot touch is the 

protection wing where prisoners turn to for defence from each other, or to ‘tout’ to the ‘buckets’ 

(warders). Further derogatory insults are addressed in notions of national ‘others’ in racist references 

to ‘dirty Dubliners’ and ‘dirty Cossacks’ (a generic term for Eastern Europeans with no designated 

land), creating a link between the battles of territory (actual and otherworldly) that are prominent in 

the play and contemporary contentions with immigration. The language of the play is acknowledged 

throughout with some lines directly quoted during hallucinations, pranks, or references to ‘old wives’ 

tales’ now part of contemporary speech. Steeky’s (Stephen McFarland) poetic narrations give 

meaning to stark images, his monologue reiterated several times throughout the film. Setting the 

opening tone, his voiceover states: ‘Burnam Private Prison, graveyard of the forgotten. Gangs control 

these wings. Violence is their voice.’ Alongside his speech, atmospheric music plays over exterior 

views of the grounds, moving into his gloomy cell. In the blue-black hue he rolls a cigarette, lights 

and smokes it, the frame becoming more intense as the speech comes to an end: ‘One man’s revenge 

is another man’s regret. What’s done cannot be undone’ - words which are echoed at the film’s close.

Rhyming couplets and metaphors describe off-screen action and inject some humour in 

retaining the Porter’s scene. Peeper (Barry Donegan), also the wounded captain from Act 1 Scene 2, 

rises to Duffer’s knock: T’m the gatekeeper of hell. Abandon hope all ye who enter here.’ As with the 

play, he observes in his hangover state the adverse effects of inebriation, including how it ‘makes you 

rise to the occasion, then not rise to the occasion’ of intercourse. The exchange briefly allays the 

tension of the immanent discovery of Duncan’s body. The poetic elements in the witches’ scenes are 

retained. Skewed angles of the bookies’ covered faces with rhymed dialogue convey the otherworldly 

nature of their presence. Where the weird sisters’ language is loaded with witchery and spells, the

41 The thesis does not become invested in gender, sexuality, or feminist arguments, but further reading on 
ambiguously gendered characters may include Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble text.
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bookies’ is laden with bookmaker terminology, such as 

giving odds to their predictions with added motivation for 

making profit in jail currency (ounces of tobacco), as well as 

their own entertainment. The witches convene in the first 

scene of Macbeth where they plot to meet him and are called 

by their links to the spirit world, Greymalkin and Paddock.42
15. The 'bookies' in Mickey B (Magill, 2007)

In the film’s correlating scene, the spiritual links are the 

famous racehorses Shergar and Red Rum. It comes after other characters are established and includes 

Ladyboy in the meeting, making them four rather than a mystical three, but the presence of Hecate 

(Queen of the Witches who reproaches the sisters for acting without her permission) is omitted, or 

perhaps absorbed into Ladyboy’s desire to become the ‘queen of hate’. Plus it is a swifter way of 

reaching her association with the occult and eventual madness.

Macbeth is often regarded as ‘the tragedy of a man chained to a destructive model of 

masculinity and the pitiless creed of self-promotion’, which are the crux of Mickey B’s plight.42 As 

with the Lady Macbeth character, Mickey B’s prison ‘bitch’ Ladyboy feeds him ideas of grandeur and 

ambition and later descends into madness out of guilt.

Continuing with the choice of language used, Ladyboy 

ironically persists in questioning Mickey B’s masculinity to 

goad him into serving her interests in becoming ‘the queen of 

hate’. In their argument about Duncan, she sneers: ‘ Whaf s 

the matter with you? You weren’t crying like a wee queer a 

couple of hours ago. ’ This language assumes Mickey B to is. Mickey b and Ladyboy 

be the hot-blooded male in a heterosexual relationship and plays with roles allotted to prisoners within 

their own system. He is Duncan’s top fighter, equating the General of King Duncan’s army, and has 

proved his ‘manliness’ to the fully male-populated jail, yet Ladyboy’s reverse psychology works 

effectively in persuading him to commit the murder and gain power. To achieve this she calls upon 

dark forces in a similar manner to Lady Macbeth, although she asks for ‘the strength to do what needs 

to be done’ rather than to be ‘unsexed’ (i.e. stripped of feminine weakness) for the same reason.44

Mickey B also adopts filmic devices commonly used in expressionist,noir, horror and 

suspense genres, including chiaroscuro lighting, atmospheric music, close ups, Dutch angles, and

42 The Norton Shakespeare, ed. by Stephen Greenblatt et al. (New York; London: W. W. Norton, 1997), The 
Tragedy of Macbeth, 2555-618 (pp. 2564-65).
43 Ryan, pp. 187-200 (p. 190).
™ Macbeth, I. 5. 38-52.
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overlapping audiovisuals. Few exteriors and wide angles are 

implemented to obscure the geography of the filming 

location, but also to heighten the film’s claustrophobic 

tension. Exterior sequences featuring silhouetted guards and 

dogs tend to mark divisions between scenes and acts. 

Expressionist influences emerge in scenes involving Ladyboy 

and the bookies. In the introduction to her, she turns towards 

the cell door to her name being whispered and the film cuts to a ghostly superimposition of a Devil 

tarot card and the bookies walking down a corridor, the middle one looking towards the camera 

(Ladyboy’s point of view) as they pass. The name is repeated as the frame cuts to an extreme close up 

of her eyes, foreshadowing the subsequent descent into madness. This casts the character’s morals as 

greyer than the original by placing more responsibility for the couple’s actions on the ethereal 

bookies’ intervention, motivated by serving their own ends. A right-to-left pan of a tarot card line 

featuring Justice, Death, King, Queen and The Devil cuts to a low skewed view of towering prison 

gates, intimating that the tragic futures depicted within are sealed.

The element of watching emerges with the bookies plotting their shaping of Mickey B’s 

destiny: ‘Hold on, we don’t play fair. We know the score. We float about from door to door.’ From 

this point on chiaroscuro lighting devices are used, both indicating characters’ questionable morals, 

and creating an air of suspense and discomfort. After their scheming at the meeting about their 

intended fate for Mickey B, the image of the bookies and Ladyboy lying heads together on the floor of 

a shadowy space cuts to an exterior shot of a surveillance camera, a close up of a barking watchdog, 

and back inside to a close up of a bookie looking through a slit window, his hat and face-scarf 

drawing attention to his intense stare amid the darkness. The scene equates Macbeth and Banquo 

encountering the witches on the heath when returning from battle. Mickey B and Banknote find 

themselves surrounded in the dark corridor by the bookies behind bars who tell him of his promotion 

to boss of C Wing before Ross delivers the news, followed by predictions of running A Wing, then 

the jail. They add that Banknote will never be ‘top man’ but they ‘forecast’ his son ‘wee Fleecer can’. 

They maintain their ambiguity in the sequence where Mickey B later incites his ‘two rabid dogs’ to 

kill Banknote and Fleecer. It is intercut with the bookies’ watchful eyes, leaving the audience unsure 

as to whether they provoke the evildoing or merely predict and observe as it unfolds.

The cast is all male because of the prison environment, but this also reflects all-male casting 

in Shakespeare’s day when younger, finer-featured males played female roles. Ladyboy first appears

17. Mickey B
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in the film putting on makeup dressed in feminine attire with long hair clipped back. This ritual is 

repeated throughout the film and symbolizes Ladyboy’s preparatory masking of her true identity, 

which is that of a scrupulous self-interested manipulator disguised as an accommodating and 

domesticated ‘wife’ to Mickey B. Upon welcoming Duncan to her ‘spotless’ abode she extends a 

hand for him to kiss, presenting a traditionalist genteel femininity expectant of chivalrous treatment. 

On renouncing God in favour of the Devil, she holds a mirror up to speak at her reflection and a 

devilish face (Anthony Hagans) appears above hers (the mirror indicating her double persona). This 

figure grooms her long hair as she implores: ‘turn me into the devil I have to be. Fill my heart with 

badness. Make everything black, then I won’t be able to see the work the devil makes for my hands.’ 

In a swift transition in the shadows, the Devil’s face is replaced by Mickey B’s, indicating what he 

will become. Later her jibes continue as she washes off Duncan’s blood: ‘My hands are the same 

colour as yours but I’d be scundered if my heart was as white’ (meaning shame or embarrassment). 

When the body is found she puts on a suitable display of ‘feminine’ shock and distress.

Before the murder scene, there is an expressionistic long shot of a guard and dog patrolling 

the grounds, spotlights casting long angular shadows of their figures and the fences across the dark 

silent frame. In the prison courtyard, the camera focuses on a lit crucifix looming over barbed wire, 

the ominous music and dull shades pre-empting the tragedy to occur. The murder scene soundtrack 

employs a high-pitched tone, a rapid heartbeat, and dialogue flashbacks as the image shows extreme 

close ups of Mickey B’s angst, the trusting unawareness of the victims’ sleep (the minder is a victim 

of defamation as well as murder), and shadows to convey the stabbing. Although a common device 

for low budget films, the act of murder and moment of death being obscured gives ownership of it to 

Mickey B and Ladyboy who will suffer psychologically, so absolving the audience of responsibility 

and liberating them from conventional attachment to the protagonist. The murder is a sensual 

experience for Ladyboy. The scene is intercut with her wearing a red and black negligee and caressing 

her body while describing the preparation and stating that she would have done the deed herself had 

Duncan not resembled her father as he slept - indicating the same shred of compassion or weakness 

found in Lady Macbeth.

Progressing from earlier signs, Ladyboy’s mental health deteriorates rapidly, seen in a 

sequence of torturous nightmares and visions. Slurred voices swirl in the soundtrack as she writhes 

and wrings her bedclothes. Images of Duncan flash rapidly in and out, sometimes he stands 

silhouetted behind her in a corridor, in others his dead body lies beside her in bed. She relives herself 

splashing his blood and seeing his dead face while yelling Lady Macbeth’s words: ‘Out damn spot!’

76



She repeats that she can smell the blood, and that it won’t 

come off her hands. She sees Duncan creep behind her in 

the mirror, and herself hanged, and laughs manically at 

Duffer’s loss before wringing the bedclothes over the 

sink, repeating ‘wash your hands and relax’, as if 

reassuring Mickey B. Duffer’s role as a justice-seeking
18. Ladyboy succumbs to madness

information gatherer is signified by his face cross-fading with that of a sniffer dog after the discovery 

of Duncan’s body, associating the two as equals. Rather than kill him for supporting Malcolm, an 

assassin on the outside is sent to kill his family. A gunman (Sam McClean) enters Duffer’s home as 

his partner (Kirsty McClean) baths their children. The bathroom is bright and warmly lit with the 

children playing noisily in contrast to the dark, silent staircase climbed by the gunman, shown in slow 

motion. There are sudden bangs and bright flashes seen from a long view of the landing before he 

emerges and descends the stairs, his face completely obscured. Mickey B’s guilt is evident as the 

scene cuts to him viewing Duffer’s picture of the children, his point of view shot of it drained of 

colour to denote their condemnation to death. Later, the same boisterous play haunts him in the 

soundtrack to his downfall.

Further visual motifs emerge in the wise en scene offering information about certain 

characters, including a chessboard and a necklace. Before revealing he is Duncan’s son, Malcolm is 

seen playing chess alone in the recreation room - a game of strategy, calculated moves, and pre

emptive thinking between the black and the white. The positioning and subtlety of his presence as he 

plays, serve as Malcolm’s opportunity to eavesdrop on his father’s business, and establishes him as a 

canny information gatherer with the patience to consider stratagems. He frequents the bookies with 

this knowledge and places successful bets on who is next to die. The fact that he is not ejected from 

the room like the others when Duncan holds council is a clue to his privileged position as the boss’s 

son, a role he will inherit regardless of whether or not it is earned. Also Duncan’s chunky gold 

necklace is adorned in lieu of a crown as the unspoken symbol of leadership in the jail. Ladyboy must 

return it to Duncan’s bedside when seeing it clutched in Mickey B’s hand after the murder, perhaps a 

sign of him falling for the prophecy and subconsciously craving the power it represents. In a handheld 

subjective view as if being watched, he is seen to be wearing it at a meeting after Duncan’s death, 

confirming he is the new boss. At the final battle, Ross holding up the necklace signifies Mickey B’s 

defeat. The prison alarms sound and all prisoners are ordered to return to their cells, and the final 

montage shows locked-in prisoners going about solitary activities, the wings now guarded by officers.
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It is the prison guards who now play chess, joined by Malcolm wearing the chain. Duffer’s final 

words spoken to his reflection (‘Malcolm’s dirty-joed MacDuff, now MacDuff s had enough’) and the 

bookies’ prediction of Fleecer running the jail, indicate a continuing cycle of violent revenge, further 

signified by the Justice tarot card and repetition of the opening monologue.

The creative processes behind Mickey B do not fulfil, but edge towards experimental filmic 

approaches to Shakespearean texts such as Peter Greenaway’s Prospero’s Books (UK, 1991). It mixes 

classical painterly and musical styles with innovative filming and editing techniques in a restructuring 

of The Tempest (Shakespeare, 1611) that Yvonne Spielmann heralds as an example of still, moving, 

and computer image intermedia. In electronic media, mixed forms of image create the seamlessness of 

the finished product, for example the ‘invisible’ post-production touch ups to colour and continuity 

now in common usage. Greenaway exposes these by producing ‘a new type of image through the 

simulation of movement when he electronically animates single frames of phase photography’, 

creating a paradox of cinematic kinesis. With the static and moving image presented simultaneously, 

‘the interval that separates and connects the different phases of photography is made visible within a 

single frame unit [...] while at the same time the continuity of filmic movement is also represented.’ 

This imaging form does not relate narrative, but rather spatial relations. Images are frequently 

overlaid in a frame-within-a-frame structure, with the base frame conveying the story’s choreography 

in slow wide-angle pans and zooms as animated stills are superimposed on top, showing the same 

actions from other angles that create an ‘image cluster’ with disjunctive connectivity.45 Although 

never attaining the experimental ism of Greenaway, the ESC, beyond its remit for ‘understanding 

through film’, has offered a new way of thinking about Shakespearean drama in conjunction with 

contemporary Northern Ireland. Incidentally, the ESC’s next feature-length project upon the 

acquisition of funding will be its own version of The Tempest.

Magill took part in Antony Gormley’s One & Other project in London’s Trafalgar Square on 

3 October 2009, which saw twenty-four hundred artists and citizens occupy a plinth as their soapbox 

for an hour each over the course of one hundred days and nights. Magill used his time to release the 

‘captive voices’ of male prisoners he has worked with over the years by playing a CD compilation of 

prison works he has been involved with. He states:

my project aimed to give a voice to prisoners and ex-offenders from all over Northern Ireland, 
to do justice to the memory of those men and to share some of those memories. [...] I am a 
conduit for the voices, present in their absence. I am there as a representative of their energy, 
on that plinth, freeing their captive voices. I am isolated, and observed. Alone and

45 Yvonne Spielmann, ‘Intermedia in Electronic Images’, Leonardo, 34.1 (2001), 55-61 (pp. 55-57).
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imprisoned, humble and proud, defiant and free, I share those men’s emotions, feelings, and 
hopes, their aspirations, their pride and their vulnerabilities.46

The voice is male and we encounter the representation of a collective voice through an intermediary

not originating from that collection. Through the CD, the voices talk for themselves, but the piece

could be seen as Magill’s interpretation and release of others’ material, memories, and feelings,

causing a mixture of emotional reactions in him. A tension is created with the insertion of the prison

story - particularly this prison story in this location - into the most public of arenas. London

experienced many IRA attacks, so perhaps it is controversial to present the voices of possible

perpetrators (certainly advocates) of those attacks in the city with a view to having those voices

received with new understanding, which is a prominent motivation for the ESC. Although the Mickey

B project has aided the rehabilitation of many participants, there were negative effects for others.

Magill and Marquis-Muradaz suggest these were apparently caused by prison authorities’ tactics of

disruption throughout the four-week shoot (at which prisoners did not react at the time) and media

spin on re-offences months later. This led to the cancellation of BBC publicity material and the film

being banned for some time in Northern Ireland, which has now been resolved and the experiences

put to use as educational tools for young people.47

Uncertain Futures
Post-Agreement Northern Ireland has seen a steady incline towards the telling of and listening to 

stories, of which McLaughlin states the Inside Stories films ‘are a modest attempt to contribute to 

such disclosure, listening and documentation’.48 The PMA explores implications for unconventional 

interactive narratives working in conjunction with screening modes, filming, and exhibition locations 

to insert private memories connected to the Troubles into a public arena not accustomed to receiving 

such accounts. The choice to create an interactive archive and video installations with the recordings 

aligns the practitioners (McLaughlin, Mairs, and Multan) in challenging documentary traditions with 

others elsewhere. In Northern Ireland this is achieved at all stages of production and exhibition with 

impartiality by presenting observed memories rather than prompted testimony or ‘factual’ 

information, and by avoiding associative linear intercutting. The merging of onsite recording, video 

installation, archive, and site of exhibition, draws the prison structure and spectator together in a new

46 Tom Magill, ‘One & Other’, Culture Northern Ireland(2009)
<http://www.culturenorthernireland.Org/article/2846/mickey%20b/0/0/l/one-other> [accessed 20 July 2011] 
(paras. 3 & 15 of 17).
47 Tom Magill and Jennifer Marquis-Muradaz, ‘The Making of Mickey B, a Modem Adaptation of Macbeth 
filmed in a Maximum Security Prison in Northern Ireland’, in Dramatherapy and Social Theatre: Necessary 
Dialogues, ed. by Sue Jennings (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 109-16 (p. 111).
48 Recording Memories, p. 24.
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understanding of pasts and processes with a view to improving the future. Although an effective 

starting point for many to release their stories, the PMA’s contributors acknowledge that its methods 

cannot provide a whole story or a dialogue that is satisfactory to all. As reminded by another former 

prisoner, McLaughlin states:

The filmed return to an empty jail, the editing suite, the art gallery and museum are, of course, 
specific kinds of contexts. Martin Snodden pointed out how telling stories is an act of 
negotiation [...] between speaker and listener at a particular time and place. It is not an 
absolute truth that characterizes memory-telling: like all forms of communication, it is

• 49contingent.

He also alludes to ‘a consensus that the public telling of stories about past traumatic events can 

potentially contribute to the healing of survivors’ psychic and community wounds’.50 As a receiver, 

the onus is on the spectator to accept the audiovisual information on offer, the intention being that any 

understanding achieved will forge connections with healing powers. Communication of memory, 

particularly of traumatic experiences, is physical - explanatory gestures are used to an extent by all 

site-specific interview participants. Even Gerry Kelly breaks his self-restraint when recalling being 

force-fed on hunger strike and uses performative actions to convey sensations, which perhaps 

communicate what verbal or textual (self-)censorship will not.

Snodden’s viewpoint indicates a kind of authorship on the part of the memory-tellers that 

integrates with the co-authorship promoted by McLaughlin. Under what Ryszard Kluszczynski 

collectively terms as ‘transgressive cinema’, the issue of authorship is disrupted by the increasing 

Tack of permanent projected film structure’.51 The collaborative approaches taken in Inside Stories, 

Their Stories, and Unseen Women, introduce difficult subject matter to the public. In doing so, they 

question the effectiveness of conventional modes of documentary and narrative film-making to relay 

this type of story by edging into video art. The film elements do not change, but their manner of 

screening does, depending on location, giving varied viewing experiences and responses each time. 

Before Mullan and Mairs’s projects, Murphy, in consultation with former prisoners, used her medium 

to give as accurate an account of what she learned as fictional film-making and her budget would 

allow. Authorship is also prominent in Mickey B as it unfolded in several stages from historical fact, 

seventeenth-century stage play, and twenty-first-century oral storytelling, to a cultural and linguistic 

update. The story belongs to the real Macbeth, Shakespeare, Magill, the inmates of Maghaberry, and 

anyone ever involved in producing or viewing a version of Macbeth. A kind of ownership transfers to

49 Recording Memories, p. 100.
50 Ibid., p. 21.
51 Ryszard W. Kluszczynski, ‘Re-Writing the History of Media Art: From Personal Cinema to Artistic 
Collaboration’, Leonardo, 40.5 (2007), 469-74 (p. 470).
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receivers of stories who accept, filter, and resend information as understood. Stories may become 

corrupted, but survive in a manner that exposes the notion of author/auteur as inherently problematic. 

Both Inside Stories and Mickey B have branched out to wider reaches to participate in cultural 

exchanges of experiences and methods. When screening Inside Stories in Johannesburg, although the 

scale of one conflict paled in comparison to the other, the time McLaughlin granted to each 

participant was highlighted as significant.52 The ESC have screened Mickey B in America and India 

where corresponding artistic outlets are explored in attempts to aid prisoner rehabilitation.53

Newfound uses for prison structures undermine their original intentions to incarcerate, punish, 

and control. The structures are fortified for defence, to keep people in and out, but in being 

transformed into spaces of artistic expression where the public can freely come and go - and even pay 

admission - the past solemnity and imperialism connoted by the buildings disintegrate. Pat Cooke 

points out those more intricate histories are lost because of selective memory function causing only 

prominent names (‘the heroically nameable’) and narratives to be considered in association with a 

certain place. He states that ‘the story of the common man, woman, and child as prisoners’ is lost over 

time. This issue is problematic for ‘impassioned’ Republicans who feel ‘this other story [...] dilute[s] 

the nationalist symbolism of the site and its contents’, and find the process of its telling ‘subversive of 

the story of Ireland’s struggle for nationhood’. Cooke likens this to unwelcome revelations about 

Kilmainham’s functions during the Great Famine and transportation of convicts to Australia in the 

nineteenth century. Cooke revealed these repressed histories and more during his time as curator 

there. In a sense he returned the building’s own histories to it by disregarding the wishes of a 

communally ‘chosen’ history that ironically represses others.54 In the North, McGrath, McLaughlin, 

and ESC experienced difficulty with censorship by the authorities. The Office of the First Minister 

and Deputy First Minister and NIO dictated which histories can be divulged and in what ways, which 

problematizes artistic options for conflict resolution. Jarrin states of Maher working in the South that 

her ‘late twentieth-century work contributes to such ongoing efforts to rehumanize the prison, 

memorialize the expressive legacy of past incarcerations, and imagine a future of prison reform’.55 

Although not the express intention of the Northern work, looking to the future through the eyes of the 

past articulates the need for such change, as does the acknowledgement of the multiple histories 

connected to single locations.

52

53

54

55

Recording Memories, pp. 100-101.
Information in email correspondence between Tom Magill and the author, 2 September 2009. 
Cooke, pp. 22-35 (pp. 25-26).
Jarrin, pp. 118-22 (p. 122).
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The futures of such existing sites continue to be an unanswered question. The distinctive Id- 

block plots can still be viewed from flights in and out of Belfast International Airport, and are 

incongruous to the patchwork blanket of surrounding fields filling the aerial view. Plans for a museum 

or conflict resolution centre on the site have been discussed and abandoned in cycles over the past 

decade. Hutchinson voices concerns that only stories from the H-blocks would survive and that 

Loyalists first ‘on the blanket’ negotiating for special category status will be muted by Republicans 

‘rewriting their own histories’. Kelly wants the hospital to be maintained to commemorate the dead 

hunger strikers. Waterworth feels that at least one H-block should be used as a museum to educate 

future generations and memorialize all the Troubles dead. Memorialization is problematic because of 

the victim/perpetrator ambiguity. In conflict, one person’s memorial could be another’s insult to 

injury. Due to a similar tension, ESC’s attempt at rehabilitation with Mickey B was only partly 

achieved. Resolution on these issues may or may not be forthcoming, but the accumulating story 

archives go some way to providing opportunities for understanding the multiplicity of the past and 

documenting the lives of the structures through onsite interaction by those concerned. Aside from the 

buildings, the majority of former prisoners are now active participants in conflict transformation, 

whether as part of the Assembly or at ‘grassroots’ community levels, and some of that process is truth 

recovery. This must include the state as well as former combatants, and is explored by Healing 

Through Remembering (a Belfast-based cross-community project striving to deal with Northern 

Ireland’s conflicted past).56 The underlying issue for the continuance of all such programmes is 

attaining a balance between adequate funding and mutual understanding, the latter of which is the 

more challenging.

56 Peter Shirlow and Kieran McEvoy, Beyond the Wire: Former Prisoners and Conflict Transformation in 
Northern Ireland (London; Dublin: Pluto Press, 2008), pp. 151-52.
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Control Zone: Power and the Simulation of the Real

Truth is no longer the reflexive truth of the mirror, nor the perspectival truth of the 
panoptic system and of the gaze, but the manipulative truth of the test that sounds out 
and interrogates, of the laser that touches and pierces, of computer cards that retain 
your preferred sequences, of the genetic code that controls your combinations, of 
cells that inform your sensory universe.

Jean Baudrillard'

...in cinema, we witness a scorn for the boundaries between the public and the 
private, between the interior and the exterior. And in so doing popular culture has 
created the sense that surveillance is normal...

John S. Turner

When the Troubles were used by the British government to test advancing security applications, 

Northern Ireland was transformed into a ‘laboratory of power’.1 2 3 Over the course of three decades this 

activity reshaped rural landscapes and urban architecture with watchtowers, barricades, prisons and 

high-rise accommodation. Changes also occurred in the population’s habits of watching thanks to the 

growing accessibility of information and communications media. Not only could the local inhabitants 

suddenly see what was happening around the world almost in real-time, but the rest of the world could 

witness Northern Irish events in kind. The functions of the camera in current affairs and security are 

essentially the same - to gather information about the subjects of the image, information which is 

easily objectified. The gaze of information gathering, regardless of origin, affects psychological 

change in its objects. It is this manner of looking and its effects on the object that are considered in 

this chapter by examining the work of artists taking different approaches to the art object and 

spectator, often melding the two, and adopting CCTV as a device in video installation practice. 

Sociological studies are important for statistical contextualization (particularly post-9/11), but the 

‘surveillance art’ under discussion is more concerned with states of mind than states of play. 

Foucauldian panopticism is commonly integrated into surveillance texts, yet at a time when 

technologies are not simply advancing but continually merging, the panopticon’s confining walls are 

becoming less effective for analysis of the modern. The chapter refers to philosopher and sociologist 

Jean Baudrillard for relevant insight into how the psychology caused by the surveillance society

1 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulations, trans. by Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1994), p. 29.
2 John S. Turner, ‘Collapsing the Interior/Exterior Distinction: Surveillance, Spectacle, and Suspense in Popular 
Cinema’, Wide Angle, 2t)A (\99%), 93-123 (p. 121).
3 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. by Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 204.
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reshapes visual culture to make the real and the simulated indistinguishable. In doing so, the chapter 

adds to the thesis’s interrogation of institutionalized histories by exposing communication media’s 

‘manipulative truths’.

The concept of panopticism made familiar by Foucault evolved from late-seventeenth-century 

management of plague quarantines. The methods used to contain mass spread of disease included 

constant inspection, a relentless military gaze, registration, and reporting, with every person ‘fixed in 

his place’ to avoid ‘risk of his life, contagion or punishment’. The notion of confining infected 

members of society became integral to the panopticon’s architecture, originally designed by Jeremy 

Bentham c. 1785, consisting of a circular shaped prison with cells positioned around a central tower 

from which inmates could be observed at any time by a one-sided gaze. The arrangement inverted the 

functions of the dungeon by removing prisoners from the protection of darkness, i.e. ‘visibility is a 

trap’.4 Two centuries later, prisons are conflicted between ‘territorialized and deterritorialized spaces’ 

with layers of communication underneath the formal structure, as seen in Mickey B (Magill, UK, 

2007), Hunger (McQueen, UK, 2008), Silent Grace (Murphy, Ireland, 2005) and other fictionalized 

prison accounts. Through surreptitious exchanges of information, prison produces offenders as much 

as it contains them as part of the prison machine.5

In transferring notions of panopticism to civilization, it offers some explanation of 

surveillance society in the modern world. Omnipresent vision originated with notions of God’s all- 

seeing eye, with which artists have been concerned for centuries. Today with ‘the mechanization of 

vision’ even God’s eye is obsolete.6 As technologies of watching become increasingly ubiquitous, the 

distinction between the real and the simulated is compromised. Reasoning may be found with 

Baudrillard who states that the real can be reproduced countless times ‘from miniaturized units, from 

matrices, memory banks and command models’. For example, different CCTV systems can be 

combined through compiling and editing to narrativize incident accounts. Where the panopticon urges 

self-awareness in the objects of the gaze, Baudrillard’s writings suggest this behaviour only simulates 

reality by using its sum parts in different combinations to create an impression of the real:

In [the] passage to a space whose curvature is no longer that of the real, nor of truth, the age
of simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all referential - worse: by their artificial

4 Foucault, pp. 195-200.
5 William Bogard, ‘Surveillance assemblages and lines of flight’, in Theorizing Surveillance: The Panopticon 
and Beyond, ed. by David Lyon (Cullompton: Willan, 2006), pp. 97-122 (p. 109).
6 Astrit Schmidt-Burkhardt, ‘The All-Seer: God’s Eye as Proto-Surveillance’, in CTRL [SPACE]: Rhetorics of 
Surveillance from Bentham to Big Brother, ed. by Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne and Peter Weibel, trans. by 
June Klinger (Karlsruhe; Cambridge, Mass.: ZKM; MIT, 2002), pp. 16-31 (pp. 18&31).
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resurrection in systems of signs, which are a more ductile material than meaning, in that they 
lend themselves to all systems of equivalence, all binary oppositions and all combinatory 
algebra. It is no longer a question of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor even of parody. It is 
rather a question of substituting signs of the real for the real itself; that is, an operation to 
deter every real process by its operational double, a metastable, programmatic, perfect 
descriptive machine which provides all the signs of the real and short-circuits all its 
vicissitudes.7

The double of the real and controller of the behaviour-changing gaze both hold power over the masses 

through the sign/application of the camera as a physical unit that can generate two-dimensional 

versions of the real. While Baudrillard offers a method for resisting simulation, the panopticon’s 

vision is obstructed from the psychological places that cannot be ‘surveilled’.8 9 Before examination of 

these issues, it is useful to consider sociological studies of CCTV and news media, particularly post- 

9/11.

Social Surveillance Activity
In sociological studies, public surveillance raises issues of social inclusion and exclusion. It takes 

place in several forms, the oldest being documentation. Compliance to documentation grants benefits 

such as healthcare and the right to vote, while evasion may lead to poverty and draw attention from 

disciplinary agencies, which position the individual as an ‘outsider’.; Documentation includes 

birth/death certificates, passports and fingerprinting (beginning in the eighteenth century) so 

authorities can maintain awareness of population. Visualization began with portraiture, evolving with 

photography and film. It often accompanies documentation (e.g. passports, driver’s licenses) and 

extends to CCTV, x-rays and satellite imaging. Integration synchronizes existing tools, allowing 

information to be shared between non-policing organizations. This technique is commonly used in 

anti-terrorism investigations to piece together obscure information from many sources to generate 

fuller pictures of perpetrators’ actions prior to attacks (e.g. the Echelon system used by the NSA).10

7 Jean Baudrillard, ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, in Jean Baudrillard: Selected Writings, ed. by Mark Poster 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1988), pp. 166-84 (p. 167).
8 Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, ‘A Fallible Gaze: The Art of Willie Doherty’, in Willie Doherty: False Memory, 
ed. by Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev and Caoimhm Mac Giolla Leith (London: Merrell Publishers Ltd., 2002), 
pp. 11-18 (pp. 12-14).
9 Kirstie Ball and Frank Webster, ‘The Intensification of Surveillance’, in The Intensification of Surveillance: 
Crime, Terrorism and Warfare in the Information Age, ed. by Kirstie Ball and Frank Webster (London; Sterling, 
Virginia: Pluto Press, 2003), pp. 1-15 (p. 12).
10 Duncan Campbell, ‘Inside Echelon: The History, Structure, and Function of the Global Surveillance System 
Known as Echelon’, in CTRL [SPACE ]: Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big Brother, ed. by 
Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne and Peter Weibel (Karlsruhe; Cambridge, Mass.: ZKM; MIT, 2002), pp. 158- 
69.
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By using ordinary information such as hotel bookings, travel visas, and ATM banking records, ‘data 

doubles’ of any person can be identified and events recreated. Integration is both a primary method of 

counterterrorism and a way for bureaucratic agencies to monitor factions of the general public, such 

as students, consumers, travellers, and migrants. It is accepted that the presence of surveillance may 

deter crime, which is only effective if perpetrators fear capture and prosecution, but proves futile 

when confronted with resolute terrorists willing to die for a cause. Other arguments justifying 

surveillance include its provision of material for retrospective analysis upon which suspect profiles 

can be based. This allows real-time intervention, but is restricted by the amount of information 

needing processed."

The terrorist attack on 11 September 2001 in New York is considered as a turning point in the 

use of integrated surveillance. Despite this and the viewpoints of the significant political players of 

the time that 9/11 changed world history, Didier Bigo refutes the ‘unprecedented’ nature of the attack. 

Conceding the large scale and combination of terrorist acts, he attests that ‘the novelty of September 

11 [...] is in the disproportionate reactions of some politicians’. Steering his argument towards the 

Foucauldian concept of govermnentality, he takes the stance that ‘professionals of politics [...and] 

(in)security’ succumbed to ‘North Irelandization’, meaning they turned to a military solution to 

counter acts of an ‘undeclared war’ rather than tackle isolated, if large scale, criminal operations.12 

Turning to the media, the hijacked planes flying into the World Trade Centre Twin Towers is 

considered the most photographed event in history. Images were manipulated in hoaxes with 

accompanying fictions presented as factual reportage, and the scale of coverage prompts confirmation 

of the surveillance society identified by sociologists and criminologists.13 The topic arises where 

science meets art, covered extensively in CTRL [SPACE J, a joint book/exhibition project that took 

place in the ZK.M Centre for Art and Media in Karlsruhe, Germany, in 2001-2002. It attempts to trace 

a ‘genealogy of the creative engagement with surveillance’ from low to high-tech tracking, from the 

earliest concepts to the latest integrated technologies.14 As a response to 9/11, the book’s concern lies 

with defence against tyranny and terrorism, concluding with ‘surveillant subversions’ (mostly

11 Kevin D. Haggerty and Amber Gazso, ‘Seeing Beyond the Ruins: Surveillance as a Response to Terrorist 
Threats’, Canadian Journal of Sociology, 30.2 (2005), 169-87 (p. 174-81).
12 Didier Bigo, ‘Security, Exception, Ban and Surveillance’, in Theorizing Surveillance: The Panopticon and 
Beyond, ed. by David Lyon (Cullompton: Willan, 2006), pp. 46-68 (pp. 50-51).
13 Haggerty and Gazso, 169-87 (pp. 171-72).
14 Thomas Y. Levin, ‘Curatorial Statement’, in CTRL [SPACE ]: Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big 
Brother, ed. by Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne and Peter Weibel (Karlsruhe; Cambridge, Massachusetts:
ZKM; MIT, 2002), pp. 12-13 (p. 13).
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referring to the panopticon) where surveillance is found to be synonymous with the duplicitous nature 

of new technology. Baudrillard states, ‘[w]e are in a logic of simulation which has nothing to do with 

a logic of facts and an order of reasons,’ affirming that facts do not follow their own path but occur 

where representations conjoin, so the real object is preceded by its models.15

Communications technologies are developed for protection, convenience and freedom, but 

awareness of observation and information gathering influences users’ actions. This restricts freedom, 

for example, members of social networking websites might express themselves differently depending 

on who they know has access to their profiles. Perceptions of CCTV’s capabilities may lead to a 

community’s insistence for its installation in neighbourhoods based on a desire to feel safe in a world 

where fear and suspicion of others dominate the media, rather than evidence of the system’s success 

in catching or deterring criminals.16 The surveillance camera’s ubiquity iterates the idea that anyone 

can become a perpetrator or victim at any given time - it is watching with expectation. Attempts by 

the state to stifle or expose crime, terrorist, or paramilitary activity, may lead to suspecting attitudes 

filtering through neighbourhoods due to the ‘confusion of the fact with its model’ that ‘allows for all 

the possible interpretations’ in what Baudrillard terms as ‘exchangeable’ truth.17 In Northern Ireland, 

such a way of life became normal with frequent security checkpoints in city centres and an overall 

sense of being watched under the years of direct rule from Westminster. Of that time, Francis McKee 

states:

by the late 1970s the province was one of the most highly militarized zones in Europe. The 
suspension of normal democratic life enabled successive British governments to use the 
region as a testing ground for new technologies, an experiment in creating a contemporary 
controlled society.18

Here, McKee suggests that the Northern conflict presented an opportunity for experimentation with 

devices of mass control, including CCTV in public spaces. Sociological and criminological writings 

on CCTV focus on large scale social management in public spaces rather than private. Private space 

in such discourse is regarded as the confined areas of crime control, i.e. prison cells or police station 

interview suites. In many of the installations to be discussed, private space consists of participants’

15 ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, p. 175.
16 Haggerty and Gazso, 169-87 (p. 183).
17 ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, p. 175.
18 Francis McKee, ‘Smithereens’, in Willie Doherty: Anthology of Time-Based Works, ed. by Yilmaz Dziewior 
and Matthias Miihling (Hamburg: Hatje Cantz, 2007), pp. 19-24 (p. 19).
19 Tim Newbum and Stephanie Hayman, Policing, Surveillance and Social Control: CCTV and Police 
Monitoring of Suspects (Cullompton: Willan Publishing, 2002), p. 158.
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mental processes under a controlling influence, which perhaps create metaphorical cells where 

independent thought is constricted.

Surv eillance in Film and Visual Art
Cinematic and CCTV image capturing processes both record two-dimensional versions of actualities

that can be reconstituted by further processes to convey variant actualities that become existing

artefacts. Press media operations raise issues of journalistic ethics, which are seldom considered by

the passive viewer, by using surveillance methods to acquire knowledge for reportage. Coverage of

conflicted regions is complex as multiple versions of events become available and mediation cannot

always be avoided.20 Parallel to developments in cinematic and televisual reportage, i.e. how truth is

shaped into deliverable narratives, early avant-garde films challenged ways of sending and receiving

visual information, and how it is watched. For instance, Luis Buiiuel and Salvador Dali famously

attack vision by slicing an eyeball in Un Chien Andalou (France, 1929), and extreme close ups of

watchful or mechanical eyes appear in modernist films by Dziga Vertov, Jean Cocteau, Man Ray,

Paul Sharits, Stan Brakhage, Kenneth Anger, and Fernand Leger, to name a few. A detailed

discussion on the ‘camera-eye’ in avant-garde film can be found in William Wees’s Light Moving in

Time (1992) where he also discusses structural film-maker Michael Snow’s visual experimentation:

By exploiting the limits as well as the intense, concentrated seeing imposed by the frame of 
the camera-eye, Snow has been able to reveal much more than the camera normally permits to 
be shown. He has done so while continuing to accept the camera’s mechanicalness and its 
differences from the human eye.2'

Willie Doherty’s seemingly straightforward CCTV pieces outlined in the next section operate 

similarly to Snow’s use of zooms and pans in Wavelength (Canada, 1967) or (Back and Forth) 

(Canada, 1969). His telephoto lens sees beyond what the naked eye or even the conventional CCTV 

camera can discern. Digital pixelation together with long distance overseeing gives unreal movement, 

a slowness perhaps, to what had been live, real moments of passing time. Like Snow’s camera, 

Doherty’s watches over an area but fails to notice (or denies) specific occurrences - it sees but does 

not see.

20 Frank Webster, ‘Information Warfare, Surveillance and Human Rights’, in The Intensification of 
Surveillance: Crime, Terrorism and Warfare in the Information Age, ed. by Kirstie Ball and Frank Webster 
(London; Sterling, Virginia: Pluto Press, 2003), pp. 90-111 (pp. 94-95).
21 William C. Wees, Light Moving in Time: Studies in the Visual Aesthetics of Avant-Garde Film (Berkeley, 
California; Oxford: University of California Press, 1992), pp. 11-30, 153-54.
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Mainstream cinema often adopts experimental devices that over time become convention, 

such as the expressionist mise en scene that supposedly transferred with emigre directors from 

Germany into the Hollywood genres offilm noir, science-fiction, and horror. Similarly, surveillance 

motifs evoke anxiety and subjectivity. Blowup (Antonioni, UK, 1966), Rear Window (Hitchcock, 

USA, 1954), Peeping Tom (Powell, UK, 1960), The Truman Show (Weir, USA, 1998), and ‘reality’ 

television productions such as Big Brother (Channel 4 and Channel 5, UK, 2000-11) adopt 

observational systems to shape narratives and, especially with the latter, use CCTV as a commercial 

tool. Such television spectacles pander to and replenish celebrity obsession by broadcasting the 

actions of willing participants in controlled environments while surveillance motifs in conventional 

films endeavour to instil fear in audiences. Contemporary spectators have become desensitized and 

expectant of the emotional responses films are designed to make them experience as part of the 

entertainment they pay for. This demeans any political purpose the activity previously had. Some 

earlier cinematic works pre-empt electronic surveillance, heralding technological advances to come in 

the medium. Metropolis (Lang, Germany, \921),A nous la Liberte/Freedom for Us (Clair, France, 

1931), and Modern Times (Chaplin, USA, 1936) include interactive conceptions of CCTV, and 

anticipate industrial control over workers developed again in Nineteen Eighty-four (Orwell, 1949). 

Toshimaru Ogura identifies the origin of such management in Western countries, particularly 

England, around the time of the first Industrial Revolution. Population control in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries is thought to form the ‘base layer’ of modern surveillance societies. Ogura states, 

‘workplace control has been a common interest of capitalism’ to deskill labourers and replace them 

with machines, to dispose of the ‘dangerous’ class.22

Given that CCTV stems from a combination of television and the immediacy of videotape 

recording, its natural artistic employment lies in performative video art. Such works situate gallery 

spaces on a blurred line between monitoring stations and observed places. They implicate spectators 

as both voyeurs and subjects without consent or knowledge, forcing emulation of viewers’ eyes as the 

gaze of CCTV cameras, while also scrutinizing them. This duality emerged in Dublin-born Les 

Levine’s .Sy/pcover (Canada, 1966) and Iris (USA, 1968) where viewers saw live images of 

themselves for the first time as recordings of them viewing exhibitions were streamed live into the

22 Toshimaru Ogura, ‘Electronic Government and Surveillance-orientated Society’, in Theorizing Surveillance: 
The Panopticon and Beyond, ed. by David Lyon (Cullompton: Willan, 2006), pp. 270-95 (p. 272).
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gallery.2' Bruce Nauruan’s Live/Taped Video Corridor (USA, 1969-70) combines video, sculpture and 

unwitting performance. Spectators become participants by having to move through a narrow floor-to- 

ceiling tunnel towards live images of themselves on monitors placed at the end of the corridor.24 Such 

involvement conveys the invasion of privacy and lack of control individuals have over their own 

image. In Nauman’s continued experiments, cameras and monitors displaying live or slightly delayed 

footage were placed in ways that further disorientated participants. For 

example, the camera was behind them, sometimes upside down, and the 

monitor ahead, so people would walk towards an image of their self 

walking away in an involuntary act of self-surveillance. Dorte 

Zbikowski believes ‘[fjhis gives rise to a tension between the real space 

(physical presence) and the image of the real space (manipulated 

information)’.;b Both are perceived at once and spectators experience 

themselves differently. A mirror image might be expected, adding to the 

anxiety already created by the constricted corridor. Nauman states his 

reason for the inverted gaze in Live/Taped Video Corridor as ‘my not 

allowing people to make their own performance out of my art’, admitting that he wants to control the 

outcome of his work.26 Where Levine’s held novelty value for spectators witnessing the instantaneity 

of video recording, Video Corridor was perhaps the first surveillance art experiment that caused 

discomfort in the awareness of simultaneous monitoring and being monitored.

Vito Acconci is another artist to move into action art, or performance art, in the 1960s. Based 

in New York, his work involved basic concepts to do with the body, but were psychologically and 

spatially challenging in that he endeavoured to redefine the relationship between the public and 

private. Many of his activities took place on New York’s streets, and in doing so, an exchange occurs 

between the artist’s anonymous and sudden insertion into a real space and the integration of art into 

the everyday. In 1969 he spent 3-25 October tracking strangers at random until they entered a private

23 Canadian Art Database, ‘CCCA Artist Profile for Les Levine’, The Centre for Contemporary Canadian Art 
<http://www.ccca.ca/artists/artist_info.html?languagePref=en&link_id=5442&artist=Les+Levine> [accessed 21 
March 2011].
24 Michael Rush, New Media in Art, new edn (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2005), p. 129.
25 Dorte Zbikowski, ‘Bruce Nauman’, in CTRL [SPACE J: Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big 
Brother, ed. by Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne and Peter Weibel, trans. by Jeremy Gaines (Karlsruhe; 
Cambridge, Mass.: ZKM; MIT, 2002), pp. 64-67 (p. 64).
26 Janet Kraynak, ‘Dependent Participation: Bruce Nauman’s Environments’, in Art and the Moving Image: A 
Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 228-45 (p. 230).
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space. This could last a few minutes or several hours, during which he was controlled by their 

movements:

During the act of following, Acconci submitted his subjective will to the movements of the 
person followed, and in so doing penetrated a private sphere even though he moved in the 
public domain. Acconci demonstrated that urban public space is defined by the random 
encounters between people that take place within it. At the same time, he presents us with the 
city street as a space where civil protection potentially breaks down.

Going a step further than Nauman, Acconci’s participants were not only unwilling, but were unaware 

of participating in an artistic experiment, and likely never did. This meant documentation was crucial 

to Following Piece'?, existence - Acconci took photographs and sent daily typed accounts of his 

‘pursuits’ to members of the artistic community. He also addressed the changing relationship between 

the spectator and art object, noting that people thought of ‘art as a kind of distribution system more 

than as a unique object’.27 Rather than traditional viewer presence during Following Piece, Acconci 

considered himself to be the viewer - a position he was denied in his performative video, Pryings 

(USA, 1971). It shows a violent struggle between the artist and his subject, i.e. himself and Kathy 

Dillon. For the full duration he tries to prise her eyes open to force her to look at him but she refuses 

to receive or return any spectatorial gaze. The frame is tight to 

their heads, zooming in on moments when he gets hold of her 

face. The sound is diegetic so the struggle is heard and seen, 

adding to the tension of at once being compelled to look and to 

turn away. The sound of the struggle reverberates through the 

gallery space, remaining with the viewer throughout their visit, 

just as the struggle is felt by the subject but not seen.

In the same year, Acconci’s video Centers (USA, 1971) used the medium as a ‘hyper-mirror’ 

that urged self-examination. In a tight head-and-shoulders close up, the artist points to the camera lens 

in an attempt to look outward at viewers by looking inward at the camera. His outstretched arm and 

finger obscure most of his face, sometimes even his eyes, but tremble as he holds them in position for 

the twenty-minute duration. William Kaizen suggests that Acconci’s ‘pointing through the television 

set’ is an attempt ‘to become pure look’, noting that direct communication with an absent audience is 

common for TV, but not fdm. Rather than submit himself to the return look, he defies objectification

20. Pryings (Acconci, 1971)

27 Dorte Zbikowski, ‘Vito Acconci’, in CTRL [SPACE J: Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big 
Brother, ed. by Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne and Peter Weibel, trans. by Jeremy Gaines (Karlsruhe; 
Cambridge, Mass.: ZKM; MIT, 2002), pp. 402-5.
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with his position of‘hyper-masculine subject’ through the relentless pointing that ‘commands 

obedience’. The immediacy of the pointing disregards time and space by continuing to address 

anonymous viewers in the present (replaying the footage) through body language never to be 

reciprocated. Just as Acconci’s struggle with Kathy Dillon failed to end in Pryings, his pointing in 

Centers never ceases as the film ends before his desire to be a viewer of the viewer expires.28

Moving to commercial reproducibility of art, Rose Finn-Kelcey’s Bureau de Change (UK, 

1988-92) comments on how money distorts artistic value. She created a likeness of Vincent van 

Gogh’s Sunflowers (France, 1887-89) using hundreds of coins to the value of UK£1000, then filmed it 

with a surveillance camera and streamed the live footage onto a monitor in the gallery.29 Cameras in 

galleries view their contents for security reasons rather than aesthetic pleasure, and its inclusion as

part of this piece perhaps reminds the viewer 

that art works, especially paintings, are regarded 

as commodities. They are objects of monetary 

value rather than pieces of aesthetic beauty or 

conceptual engagements with existence. Bureau 

de Change also questions the recognizability of 

genuine art works. Van Gogh’s Sunflowers are 

widely recognized images and the originals have 

significant worth. Reproductions are common as 

prints, postcards, fridge magnets, notebook 

covers, posters, etc., meaning ownership of a priceless painting is attainable through mass-produced 

commercial means. Finn-Kelcey’s reproduction returns the work to intangibility: it is at once a 

sculpture based on famous oil paintings, and a video of a sculpture based on famous oil paintings, 

which iterates the issue of mass accessibility through reproduction. The watchful camera maintains a 

gaze longer than any spectator would hold, yet the study is static and distant - a still moving image - 

that never gets close enough to consider the sculpture’s intricacies, causing it to become flat and 

lifeless just like a postcard. Finn-Kelcey perhaps pre-empts further British sculptural works that 

comment on the relation between art and commerce that pit cultural value against economic value.

She repeated the process in IMMA, Dublin, in 2003, using a mixture of Euro and Irish punt coins to

28 William Kaizen, ‘Live on Tape: Video, Liveness and the Immediate’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical 
Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 258-72 (pp. 269-71).
29 David Curtis, A History of Artists’ Film and Video in Britain (London: BFI, 2007), pp. 281-82.
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comment on economic change. Much of Damien Hirst’s pieces, particularly For the Love of God 

(human skull cast in platinum set with diamonds and human teeth, 2007), draw in the spectator to 

view the grotesque and the unusual. His work costs an excessive amount to produce and purchase at 

auction. It generates and thrives on Hirst’s celebrity status and extreme opinions of him in the media, 

rather than judgement of its aesthetic worth. The commercial value and collectability of work bearing 

his name also leads to reproductions.

The duality of watching and being watched alongside mass production of images is

interrogated by artists focusing on television’s role in our lives, particularly Nam June Paik’s

elaborate video sculptures throughout his career. Gene Youngblood heralds television as ‘the art of

communication’ that exists ‘in its purest form between the sender and the receiver’. He continues:

television is not fundamentally an aesthetic medium [...]. It's an instrument whose unique 
ability is, as its name implies, to transport audio-visual information in real time through actual 
space, allowing face-to-face communication between humans or events physically separated 
by continents and even planets. The self-feeding, selfimaging, and environmental surveillance 
capabilities of closed-circuit television provide for some artists a means of engaging the 
phenomenon of communication and perception in a truly empirical fashion.30

Writing in 1970, Youngblood asserts that artists adopting television and CCTV devices are not 

concerned with content, but rather how it is communicated. Both are significant in this study as form 

reiterates the meaning of content in each of the Northern Irish surveillance installations later under 

discussion. Michael Rush states, “‘[sjurveillance art” installations directly confronted this reflexive 

quality of the television and flipped responsibility for viewing back to the viewers who had been 

collectively lolled into a passive relationship with the television screen.’31 They were not interacting 

with it as Youngblood had imagined in his utopian vision.

Television as a form of communication made the world accessible to all classes, but it also 

caused cultures to change and clash. Francie Brady’s fantasies in The Butcher Boy (Jordan, Ireland, 

1997), for example, see images from 1950s American popular culture and politics collide violently 

with the idyllic Irish landscape that appears to surround him. Sean Hillen’s Irelands collages (1999) 

also mix picturesque Irish scenes with globally recognizable landmarks and events, such as the 

Egyptian pyramids flanking Carlingford Lough, or first man in space Yuri Gargarin floating over 

Dublin’s streets. Landscape is significant in general Irish art but, as Liam Kelly points out, since the 

outbreak of political conflict in the late-1960s, attention has shifted from rural vistas to the intricacies

30 Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970), p. 337.
31 Rush, p. 130.
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of the city that shape the psychology of those therein. In a more abstract sense, Doherty’s rural and 

urban landscapes evoke ‘the grey border areas between perception and experience, between the 

implied and the actual, between observation and engagement’. His scenes are often devoid of 

humanity, but past human presence and traces of tragic memory seem nearby.32 Following Kelly’s 

lead, when examining Northern Irish surveillance art, the chapter focuses on the main urban centres of 

Belfast and Derry because of remaining evidence of fortification now integrated with the geography 

of the cities. Many peace lines and barricades fully or partially remain in them, separating 

neighbourhoods in each. Derry’s seventeenth-century walls evoke a long history of external and 

internal defence. Just as Nauman’s corridors shaped spectator behaviour, barricades produce physical 

and psychological reactions:

Technical devices, in conjunction with carefully conceived architectural structures, interrupt 
passage through space, yielding highly charged environments. In the process the viewer 
becomes almost an object - a sculptural element - while external space itself seems to assume 
agency: overwhelming the spectator not necessarily in terms of scale but as a controlling or 
disciplining factor.33

Continuing the relationship between electronic media and physical barriers, Belfast and Derry 

experienced high concentrations of media attention, which perhaps shaped the Troubles as much as its 

violence. Structures were positioned to advocate separation, while the media could show aspects of 

either side to its other in news broadcasts. Kelly lists some physical attributes of the Troubles as 

‘barriers, defensive architecture and surveillance towers, not to mention the ubiquitous helicopter’, 

indicating that the outside world does not much differ from the oppressiveness of prison life where 

participation is controlled by a higher power.34

Sandra Johnston’s triptych video installation Allegiances & Assurances (NI, 2008) confronts 

outsider fascination with an impenetrable community group, a kind of other. It observes three stages 

of the annual 12 July Orange parades that mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne, celebrated 

by Protestants in Northern Ireland. The films are screened simultaneously on monitors with sound 

streamed through separate headphones. They cover a marching band’s preparation, the marches from 

the crowd’s point of view, and the aftermath of smouldering ‘eleventh night’ bonfires. The piece 

exudes a burgeoning sense of violence that is never fulfilled with an ominous atmosphere

’2 Jeffrey Kastner, ‘Nothing personal’, in Willie Doherty: same old story, ed. by Katherine Wood, Robin 
Klassnik and Liam Kelly (London: Matt’s Gallery, 1997), pp. 33-44 (p. 42).
33 Kraynak, pp. 228-45 (p. 229).
34 Liam Kelly, Thinking Long: Contemporary Art in the North of Ireland (Kinsale: Gandon Editions, 1996), pp. 
57-59.
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accumulating across the screens. The first depicts young men at marching rehearsals filmed by a static 

camera from the edge of what appears to be a community or youth centre sports hall. There is a 

mixture of relaxed camaraderie and discipline. The middle screen relays a visual narrative of the 

parade’s progress, beginning with bunting being hung in residential streets, during which the handheld 

camera captures an ‘Alcohol Free Area’ sign as unseen drumming fills the soundtrack. The scene cuts 

to parade spectators drinking in the streets, the camera among the crowd as if one of them, glimpsing 

the marches through the increasingly inebriated crowd revelling in a summer festival atmosphere. The 

third film zooms in on action on a street at dusk from static high angles. The frame is grainy, 

movement is shown in slow motion, and sound is distorted. Smoke from the spent fire reduces 

visibility, but figures of passersby, adolescents and playing children can be discerned. It is apparent 

that this is filmed from the top floor of a nearby house. There are cuts to smoke billowing from behind 

rooftops between shots overlooking back alleys. Declan McGonagle suggests the context of location 

informs perceived attitudes here:

Johnston’s film (made from a static viewpoint resembling a CCTV process) of young people 
‘carrying on’ around a bonfire site is witness to behaviour which can be seen in any urban 
fringe environment, but is heightened here for anyone with a sense of the context. The casual 
physical interactions shown of the ‘play’ are only a few stages away from real inter- 
communal violence. [...] the banality of the scenario and the action strengthens the sense of 
threat but is never resolved.15

Negative preconceptions about groups of young people in lesser-privileged urban areas are in tension 

with unrest occurring on this date every year. The fact that this activity is observed implies that 

something worth watching may occur. Information can be gathered about the other in this way, yet the 

camera’s presence - and high angle - does not indicate a denominational other. Rather, it suggests a 

class difference as the behaviour in the video is associated with underprivileged adolescents. Where 

the camera is concealed here, it is part of the crowd scene in the second film where Johnston may 

have been camouflaged by others documenting ‘home video’ accounts of the celebration. The 

‘twelfth’ parades attract significant media coverage and attendees are accustomed to becoming 

unwitting performers. Allegiances & Assurances expresses a fascination with a social group that is 

other to the artist. Johnston lived in a Loyalist community for some time, and incorporates witnessed 

and personal experiences as a single woman living at once within and without that environment into 

much of her performance work. The title’s wording refers to Loyalist culture while the installation

35 Declan McGonagle, A Shout in the Street: Collective Histories of Northern Irish Art (Belfast: Golden Thread 
Gallery, 2008), p. 26.

95



focuses on that culture’s youth. Overall, the piece indicates the appeal in belonging to a group. 

Loyalism is not simply allegiance to the British crown, but belonging to the community, and the 

assurances that lie within.

Work by Doherty discussed in the following section is less direct. Conflict evokes anxieties

between individual versus collective identities, gender roles, and unreliable information leading to

false perception. As seen in Elephant (Clarke, UK, 1989), violence is a male activity while women

and children are submissive victims of loss. Doherty’s Same Difference (NI, 1990) and Tell Me What

You Want (Nl, 1996) challenge this distinction. A significant theme in his 1990s video installations is

the role of news media in (often global) exchanges of information, and the perceptions of others this

generates. On Troubles Northern Ireland, McKee states:

Throughout the 1970s and ’80s, a persistent series of sectarian killings and bombing 
campaigns became routine reality for the population of Northern Ireland. Many countries had 
experienced guerrilla war before, most recently Vietnam. What changed in Ireland was the 
blanket presence of broadcast media allied to the installation of sweeping military 
surveillance. [...] Repeated on a weekly basis, the images of that conflict became ingrained in 
the psyche - the roadside execution, the ruins of a building, the military checkpoint, 
barricades, the petrol bomb, the fortified barracks.

Dualities emerged in the images people encountered daily between what they witnessed firsthand on 

the streets and the mediated pictures in newspapers and televised news reports viewed domestically. 

This has since been the experience of many New Yorkers who witnessed the 9/11 attacks 

simultaneously in real-time through windows, televisions and recording devices.36 The tension 

between what is viewed naturally in real-time and what is played back from recordings made with 

apparatus capable of altering the original image (by enhancement, zooming, blurring, etc.), raises 

issues concerning personal perception and psychological effects the act of surveillance might have. 

McKee asserts that those effects are heightened by awareness of observation stemming from its 

integration into physical landscapes in the form of watchtowers and listening stations. The knowledge 

that happenings are subject to (mis)interpretation leads to paranoid self-consciousness where 

consequential performances become incorporated into everyday life in a more sinister respect than 

occurs in current reality-TV programming (p. 20).

The public’s growing awareness of observation was reflected in Belfast Exposed’s Exchange 

Mechanism, which was a continually developing eight-week long exhibition in early-2010 that aimed 

to ‘question the demands and denials of freedom in contemporary life’ with the gallery ‘transformed

36 Christov-Bakargiev, pp. 11-18 (p. 17).
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into an alternative political space’.37 Gallery 1 was implemented as a discussion platform, and the 

accompanying exhibits where installed on the first floor in Gallery 2. There were three main pieces 

combining photography, props, sculpture, and text. Gail Ritchie’s consisted of a bureau inviting 

spectators to interact with its contents. On the desk sat three ring-bound documents: Surveillance: 

Citizens and the State by the House of Lords Select Committee, Public Response Paper for Gallery 

Users by the artist, and Summary of Surveillance Powers Under RIPA by Liberty.38 The blank middle 

document invited comments from gallery users about how they feel when considering surveillance 

activity. The open desk drawers revealed photographs of (presumably simulated) covert 

surveillance/spying operations. On the surrounding walls hung picture collages of such activity in 

popular culture, for instance, stills from the 'Bond’ and ‘Bourne’ film franchises appeared amid 

images of early tapping/CCTV equipment. There was also a framed anonymous German to English 

translated transcript of an interview with someone who found him or herself under surveillance. 

Although the exhibition had little substance, two of its artists, Ritchie and Belfast-based Acitore 

Artizione, were part of a Belfast/New York ‘conversation between artists’ hosted by Artist Exchange 

International. AEI began as a collective of practitioners in New York attempting to express complex 

responses to 9/11. It expanded to other places that have experienced urban warfare, beginning with 

Belfast.39

Merging Identities
The issue of language arises in conjunction with architecture - a single word or acronym spray- 

painted on a wall can denote territory, affiliation, and who is included or excluded by a community. 

When viewed by outsiders, graffiti generates perceptions about an area and its residents, an idea that 

transfers to text employed in visual art (e.g. some of Doherty’s photographic work) to urge viewers to 

confront perceptions evoked by text against images. Similarly, language in news media using images 

to partially convey a story will affect viewing perceptions. Doherty’s Same Difference questions 

labelling and perception with a double slide projection where words ranging from ‘murderer’ and 

‘misguided’ to ‘pitiless’ and ‘sentimental’ appear against a still of a woman’s face. The image is 

rendered from a news broadcast, and the contradictory terms projected on top of it show how

37 Exchange Mechanism, exhibition programme, curated by Raimi Gbadamosi, Belfast Exposed, 11 February- 
9 April 2010.
38 Liberty, ‘Protecting Civil Liberties, Promoting Human Rights’ (2011) <http://www.liberty-human- 
rights.org.uk/index.php> [accessed 25 March 2011].
39 Artist Exchange International, ‘Through Our Eyes: Belfast/New York’ (2006) 
<http://www.artistexchangeintemational.com/belfast.php> [accessed 15 March 2011] (para. 1 of 36).
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conclusions are drawn from language accompaniments to images. The word ‘volunteer’ is particularly 

misleading with added knowledge that the woman was an IRA suspect, which complicates the 

connotation of volunteering for a cause:

Same Difference demonstrates that our projection of character onto a portrait is heavily 
dependent upon the way in which language is used to contextualize that face and addresses 
the more unsettling question of how political positions are formed when censorship further 
limits the possibility of what can be known.40

News broadcasts withhold as much as they inform, and as Doherty’s work progresses, the choice and 

ordering of words further shape opinions made on information given and received. Kastner points out 

that the political focus in his work decreases in the late 1990s, becoming more abstract while 

continuing ‘to mine the specific physical and emotional terrain of his homeland’. He suggests the 

works’ ‘spectral quality’ indicates that ‘things of concrete meaning and importance [...] are perhaps 

more deeply felt in the realm of the unspecified, the generalised’ (pp. 36-37).

Doherty’s double-channel installation The Only Good One is a Dead One (NI, 1993) 

compromises oppositions between the surveiller/surveyed, perpetrator/victim, and pursuer/pursued. 

Identities become indistinct through the dual images and content of the voiceover narration. The tapes 

must be projected at right angles to one another in a dark space. In one, the camera is handheld inside 

a moving car, and in the other, the camera is static inside a stationary car. Both record through 

windscreens at night, the only light in the frames emanating from streetlamps and vehicle headlights. 

The looped tapes seem to have no beginning or end, and there is no obvious sign of a camera operator, 

only a detached gaze. The static camera in the urban image picks up pedestrians and cars passing in 

the street bathed in orange/red lamplight unaware of the filming. This evokes a sense of watching and 

being watched that makes the spectator feel as though they are hidden and conducting aimless 

observation. The travelling rural image passes the same road signs and junctions every few minutes, 

visualizing the repetitive chasing and being chased described in the voiceover narration. This 

implicates the viewer as visible and hidden, watching and watched, chasing and chased. The 

monologue is spoken by a young man (Paul McLoone) whose fears of being stalked and murdered 

lead to obsession about getting his ‘killer’ first. He speaks without inflection or emotion, but his 

fantasies are easily imagined from clear descriptions and aggressive language contrasting the 

uneventful images between which the spectator stands.

40 Willie Doherty, ‘Videography’, Willie Doherty: Anthology of Time-Based Works, ed. by Yilmaz Dziewior and 
Matthias Muhling (Germany: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2007), pp. 44-165 (p. 44).
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The young man’s imagined sights, sounds, sensations and feelings are recycled back into his 

paranoia. His fear comes from familiarity, referring to television coverage of tragic events and 

claiming that his adversary reminds him of someone, perhaps an old classmate. He believes his 

‘killer’ monitors him by phone-tapping as well as following, and justifies this by claiming his friends 

hear strange noises when calling him. He thinks this person rings to check that he is home, yet claims 

to have ‘walked straight past him’ without being noticed. In tension between the stalker/stalked 

identities the young man feels he knows his follower and says, T’m sick of looking at him,’ yet the 

‘killer’ seems not to know him, and it becomes apparent that his paranoia is fuelled by hearsay and 

media stories. The Troubles are not alluded to but violence, opposition, and loss are prominent, as is a 

sense that they are nearby and familiar, but not quite tangible: T see these horrific events unfold like a 

scene from a movie....’ The young man refers throughout to watching TV. His likening of news 

coverage and violent fantasy to cinematic sequences indicates his inability to distinguish reality from 

fiction. The situations he imagines himself in are described in filmic terms, such as lighting, editing, 

slow motion and mise en scene.

As my assassin jumps out in front of me everything starts to happen in slow motion. I can see 
him raise his gun and 1 can’t do a thing. 1 see the same scene shot from different angles. I see 
a sequence of fast edits as the car swerves to avoid him and he starts shooting. The 
windscreen explodes around me. I see a clump of dark green bushes in front of me, 
illuminated by the car headlights.

This passage is the accumulation of the stalked to stalker progression where an imaginary climactic 

encounter is described as a scene from an action movie. The violence becomes a spectacle; it is 

exciting rather than frightening in this instance, and so familiar to him in another instance that he 

‘could write the script’. Rather than being desensitized by frequent violence on news broadcasts, 

television programmes, and films, this young man fancies himself as a target and admits, ‘I’ve had 

some really irrational panic attacks... There is no reason for this but I think that I’m a victim.’ At the 

same time, he imagines himself as a perpetrator. The singular briefly shifts to the collective when 

‘we’ is used instead of T: ‘We’ve known about him for a long time but we’ve been waiting for the 

right moment.’ Because he imagines being ambushed by gangs, perhaps he assumes the voice of the 

‘killer’ and cohorts as well as believing he can beat them to it. Oscillating between relief, gloating, 

empathy, and fear, this tendency to put himself in the position of others continues when he recalls a
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news story of‘a particularly savage and random murder’ and ‘can’t stop thinking about the awful fear 

and terror [the victim] must have felt’, hence his fetish for the murder fantasy.41

Doherty replies to this notion in three installations addressing dumped bodies, the essence of 

which Kastner explains:

In the dim spaces of the city and the open landscape of the field, Doherty invites viewers to 
join him in scanning for signs of life - a picture of a specific place to connect with or 
contradict a generalised story, repeated again and again; a glimpse of the human being behind 
the dehumanised depictions of mediated transmission, (p. 44)

The single-channel No Smoke Without Fire (NI, 1994) and 

Sometimes I Imagine It's My Turn (NI, 1998), plus the double

channel Tell Me What You Want, use similar filming techniques 

and abandon the disembodied voiceover. The camera in each is 

close to ground level, slightly above the viewpoint of a dumped 

body, but high enough to exude a spectral outer-body quality 

(further developed in Ghost Story, 2007). Filmed handheld and lit only by the camera’s built-in lamp. 

No Smoke Without Fire shows close views of litter-strewn overgrown wasteland as the low image 

moves at speed as if searching for something. The camera only tilts up briefly when a wire fence is 

reached, the frame remaining too tight to distinguish what side of the fence the camera, its operator, 

and (by implication) the spectators are on. As McKee states, this is a vague example of the sort of site 

that was frequently the scene of a murder and subsequent forensic search, to which references 

continue in the other two works.

In the more static Tell Me What You Want, the first screen opens with a close up of a road 

surface on a rainy night, the streetlights giving the frame a vivid orange-red glow, while the other is a 

close daytime view of a grassy verge at a roadside - another urban/rural contrast. McKee suggests 

these views ‘could only be seen from the eyes of a dumped body at the roadside or lying in a street’

(p. 21). The diegetic sound consists of wind and rain in the first image, and wildlife and distant traffic 

in the second. The scenes cut to backlit close ups of a man and woman (Lawrence McBride and 

Angela Carlin) in silhouetted head-and-shoulder compositions. These resemble interviews where 

subjects’ identities are protected, and invert the idea of mugshots. The silhouettes are intercut with 

returns to the opening frames as their monologues play loosely in unison. Their ambiguous speech 

complicates the perpetrator/victim binary as they seem to be either or both at different times.

41 Willie Doherty, No Smoke Without Fire (London: Mart’s Gallery, 1996), pp. 6-11.
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Sometimes I Imagine It's My Turn progresses from these two works. It comprises of slow pans across 

wasteland that encounter a body (Damian Nolan) lying face down on the ground, followed by a series 

of smooth tracking shots taking us closer to the body. These are intercut with handheld views of the 

same scene and close ups of undergrowth. Inserts of black-and-white news coverage, perhaps relating 

to the body, disrupt the scene as helicopter rotors resonate on the audio — a common sound in 

Northern Ireland evoking searching and deterrence.

23. Tell Me What You Wa/it (Doherty, 1996)

With added implication of‘execution spots’ and searching, Tell Me What You Want further

blurs the watcher/watched distinction as the two obscured figures relate fears for themselves and

suspicions about others. Where the young man in The Only Good One becomes paranoid through

stories he hears, the man and woman here do not believe it could happen to them. Both state: ‘...I

never thought it would happen to me. You know how it is... It’s always someone else. Someone you

don’t know....’ Other pieces of dialogue are shared, sometimes aligning in the loop, and include fears

about finding a body hidden in the bushes (giving meaning to the roadside images). Differences

emerge between the sexes in that the woman resists the paranoia to which the men succumb:

Woman: ...You hear all kinds of stories about people being watched and their house being 
bugged. I never really believed it, to tell you the truth... I wasn’t even suspicious. I never 
heard any noise, never saw anything. I had no idea that there was someone listening to me... 
watching me.
Man: ...One night I had a dream I was taken prisoner. I was blindfolded and held in a small 
room. I lost all track of time, I don’t know how long I was in there. Eventually three men 
came into the room. They tied me to a chair and asked me questions about my life. I thought 
they were going to kill me.

The man’s unfounded anxiety mirrors that of the young man in The Only Good One, and he obsesses 

about searching for information: T wanted to find clues ... I went looking for evidence. Look! ... the 

photographs prove everything.’ The choice of words suggest trust in the photographic image, and 

again newspaper and television reports are understood as truth, but events are described passively, as 

‘that sort of thing’, and play on the spectator’s fears and imagination. To evoke (differing) television 

news broadcasts, the Tell Me What You Want films are screened on suspended monitors facing each
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other from opposite walls or corners, so making the spectator stand or move between them. Both may 

be heard but only one seen at a time, causing the tension between sound and sight also apparent in the 

monologues.42

Talk of discovering bodies in Tell Me What You Want is complimented by the act of search in

the earlier No Smoke Without Fire and the appearance of a body in the later Sometimes I Imagine It’s

My Turn, which evokes the issue of the Disappeared.43 The tracking shots compliment the static

roadside views in Tell Me What You Want, representing both sides of the search. To consider the titles

in chronological order, suspicion, fantasy, and paranoia emanate from these installations, and

culminate in the found body that is never seen clearly, only glimpsed in blurred angular frames. The

media and helicopter sounds feature again with rapid inserts of news reports possibly relating to the

body and grainy CCTV footage as the rotors intensify on the soundtrack. The body is approached by

the camera from the woodland floor in a left-to-right motion, stopping on his feet and legs at various

angles, but never reaching the head. He is ‘found’ many times but

the camera passes him in what Jean Fisher terms as ‘clinical

indifference’,44 and the image cross-fades into a similar sequence

or cuts to a news fragment. All formats of news broadcasting are

commonplace, and consumers regard them as providing

information, that this information is gathered by the media’s

scrutinizing eye - an eye that can fall on any individual. Frank 24. sometimes 1 imagine it's My Turn

(Doherty, 1998)
Webster states that the media ‘are crucially about observation

and analysis of people, places and events - all essentially surveillance activities’ (p. 91). Relating 

back to the panopticon, it is such observation and analysis that affects behaviour and identity in the 

watched. As Foucault states, the watched ‘is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information, 

never a subject in communication’ (p. 200). This objectification of people fuels the confusion of 

identity in Doherty’s works. Awareness of it causes the watched to act differently, to try to control 

what information can be gleaned, just as the panopticon prisoners would have avoided wrongdoing in 

case guards were watching. Doherty confuses the identity of the spectator as much as for the subjects 

of the installations as they identify with both perpetrator and victim.

42 Willie Doherty, ‘Tell Me What You Want’, in Willie Doherty: same old story, ed. by Katherine Wood, Robin 
Klassnik and Liam Kelly (London: Matt’s Gallery, 1997), pp. 38-41.
43 The Disappeared (2011) <http://www.thedisappearedni.co.uk/> [accessed 26 July 2011],
44 Jean Fisher, ‘Out of Position: The Video Installations of Willie Doherty’, in Willie Doherty: Out of Position 
(Mexico City: Turner/A&R Press/CoIecciUn Jumex, 2006), pp. 34-41 (p. 37).
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When viewing such work, spectators become the surveyor/watcher/voyeur, but upon

emerging from the gallery, they resume the surveyed/watched/observed identity. Doherty’s intention

may be to make spectators consider ambiguous multiplicities of character from a psychological

standpoint. Tell Me What You Want and Sometimes I Imagine It’s My Turn refer to surveillance and

media devices in the words/images, and expect the viewer to continue watching in a passive way

rather than make direct engagement, as seen in Nauman’s work. By using verbal and fdmic language

instead of the viewers’ own actions, Doherty reveals media subjectivity to urge the viewer’s

awareness of its control over perception. Baudrillard states:

When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is a 
proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and 
authenticity. There is an escalation of the true, of the lived experience; a resurrection of the 
figurative where the object and substance have disappeared. And there is a panic-stricken 
production of the real and the referential, above and parallel to the panic of material 
production. This is how simulation appears in the phase that concerns us: a strategy of the 
real, neo-real and hyperreal, whose universal double is a strategy of deterrence.45

Recalling the simultaneous double real-time images of conflict through framings of windows and 

televisions, Doherty’s spectators are confronted by different ways of looking at the same thing. The 

signs that inform different perceptions - different truths - of the same event come from a hyperreal 

where fear is instilled by the combination of escalating truth and the referential. That fear is shaped by 

rapidly increasing amounts of ‘origin myths’ and ‘reality signs’, the placement of which by one group 

grants control over others.

Power and Knowledge: the British Army in Northern Ireland

Keeping people out and keeping people in, we are prisoners or officers in Bentham's 
Panopticon, except sorting out who’s who is a problem for the naive user, and some 
compilers are inclined to choke on the mixed mode -panopticons within panopticons.

Ciaran Carson46

Patrick Keiller’s London (UK, 1994) observes the UK capital city in documentary footage shot 

throughout 1992 while a narrator (Paul Scofield) offers fictionalized commentary of politics, events, 

histories, literature and the arts as experienced alongside his partner, Robinson. Prominent features are 

high-rise accommodations, the IRA threat, shortfalls in transport and infrastructure, and the general

45 ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, p. 171.
46 Ciaran Carson, Belfast Confetti (Winston-Salem: Wake Forest University Press, 1989), p. 79.
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election in which the Tories maintained power under John Major. Significantly, the narrator voices a 

generalized opinion that Ireland and its conflict were of no concern to London’s citizens. Sites of 

successful bombing campaigns are shown with crowds gathered to witness cleanup and rebuild 

operations as the narrator attests that the events were forgotten in weeks. Terrorism is subsumed into 

London’s mise en scene with posters and hotlines, but there is a sense that it was not yet part of the 

city’s psychology in the way it has been since the suicide bombings in July 2005. Although there were 

casualties, the IRA’s April 1992 bombings caused more of an economic disruption by often targeting 

shopping areas.47 The 7/7 attack killed fifty-six people (including the bombers) and severely damaged 

Transport for London’s infrastructure, essentially bringing the city to a standstill.48 The latter 

assailants considered themselves as victims alongside their heritages but, had complied with the 

English way of life, and so were a concealed enemy within mixed colonial identities.

Recalling prison officer Desi Waterworth’s position regarding the tension between his job and 

political stance, the difficulty of colonial identity also emerges when considering the notion of the 

other where the British represent the colonial ‘self in Northern Ireland - the collective other is not 

necessarily nationalism. Loyalists have been branded with the same terms as Republicans: ‘terrorist’, 

‘perpetrator’, ‘dissident’, ‘paramilitary’, ‘agitator’, etc. can all refer to individuals affiliated to both 

with the same negative anti-state connotations. The terms are made complex, firstly by transcending 

political barriers alongside ‘victim’, which might refer to the same people. Secondly, in siding with 

the British, Unionists and Loyalists are regarded as colonizers, but are subjected to the same 

surveillance as nationalists and Republicans, hence the ambiguity in the discussed work. Similarly, 

although a minority, some members of security forces such as the army and RUC were Catholic. 

British army stereotypes have been challenged in feature films referencing their presence in Northern 

Ireland, for example, the Irish-speaking soldier in Hush-a-bye Baby (Harkin, UK, 1989). These 

tensions arising from colonial identity are evident in the following ambiguous installations devoid of 

humanity. It is an internalized tension that is expressed as much by the media used by the artists as it 

is in the content of their work. The instantaneity, looping, multiple screens, and places of exhibition 

skew conventions of static visual arts and cinema. Although commonplace now, thirty to fifty years 

ago, video art was perhaps regarded as ‘other’ to the ‘self of commercially viable practices of

47 Adrian Guelke, ‘Paramilitaries, Republicans and Loyalists’, in Facets of Conflict in Northern Ireland, ed. by 
Seamus Dunn (Basingstoke; New York: Macmillan; St. Martin’s Press, 1995), pp. 114-30 (p. 128).
48 The Guardian archives, ‘7 July London attacks’, The Guardian (2011) <http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/july7> 
[accessed 27 March 2011].
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cinema, sculpture, or painting. Internationally, video art and installation practice are intrinsically 

Western, yet notable Eastern practitioners such as Paik are widely known, accepted, and often practice 

or exhibit in the West. Video art’s combination with ubiquitous CCTV creates another dual identity: it 

combines a process that mostly belongs to the museum or gallery with another process that appears 

seemingly everywhere.

This section examines three video installations that reflexively emulate British army CCTV in 

Derry, and a fourth project that inverts the panoptic gaze on a decommissioned army listening station 

near Belfast. These works are drawn together to consider how artists portray the destabilization of 

power/knowledge relations between state and subject. Networked surveillance mechanisms provide a 

means for knowledge gathering through which the observer gains power over the observed. To 

borrow terminology from postcolonial studies, when the observed or ‘other’ on the periphery yield to 

surveillance, they are susceptible to control by the observers, or colonial ‘self, in the centre. 

Identitarianism is a developing ontology of identity adopted at national and individual levels that 

attests purity, authenticity, unity, and a self-consciousness of identity in that we are what we appear to 

be. There is no reliable definition from those employing the term, but according to Richard Kirkland, 

the language for critically engaging with identitarianism stems from ‘postcolonial theory’s 

codification of the various subject positions that can be occupied in relation to the state’. He also 

highlights the problematic relationship or separation between Irish Studies and postcolonial theory.

He urges ‘us to rethink how the postcolonial can be encountered through Ireland’ rather than debate 

‘Ireland’s postcolonial status’.49 Within the context of this thesis, the idea of postcolonial issues being 

encountered in studying examples of Northern Irish visual art is only beneficial in analysis of specific 

works. There is no agreement on Ireland or Northern Ireland’s postcolonial status, and no decided 

national identity. What emerges in this section, then, is a more sociological concern and how that has 

been interrogated in contemporary video installation practice. The Listening Station parts I and II (NI, 

2008-9) by Allan Hughes, Doherty’s Blackspot (NI, 1997), and Control Zone (NI, 1999), and Of Note 

(NI, 2004) by Locky Morris all urge gallery viewers to confront their role in exchanges of 

information.

Structures of fortification and defence have been implemented in intelligence gathering for 

centuries. Derry’s walls were constructed by the military in 1618 and are continually updated with

49 Richard Kirkland, Identity Parades: Northern Irish Culture and Dissident Subjects (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2002), pp. 7-8.
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state of the art surveillance equipment. Mark Ward points out that ‘Derry’s walls were never breached 

and serve today as both a symbol of heroic resistance and of colonial domination’.50 In addition to 

such historical markers of colonialism, Derry and Belfast were included in a growth of high-rise 

accommodation throughout British urban centres in the 1960s and 1970s that were designed to re

house the working classes. Misguided and hasty planning and construction led to discontent, violence, 

and the breakdown of UK communities. This was exacerbated in Northern Ireland by existing 

community tensions. The double issue of internal fortification and external social control was further 

aggravated by class divides appearing within already segregated Protestant and Catholic areas, 

resulting in both class and denominational tensions.5' The hilly terrain of Derry particularly lends 

itself to such architectural fortification. The walls containing the city evoke Foucault’s description of 

public surveillance:

The enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point, in which the individuals are inserted 
in a fixed place, in which the slightest movements are supervised, in which all events are 
recorded, in which an uninterrupted work of writing links the centre and periphery, in which 
power is exercised without division, according to a continuous hierarchical figure, in which 
each individual is constantly located, examined and distributed among the living beings, the 
sick and the dead - all this constitutes a compact model of the disciplinary mechanism, (p. 
197)

The hierarchical figure here is the British government exercising power through the army when it was 

sent to watch, control, and discipline communities from high vantage points provided by the cities’ 

architectures. The ‘compact model of the disciplinary mechanism’ is relevant to the idea of Northern 

Ireland being used as a testing ground for the applications of that mechanism.

Throughout the Troubles, the army regularly conducted house raids and street questioning in 

a constant process of information gathering on communities. These activities were not necessarily 

legal, and it is well known, but not officially documented, that arrests were often made only to serve 

this purpose. Continuous battle with the IRA facilitated the advancement of surveillance technologies 

and computerized records, leading to methods that went beyond the law, and seemed to augment 

Foucauldian panopticism. The activity was imbalanced between communities with the army primarily 

operating in Catholic areas. Perhaps the most reported clash between the army and Catholic citizens 

occurred on 30 January 1972 when unarmed civilians were killed and injured by British army gunfire 

during an illegal civil rights march in Derry - ‘Bloody Sunday’. The RUC became largely excluded

50 Mark Ward, ‘In Place of Passing’, in In Place of Passing, ed. by Julie Bacon (Belfast: Bbeyond and Interface, 
2007), pp. 20-48 (p. 27).
51 Kelly, pp. 60-63.
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from Catholic areas, and policed Protestant neighbourhoods almost exclusively in a more traditional 

fashion until 1974 when Labour regained power for one term. During this time, conflict management 

was ‘re-strategized’ (later termed ‘Ulsterization’) and security powers restored to the RUC.52 Covert 

surveillance remained vital for the British army to diminish IRA operations, particularly in border 

areas where gunrunning occurred regularly. By the end of the 1970s, although general death rates 

were falling, the murder rate for soldiers rose, and attacks had more specific targets, indicating that 

some paramilitary surveillance must have taken place - most likely through informants.53

In discussing Ciaran Carson’s ‘Intelligence’ essay from the Belfast Confetti poetry collection 

(1989), Matthew Brown discerns that CCTV in Northern Ireland has operated within colonial 

surveillance, and continued urban observation reshaped communal and residential areas throughout 

the 1980s and 1990s:

Walls and concrete barriers have divided cities into observable (read manageable) zones; 
urban planning was choreographed by sectarian division; public-use institutions [...] tended to 
more or less abide by the implicit politics of ethnic zoning, while public murals provided 
aesthetic force to the underlying tensions within urban development. The fierce politics of 
metropolitan visuality created cityscapes where citizens became hostages to this ethnic

54zoning.

It is the British army’s use of Northern Ireland to improve information gathering technology that the 

case study video installations intend to undermine. Such experimentation is reminiscent of Foucault’s 

statement that ‘[t]he Panopticon functions as a kind of laboratory of power’ whose ‘mechanisms of 

observation’ improve its efficiency and ‘ability to penetrate into men’s behaviour’ (p. 204). 

Considering army CCTV as such a mechanism, its increasing use in urban centres - particularly the 

Derry walls - has fed the power/knowledge cycle. It changed behaviour in that the objects of its gaze 

had to find new means for evasion, which often included setting up their own systems of information 

gathering not unlike those being used against them. Foucault asserts that panoptic mechanisms can be 

applied by anyone, that more ‘anonymous and temporary observers’ are beneficial to create surprise 

and anxiety, and will gain more power over the observed (p. 202). Doherty’s The Only Good One 

evokes this issue on an individual level. The following discussion refers to implications on broader

52 Paddy Hillyard, ‘Law and Order’, in Northern Ireland: The Background to the Conflict, ed. by John Darby 
(Belfast: Appletree, 1983), pp. 32-60 (pp. 41-43).
53 Barry White, ‘From Conflict to Violence: The Re-emergence of the IRA and the Loyalist Response’, in 
Northern Ireland: The Background to the Conflict, ed. by John Darby (Belfast: Appletree, 1983), pp. 181-96 
(pp. 191 & 194).
54 Matthew Brown, ‘Cities Under Watch: Urban Northern Ireland in Film’, Eire-Ireland, 45.1&2 (2010), 56-88 
(p. 57).
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society that is epitomized by the young man in the 1993 piece. In Doherty and Morris’s work, the 

communities involved are as unaware of the artists’ recordings as they would be of real CCTV 

activity. As members of those communities, the artists assume the responsibility of watching the 

neighbourhoods while continuing to be watched, which complicates the see/being seen dyad. They 

also question the amount and quality of information that can be gleaned. Returning to Baudrillard, 

‘hyperreal’ events - for which he gives the examples of‘so-called historical events: strikes, 

demonstrations, crises, etc.’ - breaks power apart to become ‘a simulation of power [...] dedicated to 

power effects and mass simulation’. The only way for power to combat its disassembly ‘is to reinject 

realness and referential ity everywhere, in order to convince us of the reality of the social’, and so 

attests that power prefers discourses of crisis and desire.55

The totality of the army’s surveillance, i.e. the network of many varied systems, amounts to 

what Foucault terms as ‘a machinery that assures dissymmetry, disequilibrium, difference’ (p. 202). 

Acts of surveillance signify the presence of an ‘other’ that should be feared, and that the observed 

community is imbalanced. Foucault suggests that rather than surveillance being activated because of 

an existing imbalance, its activation actually guarantees one. CCTV as a panoptic ‘application’ of 

exercised power allows for a reduction in those operating it, while increasing the amount of people on 

which it is implemented, which leads to possibilities of intervention and prevention of misdeed. Its 

strength lies in its hidden ubiquity that causes it to never have to intervene, only watch (p. 206). 

Alternatively, the CCTV camera may be considered as a Baudrillardian sign of power, the ‘collective 

demand’ for which ‘forms around the disappearance of power’ out of fear that the political will 

disintegrate. He states:

And in the end the game of power comes down to nothing more than the critical obsession 
with power: an obsession with its death; an obsession with its survival which becomes greater 
the more it disappears. When it has totally disappeared, logically we will be under the total 
spell of power - a haunting memory already foreshadowed everywhere, manifesting at one 
and the same time the satisfaction of having got rid of it (nobody wants it any more, 
everybody unloads it on others) and grieving its loss.56

Some four decades after the first installation of army CCTV, during which time its removal has been 

ongoing and the most intense observation ceased, attention turns to effects on the observed. 

Abandoned posts remain as visible markers of state power over its subjects, but collective and 

individual psychological scars cannot be so easily identified. Regarding the notion that surveillance

55 ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, p. 179.
56 ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, p. 180.
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activity becomes normal, avoid develops when what had become everyday is removed without 

replacement, and the new way of life is disrupted. With mechanisms and knowledge still intact for 

application, acts of self-surveillance emerge at personal and community levels. Communications 

technologies developed for private use (e.g. smartphones, social networking) command a degree of 

self-surveillance for personal security. For communities, the mechanism is much more complex and 

subconscious. It involves the paranoia and suspicion that is expressed in Doherty’s earlier work. Kelly 

asserts that ‘[i]n Ireland, surveillance is a kind of national voyeurism where no-one is sure who is the 

watched or the watcher’ (p. 25). When adopted by film and visual artists, aesthetic as well as 

technological possibilities and psychological effects are examined, the very act of which undermines 

the purpose of surveillance.

Doherty and Morris expose the banality of CCTV by 

copying its methods. Doherty’s Blackspot observes the Bogside 

from a military vantage point. Filmed during sunset, it suggests 

that covert filming is ineffective without adequate light. The 

installation loop reiterates this point by condensing the cycle of 

light and darkness into a thirty-minute timeframe. The scene is 

tedious, so much so that the viewer questions their purpose for 

watching. A camera’s presence over an area indicates that observation is needed, but its presence is 

questionable when placed at such a distance from the scene. The military association prompts 

Matthias Miihling to compare the cameras on these walls to non-lethal weapons. Fie believes their 

presence generates suspicion and conveys power over those caught in their scope.57 With this gaze 

displaced into a gallery setting, the viewer is confronted with a mirror image of sorts. In the darkness, 

the dimly lit streets could be part of any residential area, including the viewers’ own. Given that we 

must see the neighbourhood through the subjective lens of the ‘military’ camera, the viewpoint 

implicates us both within and without the gaze. The piece is designed to be projected directly onto the 

wall of a dark space, so as darkness falls the scene and space are punctured by artificial lights 

switching on in streets, cars, and homes. Even in a large projection, the darkness and grainy texture 

render any action difficult to see. Human figures can just about be viewed crossing roads, getting into 

cars, or conversing in the streets. The dark silence is a desensitizing experience that borders between

57 Matthias Muhling, ‘At the End of the Day it’s a New Beginning’, in Willie Doherty: Anthology of Time-Based 
Works, ed. by Yilmaz Dziewior and Matthias Muhling (Hamburg: Hatje Cantz, 2007), pp. 30-33 (p. 30).
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tedium and interest, depending on how carefully a spectator decides to watch; the installation’s 

success relies on the appeal of the unseen.

Control Zone exudes the same harmless nature in that 

nothing happens, only life continuing as normal. It is another 

static real-time thirty-minute shot, this time overlooking the 

Craigavon Bridge over Derry’s River Foyle from a distant 

vantage point. The river roughly separates the mainly 

Protestant/Loyalist community on the east bank, and
26. Control Zone (Doherty, 1999)

Catholic/nationalist community on the west bank, accessible to

each other by the bridge (also featured in Doherty’s Re-Run, 2002). The strong telephoto lens used in 

filming makes vehicles crossing the bridge appear to move vertically onscreen, so distorting the 

reality of what is viewed. Again the omission of sound - contrasting the discussed work by Morris 

and Hughes, and Doherty’s previous videos - means there is no language to imply context. Blackspot 

and Control Zone could be what they seem, i.e. innocent and uneventful, but as surface images with 

disrupted or distorted vision, perhaps they cloak something more sinister. Intensive watching of thirty 

minutes of real-time footage might prompt viewers to question what people are discussing on the 

streets in Blackspot or where to and from they are driving in Control Zone before context of place is 

considered. Craigavon Bridge both connects and divides the communities at either side.58 During 

protests, Bogside residents barricaded themselves in and kept the RUC, B-Specials and army out with 

makeshift barriers guarded by men of the community - an arrangement seen in Duncan Campbell’s 

Bernadette (UK, 2008) when they adopt a protective kind of self-surveillance. Bernadette Devlin even 

tells them to surround themselves with men they know and not to talk to strangers, to trust no one.

Morris’s sculptures and videos portray visual entrapment of people 

and places, and deride the effectiveness of CCTV and media sensationalism.

Town, Country and People (NI, 1986) consists of several miniature military 

helicopters (also a motif in Dermot Seymour’s paintings) from which 

painted conical shafts emanate as searchlights. The shafts are light grey at 

the top and become darker as they reach the floor. The intense lights filter 

through heavy smoke or clouds onto impressions of streets, vehicles, and
27. Town, Country and People 
(Morris, 1986)

58 Willie Doherty, ‘Willie Doherty: Artist’s Talk’, Fruitmarket Gallery (2009) 
<http://fruitmarket.co.uk/education/resources/willie-doherty-recordings/> [accessed 25 March 2011].
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people below around the bases of the sculptures, the beams seeming to contain them.59 Similar to 

Blackspot, Morris’s video Of Note overlooks the Bogside in durational takes depicting nothing ‘of 

note’ happening. It was shot with the camera turned ninety degrees and positioned behind the artist’s 

studio door (above a music shop near the walls), in such a way as to shave off the sides of the frame. 

In exhibition the film is looped on a box monitor turned on its side so the image is viewed correctly 

with a narrow vertical column of (in)action appearing centre-screen. This inverts cinematic aspect 

ratios and is a ‘passing reference’ to Doherty’s panoramic still, The Walls (IMMA, 1997), featuring 

the same area.60

The frame in Of Note fades continually in and out to black silence. The image appears twelve 

times throughout the loop that was filmed over a day, and is accompanied by the sound of a piano 

being tuned. The pounding of keys moves from the low end of the keyboard (marking the start of the 

loop), getting higher with every cut. Pitch, speed, and volume 

intensify each time, giving a sense of dread, then urgency or anxiety 

that is incongruous to the largely inactive obscured scene. At times 

this sound is layered with dripping rain and passing traffic. As an 

accompaniment to the image where customarily there might be a 

voiceover narration or only diegetic sound, the urgency of the piano 

tuning - added ironically by the artist - shows how easily the 

spectator can be swayed by mediated sound/image combinations.61 

The vertical screen conveys the city’s height, passersby, rain and 

vehicles in the distance. The traffic and rainfall are heard in the 

soundtrack underneath the pounding piano keys, so again the surveyed scene shows nothing more 

than everyday life progressing as normal. By exposing the current banality of a neighbourhood that 

experienced violence and division in its recent history, Of Note and Blackspot detract from the sinister 

quality of official vantage points on the Derry walls. As Derry citizens, Doherty and Morris would 

have been included among the watched under army monitoring. By adopting the army’s imperialist 

gaze, their watched identities are compromised. Although using it ironically, by using it at all they 

accept the gaze to simultaneously become artist, watched, and watcher. In viewing the work, the

28. 0//Vote (Morris, 2004)

59 Kelly, pp. 65-66.
60 Liam Kelly, Art and the Disembodied Eye: Collective Histories of Northern Irish Art (Belfast: Golden Thread 
Gallery, 2007), p. 18.
61 Emerged in conversation between Paula Blair and Locky Morris, 13 August 2010.
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observer’s responsibility transfers to the spectator, who is implicated by choosing to watch the 

recordings. It is a view not normally accessed by the public, and perhaps fascination in this gaze 

comes from a desire to observe and discover the other from the safety of distance and perspective of 

the centre. By obeying the compulsion to watch, the viewer adopts the imperialist gaze to look at the 

other/periphery/watched through the eyes of the self/centre/watcher, while retaining the mentality of 

the other, so splitting them in two.

Fear of paramilitary insurgency was a legitimate concern after the Agreement. This was 

expressed in a Maze H-block and several watchtowers remaining operational for nearly a decade. 

Decommissioning continues, and is referred to in The Listening Station (2008), as well as Donovan 

Wylie’s photographic documentary projects. Parts I and II of Hughes’s piece were made during 

ongoing deactivation of the British army communications post on Belfast’s Black Mountain. Sound is 

significant and draws attention to the hearing/being heard dyad of surveillance only touched upon so 

far in the language of Doherty’s work. The visuals distort the 

gaze with shaking camerawork, long zooms, and fast editing 

that show glimpses of the listening station from behind wire 

fencing. Listening Station plays on a small box monitor 

suspended from the gallery ceiling, possibly in reference to the 

height of the tower. The viewer must look upwards, so the 

viewing experience conveys how out of reach the tower is to 29. The Listening station (Hughes, 2008)

those it surveys. The film is punctuated by sequences of numbers spoken by a female voice amid 

radio feedback and dial tones. Cuts are timed to the rhythm of the numbers, which form as a kind of 

countdown within a pattern: ‘one nine five five... one nine five four... one nine five three... one nine 

five two... zero zero eight two... zero zero five two... zero zero four two... zero zero three two... zero 

zero two two... zero zero one two’. Camera movement also forms a rhythm and becomes more rapid 

as time progresses. Filmed on long zooms, often with sudden direction changes and blurred or shifting 

focus, images include up and downward pans of the satellite tower, sideways pans of the site, close 

ups of barbed wire and CCTV cameras, and voyeuristic views of the site obscured by surrounding 

foliage and wire fencing.

Part II engages with the notion of psychic history connected to the recent past, a sense that is 

achieved by adding a corresponding film to the existing installation. The 2009 piece, subtitled 

Counting Backwards, is screened with the work on two monitors placed at ninety degree angles to one
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another, sitting at such a distance that only one film may be 

viewed at a time. While a silent image appears on one, a blank 

screen with sound emanates from the other, swapping at intervals. 

The picture on the added film (monitor 2) consists of a series of 

multi-angled close ups of the top half of a man’s head wearing 

headphones. This is intercut with moments of blackness onto
30. The Listening Station II (Hughes, 2009)

which the automated sounds from the first film have been 

transferred. The countdown and dial tones still accompany the guerrilla-style shots of the listening 

station, but come from the second monitor. From monitor 1, during the gaps in the listening station 

footage, a reassuring softly spoken female voice relays instructions and mental images presumably 

directed at the man wearing headphones. When in a gallery setting surrounded by spectators and other 

works, the man’s private experience is compromised. On the occasion that his eyes come into view, 

they are closed and he appears to be in a state of pure listening. Alternatively, the headphones could 

be used to shut sound out, offering protection from the woman’s instructions, meaning the unshielded 

spectator must listen. A tension emerges between private and public experience, yet the solitary man 

onscreen does not acknowledge the gaze upon him and never visibly reacts to the voice. Perhaps the 

piece’s subject is the spectator and it is their experience being breached.

The voice gives instruction on how to remember, and so controls actions in a more overt way 

than surveillance. Whether directed at the man on monitor 2 or the audience, reciprocation is 

impossible as with the panopticon. Her language implies that she can see the subject of her speech and 

directs from afar, perhaps evoking the idea that someone is always watching. Converse to the 

panopticon, people are not only being listened to, they listen back. As implied in some of Doherty’s 

installations, audio can more effectively communicate information where visibility may only tell the 

story as it appears to happen, so is inefficient as a device of information gathering. The spectral voice 

in Listening Station //demands the subject view past events through the ‘current psychology’ of the 

present. Her Northern Irish accent, along with images of the communications post, vaguely evokes the 

Troubles. She gives instructions on how to examine personal memories, and draws upon the collective 

modern consciousness by urging the unspecified listener to act as a ‘neutral observer’ viewing the past 

‘as if watching it on TV’. She gives the order to listen, to ‘let everything become clear’, and to 

become ‘orientated to the memory environment’, then asks: ‘Where are you? What has happened?’

No reply is forthcoming, or apparently expected, and answers will vary from person to person. The
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voice wants individual experiences of past and memory to be created, but insists they be shared, again 

inducing tension between private and collective experience. Assuming a connection to conflict, the 

sharing of memories can be difficult, undesired, and painful, yet cathartic and productive with an 

anxiety between what may be said and heard. The sudden interrogation after being lulled by 

instruction is jarring. Questions about what is meant by the ambiguous ‘current psychology’ are 

raised. Nationally, this could refer to life during a recession; regionally, it may evoke Northern 

Ireland’s post-conflict status; or internationally, it might regard increasing globalization. There is 

certainly a reflexive reference made regarding an inversion in ‘surveillance society’ habits.

Viewers of any art form will naturally be drawn towards human presence or actions, only 

traces of which are discernible in these pieces. Even Doherty for whom text and speech is usually 

integral, chooses diegetic sound that is almost silence. As Fisher states, his work is frequently ‘devoid 

of the human figure and yet inscribed with the anxiety of an unseen observer’ (p. 35). In these 

examples, only Hughes’s Listening Station parts I and II use voices, but they are either spectral or 

automated, and disconnected from physical form. The overriding complication in all four is the 

absence of bodies. There are traces, fragments, and distance. Foucault claims that ‘[t]he Panopticon is 

a machine for dissociating the see/being seen dyad: in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen, without 

ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen’ (p. 201-2). Fisher 

equates this dyad in Doherty’s work as ‘a question of both position and disposition: I see you in the 

place I am not’.62 In these instances there is little to see, deeming the activity of watching to be an 

impotent exercise, which is becoming a trend in recent sociological writing. Gavin Smith 

disempowers the operators of security technologies. Although they do have authority over those they 

watch,

their role in such systems of control is characterised by much greater complexity. They are 
watchers, but also workers, subjected not only to the same capitalist regimes of domination as 
any other labourer in later modernity but also to an emotive duress produced by the very 
technologies which earn them their living.63

By pointing out the lack of omniscient authority in operators of state devices of observation, Smith 

indicates a growing awareness in the public of the activity’s impotence. A counter reaction to this

62 Jean Fisher, ‘Seeing Beyond the Pale: The Photographic Works of Willie Doherty’, in Willie Doherty: 
Unknown Depths, ed. by Christopher Coppock (Bristol: Taylor Brothers Ltd., 1990), pages unnumbered.

63 Gavin Smith, ‘Empowered watchers or disempowered workers? The ambiguities of power within 
technologies of security’, in Technologies of Insecurity: The Surveillance of Everyday Life, ed. by Katja Franko 
Aas, Helene Oppen Gundhus and Heidi Mork Lomell (London: Routledge-Cavendish, 2009), pp. 125-46 (pp. 
125-26).
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notion is seen in Red Road (Arnold, UK, 2006) where the protagonist is a CCTV operator who is 

compelled to confront someone from her traumatic past. Jackie (Kate Dickie) essentially takes the law 

into her own hands, overstepping the boundaries of her position in an attempt to make Clyde (Tony 

Curran) continue his accountability after being released from jail upon completion of his sentence for 

the manslaughter of her husband and child. The futility of her quest indicates that she must address 

the psychological handicaps caused by her loss rather than retaliate against its origin. She abandons 

the continued cycle of violence and trauma that only the nature of her job enabled her to resume. 

Smith’s point further shows that, although more informed, CCTV operators for example, are still 

members of the public who are enlisted to perform the duties of their employment, which reiterates 

the self-surveillance issue.

The discussed works by Doherty, Morris, and Hughes show identity on either side of state 

observation to be complex and interchangeable. In the surveillance society where the watched 

oscillate between opposite perspectives. Smith (as well as Arnold’s film) suggests the watchers circle 

from empowennent, to disempowerment, then re-empowerment in the information exchange. For 

Baudrillard, rather than being structured on the understanding that exchanges of communication are 

reciprocal between the dual emission and reception of information, the media in fact denies response 

and exchange. Even when response is simulated, it becomes integrated into processes of emission, and 

maintains unilateral communication. It is within this ‘true abstraction’ that systems of power and 

social control are established. In a notion similar to holders of the panoptic gaze, Baudrillard states, 

‘power belongs to him who gives and to whom no return can be made.’ This severs the 

communication exchange, and grants this person a ‘monopoly’ that causes an imbalance in ‘the social 

process’. If ‘antagonistic reciprocity’ is forcibly reinstated, it will break the power relationship to 

restore ‘the circuit of symbolic exchange’. The media is not conducive to response by exchange and if 

forced in this way, Baudrillard suggests the whole structure is disrupted, perhaps to the point of the 

‘antimedia’ struggle he identifies as starting in 1968 (presumably as part of the student protests in 

France).64 The world’s media did not take a passive role in reportage of events in Northern Ireland 

from that year on, nor did the objects of the gaze allow themselves to be passively watched. As 

Duncan Campbell shows in his films, as much as Bernadette Devlin and John DeLorean imagined

64 Jean Baudrillard, ‘The Masses: The Implosion of the Social in the Media’, in Jean Baudrillard: Selected 
Writings, ed. by Mark Poster (Cambridge: Polity, 1988), pp. 207-19 (pp. 207-8).
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they could engage news cameras for personal advantage, power remained with those forming stories 

out of captured footage, and maintained unilateral communication as opposed to an exchange.

Although only traces of the British army’s intensive surveillance remain today, Northern 

Ireland may still be regarded as a surveillance testing ground with ongoing research taking place at 

the Centre for Secure Information Technologies based in QUB’s Institute of Electronics, 

Communications and Information Technology.65 The installations discussed here show that while the 

watched can become watchers, the correlating positions of the occupied and occupiers do not trade 

places in kind. The centre’s gaze can be emulated, referenced, criticized, and mocked by the 

periphery, but it remains to be the centre’s gaze, upheld by a system of signs and submission to the 

status quo. There is no indication that observation will ever diminish, but instead will escalate with 

advancing communications technologies.

Blurring Boundaries
Ambiguity in Doherty’s work extends to the increasingly universal themes he addresses. They are 

particular to Northern Ireland and transferable elsewhere. This transfer is not confined to conflicted 

regions that have experienced some form of occupation, but any Western ‘surveilled’ community. 

McKee believes this is due to how ‘the postmodern experience of surveillance, security, and control 

ha[s] been exported across the world. What once was a product of new military techniques is now a 

standard model for urban planning across the globe’ (p. 23). The idea that the devices used to 

‘normalize’ society are themselves being normalized by society confirms Turner’s view quoted in the 

epigraph that popular culture has made observation an ordinary part of day-to-day living, that over

exposure to its modes has desensitized viewers. CCTV’s gaze is so familiar that its removal 

destabilizes the new norm of ubiquitous suspicion, and perhaps confirms Baudrillard’s thoughts on 

reality’s replacement with signs of reality.

Inspired by renewed paranoia post-9/11, Doherty’s Non-Specific Threat (UK, 2004) returns to 

ambiguous mixtures of language and images. In a single take, the handheld camera repeatedly circles 

a man standing resolutely in an apparently empty warehouse. The shoulder-height pan allows study of 

his features, shaved head, and slight changes in facial expression. It is unknown whether he refuses to 

be intimidated by such scrutiny, or has accepted the frame’s entrapment of him. The contradictory 

voiceover (read by Kenneth Branagh) is ‘reserved but threatening’, similar to previous examples. In a

65 CSIT, ‘Welcome to CSIT’, QUB (2009) <http://www.csit.qub.ac.uk/> [accessed 22 March 2011].
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new context of global fear and threat the language is more clearly universal. There is a ‘you/T 

opposition in the statements, and to whom they apply is unclear. The voice could be either the man’s 

internal monologue or speech to which he is forced to listen. Again, the installation is a direct wall 

projection in a dark space where the words are unavoidable for the spectator. Lines such as, T respond 

to everything you do and say [...] We are mutually dependent [...] I am everywhere [...] You can be 

like me,’ evoke panoptic surveillance. These riddles indicate a deeper connection between watcher 

and watched in that they are unavoidably part of each other, and part of a puzzle to be solved:

I am mythical.
I am inside you.
You think you know me.
I am unknowable.
I live alongside you.
I am part of your memories.66

A deeper psychology emerges where behaviour change produced by awareness of being watched is 

internalized. The effects of that change have implications on the watcher as much as the watched. The 

above lines could emanate from either in relation to the other. For instance, T am unknowable’ 

indicates the intangibility of observation, yet an individual’s inner self cannot be observed in the same 

way as their physical self. Kelly asks, ‘can a state of mind be surveilled? Is Doherty suggesting a 

blind spot unreachable by an apparently omniscient panoramic eye or camera in this mind game?’67 

Whether moving or still, the photographic image is only a surface representation of a person or 

incident out of which different ‘truths’ can emerge. Although the camera is unable to avoid blind 

spots, it is given sight through the interpretations of those unseen agencies employing it as a tool.

The spectral quality of Doherty’s work intensifies as it progresses, possibly peaking to date 

with Ghost Story and Buried (NI, 2008). Buried scans a woodland in slow pans of leafless trees and a 

clearing with lengthy close ups of discarded signifiers of recent, now absent, human interaction on the 

site, such as the cracking embers of a fire and shards of melted plastic. Distant helicopter rotors recur, 

and there are indistinguishable voices and barking dogs on the soundtrack. Tension is created between 

what is within and without the ambiguous scene, between still silence and busy movement. Buried 

was commissioned to accompany Ghost Story in a 2009 exhibition in Edinburgh’s Fruitmarket 

Gallery. Ghost Story was part of Northern Ireland’s representation in the 2007 Venice Biennale. It 

combines folklore, oral storytelling, and memory-telling, voiced by Stephen Rea against oneiric

66 Doherty, ‘Videography’, pp. 136-38.
67 Art and the Disembodied Eye, p. 13.
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steadicam sequences that allude to ethereal absent presences. The country lane featured in Ghost Story 

lines the woodland where Buried was located, so once again offering two sides to the same story.68 

Combined, the two visualize intangible lingering memories of conflict, indicating that nothing is 

‘solved’, that events float somewhere between repression and the return of memory, and suggest that 

historical events survive as folklore and myth.69 Baudrillard warns of reality’s replacement with 

mythology, but some myths go so far back in time and have been so frequently altered that truth is 

obscured beyond recovery. Of Doherty’s work subsequent to Same Difference and The Only Good 

One in the early 1990s, Kelly observes, ‘the complexities of language mediated in the press and TV 

and the dangers of stereotyping as a barrier to understanding has compelled Doherty.’70 It is the 

relation between mediation and stereotyping that surveillance art attempts to combat.

To reiterate, as developing technologies continue to merge, surveillance activity becomes 

increasingly implicit. Those observed by the state also observe each other on a daily, often real-time 

basis with online social networking. The traceability of consumers’ data selves is one argument 

against continued discussion of panoptic surveillance. It has become insufficient for examining the 

twenty-first century surveillance society, and more complex models such as ‘sousveillance, 

equivalence, dataveillance, and netaveillance’ are increasingly relevant.71 Today, observation has 

less to do with sight and more to do with agencies that exchange data electronically. They do so 

beyond public knowledge with methods that allow individuals to be more easily tracked or subsumed 

into mass statistics that are categorized by topics ranging from criminal activity to use of wrinkle 

cream. When an advertisement offers percentages of satisfied consumers, it is an unconsciously 

received sign that monitoring has taken place, showing that surveillance is much more than a hidden 

gaze. The images of defunct watchtowers and listening stations described here express this 

downsizing of equipment that allows observation to be less noticeable. Some international artists are 

addressing the multi-faceted nature of advancing technologies by meshing science, exhibition, and the 

body as art object to push the limits of self-surveillance. Canadian artist/theorist Nancy Nisbet created 

an elaborate interactive exhibition for ISEA2002 in Japan entitled Pop! Goes the Weasel. She dealt 

with the most modern of surveillance technologies, mainly Radio Frequency Identification 

Technology, i.e. microchipping. Her objectives were to raise awareness in spectators about avoidance,

68 ‘Willie Doherty: Artist’s Talk’.
69 Fiona Bradley, Willie Doherty: Buried (Edinburgh: The Fruitmarket Gallery, 2009), pp. 6-7.
70 Thinking Long. p. 27.
71 Michael Zimmer et al., ‘Book Reviews 1: Surveillance and Theory’, Surveillance & Society, 5.2 (2008), 203- 
8 (p. 203).
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intervention, and subversion of intrusive observation by leaving loopholes in her exhibits (some 

people slipped under gates and passed off trackers to others) to encourage resistance strategies.72 Yet, 

there remains a need to combat crime and terrorism, and - generally speaking - the more aware 

people are of criminal activity, the more willing they are to sacrifice privacy and contribute to 

information exchanges.

The next chapter is concerned with methods of looking at others, in particular, watching 

others’ re-presented trauma in mixed media performance installations, continuing the issue of artists’ 

and spectators’ bodies as art objects mentioned here in relation to Nauman, Acconci, and Nisbet. This 

chapter has been concerned with how to look and how to be seen, and psychological changes resulting 

from these acts. Artists and film-makers who adopt media devices to interrogate ways of seeing/being 

seen and hearing/being heard, differ little from media or political establishments as they also exact 

control over the spectator. As unsettling as it is to view the woman’s denial of an aggressive gaze in 

Acconci’s Pryings, the gallery viewer is compelled to look. Positions of spectatorship are shifting, and 

visual culture reflects mass culture’s continuous oscillation between the desire for and discharge of 

information. Over the last few centuries, processes of state surveillance have been assimilated into 

popular, social, literary, and visual cultures, at once empowering the everyday while partially 

disempowering authorities. In a similar way to CCTV, the media can alter behaviour, ‘assure 

dissymmetry’, and possess the power to intervene. Perhaps in Northern Ireland it did more than 

simply watch the crisis unfold.

72 Nancy Nisbet, ‘Resisting Surveillance: Identity and Implantable Microchips’, Leonardo, 37.3 (2004), 210-14.
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The Mediated Past-Present: Memory and Live/Non-Live Images

In the 1960s and 70s, the image of the body crossed by violence was a brute fact of 
everyday life, and was the visual and phenomenal horizon of the world. A survey of 
the visual record of that moment - a moment that saw state authority clash 
aggressively with public interest - bears witness to the struggle between violence and 
enlightenment. The many forms of this damaged body [...] were endlessly pictured in 
magazines and newspapers, flashed night after night on television screens, and 
presented as real-time spectacle through video transmission. This was, in short, a 
mediated body: abstracted, parsed, regulated and controlled, submitted to the logic of 
a new multimedia technocracy. It was under the post-War reign of this logic that the 
corpus ofpolitical democracy would then give way to the corpse of degraded life, for 
the ubiquity of this body was coextensive with the violence of the world.

Pamela M. Lee1

The previous chapter showed that mechanisms of surveillance have the power to compress time and 

provide vision to what could not be seen before. Such accessibility has led to a supply and demand 

exchange to address the West’s cycle of desire and fulfilment of knowledge. The following chapter 

examines processes that disrupt the temporality of surveillance images by creating awareness of time’s 

passing. This happens when fragments of captured images are displaced then inserted into different 

contexts. When viewing stalled moments, slowness and stillness override the present and provide an 

extension of time in which spectators can become more informed by an image than when watching 

‘real-time’ twenty-four frames per second projections. A space conducive to this is necessary; artists 

create environments in which spectators are contained and become an integral part. These 

environments may also contain the artist undergoing actions in response to slowed, isolated, mediated 

moments. The chapter examines instances where artists have used different modes to (re)present and 

connect individual past traumas through different acts of remembering and memory-telling. The first 

section provides context of relevant developments in mixed media forms from early concept art to 

Fluxus, New York ‘happenings’, Expanded Cinema, video installation, live art, and their cinematic 

devices. The second considers how Alastair MacLennan and Andre Stitt use such time-based practices 

to confront conflictual issues of violence, trauma, presence and absence. The third and main section 

then discusses the link between trauma and mediation from female perspectives in various modes of 

work by Carolee Schneemann, Nina Menkes, Sandra Johnston and Pauline Collins, before examining

1 Pamela M. Lee, ‘Bare Lives’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton 
(London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 140-57 (p. 140).
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Alanna O’Kelly’s use of allegory to communicate links between past or foreign trauma with 

contemporary experience.

Towards Mixed Media, Where Live Meets Non-Live
Concept or performance art is expansive and difficult to define, particularly when happening live. A 

starting point is the international Fluxus movement that emerged in the 1960s - also regarded as neo- 

Dada - whose members of varied backgrounds and disciplines brought innovation to established 

forms. They regarded art as an idea, and connected life and art through the possibilities presented by 

spontaneity. Hannah Higgins asserts that Fluxus as a pedagogy has value in its promotion of 

‘experiential learning, [...] interdisciplinary exploration, self-directed study, collective work, and the 

non-hierarchical exchange of ideas’ that avoid ‘the homogenizing influence of formal institutions of 

learning and art academies’.2 It aimed to liberate art from institutional and private ownership while 

deriding ‘the seriousness of high modernism’ by resuming Marcel Duchamp’s ethos of seeing art in 

the everyday.3 Concept art can be traced as far back as 1913 when Duchamp rejected conventional art

making materials in favour of ‘readymades’, i.e. the re-labelling of existing objects as art. For 

example, his 1917 Fountain (replicated 1964, Tate) was an upturned urinal signed with a pseudonym 

and submitted for exhibition as a practical joke.4 Second generation Fluxus artist Bracken Hendricks 

believes that the ‘blurring of a continuum of relationship to materials, to experience, to definition of 

performance opens up a kind of creative freedom, and brings the essence of art back closer to daily 

living’.5 These relationships were enacted in happenings, one of the first thought to be by painter and 

collage-maker Allan Kaprow in 1958 when he included live subjects in his work.6

The original Fluxus members, including Yoko Ono, Nam June Paik, Joseph Beuys, John 

Cage, Dick Higgins, and Alison Knowles, devised one of the earliest ‘collections’ of performance art 

presentations in 1963. An Anthology contributed to the progression of many artistic processes such as 

video art (FluxFilms) and installation practice.7 These involved mixing live and non-live media 

elements and led to convergences with other loosely defined movements, including the European and 

North American Expanded Cinemas. Carolee Schneemann identifies the latter as beginning with slide 

projections in the mid 1960s and states that Fluxus and Expanded Cinema practitioners are ‘all

2 Hannah Higgins, Fluxus Experience (California: University of California Press, 2002), p. 189.
3 Michael Rush, New Media in Art, new edn (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd., 2005), p. 24.
4 Marvin Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 111.
3 Janet A. Kaplan et al., ‘Flux Generations’, Art Journal, 59.2 (2000), 7-17 (p. 10).
6 Dick and Hannah Higgins, ‘Intermedia’, Leonardo, 34.1 (2001), 49-54 (p. 50).
7 Carlson, p. 107.
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friends’ but notes a precise ‘distinction between Fluxus and happenings’: ‘Happenings are messy, 

sensuous, kinetic, an emotive space. Fluxus is initially much more discreet, it focuses on the object; it 

rejects in principle personality, nudity, self-display.’8 Yvonne Spielmann asserts that mixed media art 

forms ‘can be identified within happenings, Fluxus performances, or related events that combine live 

art and film. All these connect and combine different art forms on a level that does not necessarily 

involve changing the structure of each single medium’.9 For example, when projectors are part of an 

installation environment rather than hidden, their exposure signals the dual function as both part of the 

display and as an operational unit in the display’s realization. The structures of the video or slides 

being projected are not individually changed, but recontexualized relative to connected units within a 

space. Separate objects are given new meaning by this approach and a democracy emerges between art 

object, artist, and spectator.

Catherine Elwes identifies changes occurring in conjunction with Roland Barthes’s 

observations that a text or image’s meaning comes as much from the viewer as it does from the creator 

or the object itself:

The democratic principles underlying Barthes’ analysis encouraged performance and video 
artists to dispense with the unique art object and transform the role of the viewer from passive 
recipient of received ideas to active participant in the creation of aesthetic meaning. However, 
rather than abdicate entirely the active role to the viewer, 1960s and 1970s time-based artists 
working in film, video and performance relocated the meaning of a work to the creative space 
opened up by the encounter between artist, technology, performance props and the audience.10

Viewer-participants generate unique understandings and memories of an experience within an 

environment that anyone can potentially assume control over. It is within this ‘creative space’ that 

movements such as Fluxus and Expanded Cinema converge and alter broad notions of spectatorship. 

Performance art and expanded cinema practice are closely linked through the attention both draw to 

the body, but their use of video and photographic media in performance indicates differing 

relationships to technological reproduction. Performance rests on the periphery around loose groups 

and movements emerging in the 1970s. For example, Filmaktion involved artists associated with the 

London Film-maker’s Co-op, such as Malcolm Le Grice and Annabel Nicolson. It is directly linked to

8 Carolee Schneemann, ‘On the Development of Snows and Other Early Expanded Cinema Works’, in Expanded 
Cinema: Art, Performance, Film, ed. by A.L. Rees et al. (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), pp. 85-90 (p. 85).
9 Yvonne Spielmann, ‘Intermedia in Electronic Images’, Leonardo, 34.1 (2001), 55-61 (p. 60).
10 Catherine Elwes, Video Art, A Guided Tour (London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005), p. 8.
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broader film performance which was a ‘vital aspect of expanded cinema combining the technologies 

of mediation (and absence) associated with filmmaking with the physical presence of the body’."

In body art, the artist uses his or her own body as their primary artistic tool. Arthur Danto 

claims the Zeitgeist of concept art and the readymade re-emerged in 1960s pop art around the same 

time as the development of Fluxus. Warhol’s replica Brillo cartons were branded as art because he 

made them, yet he declared that the real mass-produced functioning objects were not. Such activity 

brought art history traditions into dispute by challenging what ought to constitute as art.12 Body art 

emerged at this time as artists realized the potential of the human body as a readymade art object that 

could problematize the body’s historical position as the subject. The shifting emphasis on the human 

body’s materiality began to transgress the ‘purity’ of concept art, and moved into the realms of body 

and performance art.13 Hannah Higgins quotes artist/scholar Kristine Stiles as referring to the artist’s 

body as both object and subject that together ‘create a changing and interrelated perceptual field for 

the investigation between actions, language, objects and sounds’.14 RoseLee Goldberg highlights 

Acconci’s ‘private’ (in that he was obscured from view) New York pieces of the 1960s and 1970s. In 

Conversion (1970) ‘he attempted to conceal his masculinity by burning his body hair, pulling at each 

breast - “in a futile attempt to produce female breasts” - and hid his penis between his legs’.15 

Acconci’s performative denial of his gender while concealed from view contrasts late 1970s and 1980s 

reactionary female body art, for example, Karen Finley tried to invert typical objects of the male gaze 

and desire - the female body and food. Acconci regarded his body as an ‘instrument’ through which 

art of any medium could be created. He believed it ought to command full attention from spectators 

rather than be shared with the chosen medium, i.e. the object and subject were more significant than 

form.16 From the female perspective, it is the focus on the body that is often mocked or compromised. 

This is done to remove passivity from the object and transfer it to spectator. Finley did this by 

covering her inaccessible nude body with edible materials to render (male) spectatorship of desire as

11 The Live Record conference brochure with Expanded Cinema diagram, BFI Southbank, December 2008.
12 Flans Belting, ‘At the Doom of Modernism: Art and Art Theory in Competition’, in Action, Art, History: 
Engagements with Arthur C. Danto, ed. by Daniel Herwitz and Michael Kelly (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2007), pp. 112-23 (p. 113).
13 Carlson, p. 111.
14 H. Higgins, pp. 25-26.
15 RoseLee Goldberg, Performance Art: From Futurism to the Present, rev. and enlarged edn (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1988), p. 156.
16 Carlson, pp. 114& 185.
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impotent. In an Irish context, female artists have used bodily experiences in response to male control 

over the body, relating to religious and cultural issues exacerbated by conflict.17

Mixed media works where non-live elements appear in conjunction with the live body that are 

documented - and become reproducible - raise tensions between the live body and mediated non-live 

representation of bodies. The presence/absence and now-ness/then-ness issues being discussed with 

later case studies apply to performance and its documentation. Live art is problematic because the 

event as it existed cannot be re-captured or re-viewed, so artists’ archives and critical analysis depend 

on documentation in some form to prevent work falling into obscurity. Matthew Reason notes the 

tension between live art’s ‘disappearance and transience’ and the ‘re-playable media of non-live 

performance’.18 Transience is linked to time’s passing and death, which are doubly significant in 

works concerned with death and memory. If a performance has been video recorded the document is 

transient only to the same degree as film, and stills derived from a retentive document will contain 

filmic essence caught in limbo between live and expired moments. Whatever the chosen medium of 

documentation, it is shaped by the controlling influence of the operator (including reviewers and 

critics) as viewpoint depends on the individual’s proximity to the action.

To consider documentation of live events within the notion of readymades, the performance 

becomes the art object subjected to, say, a camera’s gaze. Here the issue of whether or not the residual 

record becomes art in its own right emerges, and has been addressed in work for the past sixty years. 

French artist Yves Klein combined conceptual, process, and performance practices in the 1950s by 

having nude models cover themselves in paint then roll over large canvases in front of spectators. This 

creates a finished product in the form of a painting - a still derived from movement. The performances 

were also photographed, leaving two types of permanent record/artwork as reference points to a ‘gone’ 

event. As well as melding different art forms, Klein reacted against the classical process of painterly 

representations of nude models when he ‘took the body of the model and used it as a direct source of 

imprinting, and as a means of documenting their physical bodies in motion’. This idea reiterates the 

use of the body as an artistic material or tool, and not simply an object of the gaze.19

Many artists incorporate video recording and instant feedback into live work. During a 

collective series of performance events entitled In Place of Passing (N\, 2005), Derry’s Void gallery

17 Hilary Robinson, Trish/Woman/Artwork: Selective Readings’, Feminist Review, 50 (1995), 89-110 (p. 104).
18 Matthew Reason, Documentation, Disappearance and the Representation of Live Performance (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p.8.
19 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), p. 245.
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hosted Polish artist Artur Tajber’s self-documented performance. It involved him interacting with two

chairs in front of a projection depicting similar previously performed actions. Mark Ward considers

this a reminder that viewing two-dimensional video images withholds a spectatorial ‘suspension of

disbelief that what is viewed onscreen is live to the viewer while watching.20 This description can be

compared to the conceptual process in British artist/academic Stephen Partridge’s Monitor where in

live actions he recontextualizes his own video work made over a number of performances in 1975-76:

The original work was a series of‘live’ performances interleaved with successive playbacks 
within the television frame, like the [Rjussian dolls, one image within another. The space is 
simultaneously conveyed as virtual within the video feedback loop, and actual by the 
performance.21

The actions are simple - sitting in front of a camera. Partridge manoeuvres the small monitor on which 

the latest version of Monitor plays while the live feed from the new recording is instantaneously 

projected. Not remembering the exact sequence in the original recording, Partridge copies what he 

sees on the tape, causing delayed rather than simultaneous action. Repeat performances spanning 

decades have created a spiral effect in the footage that frames only the monitor and Partridge’s hands. 

Monitor is at once virtual and actual, two- and three-dimensional, live and self-documenting, and by 

transcending time’s passing knows no aging, only renewal and reliving. As such, it refutes scholarly 

positions (for example, Peggy Phelan’s) that champion Tiveness’ and disregard the possibilities of 

reproduction and re-performance.

Phelan’s stance on documentation is linked to critical analysis of live art. She asserts: 

‘Performance in a strict ontological sense is nonreproductive. It is this quality which makes 

performance the runt of the litter of contemporary art.’22 Jim Smyth has pointed out that Fluxus and its 

mixture of conceptual forms is rendered ‘useless’ by art history for its non-marketability.23 It is not for 

sale and cannot be owned by consumers of art (which is significant regarding the issue of ownership 

over women’s bodies). Liveness makes critical engagement difficult as theorists and critics are 

deprived of the materials that enable effective analysis. Documentation complicates ownership of live 

work because someone has ‘authored’ the tape or written account, and is disregarded by most of the 

practitioners discussed in this chapter who believe documentation demeans or alters a work’s

20 Mark Ward, ‘In Place of Passing’, in In Place of Passing, ed. by Julie Bacon (Belfast: Bbeyond and Interface, 
2007), pp. 20-48 (p. 27).
21 Tate Modem conference programme, Expanded Cinema - Activating the Space of Reception, 17-19 April 
2009.
22 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 148.
23 Jim Smyth, ‘Visual arts: Yoko Ono, Have you seen the horizon lately?’, Fortnight, 375 (1998-99), 25.
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intentions. Further analytic restraint comes from focus on form and live art’s segregation from 

‘reproducible’ forms. Dick Higgins suggests that an art medium can only become significant to the 

masses when that medium supports culturally noteworthy work in terms of content as well as form."4 It 

is a work’s cultural relevance that makes its analysis important in order to draw upon emergent themes 

with potential to generate broader understanding or acknowledgement to social issues. Thinking of 

Northern Ireland, Graham Dawson asserts that analysis is concerned with how ‘productions of 

memory are organized and circulated socially, and with their interactions within a whole cultural field 

of representations of the past, as structured by relations of power’.2> Philip Auslander may agree 

regarding his counter-arguments to performance ontology in which he highlights ‘the position of 

culture within systems of reproduction and exchange’. He states that ‘live performance is always 

already embedded within systems and industry structures of production and re-production’, and so 

reveals contradictions of‘presentness’ and ‘unrepeatability’.26

Moving onto place, in discussing George Segal’s installations featuring life-size plaster 

figures within ‘real’ environments transferred to the gallery, Brian O’Doherty states that the ‘gallery 

space “quotes” the tableaux [of other spaces] and makes them art’, while the ‘spectator in a tableau 

somehow feels he shouldn’t be there’. To expand, when the everyday is displayed in a gallery - a 

space that invites its contents to be viewed - it becomes displaced, causing degrees of bewilderment 

and discomfort in the viewer. Later sections discuss artworks that appropriate existing mediated 

images, i.e. news media accounts and interventions of actual events intended for viewing within 

relevant, fairly immediate timeframes. To borrow from O’Doherty, the familiarity or the object or 

event ‘is distanced by the gallery context’ while at the same time inviting the spectator to look again 

so they may reconsider a forgotten spatio-temporal reality. He introduces the idea of the spectator 

feeling as if they have trespassed on an exhibition: ‘Because trespass makes one partly visible to 

oneself, it plays down body language [and] encourages a convention of silence’.27 The spectator at live 

art may feel similar displacement, as if encroaching on a private experience in a public setting. In this 

respect place is important as it shapes and defines how artists utilize it.

24 D. and H. Higgins, 49-54 (p. 53).
25 Graham Dawson, Making Peace with the Past? Memory, Trauma and the Irish Troubles (Manchester; New 
York: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 49.
26 Reason, pp. 14-15.
27 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, expanded edn (Berkeley, 
California; London: University of California Press, 1999), pp. 49-50.
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Site-specific performance developed from a different tradition than site-universal performance

by resisting the autobiographical tone of the solo artist. It was generally not regarded as a

characteristic of performance until the 1980s, and involved ‘more elaborate spectacles not based on

the body or the psyche of the individual artist but [was] devoted to the display of non-literary aural and

visual images, often involving spectacle, technology, and mixed media’. Site-specific and site-

universal modes avoid traditional theatrical spaces but are divided by location. Personal performances

tend to happen in artistic venues, while larger events are adapted to event surroundings, evoking the

terms ‘site-specific’ and ‘environmental’.28 Mike Pearson, whose theoretical interest in performance is

combined with architecture, gives a comprehensive definition:

Site-specific performances are conceived for, mounted within and conditioned by the 
particulars of found spaces, existing social situations or locations, both used and disused: sites 
of work, play and worship [...]. Performance recontextualises such sites: it is the latest 
occupation of a location at which other occupations - their material traces and histories - are 
still apparent: site is not just an interesting, and disinterested, backdrop.29

Such performances incorporate surrounding space as much as other materials and could be described 

as site-reactive in addition to site-specific, which grounds this kind of work on a level of reality that is 

unachievable to attain in the gallery, much like the PMA’s chosen documentary mode. A sense of the 

location’s everyday or historical purpose is evident, especially when an intervention takes place, i.e. a 

spontaneous performance in a functioning space.

Furthering both site-reactive and collaborative approaches, Sandra 

Johnston and Alastair MacLennan shared two ‘actuations’ (performance 

installations) for AIMING, part of the 2009 Belfast Festival at Queen’s, 

alongside Polish guests implementing spaces on campus for live art. Their 

first occurred in the Black and White Hall of the Lanyon Building, which is 

the university’s entrance and a public thoroughfare. Entitled Stillest, it 

involved both artists shuffling slowly along the chequered floor holding pig 

ears and trotters while pressing dead fish between their bare feet in a kind 

of real-time slow motion - a cinematic quality evoking Auslander’s 

discourse on mediatization and liveness. The hall was lined with spectators who had prior knowledge 

of the event, yet was busy with passersby (some skidding on fish entrails), or avoided by others opting

31. Stillest, QUB (MacLennan 
and Johnston, 2009)

28 Carlson, p. 115.
29 Mike Pearson and Michael Shanks, Theatre/Archaeology (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 23.
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for a longer, less confusing route. In such site-reactive ventures, the artists begin with a basic plan and 

props then interact instinctively with the environment and each other. Site-reactivity in performance, 

particularly Johnston’s, involves ‘active intervention in both the history of and the present physicality 

of a selected environment and the people who habitually use the space’.30 Relevantly, Hannah Higgins 

states:

The value of learning thus lies in inquiring actively - with an expanding, abundant attitude - 
into the materials of one’s own environment. In this framework, there can be no single 
perspective on what constitutes the environment: the knowledge gained from active enquiry is 
relational, fostering an appreciation of unique as well as shared experiences, interests, and 
concerns, (p. 189)

The elements of active inquiry in Stillest include the aliveness of the artists juxtaposed with dead 

matter all interacting within an educational institution, and in the presence of Pio Fedi’s nineteenth- 

century statue of Galileo, over which a white cloth was draped, obscuring his ‘view’. Unlike most 

international work, the audience tend not to become integrated into Johnston and MacLennan’s 

environments. In their durational work incorporating nature’s detritus, they enter trance-states and 

become apparently unaware of human presence beyond coincidental moments of interaction with each 

other. In Gust to Dust during AIMING they stood between two trees on the lawn of the QUB 

quadrangle holding severed boughs upright while moving slightly, but constantly, for two hours, 

during which they were fully absorbed in their living and dying materials that occasionally made 

contact. Given the title, the fragility of life and happenstance of timely connections are present. Taking 

place in October, fallen leaves from these trees were incorporated into other performances that 

weekend, evoking death and dying, but perhaps also renewal and circularity.

Just as a location’s history and that of props/artefacts becomes part of an intervention, so too 

does that of any media used. Le Grice states, ‘[mjixed-media arts combine not only the physical 

characteristics of different media but also their historical discourses as language,’ i.e. the histories of 

each medium employed, and the media themselves, merge when used in such practice. He continues, 

‘[t]he combination of different media makes it increasingly difficult to distinguish the limiting 

boundaries of the medium from which to draw its “intrinsic” characteristics.’31 As boundaries collapse, 

oppositions to merging media come under scrutiny. Auslander rethinks the resistance that performance 

theory places between what he terms as live and mediatized (televisual) events, noting dissolving

30 FADO, ‘Performance: Sandra Johnston’, FADO Performance Art Centre (2009) 
<http://performanceart.ca/index.php?m=program&id=143> [accessed 12 April 2011] (para. 1 of 3).
31 Malcolm Le Grice, Experimental Cinema in the Digital Age (London: BFI, 2001), p. 311.
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differences between them. Although referring to theatre as live performance rather than the conceptual 

art under discussion here, his analysis is relevant to mixed media happenings. He points out that 

‘mediatized events were modeled on live ones’ and became ‘culturally dominant’ to a point where live 

events were shaped by their own mediatized representations.32 In adapting news media processes and 

materials in her work, Johnston adheres to and subverts two types of cultural domination: how news 

broadcasting shapes stories, and male control over social circumstances. Following Auslander’s 

identified link between live and mediatized events, a later section discusses mixed media work that 

exposes a relationship between certain cultural traditions and mediatized female roles in conflict.

Absence, Presence and Violent ‘Akshuns’
When involving ritual, performance is inherently linked to history and memory through repeated, 

copied, or inspired actions. The artist’s body goes through an act of remembering or interpreting a 

previous occurrence. In being witnessed by others, this memory and all its implications are shared, and 

become a series of individual experiences linked by that space and time. Mike Pearson and Michael 

Shanks state that ‘[performance survives as a cluster of narratives, those of the watchers and of the 

watched [...]. The same event is experienced, remembered, characterised in a multitude of different 

ways, none of which appropriates singular authority’ (p. 57). Phelan notes the worth of memory and 

description of live art by stating that that is when ‘personal meanings and associations’ are discovered. 

Forgetting a performance is significant for her as it is in rediscovery that meaning is generated ‘not 

only of and for the object, but for the one who remembers’ (p. 147). If memory-telling is an act of 

interpretation, then perhaps remembering on behalf of someone else, as many performers do, is re

interpretation.

In dealing with others’ as well as their own public, private, and performative personae, live art

practitioners must manage a complex arrangement of identities. Slavka Sverakova explains:

To dissolve one’s identity presupposes replacement of normal limits of behaviour and thinking 
by fragile, yet alluring and dangerous openness, ambiguity and indeterminacy - a state 
described well in neurological psychology and anthropology as liminality.33

Performance artists cross thresholds of reality to enter psychological places beyond self boundaries, 

usually in trance-like states. They do so openly, allowing spectators to project onto them further 

versions of whom or what they are. Recalling the readymade, MacLennan believes subject and object

’2 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), pp. 
10-11.

33 Slavka Sverakova, ‘The Performance Collective’, Circa, 128 (2009), 67-69 (p. 67).
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are becoming increasingly indistinct, and feels this indeterminacy challenges binary thinking and 

provides fluidity between performer, subject, viewer, and space.34 The trance-state that allows this 

fluidity is part of performance ritualism, and this section considers physical rituals connected to 

traumatic violent experience, specifically MacLennan’s neo-Shamanism and Cardiff-based Stitt’s 

bloodletting, self-torture, and ridicule. As GUnter Berghaus states, ‘[o]ne of the key functions of 

ritualism is to serve as an adaptive technique of individuals and social groups faced with a situation of 

crisis.’35

Scottish-born MacLennan virtually introduced live art to Northern Ireland when he moved to 

Belfast in 1975, and continues to influence many younger practitioners. His terms ‘actuator’ and 

‘actuation’ refer to mixing action and installation. His endurance projects last up to six days and 

consist of ritualistic actions undergone without sleep or nourishment.36 The rituals are often ‘walked 

out’ within a space where the art is ‘revealed in time’ as he interacts with installed materials.37 Here 

MacLennan examines ‘absent presence’:

In both live and installational aspects of my actuations there is a simultaneous giving to and 
taking from. Neither feature is only active or passive. There is a mutual filling up and 
emptying out of each. With regard to ‘self this functions mentally and physically. One 
remains essentially empty at centre and edge. An overriding theme in my ‘lived through’ 
installations of the past 25 + years has been absent presence.38

This is a significant feature of MacLennan’s work as many of his actuations and non-performative 

installations grant visibility to victims of conflict forgotten by the public. His 1997 Venice Biennale 

contribution (representing Ireland), Body of (D)Earth, 

contained piles of earth and funereal paraphernalia that 

considered the human cost of the Troubles from 1969 up to 

that point, with the names of the ‘official’ deaths scattered 

non-discriminately throughout the exhibition plot. Similarly,

Saw Was (Darlington College of Art, 2004) took place in a
32. Saw Was (MacLennan, 2004)

34 Alastair MacLennan, speaking during a panel discussion at AIMING, 24 October 2009.
35 Gunter Berghaus, ‘Ritual and Crisis: Survival Techniques of Humans and Other Animals’, Performance 
Research: A Journal of Performing Arts, 3.3 (1998), 64-73 (pp. 66-67).
36 Mark Dawes and Alastair MacLennan, ‘Eye to Eye: Mark Dawes in Conversation with Alastair MacLennan’, 
VADS/The Artists Newsletter (1997) <http://www.vads.ac.uk/collections/maclennan/interviews.htm> [accessed 
11 April 2011] (para. 18 of 18).
37 Liam Kelly, Thinking Long: Contemporary Art in the North of Ireland (Kinsale: Gandon Editions, 1996), pp. 
132-33.
38 Alastair MacLennan, ‘Actuation’, VADS (year unknown)
<http://www.vads.ac.uk/collections/maclennan/statactuation.htm> [accessed 11 April 2011] (para. 5 of 8).

130



large room in which two tables littered with various items were cordoned off with police tape as if 

they were a self-contained crime scene. With spectators barricaded outside the performance area, 

MacLennan moved between the tables where footstep-shaped photographs of people were strewn, the 

images invoking past traces - everyone is always somewhere between presence and absence.

MacLennan’s solo work tends to discourage direct spectator interaction, which is signified 

with the use of props to construct barricades between actuator and viewer, as described above. He 

often wears dark glasses, perhaps to assist his desensitization to surroundings and maintain separation 

between himself and viewers. He did the opposite in NO IN {\991) where curious members of the 

public approached him throughout a twelve-hour vigil. Sitting in front of Dublin’s Greek Temple 

Facade, MacLennan tied labels onto severed tree boughs. Written on the labels were the names of 

those lost to drug abuse in the north inner city where it is a common problem. This anti-drugs 

commemoration exemplifies the ability of live art to urge communities to confront past-present trauma 

and move towards prevention. MacLennan called it a ‘vigil’ to make it ‘invisible’ as an artwork, 

stating that the ‘context was the streets of a massively underfunded, underprivileged and exploited 

community, not that of a(ny) white walled gallery. The context was real, not fabricated’.39 Thinking 

again of mourning rituals, Berghaus states:

Social dramas provide a motor for social development, and the rituals attached to them ensure 
that the change is not destroying the dynamic order of society. Through the rituals the 
communities act out their collective dreams and fears, and vice versa: through the numinous 
quality of the symbols the rituals can act as formative agents in the creation and sustaining of 
communities.

In NO IN, the passive public became active participants and conducted acts of remembrance for the 

absent, as well as hope for attendees. Returning north, MacLennan used labels again in Naming the 

Dead {\99%) shortly after the Good Friday Agreement. On the railings of South Belfast’s Ormeau 

Bridge, he tied sheets of paper again listing deaths resulting from the Troubles, continuing the Body of 

(D)Earth theme of silent public remembrance. Instead of interrogating personal traumas suffered as a 

result of so many casualties, there is a sense of wider trauma in the violent loss of many, which is 

quantified in the list of more than three thousand names taken out of statistical context - all divisions 

were erased. Violence at this time in Northern Ireland was everyday, and MacLennan evokes a 

different kind of awareness of public concerns to a public that gains knowledge on those concerns

39 Alastair MacLennan, ‘No In’, VADS (1997) <http://www.vads.ac.uk/collections/maclennan/archive.htm> 
[accessed 27 April 2011] (paras. 1-5 of 9).

131



through mass media representation, particularly in more middle class areas, such as the one where this 

actuation took place. Collectively, these works suggest alternative ways of looking at and 

remembering the past in relation to the present.

A performative term to equate MacLennan’s actuations is Andre Stitt’s ‘akshuns’, which is a 

phonetic play on ‘action’. Its sound and meaning recalls Viennese Actionism (founded in 1962), a 

movement that explored violence towards the body.40 He practices across the full range of media but is 

best known for performative ‘akshuns’ involving physically and mentally demanding subjects. They 

are often conceptual re-enactments of others’ trauma that he had witnessed while growing up in 

Belfast. These are expressed in aggressive acts towards his own body that put him on a par with the 

most uncompromising body artists around the globe. His most startling akshuns occurred in the United 

States and Europe during the 1980s and 1990s, but he occasionally returns home to embark on no less 

controversial projects, if on a subtler scale. Robin Lydenberg points out that ‘the more [Stitt] travels

“Troubles” at home are more universal than he had

Stitt’s work refers to the ‘body being traumatized’ 

during conflict, his ideas stemming from his upbringing in a 

contentious central Belfast housing estate in the 1970s and 

1980s. The akshuns involve torturous self-violence that is 

discomforting to watch, including blood-letting, tarring, and 

public knee-walking.42 Some years ago in Helsinki, Stitt 

tarred and feathered a rowing boat and directed 

spectators/participants to drag and push it into nearby water, partly to reconnect these elements with 

nature, but also to exorcise the personal distress of witnessing women being stripped, shaved, tarred 

and feathered in Belfast during the Troubles. This ritual uses natural resources in unnatural ways and 

is deemed acceptable in ‘the collective subconscious’ noted by Berghaus as reflected by symbols and 

objects used in ritualistic performance. Stitt returned to Belfast in 2000 and enacted this on his own

40 Glossary, ‘Actionism’, Tate Collection
<http://www.tate.org.uk/collections/glossary/definition.jsp?entryId=15> [accessed 27 April 2011] (1 para.).
41 Robin Lydenberg, ‘Contemporary Irish Art on the Move: At Home and Abroad with Dorothy Cross’, Eire- 
Ireland, 39.3&4 (2004), 144-66 (p. 153).
42 Andre Stitt speaking in a video interview embedded on:
John Gray, Visual Arts Review: Substance’, Culture Northern Ireland (2010)
<http://www.culturenorthemireland.Org/article/3059/andre%20stitt/0/0/l/visual-arts-review-substance>
[accessed 14 April 2011].

the more he comes to recognize that the

33. Andre Stitt at Golden Thread Gallery, 30 
January 2010
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head outside a pub in a working class Loyalist area where he proceeded to knee-walk (a subservient 

act associated with feudal Japan) through the streets in an akshun named Conviction. The 

documentation tape, shot from some distance away, captures men gathering at the pub entrance, 

pointing and laughing with unease.43 Performance artists tend to remain unaffected by such reactions 

because of the trance-state arrived at during ritual practice, which Berghaus suggests ‘allow the 

individual to break through a cathartic experience that serves as a safety valve releasing the psychic 

tensions that have accumulated in response to the crisis’ (p. 67). Stitt had grown up witnessing the 

trauma of others and in his youth he carried out his akshuns alone, which are viewable today in 

documentation stills. For Stitt, documentation is necessary as his contemporary 1970s and 1980s 

audiences found his live art difficult to watch, especially with the extent of exposure and damage he 

exacted on his body. Now in his early forties with emigrant anonymity, he perhaps feels more able to 

appear publicly.

Stitt returned to Belfast again in early 2010 for a performance-based exhibition, Substance, in 

Golden Thread Gallery. The exhibition mainly consisted of physical remnants from his performances 

dating from the 1970s to the present. These ‘residues’ can be considered as documents, as could the 

scars and tattoos covering Stitt’s body. The full space of the gallery held a miscellany of 

paraphernalia, including drawings, readymades, urine-filled glass Coca-Cola bottles, and extensive 

shelving laden with preserved artefacts filling gallery 1. Army dog tags were nailed to a wall in a row 

in the back space, etched and stained from every past performance. A mound of archive boxes 

containing (and wet through with) tar and bitumen soaked clothing were stacked in gallery 2. The 

clothes had been worn during performances relating to the punishment act of‘tar and feathering’. 

Appearing as part of the exhibition was a short documentary where Stitt is interviewed in several 

Belfast locations meaningful to his past. The film is intercut with stills illustrating early akshuns that 

included sectarian flags and the artist garbed (partially) in generic militia clothing. The conventional 

interview footage is dull in tone and colour, while the stills are vivid and draw attention to elements 

within the mise en scene. In the film, Stitt refers to the changing physical landscape of Belfast during 

conflict and how he performed in the rubble of bombsites, noting significant architectural regeneration 

around him. The specially-commissioned film appeared on a large flat-screen monitor against the 

entrance wall of gallery 2, while an old-fashioned box-monitor resting on a wooden crate in the middle

43 Andre Stitt, ‘Video Archive’, Andre Stitt (2010) <http://www.andrestitt.com/> [accessed 4 May 2011],
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of the floor displayed stock footage of this changing landscape in Troubles Belfast, perhaps denoting 

progressing technology and architecture, and how memory becomes mediated.

Troubled Women, Mediated Memories

It often feels as if we can no longer experience anything if we don’t first alienate it. In 
fact, alienation may now be a necessary preface to experience. [...] Much of our 
experience can only be brought home through mediation.

Brian O’Doherty44

Happening in the here and now, live art can disrupt the everyday. This often confronts oppressed

contentions that have shaped or withheld stories emerging from conflict. In his investigation into

contrasting histories and mythologies developed on the island of Ireland over centuries, Dawson

considers cultural memory in Northern Ireland by engaging with ‘popular memory’. He explains that

screenings of Michael Collins (Jordan, UK/Ireland/USA, 1996) in school history lessons suggest that

the past is understood by how it is told, producing versions of history open to re-interpretation:

Competing discourses and forms of representation are understood to mediate popular memory 
according to their various conventions, constituting a diverse range of memory texts. These 
are opened to investigation by methods of formal textual interpretation to establish how they 
structure the significance of the past-present relation, and construct a subjective position of 
intelligibility from which sense can be made of the ‘past’ by readers, viewers and participants.

As a member of the Popular Memory Group, Dawson identifies contrasting but connected issues 

concerning private and public remembrance. ‘Public representations’ are those reaching substantial 

public audiences through media, state, and institutional circulation. ‘Private memory’ occurs in the 

everyday among smaller social groups. Dawson argues that the interaction between these ‘is 

understood in Gramscian-Marxist terms as a hegemonic process of ideological domination, resistance 

and contestation through which “dominant memory” and its “oppositional forms” are produced’. To be 

effective in (re)shaping popular memory, the dominant form must communicate the active memories 

that provide a sense of a shared communal past and culture while extraditing other forms of memory 

to the private (pp. 48-50). Interestingly, Barthes links myth to ‘collective representation’ found in 

various forms of mass media (i.e. newspapers, and today, internet) which are close to the mechanisms 

used to circulate dominant forms of popular memory.45

44 O’Doherty, p. 52.
45 Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text, essays selected and trans. by Stephen Heath (London: Fontana, 1977), p. 
165.
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Here, live art and mixed media are regarded as kinds of ‘memory texts’ spawning other texts 

in the form of documentation and critical analysis. This analysis ascertains how understanding of and 

connections to the past are formed. The past-present relation emerges in discussion of mixed media 

work where live art is accompanied by mediated non-live images that link the art subject, object, artist, 

and spectator at once to now and then. Laura Mulvey has offered a way of thinking about the 

juxtaposition of past and present images by examining the inherent stillness of celluloid and presence 

of time that are obscured by storytelling. She states that the application of new technologies to old 

materials grants ‘the spectator time to stop, look, and think’, and claims that new processes allow 

legitimate application of analytical methods that are normally applied to still photography to be 

applied when studying the moving image.46 Tanya Leighton also remarks that ‘[t]he still photographic 

image can be recovered under the new technological conditions as a site for a critical distance between 

the conflicting temporalities of [...] the progression of the narrative’.47 The disruption of old narrative 

forms to create new ones challenges traditional histories and can uncover marginalized or forgotten 

aspects. The following examination of this focuses on female artists, who Hilary Robinson asserts ‘are 

more likely to deal with the politics of identities and cultural changes as they manifest on place and 

body’, than men who she suggests deal ‘up-front’ with broad political issues (p. 101). Katy Deepwell 

concurs, noting that the space in which female artists operate ‘is often aimed at deliberately 

overturning, redeploying, or placing in a new juxtaposition their chosen ideas, images or resources. 

Where this is successful, they reveal a quite unexpected or different understanding of the world.’ For 

her, femininity comes in many forms and work tends to respond to existing female images (created as 

binaries to masculinity) by renegotiating representations.48 This part of the thesis draws attention to 

instances where such renegotiations align with challenges to the female’s place in various forms of 

conflict in work that differentiates between - but connects - private and communal experiences.

Pamela Lee notes the 1960s/1970s surge in women employing the mediated body, suggesting 

their methods separated them from men such as Acconci doing similar work. Their bodies adopted 

‘the status of media’ through which they revealed the raw aspects of their lives in processes that were 

at that time ‘considered the most experimental forms of new media’. Since the 1960s, Schneemann has

46 Laura Mulvey, ‘Stillness in the Moving Image: Ways of Visualising Time and Its Passing’, in Saving the 
Image: Art After Film, ed. by Tanya Leighton and Pavel Buchler (Manchester: Manchester Metropolitan 
University, 2003), pp. 78-89 (p. 81).
47 Tanya Leighton, ‘Introduction’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton 
(London: Tate, Afterall, 2008), pp. 7-40 (p. 38).
48 Katy Deepwell, Dialogues: Women Artists from Ireland (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), p. 5.
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challenged spectator passivity caused by improving 

communications media possessing ‘the power to command 

its representation [of the body] as either violence or Eros\

Her film Viet-Flakes (USA, 1965) and subsequent 

performance Snows (1967) attack mass media depictions of 

the Vietnam War (c. 1954-75), but also comment on the 

technology that made the pictures possible by manipulating its images. Lee states: ‘The living room 

war brought those images into constant circulation’, which evoked ‘the dilemmas of the reality of the 

mass media, understood [...] as a spatio-temporal projection of material consequence’ beyond its role 

as representing and conveying events with connected narratives (pp. 140-48).

Schneemann made Viet-Flakes by combining close up lenses and magnifying glasses to film 

newspaper photographs appearing with Vietnam War reports. For the ‘kinetic theatre piece’ Snows, 

Viet-Flakes ‘was projected onto a white disc at the back of the stage, while dual projectors swung 360 

degrees across the space’. During this time several performers interacted with each other as well as the 

projections that changed according to randomly placed ‘audience-activated electronic systems’. The 

static images were ‘estranged’ from context and ‘reanimated’ by Schneemann’s filmic rendering, 

which in turn was ‘given flesh’ by the live performance.49 Interviewed by Duncan White, Schneemann 

states:

34. Viet-Flakes (Schneemann, 1965)

by 1967 with Snows (Kinetic Theatre) I had film projections that really drive the structure of 
the performance. The film Viet-Flakes is projected as central to actions; also footage of 
Bavarian skiers, Bavarian sports - this very sinister reference to the pleasures beyond the 
mutilating war, which is what Viet-Flakes was so concerned with. Snows plays on cold, snow, 
falling through air - the sublime and the horrific. There is a metaphor between the falling 
random constancy of bombs and snow.

The images used had been suppressed in the United States before Schneemann’s use of them - she had 

filmed them from European newspapers. Distortion of focus came from taping and moving three 

different magnifying lenses in front of a borrowed Bolex as she filmed, adding to the sense of the 

media manipulating information. She continues this method in more recent work responding to the 

World Trade Centre deaths where she focuses so closely that the separate Benday dots of ink are clear, 

and so fragments globally recognizable images beyond recognition.

49 Duncan White, ‘Expanded Cinema: The Live Record’, in Expanded Cinema: Art, Performance, Film, ed. by 
A.L. Rees et al. (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), pp. 24-38 (pp. 25-26).
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As with Johnston’s motivation for devising To Kill an Impulse (discussed shortly), 

Schneemann madeSWows to ‘physicalise and concretise energies concerning [her] sorrow and outrage 

at the war’. Although, unlike Johnston, she had not (as far as known) suffered physical abuse first

hand. She did not make her team of participants aware of why they were carrying out the actions of 

‘dragging, falling, carrying, the creation of faces, the suffocating wrapping in the aluminium foil’ as 

she did not want these actions to be ‘connected to an exact political referent’. Adding to the 

spontaneity and lack of participant control was some audience members’ unwitting ability to change 

the performers’ cues with electronic switching systems under their seats connected to three Super-8 

and three 16mm projectors. Any movement from these randomly chosen seats in the auditorium 

activated changes in the projections.50 Perhaps the tension stemming from the performers having to 

react at short notice conveys the anxiety that develops during the constant unpredictability of war and 

randomness of dropping bombs. Schneemann asserts that with the films projected onto the performers, 

the ‘figures both absorb and fracture the film imagery’, implicating them as both viewers and enactors 

of violence and its effects (pp. 86-87).

Media presence in Northern Ireland brought about a ‘propaganda war’ where all sides 

grappled for attention and an identifiable hierarchy of victimhood emerged in mainstream news. A 

void existed at community level in lack of support for victims of violence. Dawson states that ‘[t]his 

lack was exacerbated by a culture of silence, in which the existence of ongoing and widespread 

psychic trauma was neither publicly acknowledged nor discussed’, and even published findings on 

psychological research were ‘disappeared’. After ‘post-traumatic shock disorder’ was identified 

following the Enniskillen bombing by the IRA in November 1987 as a more relevant term than 

‘nervous shock’, which had been used until then in the courts, organizations such as WAVE began to 

form. (PSTD in Northern Ireland has since been recognized as having one of the highest rates of 

sufferers in the world.)51 Standing for Widows/Widowers Against Violence Empower, in 1991 eight 

Belfast women who had been bereaved by conflict joined in this cross-community project to provide 

mutual support for ‘innocent victims of sectarian murder’. This ‘developed into an extensive 

counselling network open to anyone bereaved or otherwise traumatized by the war’, which found 

further relief when paramilitary ceasefires began in 1994. Remembering and release is often belated, 

leading counsellors to use ‘the metaphor of “frozen time” to evoke the arresting of psychic

50 Rush, p. 41.
51 BBC News Northern Ireland, ‘Troubles-related stress illness studied’, BBC (2011) 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northem-ireland-14412945> [accessed 10 August 2011] (8 para.).
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development and the fixing of memories “in the past” that has proved to be among the most 

widespread psychic legacies of the war’. Even artist Rita Duffy has incorporated the metaphor of an 

iceberg (melting in Belfast harbour), also used by WAVE representatives, who feel that only the 

iceberg’s edges are beginning to thaw. Existing are ‘internal resistances and pressures to forget’ from 

communities with every individual trauma mapped onto ‘a larger, collective history’ in which it is 

difficult to navigate a singular path. One person’s open wound may be another’s healed over scar, so 

contentions remain regarding when it is the right time to tell a story and to whom (pp. 68-71). Some 

traumas remain internalized to keep a community’s history and identity protected from outside 

speculation, as seen in the following performance case studies.

Pauline Cummins, who is from Northern Ireland but mostly based in Dublin, has implemented 

‘the lone voice of a woman [...] trying to navigate a way between warring factions’. She uses 

performance to better understand the Northern Irish conflict, and implicates her audience by posing 

questions. None of it Matters (Triskel Arts Centre, Cork, 1999) was a live performance given to a 

camera while onsite the live projected close up of Cummins’s face was dissolved with existing (and 

general) war footage. Recalling Auslander’s view that live performance employs devices of 

mediatization, Cummins’s voice during this process seemed pre-recorded but was actually live. She 

hid from view and carefully repeated her speech as exactly as possible. Her challenge to spectators 

was: ‘Let’s stay in tonight and watch people die. Use the remote control and watch people die.’ These 

words drew attention to viewer passivity (including her own) when viewing the doorstep conflict on 

television - an idea reminiscent of Schneemann’s Vietnam work and touched upon more figuratively 

in Willie Doherty’s video installations. Cummins claims not to consciously react against the media but 

voices concern at its powers of influence and desensitization.52

In discussing NIO public information films, Martin McLoone points out ‘that children and 

women perform the same essentially sentimental roles as the innocent victims of male violence. [...] 

Violence is almost exclusively male and the ultimate victims are the grieving women and children’. In 

this dynamic, women and children are relegated to passive roles.53 Statistics confirm that an 

overwhelming majority out of more than three and a half thousand people killed during the Troubles 

were male, yet the women among the death toll were killed in some of the most horrific events. This

52 Deepwell, pp. 32-34.
53 Martin McLoone, ‘The commitments’, in Willie Doherty: same old story, ed. by Katherine Wood, Robin 
Klassnik and Liam Kelly (London: Mart’s Gallery, 1997), pp. 8-16 (p. 11).
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ratio is reflected by apparent repression of women’s conflict experiences, which is in tension with 

male ideals of the female role:

The reality of women’s experience within both the Catholic and Protestant religious traditions, 
and in both the North and South jurisdictions, has been in the main one of marginalisation and 
exclusion from power; but this reality has been confounded by idealised models of women 
which have had significant influence on popular [...] thinking about politics and religion.

Considering the communities separately, Catholic women are faced with unattainable standards of the 

noble ‘Mother Ireland’ personification of nationalist Ireland combined with the meek Virgin Mary 

figure promoted by the faith. Protestantism has no equivalent icon, but its Northern Irish women are 

subjected to a similar degree of domestication and invisibility, as observed by Valerie Morgan and 

Grace Fraser.54 After decades of social upheaval and civil rights protests, little has changed among 

rural and working class communities - the type of surroundings in which Sandra Johnston has lived.

As early as the mid 1990s, Johnston’s work was distinguishable from other Irish artists.^ She 

practices across various media and develops ideas over stretches of time. Her work admits its 

questionability, and in so doing encourages spectators to look both internally, and at their own role in 

relation to the work and its messages. Her themes are inspired by specific incidents that are universally 

understood, conveyed in mixed visual reinterpretations of trauma and memories of trauma suffered in 

conflict. As in the case of multi-channel video installation, the layering of images provides a means to 

mediate multiple narratives that are relevant at home and abroad, and in public and private spaces, 

while dismantling artistic boundaries. Johnston’s concerns lie in challenging perceptions of femininity, 

passing time, territory/place, and permission. Regarding permission, she takes issue with media 

reportage, but, as pointed out regarding her Allegiances & Assurances (2008) video triptych, she has 

covertly recorded unknowing subjects and appropriated images from the very news stories she takes 

issue with being broadcast. Participation regresses m Allegiances & Assurances, beginning with 

awareness of filming in the first video, indifference in the second, and oblivion in the third with the 

artist obscured from view in a lofty position after previous visibility among the crowd at ground level. 

Johnston’s ethical standpoint is compromised by placing willing participants against potentially 

negative viewpoints in an instance of media intervention intended as artistic criticism of media 

intervention - a trait recurring throughout her mixed media oeuvre.

54 Valerie Morgan and Grace Fraser, ‘Women and the Northern Ireland Conflict: Experiences and Responses’, in 
Facets of the Conflict in Northern Ireland, ed. by Seamus Dunn (Basingstoke; New York: Macmillan; St. 
Martin’s Press, 1995), pp. 81-96 (pp. 82-85).
55 Robinson, 89-110 (p. 96).
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Johnston does not retain performance items for reuse, but themes recur with newfound 

materials specific to place and feelings exuded by location. Her actions are produced out of time spent 

in environments and are usually linked to nature. The development of themes sometimes entails 

experimentation with moving and still image capturing/rendering technologies. In the early 1990s, she 

became incensed at media intervention on Troubles incidents, specifically at how news broadcasts 

divulge individual’s stories to the wider population. With the understanding that news broadcast 

viewers can claim a kind of ownership over stories through retelling, Johnston began appropriating 

stills from television footage depicting aftermaths of violence in Re-Turns (Catalyst Arts, Belfast, 

1993). These were projected on a large sheet of tracing paper in the middle of a space from one side, 

and from the other a slide-set of stills taken by the artist depicted politically neutral yet apparently 

intimidating locations. This process progressed in To Kill an Impulse (Front Art Gallery, Berlin, 1994) 

where she begins her examination of female identity from personal and community perspectives in 

work that challenges what women understand they should be in relation to men, with added 

significance of the Troubles backdrop.^6 Continuing this theme, Johnston directed simultaneous 

actions by herself and other female artists in Broad Daylight (2001) as part of the travelling 

Appearances Project that conducted simultaneous public interventions by the group. Broad Daylight 

took place at various locations along the Newtownards Road in East Belfast amid unsuspecting locals. 

For Johnston’s part she simply stood or sat for a time near the area where she had been attacked some 

years before, an act that was met with aggressive reactions from residents who could not understand 

why she refused to move or react to questions. The women’s combined efforts were concerned with 

‘the prejudices of mental geography, places that we resist acknowledging as changing because they 

represent constants or carry resonances from our childhood’, i.e. deep-set memories associated with 

territory.57

In 2002 Johnston was awarded a three-year AHRC Research Fellowship to create art works 

dealing with traumatic experience in relation to place. This investigated how artists ‘make creative 

interventions within spaces associated in public memory with violent events’, and reacted to post

ceasefire conditions in Northern Ireland. 8 Johnston often integrates image projection or video loops 

into live interaction with her surroundings, juxtaposing two types of moving image. As a female

56 Deepwell, pp. 82-83.
57 Ibid., p. 91.
58 FADO, ‘Sandra Johnston’, FADO Performance Art Centre (year unknown)
<http://performanceart.ca/index.php?m=people_details&id=212> [accessed 11 April 2011] (para. 1 of 4).
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performer often working in Belfast, Johnston has confronted the role of Troubles women in broadly

similar ways to Schneemann’s anti-war work by implementing her body as object and medium

alongside pre-prepared elements. The live and non-live parts differ in concerns but develop enough of

a connection to force dialogues between varied physical, emotional, or psychological experiences.

This effect is exemplified here by drawing upon the connection between two such works by Johnston

that interrogate the media’s gaze upon Troubles women. In To Kill an Impulse and Composure

(Catalyst Arts, 2004), Johnston uses the media’s own devices to criticize its operations. As

orchestrator of the mixed media works she at once exposes and addresses ethical responsibilities to the

subjects. Recalling Schneemann’s Vietnam pieces, Lee states:

Schneemann’s work provided a means to interfere in the system of images but that 
interference itself underscored the body’s mediation through the visual environment. The 
notion that one was ‘retriggered’ or ‘reconditioned’ by visual cues produced, for Schneemann, 
something of the phenomenal confusion one confronted in the barrage of images streaming 
rapid fire out of Vietnam, (p. 148)

In a similar way, Johnston reacts to the ‘barrage of images’ coming from the Northern Irish conflict. 

Just as ‘Fluxists found meaning in the everyday material of their art’,59 Johnston harnessed the 

saturation of mediated images and stories, because that had become the everyday in Northern Ireland.

It is with To Kill an Impulse that Johnston interferes with systems of images by mediating her own 

body as well as further mediating the bodies and experiences of other women affected by conflict.

The To Kill an Impulse installation was about repressing natural reactions and the urge to 

grieve properly being suppressed by the proper manner of grieving as dictated by others. Threat, 

violence and murder are implied by the title and are central to the work. To Kill an Impulse was part of 

a collective show by Irish artists that travelled to Berlin and 

around Poland in 1994. It consisted of projected slides of 

stills from media footage of political funerals opposed against 

another set of slides rendered from short videos of Johnston’s 

performative response to the murder of Margaret Wright. Ms 

Wright was a Protestant woman targeted by Loyalists who

allegedly mistook her to be Catholic.60 Both sets of slides 35. Grieving woman m to Kill an impulse
° J (Johnston, 1994)

59 Rush, p. 27.
60 David McKittrick, ‘Loyalist gang linked to “horrific” party killing: Belfast woman beaten and shot’, The 
Independent, 8 April (1994) <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/loyalist-gang-linked-to-horrific-party- 
killing-belfast-woman-beaten-and-shot-1368535.html> [accessed 20 April 2011] (para. 6 of 13).
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were projected onto either side of a large pane of glass placed in the middle of a room so the images 

confront, yet dissolve into one another. To borrow Leighton’s remarks on other works, the projections 

in To Kill an Impulse ‘are static images, yet at the same time they are moving; they create a heightened 

awareness of time’s passing’ (p. 39). The light from each projector cast a backwash onto walls and 

spectators en route to the glass sheet that had been left unclean from transit. This visualized other 

layers of past/present human presence/absence in the form of hand marks in the dust coating and 

spectator silhouettes. The funeral slides showed women mourners at Loyalist services extracted from 

newspapers and television broadcasts. The original recording of these images had already shaped the 

subjects’ actions. A sequence in this slide-set includes images appropriated from a news broadcast 

where a woman walking down a street is informed by relatives that her father has been shot dead. 

When the relatives realize their moment of private grief is being filmed, they shield her from the lens. 

This exemplifies the ‘repression of normal behaviour’ Johnston identifies in media footage of 

sectarian funerals, and here she assumes responsibility for exposing media invasions of privacy. This 

repression of behaviour was experienced first-hand in a different context by Johnston, and her 

awareness of this was awakened by personally experiencing a sectarian attack, which is embedded in 

the other slides/’1

The opposing projection stills, also derived from 

moving images, exude an element of autobiography by 

depicting Johnston undergoing a private recorded 

performance in which she enacts a conceptualized version of 

the paramilitary attack she endured when living in East 

Belfast. This area of the city consists mainly of
36. Slide of Johnston in To Kill an Impulse

Protestant/Loyalist residents with Catholic/nationalist 

pockets, such as the Short Strand. She had just taken the direction of performance in her work, and as 

Peter Haining states, ‘[l]ife under paramilitary surveillance and protection forced her to question the 

priorities of public space. And a sectarian attack in the Short Strand left her violated, angry and 

agoraphobic.’52 In the 1960s and 1970s Nauman and Acconci conducted private media-based 

performances when alone in their studios, experimenting with ‘works that made explicit the artist’s

61 Deepwell, p. 83.
62 Peter Haining, ‘Art Beat: Sandra Johnston’, Culture Northern Ireland (2009)
<http://www.culturenorthemireland.org/article/l095/art-beat-sandra-johnston> [accessed 14 April 2011] (para. 8 
of 16).
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fundamental gestures’. For Acconci, recording the process of creating art was art itself, while 

Nauman’s private performances held strong links with his sculptures, and he often used his own body 

as a ‘living sculpture’.61 Johnston situates similar experimentation in the outdoor ‘studios’ that entice 

her to interact with them. As a performer, her nakedness exposes the vulnerability that is hidden by 

clothing. As Wright’s body was disposed of as if garbage, Johnston used only garbage materials 

available from inside the skip. In interview with Deepwell she states: ‘1 was really connected to the 

process because there was anger to come out of me, and any tool had scope. The banality and 

degradation of it was a factor’ (p. 83).

Dawson points out that the idea of trauma, particularly communal, as understood today stems 

from studies into PSTD in the United States to tackle mental health issues evident in Vietnam War 

veterans and victims of sexual abuse. The disorder ‘manifests in numerous forms of psychological and 

bodily distress accompanied by disturbances of memory’ in response to a distressing event that’s 

‘impact has delayed, persistent and long-term psychic effects’. He also notes that these long-term 

problems ‘affect the very process of remembering’. Quoting Bessel van der Kolk’s research, he 

continues that ‘traumatic memories differ from those of ordinarily stressful events in that they may 

involve “extremes of retention and forgetting’” (p. 63). Jill Bennett describes Johnston’s performance 

‘as a cathartic enactment of grief - it is her method of remembering, presumably in order to forget 

and move on. Merging the two sets of images suggests association between the anxiety felt from 

encountering violence, memories of news stories about horrific deaths, and the pain of loss through 

murder. The problem is that Johnston’s mediation, recontextualization, and re-presentation of the 

images in public is no more ethical than journalistic cameras encroaching on private mourning, or 

indeed the aftermath of violence in the first instance. Yet, she attempts to empathize legitimately by 

mediating images of her own vulnerability to a similar extent. Also, the installation appearing in 

Berlin is significant as the city’s division before the fall of the Berlin Wall five years earlier would still 

be fresh to memory. Bennett responds to the tension Johnston raises by noting that her ‘gender 

position promotes identification with bereaved women, but this does not mean that [her] work 

advances a simplistic notion of a common feminine empathy or that it disregards the variety of 

audience responses’. She argues that the artist’s process of‘self-consciously adopting] identificatory 

relationships’ in the double imagery enables her to find ways to emotionally ‘align’ spectators with 

those in mourning. The intention is that the images will evoke memories of personal pain with the

63 Rush, p. 48.
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piece mediating ‘affective connections between bodies’ brought about by combining the two 

projections, the glass, handprints, projectors, light, bodies, and shadows.64

When stories are told and listened to (or in this case, viewed in fragments), the ‘traumatic 

events are transmitted from one psyche to another’, and may even evoke ‘psychic scenarios buried 

deeply within the internal world of each of us’. This vulnerability is usually met with ‘psychic 

defence’ that ‘split[s] off these painful and destructive feelings from the self. Here there is a risk of 

projecting those feelings ‘into people, places and objects in the social world’ that become signifiers of 

violence, death, and loss that disturb the self from outside. In the process of telling, not only does the 

teller send information, the listener/viewer receives and is exposed to the effects of that trauma, 

perhaps to the extent of compromising their own psychic defence. This risk is present in the affective 

connections emerging from Johnston’s work where spectators of mixed media art or expanded cinema 

are implicated in this same way. The bodies involved in each layer of To Kill an Impulse represent 

individual and grouped bodies of women who bear a grief that is made visible, but obscured and 

changed by an intrusive public eye in tension with their own community’s attempts to conceal it. This 

media intrusion on private suffering also complicates the notion of‘state-organized forgetting’.65 

Johnston chose sectarian funerals in Troubles Northern Ireland to comment on such interference 

because of how the media and the men in their communities silence bereaved women. The images 

depict grief muted by both media presence and Johnston’s observations of Loyalist custom. Her stilled 

mediation reveals this muting: ‘When you see it cut down into slide[s] and it’s delayed, you see it as 

kind of faltering, and you can’t help but recognise the moment where emotion, grief, is prematurely 

stifled.’

To Kill an Impulse was envisaged because Johnston noticed funeral-goers’ increasing

awareness of camera presence revealed in news bulletins, for instance subjects would look directly at

cameras or were obscured from view by fellow mourners aware of filming taking place - images of

which are included in Johnston’s stills. On stifled grief, Bennett states:

Protestant women do not customarily escort the coffin in Northern Irish funerals, but even in 
this act of concealment the ritual of mourning is played out around the bodies of women. For 
Johnston, the act is emblematic both of the focus on women’s presence in mourning ritual and 
of the masking of female grief, (p. 337)

64 Jill Bennett, ‘Art, Affect, and the “Bad Death”: Strategies for Communicating the Sense Memory of Loss’, 
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 28.1 (2002), 333-51 (pp. 333 & 337).
65 Dawson, p. 72.
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When living in East Belfast, Johnston noticed women not being permitted to join funeral processions, 

and were held back by men if they tried. She notes, ‘[ijt’s a social, class and religious thing. It’s not 

devoid of the politics or the violence,’ asserting that broadcasts of violent deaths and paramilitary 

funerals exacerbate domineering male behaviour in those situations.66 In presenting this subject matter, 

Johnston perhaps trespasses on the ground of her social (rather than religious) other. She describes her 

choices in the documented performance images as ‘a random-fitting discourse to the burial “spectacle” 

which is at once both banal yet voyeuristic, familiar but prohibited territory’, that when screened 

adjacent to the media stills captured and shown out of context, the relationship is ‘uneasy’.67

Remembering that both sets of stills are derived from moving image documents, the effect is 

that spectators give more time to each separate image than they would if watching the original films, 

leading to greater understanding, or perhaps empathy, for the subjects. Barthes argues that the filmic 

image’s essence can only be grasped in stills derived from it, that this essence and its memory are lost 

when viewing them within the original film (pp. 65-66). On this Mulvey states, ‘[t]he still image both 

makes the moment of registration comparatively visible and creates a new space of time for the 

“pensive” spectator to reflect and experience the kind of reverie that Barthes had associated only with 

the photograph’ (pp. 85-86). She later expands on the possibilities that emerge from stilling or slowing 

moving images:

While the flow of the image at 24 frames a second tends to assert a ‘now-ness’ to the picture, 
stillness allows access to the time of the film’s registration, its ‘then-ness’. This is the point, 
essentially located in the single frame, where the cinema meets the still photograph, both 
registering a moment of time frozen and thus fossilized.68

As was the case for Holocaust survivors, trauma can incur acute awareness and vivid memories of the 

traumatic event, but also amnesias - gaps may occur in remembering the original experience. Dawson 

states: ‘This fragmentation manifests as gaps and silences in personal memory narratives, understood 

by some life-historians in psychoanalytical terms as corresponding to a fragmentation of the psyche.’ 

The gaps in memory signify the more disturbing elements of the traumatic event that are repressed ‘in 

order to survive’. These parts are split from the ordinary self as they cannot be integrated with 

‘ordinary experience’ and ‘exist in another temporal dimension, as something “timeless” or “frozen in 

time’”. What emerges is an ability of the survivor to accept, understand, and articulate ‘unassimilable

66 Deepwell, p. 84.
67 Robinson, 89-110 (p. 97).
68 Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image (London: Reaktion, 2006), p. 102.
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external events’ that results in those events being stored in a ‘walled-off area of the memory’. This 

separation of memory causes the ‘inner world’ to mediate the survivors’ perception of the ‘external 

world’, producing the traumatic memory’s difficulty or ‘resistan[ce] to representation’ (p. 63). 

Fragmented images in mixed media work makes spectators more aware that they are viewing the past 

than they would be if watching the broadcasts or performance documentation in the original formats.

In pinpointing particular moments, the artist hopes to ‘puncture’ the surface of these images to unearth 

concealed and incommunicable pain, including Wright’s murder. The identified punctures link each 

woman’s suffering to signify ‘the cyclical nature of violence’.69 These affective elements connect 

personal suffering to the communal, the internal to the external, the current to the remembered. In 

doing so, different traumas are aligned and the spectator is impelled to allow the work to evoke 

relevant memories and create further connections across anonymous boundaries. It is designed so that 

viewers become part of the piece by drawing connections and seeing themselves among the featured 

women, their contributions inescapable due to their bodies interrupting the double projector beams and 

being discernible through the central glass sheet.

The grieving Troubles female re-emerges in 

Composure a decade later. The title refers to behaviour 

expected of a grieving widow (particularly when 

appearing on television), the artist’s state of mind 

when conducting an endurance/time-based 

performance, and the fact that every aspect of the 

piece has been composed and arranged for that 

performance. The latter suggests that the work is as 

calculated and the chosen images as repackaged as they are in any media intervention. The piece 

involved a five-minute loop of footage from Jane Ewart-Biggs’s televised testimonial in 1976 for her 

husband who had been killed that July by an IRA bomb. Christopher Ewart-Biggs had just been 

appointed British ambassador to Dublin and was travelling there when he was murdered.70 The extract 

used in the performance/installation was edited by the artist and screened on loop in Catalyst Arts 

while she moved between two large sets of panelled windowpanes at either side of the gallery space.

37. Composure, Catalyst Arts (Johnston, 2004)

69 Bennett, 333-51 (p. 337).
70 Barry White, ‘From Conflict to Violence: The Re-emergence of the IRA and the Loyalist Response’, in 
Northern Ireland: The Background to the Conflict, ed. by John Darby (Belfast: Appletree, 1983), pp. 181-96 (p. 
190).
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Johnston drew on each pane with a saline solution on her fingertips, then blew chalk dust over the 

markings to make them visible. This action took course for six hours before spectators were allowed 

into the gallery for the continued actuation. Suzanna Chan’s response to the event highlights the 

tension created by looping the emotionally distressing dialogue onscreen. She suggests that distress is 

heightened by the spectators’ ignorance of its context, as many Catalyst patrons would not have been 

born when news coverage of this high-profile murder was originally broadcast. Repetition gave 

familiarity to a speech lifted out of its context and time, and for this reason Chan suggests empathy 

was difficult for spectators to feel, while the loop made it more distressing. Due to broadcast formats, 

such emotional discourse is not normally paid enough attention for this extent of absorption. Televised 

appeals or statements are regular for murder and missing person cases, but forgotten when the next 

news item comes on. The installation loop forces the viewer to confront Mrs Ewart-Biggs’s speech by 

being denied the short-term memory loss that occurs when viewing such broadcasts in the intended 

live or recently recorded televisual format.

Chan draws attention to the lack of an overt connection between the video and Johnston’s

actions, again evoking artists’ roles and responsibilities in representing another’s trauma. Chan’s

answer to her own query is that Johnston, as both editor of the video loop and the performance artist

appearing alongside it, takes responsibility for the piece and its concerns:

Johnston eschewed claims to a mythic objectivity or transparency, and explicitly took 
responsibility for her work and the issues it raises. Working with representations of the trauma 
of other people, frequently other women, she does not try to avoid the question of her 
positioning in relation to her subjects. She is willing to tread precarious ground, negotiating 
the power relation involved in representing others, and distinguishing between engagement 
and appropriation, benevolent humanism and political responsibility, compassion and self
aggrandisement.71

The live element and video looping recontextualize each other through what Hendricks terms as a 

‘subtlety of interactions’ between residues of past and (then) current presences.72 Because of renewed 

contexts, the ethics of representing trauma re-emerge. To address this, Johnston again places herself 

under the same spectatorial scrutiny. Rather than engage with the appropriated footage, she is 

oblivious to it as she draws, so is as connected as any other viewer/listener within the space. While the 

To Kill an Impulse spectator is implicated visually in the work’s meaning, imposed involvement 

occurs audibly in Composure. The viewer can choose to watch Johnston’s actions instead of the

71 Suzanna Chan, ‘Sandra Johnston’, Circa, 111 (2005), 68-69.
72 Kaplan et al., 7-17 (p. 7).
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monitor, but cannot avoid the pained speech of a grieving wife. In the earlier piece, Johnston 

acknowledged her ‘intrusion into other people’s grief, but rather than rationalize it, she exposes her 

own vulnerability by rechanneling the depicted anxiety into an enactment of personal anxiety that 

violates her ‘own security and distance’.73 In Composure there is still no rationalization - only Jane 

Ewart-Biggs’s vulnerability is exposed in a mediated fragment of history with Johnston merely 

appearing beside it, undergoing apparently unconnected actions. The simple act of creating invisible 

drawings then exposing them with chalk dust physicalizes her rendering of shards of the past. The 

repetition over the full ten-hour duration expresses time’s passing and how memories are written over, 

changed, replaced, reshaped, become faded, renewed, and do not operate as one large entity, but in 

small connected units.

Those connected units, Barthes might suggest, amount to ‘storeys’ that construct a narrative.

He further suggests that the links in a narrative chain usually regarded as flowing horizontally should

be projected ‘on to an implicitly vertical axis’ because following ‘a narrative is not merely to move

from one word to the next, it is also to move from one level to the next’ (p. 87). To relate back to

avant-garde film history, Catherine Fowler points out that Maya Deren’s trilogy of film experiments in

the 1940s disregard ‘linear and consecutive’ horizontal readings in favour of ‘vertical investigations’

that move ‘back and around’, so ‘halting linear time in order to expand a moment’. They create ‘a time

of meanwhile, which asks us to stay with, and think around, an event’. Fowler also points out that

Deren’s work is constricted by film form and screening conventions that produce duality in ‘sustaining

the act of memory involved in her “double exposure” and the “what happens next” of the cinema

auditorium’s linear time frame’. Moving this reading to the gallery film, Fowler asserts:

the split-screen or diptych provides the opportunity to think about the difference between 
seeing images one after the other, so that what was just present swiftly becomes past and has 
to be remembered, and seeing them next to each other, so that past and present can exist 
simultaneously in a time of‘meanwhile’.74

Here the projection/screening loops and live actions repeated over hours give a consistent sense of 

‘presentness’. To Kill an Impulse plays out on two sides of one transparent screen, while in 

Composure the action happens on a conventional television screen as well as every window in the

73 Robinson, 89-110 (p. 97).
74 Catherine Fowler, ‘Room for Experiment: Gallery Films and Vertical Time from Maya Deren to Eija Liisa 
Ahtila’, Screen, 45.4 (2004), 324-43 (pp. 328 & 338).
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space, almost like pixels making up a larger image. Both use double screens of sorts to bring together 

disconnected fragments that are suspended in time.

Although not static, the Composure video possesses a similar ‘presentness’ to the To Kill an 

Impulse stills, while the overlapping still drawings possess a degree of movement. Barthes concedes 

that stills are ‘a remote sub-product of the film, a sample, a means of drawing in custom’, and ‘a 

reduction of the work by the immobilization of what is taken to be the sacred essence of cinema - the 

movement of the images’. In seeing the essence of the filmic in stills, he questions if‘the filmic of the 

future’ lies in an incommunicable ‘third meaning’ not found in static arts ‘since they lack the diegetic 

horizon, the possibility of configuration’. If so, filmic movement only comes from the arrangement of 

images unfolding sequentially, evoking theories of montage. From this, Barthes goes on to ‘displace’ 

Sergei Eisenstein’s notion of montage by arguing that a film’s ‘centre of gravity’ is located inside the 

shots, not between them. Barthes’s formula (recalling Deren’s) ‘calls for a vertical reading of the 

articulation’, and asserts that ‘the still is not a sample [...] but a quotation’ (pp. 66-67). The fragments 

in Johnston’s works, whether still or moving, do not possess narrative as single units, but form several 

connected narratives when sequenced in a different kind of film, perhaps the ‘filmic of the future’ 

Barthes pointed towards. Mulvey states that the ‘obsession with movement has dominated cinema 

from its origins [...] and it is beginning to blur as celluloid is displaced onto technologies that allow 

access to an illusion of its inherent stillness’.75 Even the five minutes of Jane Ewart-Biggs’s speech is 

held in stasis due to the loop, which complicates the past-present relationship and becomes an essence 

- a snapshot - of a forgotten past, while at the same time finding new meaning within a new ‘filmic’ 

structure. In the act of extraction and placement, Johnston’s media quotations lose one narrative and 

gain another.

Turning to Melanie Klein’s psychoanalysis of trauma, Dawson states that ‘anxieties and fears 

are understood to originate both in the internal world and in social conflicts that impact on psychic 

splitting and integration, and are carried into the depths of the psyche by introjective processes that 

must use whatever is available from social life as resources for composure’. Jane Ewart-Biggs had no 

connection to the Northern Ireland conflict before her husband was murdered shortly into his post as 

Ambassador, so was affected by accident of marriage. The conflict widowed her and led her to use 

news media - a resource from social life - to compose a testimony and relieve or share anguish in a 

composed manner. In ‘the struggle for greater psychic wholeness and integrity’, Johnston’s

75 , Stillness in the Moving Image’, p. 83.
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performance elements manifest physical translations or interpretations of trauma narratives into 

‘socially and culturally determined [...] forms of representation’. Analysis of these ‘must involve a 

double movement, following their traces inwards along the “psychic pathways” that traverse the 

landscape of the internal world, and outwards into the cultural discourses (including the stories of 

collective memory) which map the social world’ (pp. 64-65). Jane Ewart-Biggs’s testimony was 

individual to her, and shared by women who had also lost partners to conflict, as well as viewers of 

her national television broadcast. In conflict, these private traumas are immediately shared by 

widespread circumstance. Johnston as intermediary delivers this past-present private-public suffering 

to a largely unaffected or unaware audience. By beginning the process a significant amount of time 

before that audience can view the work, she signifies to them upon entry that changes and activity 

have taken place in the past before their experience in the space begins. The same actions repeat in a 

cycle in the present as Ewart-Biggs’s distress is perpetual. Current media have forgotten her, she 

herself is now deceased, yet her trauma lingers unhealed because it is the suffering of many others. It 

will not disperse, it will repeat on loop indefinitely as a cultural discourse stemming from one person’s 

pain repeated many times, just like Johnston’s window drawings.

Regarding the materials used, Anne Friedberg asserts that the invention of the glass window 

offered a transparency that dissolved the boundary between the interior and exterior.76 The glass sheet 

in To Kill an Impulse represented increasingly indistinguishable private and public actions with 

personal mourning scrutinized in the media spotlight and isolated performance occurring in public 

spaces recorded for later public viewing. The spectator’s gaze is centred on this double-sided screen, 

on which double two-dimensional images appear back-to-back in the middle of a space, so subverting 

what became convention early on in cinema practice to have the gaze centred in the middle of a screen 

on a single, far wall. Composure does the opposite to split the gaze between a central television screen 

and two adjacent sets of windows, forcing the spectator to pan the space as the artist moves across it.

In considering the function of the cinematic frame and the static screen it appears on, Friedberg quotes 

Vivian Sobchack’s assertion that ‘[t]he frame “functions for the film as the field of our bodies does for 

us’” (p. 16). Significantly, when discussing Schneemann, Lee identifies a ‘relationship between the 

body screened and the screening body’, and suggests ‘the body organised by media - and in turn the 

body wrested from technology - is far from the flesh and blood, “organic” thing’ (p. 141). Johnston’s

76 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: The 
MIT Press, 2006), p. 123.
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body becomes art object, art instrument, and screen all at once in an age where (recalling O’Doherty) 

mediation is necessary for comprehension and experience. Her mixed media practice shares expanded 

cinema ideals, especially as the mechanisms of projection are exposed and positioned so that 

spectators have little choice but to become mobile participants. Given continued political and social 

upheaval in Northern Ireland, particularly throughout the 1990s, it is relevant to reiterate that this 

‘paracinematic’ mode of performance paralleled 1960s cultural unrest. Schneemann was combining 

her film work with live body art by 1967, while British and American structuralists followed similar 

pursuits with either performance or constructed environments.77 Goldberg identifies a 1970s trend of 

‘fascination for performance as a means to increase the audience’s awareness of their positions as 

victims of manipulation - whether by the media or the performers themselves’ (p. 174). Recalling 

Elwes’s observations on the changes to art at this time, its interpretation was ‘seen to be contingent on 

social, political and historical factors being brought to bear on individuals at the moment of reception 

as well as the intrinsic qualities of a set of objects or pictorial effects’ (p. 8). In the 1990s and 2000s in 

Northern Ireland, similar disintegration of cinematic convention has attempted exposure of the 

internalized contentions affecting society’s psychology. The events referenced in the abovementioned 

performances occurred outside of what is considered normal reality, so it is fitting to express such pain 

in unconventional, non-reproducible/sellable art processes in the hope that dialogues may begin.

Trauma as Allegory
Overturning the method of appropriating images from existing news media fragments, Ute Friederike 

Jiirss’s You Never Know the Whole Story installation (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2000) projected three videos 

that were each ‘a theatrical staging of a still news photograph’. Reiterating Auslander’s view of 

performance structure becoming affected by reproductive media, Jiirss’s piece captures the intensity in 

what on first glance looks recognizable as a media furore over an apparently violent occurrence. Yet 

the more the ‘stills’ are scrutinized the less information they convey. Men with guns and balaclavas, 

tussling crowds, and women being obstructed or held back are depicted. It is upon close study that the 

three seemingly connected images do not even begin to correlate or reveal a narrative - they cease to 

be fragments as there is little evidence to suggest they are part of the same story. Thomas Levin likens 

them to a tableau vivant in that the actors within are motionless with apparent dynamism, indicated by 

blurring. They are posed in the sense of a tableau, not portraiture, creating ‘an image frozen in time’

77 Paul Arthur, A Line of Sight: American Avant-Garde Film since 1965 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2005), p. 164.
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evoking, yet different from, news photographs taken spontaneously. By constructing images in this 

way, Jiirss inverts media processes to produce a metaphor for contemporary mass (information) 

culture.78

Allegory and metaphor remain effective tools in conveying points with less risk of offence or 

controversy, particularly amid the contentions caused by conflict. According to Jean Petrolle’s 

reading, Nina Menkes’s The Bloody Child (USA, 1996) lends itself to allegory ‘to explore social 

relations and spiritual insights so subtle and intricate as to defy direct exposition and to challenge the 

photographic propensities of fdm, which [...] necessarily falter before the task of picturing the 

invisible’. The film is based on the true story of a woman murdered by her husband, a Gulf War 

veteran, but does not relay the narrative with conventional cinematic portrayals of war. In a 

description befitting Johnston’s To Kill an Impulse if transferred to the Northern Irish conflict, Petrolic 

states:

Using fragmentation, repetition, accretion, and surrealism, The Bloody Child disrupts 
chronology and problematizes identification, while constructing an allegory of the 
psychospiritual devastation wrought by contemporary American military-industrial culture on 
individuals of both sexes, other countries, and nature itself.

Menkes is known for disruptions of chronological time that force viewers to piece events together 

from the non-sequential sections she presents, thus her film form can be likened to a swept up jumble 

of memory debris in the aftermath of a violent chain of events. In another similarity to Johnston’s 

double slide projection showing two different kinds of trauma caused by (male) violence, ‘[t]he film 

avoids replicating the act of violence by refusing to show it,’ and instead draws attention to the 

banality of ‘psychic deterioration’ caused by aggression. Like To Kill an Impulse, "Bloody Child 

illustrates the connections between individual acts of violence and acts of war’. Menkes’s film also 

requires effort on behalf of the spectator to draw narrative connections; similar to allegory it requires 

interpretation to have meaning. Petrolic attests that a film with such socio-political implications ‘not 

only coexists with radical aesthetic strategies but requires them’, just as Johnston had to find different 

ways of telling her story while relating it to someone else’s. Bloody Child broadly comments on the

78 Thomas Y. Levin, 'You Never Know the Whole Story: Ute Friederike Jiirss and the Aesthetics of the 
Heterochronic Image’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: Tate, 
Afterall, 2008), pp. 460-74 (pp. 460-63).
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ability of war, and the mentality necessary for individuals to engage in war activities, to change 

psychology, to make violence and murder viable solutions to any conflict, including domestic.79

The film’s title refers to one of the apparitions conjured by the witches in Macbeth to draw out 

his guilt and madness. In the film, the Marine’s murdered wife (Sherry Sibley) is ‘the bloody child’, 

who in life tries to combat the masculinity around her and ‘the problem of being a woman’ by being 

‘childish’ and ‘super “feminine”’, and after death ‘when her spirit is hovering around, all of her pent 

up creative energy comes out in a malicious form, like the witches in Macbeth\ The only other female 

character is a disillusioned Marine captain (Tinka Menkes) involved in the husband’s arrest. In 

contrast, her solution to the ‘problem’ of her sex is to act in a masculine way, which also fails and ‘the 

two women represent untenable solutions to being a woman in this violent, masculine environment’.80 

Here there is commentary on a situation without suggesting a viable solution beyond the catharsis of 

affective performance. Menkes and Johnston identify an issue they take exception with but allow the 

spectator to draw their own conclusions based on the mediation and psychologies to which they have 

been exposed. This includes the implicit layer of media criticism under the overt message that the 

women’s performative behaviour results from the actions of men who are psychologically affected by 

war.

Moving onto performances involving pragmatic responses to conflict and its effects, Alastair 

MacLennan much more generally draws attention to human destructiveness while multi-layering the 

meanings of any implemented props. He used dead fish in Body Break (Mappin Gallery, Sheffield, 

1985), which symbolize Christianity, but for him also represent ‘the subconscious as a fluid life-force 

and creativity’. Donning a balaclava references Northern Irish paramilitary masks as well as 

‘MacLennan’s two-year period studying Zen with a Rinzai master’. Recalling psychic splitting 

described by Dawson, MacLennan overcomes this by fusing the mind and body’s functions of 

‘thinking and doing’ to ‘make much more essential action’ and to do so clearly.81

Returning to death and remembrance, Southern artist Alanna O’Kelly contrasts the 

suppression of grief by making work about keening/caoine (Irish Gaelic for ‘crying’), which is a

79 Jean Petrolle, ‘Allegory, Politics, and the Avant-Garde’, in Women and Experimental Filmmaking, ed. by Jean 
Petrolle and Virginia Wright Wexman (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2005), pp. 93-104 (pp. 
93-95).
80 Nina Menkes and Ray Privett, ‘Secret Landscapes: A Conversation with Nina Menkes’, Senses of Cinema, 22 
(2002) <http://www.sensesofcinema.com/2002/22/menkes/> [accessed 30 July 2011] (para. 36 of 39).
81 L. Kelly, pp. 133-34.
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traditional Irish mourning wail practiced by small groups of women at wakes.82 The process 

transforms grieving into a celebration of life, contrasting the Northern experience revealed by 

Johnston. Similar to performance, keening can last for several days and is perhaps the cathartic release 

Johnston was searching for. For this reason, sound and voice are significant in O’Kelly’s work. She 

explains in interview with Deepwell:

The keeners, mostly women, would bang the coffin, rhythmically beating on wood. Some of 
the very good keeners would tell stories about the deceased through the song. It was really 
quite an artform here. [...] When you cry you are letting go. If you really let go and you’re in a 
supported situation, your inner culture can handle that and you can let go and reach another 
level.

This other level is why O’Kelly used keening in her performance work, to combine strength and 

vulnerability. It is a form of memory-telling and re-telling that incorporates folklore and connects Irish 

practitioners with similar wordless mourning rituals in some African, Arab, and Canadian Eskimo 

communities. O’Kelly’s development of performance using keening led her to the themes of the Great 

Irish Famine (1846-51) and emigration as sources of loss and lament. Similar to Johnston, it was time 

spent living in London that increased O’Kelly’s consciousness of Irish identity, tradition, and 

emigration. Practicing internationally in the late 1980s and early 1990s, she associates emigration 

caused by economic recession and unemployment to mass emigration around the decade of the 

Famine, leading to severe loss and displacement of the Irish people, around which there has been 

resounding silence. Here, a broad similarity can be drawn between North and South where private 

deaths are mourned openly in intimate company, while the mourning of collective loss must be 

repressed and little acknowledged throughout history, with negative repercussions on social 

psychologies.

Silence features in O’Kelly’s work inspired by the Famine. She observes from her research

that the most engaging literature about the Irish Famine references it in relation to contemporary

African and Asian famines. On searching for famine graves, she states:

Like everyone else in Ireland I knew about many of these from childhood, but of course these 
places are quite sacred, untouched, and of course, up until recently, unmarked. These stories 
lie everywhere, almost waiting for people or the culture to be ready for them, to uncover them, 
to let them be known.

82 Niamh Ann Kelly, ‘Transgressing Time and the Familiar Anonymous: Performance in the Work of Alanna 
O’Kelly and Phil Collins’, Universiteit van Amsterdam (year unknown)
<http://home.medewerker.uva.n1/m.g.bal/bestanden/Kelly%20niamh%20ann%20kelly%20%20paper%20READ  
ER%20OPMAAK.pdf> [accessed 5 May 2011] (p. 5 of 20).
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One she found and filmed was located in an eroding stretch of County Mayo coast, the graves and 

church ruins being claimed by the sea and erased from human memory. These lost people are omitted 

from the oral folklore referenced elsewhere in O’Kelly’s work. Niamh Ann Kelly describes O’Kelly’s 

sound installation Omos/Respect (IMMA, Dublin, 1995) that developed out of the artist’s focus on the 

dual famine/emigration theme. It retells an ‘historic anecdote’ about an impoverished girl running 

alongside a coach that is carrying wealthy travellers. Rather than beg for aid, she keeps up with the 

coach to make its occupants aware of her presence. Kelly explains: ‘The girl represents an oppressed 

and poverty-stricken people that feel compelled to encounter their oppressor who is here presented in 

the form of a coach and its occupants’. The piece began as a live performance in which O’Kelly 

enacted the girl’s running bare feet, which are the only visible parts of her body in a darkened space. 

After several minutes her quickening breath can be heard from the darkness and voices of the girl’s 

family and ancestors are introduced as O’ Kelly emerges into the light as if the past is being revealed.81 

The installation sounds consist of the girl’s increasingly heavy breath, rolling coach wheels, pounding 

feet, whispered fragments of a children’s poem based on the tale 

(which also appeared in print in an earlier exhibition by O’Kelly), and 

eventually coins being thrown. In the poem, the key to the girl’s 

eventual reward of‘a fourpenny piece’ is her silent perseverance, a 

refusal to beg but determination to be acknowledged by running for 

miles beside the coach. As time passes, the sounds gain momentum 

and merge in a crescendo from which a keen develops, ending the 

track. Jean Fisher observes that ‘a lament for the dead returns in Omos 

as a shout for life [...] calling upon its nurturing role to re-empower 

the subject. In this way, the call breaks the spell of enforced 

muteness’.84

The move away from visual representation makes the sound installation more significant to 

the listener, who becomes included in ‘a shared cultural form of mourning’. In a similar way to 

Johnston, Kelly points out that ‘the duration it takes to listen to the work functions as a demand upon 

the listener to engage with art, in general, a little more slowly’. She identifies this happening from 

moving to only audio from audiovisual representation as well as allowing the girl to narrate her own

81 Deepwell, pp. 138-44.
84 Jean Fisher, Alanna O’Kelly, Catalogue Text (Dublin: Irish Museum of Modern Art, 1996), p. 4.
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story through use of the first-person children’s poem rather than the love poem from her mother and

familial voices in the previous performance. The listener generates mental images of the story by

being immersed in its sounds. Kelly suggests these appear in a space ‘between a politics of personal

identification, a more generalized sense of retrospective perspective and an outward comprehension of

situations of poverty and disempowerment’. She continues:

As the work unfolds the girl’s loss of speech is replaced by a cry beyond crying and the 
potential for the listener’s tidy sense of history is assuredly obscured by the contemporary 
nature of listening to the piece. The invisible subject and final wordlessness of Omos 
transcends a loss of voice.

Just as Johnston draws attention to society’s hidden pain through unconventional means, so O’Kelly 

vocalizes the silenced in such a way as to prompt viewers/listeners to experience art differently. Kelly 

argues that ‘the reclaimed position of the storyteller’ in Omos reclaims the individuality of the work as 

one that does not simply form ‘a link in a wider chain of exhibited objects’ as tends to occur with 

themed exhibitions on historical topics such as the Famine (pp. 3-10).

O’Kelly’s individuality gives her work the same ambiguity that can generate affective 

connections between subject, artist, and viewers as seen in Johnston’s work. Continuing the Famine 

theme, O’Kelly was breastfeeding when news broadcasts were saturated with images of Middle 

Eastern famine and war in the 1990s. Her video installation A ’Beathu/Emmenancia Vital/Nurturing 

(Brazil, 1996) responds to the ability of the female body to continue producing milk when it is itself 

denied nourishment and the subsequent death of infants when the breasts parch from starvation. The 

video consists of abstract images of O’Kelly’s own breasts oozing milk and its texture as it flows into 

water, intercut with fragmented close ups of a sleeping infant. Again, unresolved tensions arise 

between enacting and viewing performative expression of trauma, between the person who assumes 

the right to express another’s pain and the person who chooses to view that expression.

Problematically an idealized ‘Mother Ireland’ image can be easily read into such work made by a 

female Irish artist, regardless of intentions of political depth and global significance, which sees it fail 

to disrupt the relationship between maleness and the mediation of women’s roles in order to reclaim 

power over how women are visually portrayed.

In mixed media practice, the combination of defined forms appearing as one entity under one 

name within specific environments perhaps expresses a desire to collapse boundaries where the other 

or binary opposite is no longer a cause of intimidation. Johnston’s positioning of re-edits alongside 

edited documentation of something at once actual and fictionalized, evokes further questions
156



concerning images situated in dialogue with one another. The cohesion between organic and non- 

organic elements may have peaked in moving image experimentation by structuralist and expanded 

cinema artists in the 1960s and 1970s that equally drew attention to socio-political concerns. However, 

the adoption of these techniques during and after conflict in Northern Ireland indicates an evolving 

visual culture attempting to express the inexpressible in which memory texts are a significant and 

ubiquitous presence. Mixed media work in a politically contested territory reflects the socially 

problematic circumstance of people finding themselves in an inexplicable present unable to escape 

unresolved pasts, and points towards possibilities for healing. Allegory and directness disguised as 

indirectness allow lesser accepted truths to be revealed under protective masks lest the delicate 

political present-future be jeopardized. Perhaps this suggests that the educational pedagogy of Fluxus 

could be adopted as a means for truth recovery and healing, plus its practices are not so radical as to 

cause offensive disruption to a relatively conservative region. This option will be discussed further in 

the thesis conclusion.
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Change the Object Itself: Immediacy and Myth-Making

Contemporary myth is discontinuous. It is no longer expressed in long fixed 
narratives but only in ‘discourse at most, it is a phraseology, a corpus of phrases 
(of stereotypes); myth disappears, but leaving - so much the more insidious - the 
mythical.

Roland Barthes'

The mythopoeic film need not evoke a classical myth or compare different myths, 
although it may do either or both. Mythopoeia is the making of a new myth or the 
reinterpretation of an old one. In the world of myth [...] imagination triumphs over 
actuality, and this imagination is unqualified by the perimeters of dream or delusion.

P. Adams Sitney2 3

Folklore and myth connote fabrication and ensure the survival of stories through generations. They 

may be allegorical and subject to alteration, but they provide alternatives to silence, and enable 

connections to be made between separate elements. The running girl fable in Alanna O’Kelly’s work 

used to criticize the link between poverty and imperialism broadly translates into a similar tension in 

art between product and patriarchy. Funding is necessary to create and/or show any art form. Artists 

depend on patrons, contrasting the oral traditions of‘storytelling and song’ that kept ‘histories alive in 

a time of colonial occupation [taking] place independently of materials and money’.1 Money for 

making art is provided through either practitioner’s commercial income or government support, which 

means arts councils are selective in awarding grants, which is no doubt affected by conservatism. In 

terms of‘official histories’, generalized public truths are favoured, but where agreement cannot be 

reached, silence prevails.

The preceding chapters in the thesis discussed how artists offer different ways of looking; now 

the thesis turns to different ways of articulating suppressed or controlled accounts of experiences in 

the work of Dublin-based painter Robert Ballagh, Irish American artist-critic Brian O’Doherty/Patrick 

Ireland, Derry artist Willie Doherty and Irish-born artist film-maker Duncan Campbell, where they 

examine various methods of re-presenting stories that are either in the making or lingering from the 

past. Before examining the examples from fine (if abstract and conceptual) arts, it is worth noting

1 Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text, essays selected and trans. by Stephen Heath (London: Fontana, 1977), p. 
165.
2 P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-garde, 1943-2000, 3,d edn (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), p. 136.
3 Gemma Tipton, ‘Living in Riverdance? Contemporary Art in Ireland’, World Literature Today, 81.1 (2007), 
29-33 (pp. 31-32).
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instances where this issue emerges in mainstream Irish and British cinema. Michael Collins (Jordan, 

Ireland, 1996) provoked controversy on its release for its representation of events following the 1916 

Easter Rising. Yet, the reception for Ken Loach’s The Wind that Shakes the Barley (UK/Ireland, 

2006), set around the War of Independence and Irish Civil War c. 1920, was largely positive; the film 

won the Palme d’Or at Cannes, and press reviews ranged from apathy for its subject matter to 

appreciating the film’s distinctive realist aesthetic, particularly in contrast to Michael Collins.4 The 

Irish state changed significantly in the ten-year interim between these two cinematic treatments of 

Irish nationalist history. Loach’s film perhaps reminded an internationalized Ireland of its legacy, 

whereas the burgeoning Celtic Tiger and increasing European influence were interrupted by Jordan’s 

unwelcome reminder of the continuing presence of a violent past in the present, a present desperately 

trying to convince itself of its own modernity and cosmopolitan promise.

The earlier film is a biopic while Loach’s is a dramatic narrative with an historical backdrop - 

by default it does not claim the same alliance with documentary as Jordan’s. Martin McLoone 

suggests The Wind that Shakes the Barley is a reply to Michael Collins, particularly when the films 

depict the civil war. Both implement rural Cork to establish ‘visually the right of the native population 

to the ownership and control of the native landscape and to establish the British (and their native 

supporters) as the aggressive interlopers’. Differences emerge in ‘Jordan’s humanist message’ and 

Loach’s ‘class-based analysis’; Jordan presents a cycle of violence that can only cease with further 

violent acts, while Loach observes that ‘a foreign oppression was replaced by a native one’. By this, 

McLoone refers to the leadership of the newly partitioned Republic continuing where British rule left 

off, which also implies criticism of Ireland’s economic prosperity at the time of the film’s release. 

Generally, myth always comments on today’s issues, and McLoone points out that both films address 

contemporary conflicts. Released in 1996 with a Northern Irish actor in the lead role and inadvertently 

coinciding with the breakdown of the IRA ceasefire, Michael Collins cannot avoid evoking the peace 

process. Jordan defended himself repeatedly to the British press, to no avail, whose collective 

negativity was viewed by the Irish press as ‘outdated imperialist thinking’.5 In some of Jordan’s 

justifications he denied any relation to contemporary events and claimed he was trying to ‘rescue’ a 

forgotten history ‘from the shadow thrown over it by the war of attrition that has gone on in the north

4 Jim Smyth, ‘Victory of the Gombeens’, Fortnight, 445 (2006), 16. See also Brian Hanley, ‘Review: The Wind 
that Shakes the Barley', History Ireland, 14.5 (2006), 50-51.
5 Ruth Barton, Irish National Cinema (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 142-43.
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of Ireland for the last 20 years’.6 A decade later Loach ‘lamented that the events of the 1920s in 

Ireland remain little known outside the country itself.7 His film correlates to ongoing conflict in the 

Middle East with the British-American led invasion of Iraq and the ‘war on terror’, supported by 

Ireland.8

Film-makers under public scrutiny cannot avoid the labelling of their work as propaganda 

when it bears political relevance. Visual artists have more anonymity and are less likely to become 

encumbered by this notion of media propaganda, even though they often practice counter-propaganda. 

The following sections discuss alternatives to this type of mainstream narrative cinema in fine, 

conceptual, and video art contexts, alternatives that transcend restrictions of unofficial censorship to 

convey messages while invoking cinema in various ways. The first crosses Ireland’s North/South 

border to consider Ballagh and O’Doherty’s responses to initial events of the Troubles, followed by an 

examination of the relation between memory and place through spectral visuals and monologue in 

Doherty’s Ghost Story (UK, 2007). Finally, the chapter discusses Campbell making the old anew in 

retrospective (tele)visual reconstructions of individual personae who had been constructed then 

discarded by news media in Bernadette (UK, 2008) and Make it New John (UK, 2009). Each artist’s 

adaptations of particular stories draw upon literary influences: Ballagh defies modernist abstraction in 

his use of puns and quotations, O’Doherty/I reland visualizes Joycean linguistics, Doherty interweaves 

folklore with personal and public memories, and Campbell transforms media icons into Beckettian- 

like characters. Recreations of others’ stories to make connections with and analogize new ones - 

particularly concerning events such as Bloody Sunday - form visual kinds of myth-making similar to 

the passing of oral folklore to combat official silences and offer a freedom of speech granted by 

mythopoeia.

In the 1957 preface to Mythologies, Barthes states that ‘myth is a language’. He remarks that 

mythology ‘is a part both of semiology inasmuch as it is a formal science, and of ideology inasmuch 

as it is an historical science: it studies ideas-in-form’.9 Double meaning inherent in language and 

literature allows artists and writers to convey alternative or suppressed accounts of the past and

6 Jack O’Sullivan, ‘My Movie, Right or Wrong’, The Independent (\996)
<http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/my-movie-right-or-wrong-1351134.html> [accessed 3 August 2011] 
(paras. 18-19 of 36).
7. Darren Waters, ‘Review: The Wind that Shakes the Barley', BBC News Entertainment (2006) 
<http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/entertainment/5026620.stm> [accessed 4 August 2011] (para. 22 of 23).
8 Martin McLoone, Film, Media and Popular Culture in Ireland: Cityscapes, Landscapes, Soundscapes (Dublin; 
Portland, Oregon: Irish Academic Press, 2008), pp. 87-88. See also Lance Pettit, Screening Ireland: Film and 
Television Representation (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2000), pp. 256-58.
9 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. by Annette Lavers (London: Vintage, 1993), pp. 11 and 112.
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political gestures hidden beneath the surface image, the object itself. This layered duality complicates

the distinction between official histories and personal accounts. Research into Ulster/Irish folklore

shows discrepancies in the trustworthiness of‘factual’ evidence. Factual compilations of history

encased in revivalism are often challenged, including in literary parodies such as Flann O’Brien’s

metafictions. Oral storytelling evolves naturally as tales are passed through generations, which some

researchers and folklorists argue are ‘contaminated’. Jonathan Bell counters this by stating that the

oral transmission of the past is actually people making their ‘own sense of things’ that have been

passed to them, creating a tension between contaminated versions of history and truth according to

individual understanding. Bell relates this to Claude Levi-Strauss’s notion of bricolage where

something new is created out of parts of the old to renew truth. Similarities emerge here concerning

forms of revisionism, seen in Robert Ballagh’s paintings, and described by his biographer as ‘a going

forward by looking back’.10 To expand, Tessa Giblin states:

When looking for the truth of something, the intention, accuracy or meaning, we’re often 
compelled to seek the origin. But the present context in which something is shown, said or 
retold also has its own authority. The story, myth, image or idea becomes involved with the 
context to such a degree that it becomes part of the story. All of these contexts produce ever- 
new meaning for the myth or object.* 11

As stories evolve and spread across time, place and form, they begin to transcend boundaries put in 

place to enable ‘effective analysis’, which Bell points out are problematic when these boundaries are 

assumed to occur naturally and not as constructions.12 A story can be owned, changed, retold in any 

way by anyone, leading Barthes to attest that ‘the fact, in mass culture, is no longer an element of the 

natural world; what appears as fact is the stereotype: what everyone sees and consumes’.13 The 

stereotype sits uneasily between reality and fiction, between what is actual and what mass culture 

claims to be actual. It is interesting to consider stereotyping alongside the history-myth dichotomy 

identified by historians.

In his exposition of myth and history spanning the Irish Troubles, Graham Dawson refers to

the late-twentieth century findings of T.W. Moody and Brian Walker. Before discussing them, he

outlines the difference between myth and history specific to Ireland’s relation to Britain:

‘Myth’ is understood to mean damaging misconceptions and falsehoods about the past, 
embedded in popular consciousness, which fuel the atavistic political identities of Ulster

10 Ciaran Carty, Robert Ballagh (Dublin: Magill, 1986), p. 15.
11 Tessa Giblin, ‘Chapters//myth’, Circa, 129 (2009), 42-52 (p. 49).
12 Jonathan Bell, ‘Concepts of Survival and Revival in Irish Culture’, Ulster Folklife, 44 (1998), 100-109.
13 Roland Barthes, The Responsibility of Forms: Critical Essays on Music, Art, and Representation, trans. by 
Richard Howard (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 202.
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Unionism and Irish nationalism, and stir up political violence; while ‘history’ is used to refer 
to the more objective and truthful knowledge about the past produced by apparently 
disinterested professional historians, whose task is to challenge and deconstruct those myths.

The stirring of political violence stemming from opposing community myths appears to be paramount 

in historicization that is informed by scientific evidence. The process here is motivated by providing 

alternative, perhaps more truthful, informed and balanced, views of the past. In his attempt to 

demythologize Irish history, Moody asserts that such ‘enlarged truth’ promotes open-mindedness, 

while myth perpetuates closed-mindedness by its derivation from orally expressed and received views 

accumulated from biased opinions that ‘provide nations with “consciousness of their past’”. Dawson 

illustrates this point with the press’s criticism of Michael Collins for its recycling of nationalist myth 

and historically inaccurate narrative. Responses to the film exemplify how socio-political myths are 

subsumed into other types of culture - in this case, visual and (national) cinematic cultures - so 

increasing the audience reception for a given myth. Concurring with Moody, Walker adds that myths 

can have positive effects in exuding a sense of history and unity within communities, but ‘popular 

misconceptions’ are problematic on a larger scale. Dawson points out that although historians have 

generally not concluded how such a consciousness of past originates, historical research identifies a 

link ‘between “mythological” consciousness of the past and political conflict in the present’.

Historians examining the history/myth paradigm are sometimes biased by political beliefs: ‘Walker’s 

own use of history also serves a political project, that of weakening the narratives that inform these 

positions, and offering alternatives to them.’14 The artwork under discussion is underscored by old 

mythological consciousnesses informing present conflict and challenges to historical account that offer 

alternatives to these consciousnesses, beginning with immediate Southern reactions to the onset of 

Northern conflict.

Responses in the South
Brian O’Doherty and Robert Ballagh’s responses to the Northern situation, especially events in Derry 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s, were fairly immediate and informed by news coverage in their 

respective domiciles of New York and Dublin. Where Ballagh drew connections to these events with 

older European conflicts through pastiches - or visual quotations - O’Doherty split his identity to 

complicate and personify Irish stereotypes. Both disrupt stereotypes of Irish landscapists and make 

overt political statements while pushing the limits of conceptual and pop art practices. Coming from

14 Graham Dawson, Making Peace with the Past? Memory, Trauma and the Irish Troubles (Manchester; New 
York: Manchester University Press, 2007), pp. 35-42.
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the city, rural scenes were never part of Ballagh’s consciousness. He indicates falsity in Irish art that is 

concerned with a ‘mythical world of landscapes’ instead of the social realities of unemployment, 

poverty and emigration. Expatriate O’Doherty has spawned personae of various guises and 

professions. The widest known is Patrick Ireland, created in 1972 in protest against the Bloody Sunday 

deaths and continued British army presence in Northern Ireland. He was buried on the grounds of 

IMMA in 2008 when troops no longer represented occupation, and relative peace was reached. This 

name was used by O’Doherty to sign all artworks completed during this time period, beginning with 

the signing of a deed poll in front of witnesses. His work was not shown in the North while the army 

maintained an occupational presence. Ballagh briefly joined this stance alongside others by 

withdrawing from the 1969 Living Art exhibition in Belfast, but believed withholding art achieved 

nothing as any work had to be seen to be effective. Upon invitation from the Arts Council, he 

represented Ireland in a touring show of Scottish, Welsh and Irish work (the Celtic Triangle) that 

included exhibitions in Belfast and Derry.15 O’Doherty continued to 

write criticism under his own name and several pseudonyms, one of 

which remains unclaimed. Mary Josephson crosses the gender 

boundary and references the ‘Holy Family’; Sigmund Bode 

amalgamates Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Bode, whose writings are 

disliked by O’Doherty; and William Maginn was a real poet and 

commentator born in 1793 whose fictionalized voice O’Doherty 

implemented to narrate one of his novels, and who himself availed
r 39. F/Ve Went/t/es (O Doherty/lreland,

of several pseudonyms. These were hidden until a 1998 2002)

photographic exhibition in which they are collaged alongside O’Doherty and Ireland, impacting on

readers of their work who had understood them to be genuine. This fictional ization of the author and

creation of multiple identities disrupts the author/artist’s commoditization, so avoiding the artist’s

‘master-image’ derived from auteurism.16

O’Doherty’s process here is related to the mid-twentieth-century shift in ideas of art that 

‘moved from the object to the history and politics of representation, including how the self was 

constructed as a social, political and gendered human being’. O’Doherty/Ireland is one instance of the 

artist extending this to the artist figure and it has remained a recurrent theme throughout his art and 

criticism. When he guest edited a double volume of box mag&zme, Aspen on the topic of minimalism-

15 Carty, pp. 90 & 199.
16 Brenda Moore-McCann, Brian O’Doherty/Patrick Ireland Between Categories (Farnham: Lund Humphries, 
2009), pp. 42-46.
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the components of which were presented loose in a white cuboid-shaped box - he commissioned 

Barthes’s ‘Death of the Author’ essay. Since 1972, O’Doherty as critic and Ireland as artist aligned 

with authors such as Flann O’Brien (himself one of Brian O’Nolan’s aliases) to address artist/author 

commoditization. Brenda Moore-McCann states, ‘[m]eta-fictional art mimicked the provisional nature 

of contemporary experience through the strategy of creating an illusion, at the same time undermining 

it, to “pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality”.’ It is through this guise that 

O’Doherty adopted the Patrick Ireland persona that challenged, but depended on, versions of historical 

events. His Name Change (Project Arts Centre, Dublin, 1972) cannot be labelled purely as a political 

act because it impacts generally on the status of a given artist’s name, so undermining the ‘Author- 

God’ in the same way as the art produced by the meta-artist undermines various histories at once.17

Moore-McCann asserts that by responding to Bloody Sunday with Name Change, O’Doherty 

‘took the “fact” of an event and made it durable as art’ by using Patrick Ireland to draw ‘attention to 

history’. Considering the fine line between writing history and fiction, she states that the ‘loss of faith 

in history is not to deny it, but to convey the difficulty of knowing its reality, and how to represent it’, 

and asks ‘[h]ow does a historical “event” become a historical “fact”?’ O’Doherty probes this transition 

by displacing the artist from the traditional role of the invisible, authoritative creator/author through 

his self-fictional ization as Ireland and the work he creates. The birth and death of this character 

occurring in live performances and subsequent artefacts and documentation are linked through their 

conceptual reference to real political events. The works ‘were structured around the transfer of artistic 

identity’, and were visually symmetrical with the same white costume, mask and people present. 

Among them was Robert Ballagh who participated in Name Change at the Irish Exhibition of Living 

Art (where his ephemeral Derry January 30, 1972 also appeared) and was a pallbearer at Ireland’s 

burial. Both involved language with a shift to multilingualism in The Burial of Patrick Ireland {200?,) 

to reflect increasing globalization and disintegration of boundaries. The Burial had a sense of 

ceremony with Alanna O’Kelly’s keen after the coffin was lowered, and a sense of renewal with the 

removal and burial of Ireland’s mask worn by O’Doherty. The works fall in line with political and art 

histories, but are not ‘real’ events in the same sense as the events that inspired them.18 The mythical, 

yet organic, Patrick Ireland persona signifies the power of conflict to change identity and how people 

view themselves and each other (e.g. the perpetrator/victim dyad). O’Doherty/Ireland draws

17 Moore-McCann, pp. 18-21.
18 Ibid., pp. 38-39.
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oppositions together in the circularity of life and death; Ireland’s funeral celebrated hope for a 

peaceful future on the island of Ireland by personifying the death of hatred.

Like O’ Doherty, Ballagh became aware of the Troubles through media reportage. In 1968 he 

watched the first stirrings of conflict unfold on television. Some of his abstract work was showing in 

Belfast at the time, and caused him to cease painting further abstracts. The upheaval diverted his 

artistic direction away from ‘art for art’s sake’ towards making statements through visual language. In 

the late 1960s this language was informed by global issues beyond those in Northern Ireland, 

including the Vietnam War, Cuban socialism, North American advertising (i.e. mass culture), and 

widespread unemployment-the indignity of which Ballagh repeatedly encountered. His early efforts 

combined painting materials and silk-screening on photographs to produce images verging on collages 

capturing ‘an iconography of the social consciousness of the 1960s’ that reflected his responses to 

received information on the surrounding world, as well as producing ‘something completely new in 

Irish art’. Political messages in his paintings have been ‘slow burning’ as they were initially only 

received by ‘an elite art audience’ who largely regarded them as ‘[c]artoonist send-up[s] of famous 

paintings’, including The Rape of the Sabines after David, Liberty at the Barricades after Delacroix 

and The Third of May after Goya (acrylic on canvas, 1969-70).19 Other comparisons can be drawn 

with cartoon animation; Ballagh’s portrait of writer Laurence Sterne based on an earlier one held in 

London’s National Portrait Gallery by Joshua Reynolds, ‘is presented as materialising out of a 

brushstroke on the canvas (the brush itself depicted too) - this technique being a jokey allusion to the 

animated brushwork device sometimes used by Walt Disney.’20 In the three works, Ballagh copied the 

structure but modernized the style with hard lines and faceless masses, again not viewed first-hand but 

in reproductions, similar to the violence they reference. The originals, Jacques-Louis David’s The 

Intervention of the Sabine Women (oil on canvas, 1796-99), Eugene Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the 

People (oil on canvas, 1830) and Francisco Goya’s The Third of May 1808 (oil on canvas, 1814), 

visualize repression and violence in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century French and Spanish conflicts. 

Ballagh’s updates align him with the working class taking part in civil rights protests by applying 

these combative images to conflict in twentieth-century Northern Ireland. They comment on violence 

and oppression and call for their end, particularly looking to women to mediate.

Rape of the Sabines depicts the conflict between the Romans and Sabines in the eighth century 

BC, upon which the abducted Sabine women intervened, leading to reconciliation. David’s version

19 Carty, pp. 75-76 & 92.
20 James Gorry, Therese Gorry and Damien Matthews, Robert Ballagh: Works from the Studio 1959-2006 
(London; Dublin: Damien Matthews Fine Art Publications, 2006), p. 15.
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was painted in the context of eighteenth-century fighting 

across Europe after the French Revolution, the work 

already evoking analogy and folklore. In Ballagh’s 

adaptation the eye is drawn to a female figure wearing a 

pale pink gown. Her purity stands out amid the vivid red, 

blue, yellow and dark green appearing within the 

monochrome backdrop and hard-edged black lines. The 

woman’s outstretched arms draw the eye outward towards 

battling soldiers, her father and husband, as her dress 

tapers down to her children tugging at it, huddled between her feet. The scene appears minimal in 

presentation but is busy with movement, detail and information, such as the woman in yellow’s futile 

attempt to lift a child out of harm’s way, only to put it level with spearheads. The soldier to the left 

appears to succumb to his daughter’s pleas while her husband remains primed for attack. His shield is 

also yellow, associating this colour with both combat and protection. Soldiers in the background seem 

to sheath their swords, and although copied from David’s original, this resonates with Ballagh’s call 

for cessation of violence towards civil rights marchers. The Sabine woman is pivotal to the image in 

the same way as the man wearing yellow and white surrendering at gunpoint in The Third of May, a 

similar gesture with a contrasting connotation. Unarmed civilians cower around him as they are 

confronted by a flank of gunmen also bearing swords. The violence is more prominent on the right 

with peace seekers centre and left, reflecting political and geographical positioning between Britain 

and Ireland. The vividness in this painting comes from the pool of red around a dead man with blue 

sleeves and collar also on the left, evoking the socialist working class. The action taking place on the 

periphery of the town seen in the background continues to evoke violence in Derry happening in 

housing estates such as the Bogside on the city’s outskirts.

The setting is similar in Liberty at the Barricades, again busy with destruction and death. 

There is a sense of immediate aftermath of battle rather than being in the throes of it as in the other 

paintings with Liberty positioned top centre holding aloft a bayonet rifle and flag. Again she and her 

people are coming from the left. The dishevelled dead - uniformed and not - lie among rubble along 

the lower frame, which in the flattened dimensions makes triumphant survivors appear to stand on top 

of them, positioning them so high that Liberty’s right hand is edged out, contrasting The Third of May 

and Rape of the Sabines where only the bottom half of the frames are populated. Continued from the 

original is how elements within the image, such as other figures kneeling and looking up, create a
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triangular perspective that draws the eye towards Liberty’s exposed upper body and face turned back 

to her revelling followers. Perhaps a narrative of what Ballagh desired would happen in the North can 

be traced from attack in The Third of May, battle and female intervention in Rape of the Sabines, and 

victory for the oppressed led by a woman in Liberty at the Barricades. The broad connections between 

the stories together with each image’s inherent dynamism (similar to Jiirss’s staged photographs), 

evoke the tableau vivant. The style, reminiscent of early avant-garde animation and contemporary 

popular cartoons, not only modernizes and aligns these separate classical works in a narrative (as well 

as combining the old and the new), but simplifies the images therein. This relates to Barthes: ‘myth 

prefers to work with poor, incomplete images [...] ready for a signification, such as caricatures, 

pastiches, symbols, etc.’21 In Barthes’s semiology, Ballagh’s versions signify several histories at once. 

These include the political history of the past and in the making, as well as European and Irish art 

histories. The impact is similar to O’Doherty/Ireland’s combination of North American and Irish 

conceptual art and literary histories. On his first visit to New York in 1970, Ballagh visited exhibitions 

of different interpretations of the same paintings he had paid homage to, which ‘was a timely reminder 

that in art nothing is ever new’.22 The many versions, interpretations, updates, etc., of recognizable 

classics perhaps visualizes oral storytelling where the event is passed on to others from the 

understanding and context of the teller. The morphed stories exceed spatio-temporal boundaries by 

connecting people’s trauma from conflict across centuries and nations by expressing the same 

fundamental concerns with freedom and peacemaking.

41. Liberty at the Barricades after Delacroix (BaWagh, 1969-70) 42. The Third of May after Goya (Ballagh, 1969-70)

Where Ballagh visualizes language, O’Doherty/Ireland physicalizes it, ranging from ancient 

Irish Ogham in mirror sculptures to partial interpretations of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939) in

21 Mythologies, p. 127.
22 Carty, p. 96.
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interactive sculpture and Rope Drawings requiring spectator movement to attain meaning. Interactivity 

is necessary for In the Wake (Of) (1963-4), involving a small found box with which Finnegans Wake 

can be infinitely restructured. The box is divided into sixty compartments fitted with sixty square 

blocks. Moore-McCann continues:

[O’Doherty] colour-coded and inscribed each one with four texts from the Wake. On the top of 
the little half-cubes, the opening 60 words of the Wake and its last 60 lines were written in 
mirror-writing. The 10 ‘thunders’ (100-letter words, the 11th had 101 letters) were then written 
on the top of the box. The sigla [coded aspects] of the characters HCE (Humphrey Chimpden 
Earwicker) and ALP (Anna Livia Plurabelle), and the signs for Shem and Shaun in her egg, 
were painted on the back.

The loose blocks invite viewers to become participants, or even pseudo-authors, by forming their own 

three-dimensional version of Joyce’s text, so continuing the book’s ethos of defying literary 

convention. Ireland returned to the Wake with a more intricate project, The Purgatory of Humphrey 

Chimpden EarM’icker, Homunculus, Rope Drawing #73 (1985), which was later renewed in a different 

space as HCE (Redux), Rope Drawing #109 (2004). Here, Ireland adapts Irish writer Thomas 

MacGreevy’s reading of the Wake as purgatory - a non-space of between-ness devoid of past and 

future that, as a Catholic concept, evokes Irish nationalism. The Rope Drawings involve painted 

shapes on the walls of a space while that space is sliced - but not occupied - by a ‘line of rope 

ricocheted around the gallery’. The spectator-participant must move through and around the seemingly 

random lines to give them movement and meaning. The rope leads to a desk facing the HCE 

homunculus, upon which sits a sheet of blotting paper. On the right are the Wake's opening passages 

while on the left appear shuffled phrases from the same text. When seated and aligned precisely, the 

spectator (becoming a reader) views the homunculus shaped by the labyrinthine ropes between. The 

rope draws out the essence of the character in a physicalization of Joyce’s sigla, shown to effect in 

Ireland’s preparatory drawings on ordnance survey maps of Dublin, where he represents HCE’s travels 

through the city in transcriptions of the book’s opening lines. This compliments Joyce’s verbal 

mapping of the city to create a kind of lingual cartography within which appears ‘HCE’. The single 

desk and chair invite the spectator to go beyond a participatory role to take possession of the 

installation in a personal way, and ‘[i]f accepted, each viewer reveals themselves through the act of 

interpretation, becoming part of the work through finding one’s own way of seeing it’. The many 

individual readings perhaps accumulate to a community of minor literature as suggested by Deleuze

168



and Guattari,2' alongside the ‘communal memory’ Moore-McCann believes is evoked by the Rope 

Drawings, which mark ‘a time when installations became a potent genre that realised the present, 

rather than the future’ (pp. 178-85). The Purgatory rope is language in space and time that must be 

read before understanding can be gained. It evokes the text that inspired it, but exists as its own entity. 

There is a trace of the past to be found within its presentness, while its stillness evokes the uncertainty 

of being suspended in purgatorial stasis.

Like Ireland’s Rope Drawings and performances, Ballagh’s Derry January 30, 1972 existed in 

presentness. The only trace of it is a set of stills taken of the chalked body outlines stained with animal 

blood on the Project Arts Centre floor, photographed in their untouched condition before the 

exhibition opening, on which Carty notes:

Guests at the opening of the Living Art at first walked gingerly around the outlines. But as the 
drink flowed, they forgot they were there. By the end of the evening all trace of the chalk 
marks had been trampled over: just as the memory of Bloody Sunday had been erased from 
the public consciousness, (p. 104)

Considering that ‘myth has in fact a double function: it points out and it notifies, it makes us

understand something and it imposes it on us’,24 Ballagh attempted to impose a political message

about violence and occupation while referring to an incident about which people had quickly become

complacent. The work’s presentation to an ‘elite art audience’ raises a further issue about typical

receivers of art being detached from social and political struggles. Undeterred, Northern politics

continued to shape Ballagh’s work throughout the 1970s.

As conflict intensified and violence became indiscriminate, voices of peacemakers, socialists

and artists were muted. Ballagh lost grip on any personal identification he felt. His images began to

comment on reportage and perception. In media binaries, broadcasted police record photographs

usually signify perpetrators of crime. Ballagh’s response to such signification was to reproduce these

realistically in oils, including photographic grain. On Winchester, 73 (oil on canvas, 1973) he states:

when certain people suddenly spring into notoriety, the only images we have of them tend to 
be police photographs. The media then transmits these around the world. I wanted to focus on 
the impersonality of these images by painting them without comment exactly as they appeared 
in the newspapers.

Continuing the pop art connection, the blandness of the images evokes Warhol’s Campbell's Soup 

Cans (synthetic polymer on canvas, MoMA, 1962), while the title, by making a pun on Mann’s 1950

23 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. by Dana Polan (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 17.
24 Barthes, Mythologies, p. 117.
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Western, draws attention to how the media present - and lead viewers to perceive - the Northern Irish 

conflict as tribal ‘cowboys and Indians’ warfare (we might also recall Jordan’s The Butcher Boy, or 

Luke Gibbons’s reading of Peter Ormrod’s Eat the Peach, 1988).25 Although choosing IRA members 

suggests allegiance, the painting intends to be apolitical. It is a surface image ‘neither supporting nor 

rejecting’ the members who had been arrested for detonating car bombs in London.26 New generations 

of audience become increasingly unaware of context and as they see such surface images and consider 

them in relation to media representation of general perpetrators of crime, past politics only emerge 

through research into fading collective memories.

Ghosts of the Past
Contrasting O’Doherty and Ballagh’s distant adult responses to Bloody Sunday, Willie Doherty 

witnessed it as a child. He recurrently confronts ‘the dichotomy between his experience and its 

representation in the media’.27 Ghost Story moves away from his use of text against ambiguous images 

to match the latter with an oral, almost stream-of-consciousness, monologue by an unseen speaker that 

complicates the distinction between official history and folklore. Barthes states, ‘[m]yth is not defined 

by the object of its message, but by the way in which it utters this message: there are formal limits to 

myth, there are no “substantial” ones.’ He continues that myth is not ‘confined to oral speech’, but 

consists of different types of writing and representation, including ‘photography, cinema, reporting, 

sport, shows, publicity’.28 Ghost Story is Doherty’s search for a dialogue about post-ceasefire Northern 

Ireland that addresses the lack of response to psychological fallout. Because of widespread reprieve 

from accountability, a sense exists where people feel pressured into putting individual ‘victims’ and 

‘survivors’ aside after the Agreement. It is problematic for society not to acknowledge significant 

events in its past that amount to its current psychology, but in a delicate political situation there is an 

inability to apply a mechanism to facilitate such a dialogue.

Different ways that memory can be articulated emerge from Ghost Story's monologue where 

memories of the Troubles parallel troubled memories. To refute the selective amnesia favoured by 

current politics, Doherty sought for a narrative device to enable memory-telling, and found one in 

traditional Irish ghost stories using death, absence and presence as motifs. Speaking at the Darklight 

festival (Dublin, 2009), Doherty stated that ideas for his work begin with locations later inspiring a 

script. Places he photographed in the 1980s (e.g. the Bogside, Belfast’s Westlink, etc.) are familiar to

25 Kevin Rockett, Luke Gibbons and John Hill, Cinema and Ireland (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 241-3.
26 Carty, pp. 135-36.
27 Paul O’Brien, ‘Willie Doherty: Language, Imagery and the Real’, Circa, 104 (2003), 51-54 (p. 53).
28 Mythologies, pp. 109-10.
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the home audience and require pre-existing knowledge for viewers to understand context and draw 

meaning. As his work gained international renown and viewers beyond Northern Ireland tried to 

understand the conflict, his locations became more anonymous.29 Ghost Story’’s settings in both filmed 

and mental images are nondescript, but narrator Stephen Rea’s accent and some allusions in the 

monologue indicate which region is the site of action. For instance, a description of a burnt out car 

(verbalizing Doherty’s 1994 Border Incident still) includes ‘[t]he number plate, three letters and four 

numbers’ that make up a Northern Irish vehicle registration. No location is named in the film, playing 

on widespread familiarity given to place names in association with events known to have occurred 

there. Ghost Story’s directness in describing events but vagueness about where they happened shows 

how memory both distorts and makes connections in understanding place. The shift from text allows 

the picture to speak for itself and encourage spectator involvement in creating narrative from images. 

Here, Doherty’s practice shifts from gallery installations commenting on media inadequacy, to 

(disjunctive) cinematic storytelling.

Ghost Story mostly consists of a slow tracking shot moving down a country lane flanked with 

trees as Rea delivers a softly spoken monologue. It was filmed with a steadicam, its operator 

positioned on a low-loading trolley rolling down the lane. This places the swaying frame just above 

head height to give the sense of an entity gliding just off the ground. The opening lines of the 

disembodied voice’s past-tense monologue correlates to the scene, which briefly cuts to the right flank 

of trees:

I found myself walking along a deserted path.
Through the trees on one side I could faintly make out a river in the distance.
On the other side I could hear the faint rumble of far away traffic.
The scene was unfamiliar to me.

43. Ghost Story (Doherty, 2007)

Sensory experiences are immediately conveyed as sights, 

sounds and smells unconnected to this core location emerge 

as events and myths are recalled. The narration flows as a 

poetic stream-of-consciousness similar to how one’s mind 

wanders when taking such a walk on a secluded route. The 

distant traffic indicates simultaneous presence and absence 

connecting the isolated with the masses through sound.

29 Willie Doherty, ‘Willie Doherty in Conversation’, Darklight Festival (Dublin: Lighthouse cinema, 10 October 
2009).
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Sights along this path, or the spectres thought to be seen amid the lane’s serenity, trigger memories of 

swift, violent past events in an urban setting. The discordant imagery here suggests the ubiquity of 

traumatic recall.

The narrator transports the viewer to a place other than that onscreen, and seems to possess the 

power to at times shift away from the lane towards the places in his mind. He observes ‘terror and 

bewilderment’ in the faces of‘shadow-like figures’ he spots among the trees. For him these evoke 

personal memories ‘of the faces in a running crowd [he] had once seen on a bright but cold January 

afternoon’. Referring to Bloody Sunday, the account that follows is perhaps derived from Doherty’s 

experience as a twelve-year old witness mediated by the array of subsequent accounts over more than 

three decades:

Men and women slipped on icy puddles as they ran for safety.
A few, in their panic, ran towards a wire fence, further trapping themselves.
As they scaled the fence a military vehicle drove through it tossing them into the frosty air.
Troops spewed from the back of the vehicle as it screeched to a sudden halt.
They raised their rifles and fired indiscriminately into the fleeing crowd.

The violent language contrasts its quiet delivery and drifting onscreen image devoid of human 

presence. The memory continues with the after-effects of the waste ground where he had witnessed 

this violence, and how the ‘silent reminder’ of this vacant space was replaced by a building - a typical 

post-conflict activity that ‘band-aids’ open wounds in public spaces with an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ 

outlook. This prompts him to question if ‘the pain and terror that had taken place there’ became 

‘absorbed or filtered into the ground’, or if others could discern it as he did, suggesting he is an 

individual desiring to be part of a like-minded collective.

The scene cuts to a similar tracking shot moving down a wide vacant alleyway as the voice 

describes how the past ‘oozed from the hidden depths’ below the new builds that stifle lingering 

traumatic memory:

The smell of ancient mould mingled with the creeping odor [sic] of dead flesh.
The ground was often slippery under foot as the surface of the road was no longer thick
enough to conceal the contents of the tomb that lay beneath the whole city.

The ‘creeping odor of dead flesh’ refers, not to a lack of resolution, but the denial of 

acknowledgement expressed by buildings cloaking contested sites. Rather than promote forgetfulness 

and urge consideration of the future as intended, protracted trauma and traces of memory haunt the 

social psychology linked to places with such weighty pasts. In this case the building mask has failed as 

this man recognizes where memories are almost being squeezed out of‘every crack and fissure in the
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worn pavements and crumbling walls’ free of regeneration. Just as traces of worn graffiti are 

discernible on the entry walls in the film, a city’s past will emerge in signs and refuse to be ignored.

The scene returns to the lane as the narrator describes the duplicity of the ‘shadow-like 

figures’, later named ‘wraiths’ (a dialectical Scottish term for ghosts appearing shortly before death), 

who ‘inhabit a world somewhere between here and the next’. The monologue describes the variants of 

what the wraith may represent. Seeing a close friend or relative in a place where they could not be may 

indicate that they are ‘already dead or in great danger’, or seeing ‘one’s own image is a warning of 

one’s death within a year’. They are referred to between descriptions of post-event scenes and 

allusions to media information exchanges. Ambiguity prevails as ‘[s]ome people claim that they are a 

malevolent presence while others believe that they offer guidance and advice’. The wraiths are 

omnipresent, constantly touching nature, just as our dead remain in every aspect of our lives. Their 

invisible ubiquity in the monologue evokes the duplicitous watchfulness of surveillance activity in 

Doherty’s prior works. Dual notions return in malevolence/benevolence, night/day, winter/summer, 

and here/there. Human presences appearing in cutaways represent sightings/presences of these 

‘restless creatures’, including brief static close ups of a child’s widely opened eyes, contrasting 

moving long shots elsewhere. They are faint traces of humanity but are deceptive (vision in Ghost 

Story cannot be trusted) and are a constant watchful presence that is not quite there. Motifs recur from 

past works alluding to discovered bodies and their identities made familiar by media coverage of their 

murders. The encounter is again personal to Doherty: ‘As a boy, I stared at this photograph looking for 

a sign; unable to accept that the face was that of someone already dead.’ This iterates the tension 

between the live and non-live, the signifier and its referent. Another motif is the pursuer - the other - 

lying in wait. The scene cuts to a tracking shot moving through an urban underpass at night. It begins 

as a sideways pan of foliage as loud traffic denotes a shift to the city. The camera turns to move 

forward through the underpass, and as a corner is turned a silhouetted man appears leaning against a 

wall, coinciding with the words:

I walked past the place that I used to avoid and quickened my pace.
He was waiting for me, as I always feared he would, emerging from a scorched corner where
broken glass sparkled on the blackened ground.

The narrator refers to ‘incursions of unreality’ interrupting his thoughts (this is matched by a quick cut 

to a close up of a child’s eye), acknowledging the fine line between his reality and imagination. Back 

on the country path, no end is apparent. The narrator is unsure whether or not he sees figures emerging 

from the path or trees, perhaps making the viewer question what lies ahead centre-frame.
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The possible spectres evoke the narrator’s memories of‘a flickering television screen’ and 

details of an abandoned, partially burnt car relayed against a tracking shot of a desolate concrete 

playing field flanked by dying bushes. In speech reminiscent of The Only Good One is a Dead One 

(1993), the narrator states the following as the scene is visualized onscreen:

At first, I didn’t see or hear the car.
It seemed to come from nowhere.
In the evening twilight it was difficult to make out who was driving.
The car slowed down and waited for me to approach.

The narrator’s ‘train of thought’ veers into the 

imaginary with a fantasy of being pursued. He 

regresses back to memories of his mediated 

experiences, i.e. studying press photographs of people, 

places and violent actions unknown to him, but 

familiar through news broadcasting/0 This distance 

from actuality relates to that of irresolution and is 

evoked by the drifting camera’s necessity to turn corners and navigate bends. This visual motif is 

present in the tracking shots of each location, but is abandoned in the unpopulated shots before making 

the full turn. At the waste ground and underpass, the full turn glimpses the unseen driver and lurking 

man, but movement cuts short of reaching and identifying either figure. In the main location the 

installation loop makes the drifting motion along the lane seem endless. Cutaways cover instances 

where the camera re-approaches lengths of path already passed, giving the film circularity, or perhaps 

a further sense of purgatorial entrapment. The film’s first frame is also its last, so in exhibition the 

narrative neither begins nor ends and reflects the nature of unresolved trauma and painful memories 

suspended continually in the present. The journey along this path is perpetual as if gazing through the 

eyes of a wraith held to that location in the same way the narrator’s memories are tethered to parts of 

the city.

Recalling Dawson’s thoughts on myth and history, when referring to Bloody Sunday he notes 

the distinction between ‘British official memory’ and ‘local memory’ developed by people sharing 

their stories in a communal environment. Within those communities, though, are individuals who 

share traumatic experiences with difficulty, even when they correlate to ‘public narratives’. The 

isolation this causes is identified in the relatives of those killed on Bloody Sunday. Dawson also

30 Willie Doherty, ‘Videography’, in Willie Doherty: Anthology of Time-Based Works, ed. by Yilmaz Dziewior 
and Matthias Mtihling (Hamburg: Hatje Cantz, 2007), pp. 43-165 (pp. 162-63).
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addresses the fact that the public eye only turns to such events on significant anniversaries (pp. 123- 

27). Ghost Story’s timelessness dispels this by transcending spatio-temporality to be here and there, 

now and then. To answer the narrator’s question, there are many residents of Derry who, as the dead’s 

extended families and friends, sense what he senses. The injured and witnesses of the day must also 

carry the trauma with them, and have difficulty returning to certain sites, regardless of regeneration. 

The fact that Ghost Story played on daily loop for over a year when installed in Belfast’s Ulster 

Museum, four decades and seventy miles from its origin, meant that this communal narrative offered 

as an individual’s became a presence within a gallery exhibiting Irish landscapes alongside abstract 

painting and photography.

Icons of the North

Truth to tell, the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn, and to 
produce an artificial myth: and this reconstituted myth will in fact be a mythology.

Roland Barthes31

Moving from varied artistic accounts of Troubles events to individuals broadly connected to them, this

section discusses Duncan Campbell’s distortion of perceptions informed by televisual storytelling.

Baudrillard notes that mass culture develops from ‘useless hyperinformation which claims to enlighten

[the masses], when all it does is clutter up the space of the representable and annul itself in a silent

equivalence’.32 It is this activity that authors of metafiction and structuralist literature have reacted

against for the past century, including the Irish self-exiles James Joyce, Flann O’Brien and Samuel

Beckett, while artists influenced by them (e.g. Campbell, Nauman, and Vittorio Santoro) expand on

their methods across visual and sonic arts. Linda Hutcheon observes that metafiction challenges ‘the

seamless quality of the history/fiction (or world/art) join implied by realist narrative’ by not

‘disconnecting] itself from history or the world’. She explains:

It foregrounds and thus contests the conventionality and unacknowledged ideology of that 
assumption of seamlessness and asks its readers to question the process by which we represent 
our selves and our world to ourselves and to become aware of the means by which we make 
sense of and construct order out of experience in our particular culture, [sz'c]

Mainstream narrative cinema evokes the same identification and ‘assumption of seamlessness’ in its 

viewers through protagonist-driven plot structures, invisible editing, and screening environments.

31 Mythologies, p. 135.
j2 Jean Baudrillard, ‘The Masses: The Implosion of the Social in the Media’, in Jean Baudrillard: Selected 
Writings, ed. by Mark Poster (Cambridge: Polity, 1988), pp. 207-19 (p. 211).
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Campbell disrupts these conventions by appropriating fragments of‘useless hyperinformation’ to draw 

attention to their questionable ability for enlightenment, to disrupt passivity in mass culture. Such 

media reflexivity prompts spectators to question representation and creates awareness of how 

components of identities are understood and normalized as representation cannot be avoided. Instead, 

Hutcheon believes fixed notions of representation and assumptions that it is ‘transhistorical and 

transculturaP can be avoided by studying ‘how representation legitimises and privileges certain kinds 

of [...] historical knowledge’.’3 Campbell’s films are audiovisual challenges to the kind of historical 

knowledge privileged and legitimized by notions of truth surrounding documentary/non-fiction 

representation. Bernadette and Make it New John blur distinctions between representations of 

historical knowledge connoting fact, and (auto)biographical or artistic representations presumed to 

distort facts for personal, aesthetic, or even commercial gain by exposing the media to self-criticism.

Before giving vulnerability to media portrayals of the Bernadette Devlin firebrand and 

charismatic John DeLorean, Campbell re-presented Belfast’s 1960s to 1980s working class youth as 

unfazed by political conflict, concerned instead with lack of employment or prospects. Falls Burns

Malone Fiddles (UK, 2003) shows a disillusioned youth culture 

immersed in vibrant music, fashion and social scenes, assembled 

from Belfast Exposed’s extensive photographic archive - a topic 

to be covered by the ‘Alternative Ulster’ exhibition in the Ulster 

Museum from November 2011. Campbell confirms it is about 

‘class solidarity rather than that of sectarian affinity’ and 

confronts the viewer with the ‘unfulfilled potential’ rife in society 

due to a combination of the time’s economic climate and Troubles 

backdrop.'4 The title, derived from a 1969 People’s Democracy poster, sets aside sectarianism to 

confront social imbalance by referring to how differently affected by conflict the working class Falls 

Road area was from the middle class Malone Road area, both at similar proximities to Belfast City 

Centre.’3 This is represented in the film by Campbell’s application of Cohen’s model in which he 

outlines ‘working class responses’ to ‘determinate conditions’ caused by ‘redevelopment’ and the 

‘changing occupational structure’. These responses generate informal segregation of the working

33 Linda Hutcheon, ‘Telling Stories: Fiction and History’, Modernism/Postmodernism, ed. by Peter Brooker 
(London; New York: Longman, 1992), pp. 229-42 (p. 235).
34 Eleanor Yule, ‘Tramway: Artist in Conversation - Duncan Campbell Part 1’, Glasgow Tramway (2010)
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8qXmlllKSss> [accessed 12 March 2011],
35 Martin Melaugh, ‘Posters - Examples of Nationalist Posters’, CAIN Web Service (2010) 
<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/images/posters/nationalist/index.html> [accessed 12 March 2011].
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classes throughout the 1960s stemming from music and fashion trends (e.g. ‘Mods’ and ‘Skinheads’) 

unconcerned with religion or sectarian politics. The model asserts that this segregation stems from 

‘embourgeoisement, ideological contradiction, economic contradiction, and ghettoisation’. These 

factors appear in diagrams and geometric shapes that are intercut with stills of dilapidated residential 

areas. The shapes slide intermittently over these stills after breaking free from the diagrams, signifying 

their dispersal as if blotting these places.36 With Scottish actor Ewen Bremner’s voiceover and 

locations only recognizable to knowledgeable viewers, the issue is presented as nationwide; although 

in Northern Ireland paramilitary recruitment often resulted from the same problem, and graffiti in the 

film signifies its subconscious presence. The application of a mathematical model as a framework to 

present this history concerning working class Belfast youth introduces the idea of the artist/film

maker’s reconstitution of the past by using its materials from a present outlook.

The archival footage Campbell adapts for Bernadette and Make it New John is sequenced in 

disjointed narratives juxtaposed with staccato voiceovers, incongruous sounds, originally shot inserts, 

and abstract animations to re-present myths surrounding two iconic personae with brief but notable 

impressions on life in late-twentieth-century Northern Ireland. The public lives of former socialist- 

nationalist MP Bernadette Devlin McAliskey and controversial American car engineer John Zachary 

DeLorean, shown in journalistic fragments in these films, depict individuals disconnected from 

surrounding societies. These media depictions are bookended in the films with Beckettian-style 

fictional izations of their early and later lives. Tensions between presence and absence, truth and 

untruth are emphasized and complicate boundaries between modes of audiovisual storytelling and 

exhibition. As well as connecting with Beckett’s literary and televisual styles, the films evoke Bruce 

Nauman’s Beckett-inspired work and early avant-garde cinema practices. By being screened in both 

cinematic and gallery spaces they problematize categorial notions of artwork, genre and ownership. In 

re-implementing parts of existing histories to create new histories, the films contest the validity of 

broader historical discourses (political, social and artistic), including distinctions between literature 

and visual art, as well as avant-garde and artists’ filnWvideo-making. Bernadette and Make it New 

John remove the Devlin and DeLorean media ‘players’ from the reality of their peaks in the press 

spotlight and place them in a fictional universe of Campbell’s construction. The re-implementation of 

retrieved material sequenced or collaged with newly recorded live action and animations (already 

refuting ‘truthful’ images), allow experimentation with devices emulating how icons are made and

’6 Duncan Campbell, 'Falls Burns Malone Fiddles', in Duncan Campbell, ed. by Steven Bode (London;
Glasgow: Film and Video Umbrella; Tramway, 2010), pp. 60-71 (p. 60).
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discarded by press and broadcast media, while exploring aesthetic potential in their use. Elements of 

conventional narrative and documentary are present (e.g. match-cutting, voiceover, chronologically 

ordered clips), but sub-narratives are incoherent. Images and sound are disjunctively sequenced, 

implying disconnection between time and these people.

Political activist Devlin made an impact 

when she became the youngest woman to win a 

seat in Westminster Parliament in 1969 as an 

independent ‘Unity’ candidate for Mid Ulster, 

which she held until 1974. In 1968, she joined the 

PD (a socialist group originating among QUB 

students that at times collaborated on exhibitions 

with Robert Ballagh)17 and took part in many 46- Bernadette (Campbell, 2008)

marches organized by the NICRA during this period. The extent of her passion became evident when 

she was sentenced to a six-month jail term for involvement in civil unrest in Derry in 1969, and again 

when she punched Home Secretary Reginald Maudling during a Commons sitting the day after Bloody 

Sunday. Since losing her seat she has remained active in supporting marginal members of society, 

including interned prisoners in the 1980s and immigrant workers more recently. DeLorean, whose 

company’s Dunmurry (West Belfast) branch produced the famed gull-wing door DMC-12 

(immortalized in Zemeckis’s Back to the Future, 1985) in the late 1970s and early 1980s, intersects 

with Ireland’s strive for modernity, for which ‘colonial exchange’ of commerce was seen as a viable 

solution to the Troubles. The ‘civilizing mission’ of the DeLorean Motor Company was one of 

‘corporate finance rendered in startling material form’ in the stainless steel supercar. DeLorean had 

risen through the General Motors hierarchy in America, but left in 1973 to start his own company with 

investment loans. After searching for a location with cheap labour and an appropriate factory site with 

the possibility of state subsidy, the British government in 1978 secured an arrangement to situate 

DMC in Northern Ireland to address its high unemployment rate and undercut paramilitary 

recruitment. This was both a misunderstanding of the nature of the conflict and misguided faith in the 

‘inveterate fantasist’ DeLorean. Design flaws, poor sales, and frequent recalls, plus controversies 

among firm bosses, led to its failure with plant closure in May 1982. DeLorean was later arrested for 

his involvement in drug smuggling, but acquitted as the case was an PBI sting. He was still wanted for 

questioning on fraud charges when he died in 2005.

’7 Carty, p. 100.
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At the height of popularity in Northern Ireland, DeLorean appeared in local newspaper articles 

publicizing DMC’s apparent economic contribution, while in America he featured in advertisements 

for the car and its subsidiary products as the face of reliability. When the factory closed, local and 

national newspapers that week lamented the loss of fifteen hundred jobs and consequences for the 

wider community, while speculating over DeLorean’s financial affairs and possible drugs smuggling 

connections. Questions arose over his dependable image, leading to the divided opinions debated by 

‘the workers’ in the final section of Make it New John.^ Devlin’s press representation constructed a 

caricature of her from the outset of her political career, first taking advantage of her age and gender to 

sell issues with sensationalist headlines. For example, the Daily Express exclaimed: ‘She’s Bernadette, 

she’s 21, she’s an MP, she’s swinging.’39 Cartoonists at first portrayed her in miniskirts with flowing 

hair, or as Joan of Arc, or an angelic saviour hovering above her disciples. After involvement in the 

‘Battle of the Bogside’ in August 1969 and subsequent prison sentence, she was demonized by the 

same press that had celebrated her fighting spirit. They began illustrating her as a fascist militant, a 

haggard witch, and a contemptuous drunk. The youthful femininity amongst older male MPs depicted 

before was obliterated by drawings of her as overweight, beady-eyed, pug-nosed and buck-toothed. 

The young heroine transformed into an old battleaxe within a few months, and her reputation in 

politics was denoted by extremes of sexual appeal.40

Devlin’s autobiography attempts reclamation of personal history with her constructing a self

narrative as an alternative to the media’s inconsistent representations. In Identity Parades, Kirkland 

describes the significance of literature written by individuals who ‘exemplify the project’ of 

nationalism’s maintenance and renewal. In this he observes the varied self of the author becoming 

bordered by ‘a coherent political identity’ formed by many similar strands of a fuller narrative. He 

notes that the seriousness with which this aspect of the project is conducted risks self-parody, 

exemplifying the point with Devlin’s The Price of My Soul (1969). Her autobiobraphy connects Irish 

nationalism to contemporary myth and puts her in tension with her political duty and how the 

subsequent public intrusion on her life compromises her identity. Kirkland observes:

The objectification implicit in her self-perception as a ‘phenomenon’ indicates something of
identitarianism’s primary aim: the creation of an identity position that is fully explicable by

’8 Richard Kirkland, ‘That Car: Modernity, Northern Ireland and the DMC-12’, Field Day Review, 3 (2007), 94- 
107.
39 Liz Curtis, Ireland: The Propaganda War: The British Media and the ‘Battle for Hearts and Minds ’ (London: 
Pluto, 1984), p. 24.
40 John Darby, Dressed to Kill: Cartoonists and the Northern Ireland Conflict (Belfast: Appletree Press, 1983), 
pp. 34-37.
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seemingly abstract historical and material forces and one that, as a result, demands the 
rejection of extraneous personal detail as an irrelevance.

Bernadette visualizes this rejection of the personal, as well as Kirkland’s observations that a social 

grouping (specifically collective nationalism) must ‘renew the images by which it is constituted, and 

offer as many ways of reforming the self as possible’.41 ‘Real’ personal detail is omitted due to lack of 

source materials and is formed anew with fictional devices, so distancing the re-packaged Bernadette 

further outside the collective nationalism of which she was already peripheral. DeLorean is more 

elusive and does not have a self-narrative he desired to reclaim like Devlin. On compiling footage for 

Bernadette, Campbell found ‘revealing moments in abundance’. DeLorean is uncharacteristically 

reserved in Make it New John*2 Where autobiographical excerpts add a literary layer to Bernadette, 

there is no such resource for the deceased DeLorean. Instead, Campbell draws fictional characters out 

of the impact DeLorean had on his Northern Irish working class other.

From print to moving image artefacts, the use of found footage connects the present to the 

past, as well as video art and experimental film-making to the immediacy of television journalism. 

When filmed, many of the clips amounting to Bernadette and Make it New John involved spontaneous 

responses to questions broadcast live, or shortly after being recorded, on national and regional 

television stations. Although archives are compiled of such image capturing, it is not intended for re

use beyond communicating the news story as it unfolds. In re-presenting/contextualizing the material, 

Campbell reveals the audience’s spectatorial habits, including assuming the right to knowledge of 

others’ lives. On the early significance of television, Youngblood attests:

Artists have created things to be communicated: they have not created communication. [...] 
Tele-vision is the art of communication itself, irrespective of message. Television exists in its 
purest form between the sender and the receiver [...and] provides the means by which one can 
control the movement of information throughout the environment.41

Reconstituting televisual material in various styles, and sequencing it within conceptual experiments 

with form, expands Youngblood’s notion of controlling the movement of information. With this 

approach, artists fulfil his argument that television generates widespread consciousness of existence 

‘by repeatedly showing us ourselves in a self-reflexive loop’, while asserting the value of television

41 Richard Kirkland, Identity Parades: Northern Irish Culture and Dissident Subjects (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2002), pp. 152-53.
42 Eleanor Yule, ‘Tramway: Artist in Conversation - Duncan Campbell Part 2’, Glasgow Tramway (2010) 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YoPRWuRoS9Q&feature=related> [accessed 12 March 2010].
43 Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970), p. 337.
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beyond entertainment.44 Campbell liberates the stock footage from both its original meaning and 

current archive context of preserving that past by placing fragments of it in association with other 

materials and textures to form new narratives, so opening out the possibilities inherent within such 

objects.

Graley Herren remarks that ‘[tjelevision simultaneously kills and resuscitates that which it 

records’, and Beckett’s teleplays featured ghosts ‘because all televisual images are essentially traces of 

the “living dead’” that become ‘dead artifacts’ able to be ‘reanimated’ at any time.45 Campbell’s film- 

making involves a process of reanimating archival materials that during original broadcasts were at 

once live, dying and dead, and are now transformed into new artefacts, new ‘second-order’ myths.46 

Not only does Campbell reanimate the past, he reanimates it sequentially. Considering the television 

broadcast-viewer structure, Anne Friedberg remarks that it followed the single-screen/sequential 

editing formula set out by cinema, yet television developed further with multiple channels and remote 

control operation, adding ‘a new axis of spatial and temporal depth to the cinema’s fixed 

sequentiality’. ‘Armchair montagists’ generate unique sequences of images. Although chronologically 

ordered and conventionally presented, this is the effect achieved by the ‘found footage’ middle 

sections of Bernadette and Make it New John. Assuming that cinematic perspective is a ‘symbolic 

form’ of sight, and that ‘perception is conditioned by representational habits’, Friedberg suggests ‘our 

new mode of perception is multiple and fractured’. She continues, ‘[i]t is “postperspectival” - no 

longer projected onto a screen surface as were the camera obscura or magic lantern; “post-televisual” - 

no longer unidirectional in the model of sender and receiver.’47 Campbell’s artistic identity splits 

between this binary - he is a receiver of the information as a television and archive viewer, and its ‘re

sender’ by compiling, re-editing and re-screening images that were once sent and received live and 

now exist in increasing and varied artefacts. These artefacts can be viewed as readymades where 

television images - something that appears ubiquitously in the home - are re-presented as art. The 

video/television image appearing in the gallery is freed ‘from the confines of its box’ by direct wall 

projections. Campbell further frees televisual images by putting them on the cinema screen, which also 

associates video art with ‘its brightly luminous equal’.48 The collaged, mirrored, and superimposed

44 Tanya Leighton, TI - The Agonistic Relationship Between Video and Television’, in Art and the Moving 
Image: A Critical Reader (London: Tate Publishing, 2008), pp. 200-203 (p. 201).
45 Graley Herron, Samuel Beckett’s Plays on Film and Television (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 5.
46 Barthes, Mythologies, p. 135.
47 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: The 
MIT Press, 2006), pp. 192-94.
48 Friedberg, p. 214.
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images revisit video techniques used in the 1980s. Artists such as Nauman would collage live 

broadcasts with pre-recorded material, particularly those interacting with the public, for example, 

phone-ins to live shows.49 Much of the footage Campbell uses had been broadcast live, the immediacy 

of which is recaptured with every re-viewing.

Similarities to Beckettian forms across different media are apparent in Campbell’s work, 

including the title Make it New John referencing Ezra Pound’s ‘clarion call to “make it new’”, to 

which Beckett’s Disjecta (1983) responds. Herren observes that Beckett also heeded this call by 

‘making it old anew’ in his teleplays:

Beckett broadcasts multilayered, medium-specific confrontations between present and past, 
perception and memory, subject and object, presence and absence. Here ‘making it old’ does 
not mean making it artistically stagnant and mired in nostalgia. Rather, Beckett rigorously 
explored the potential and exploited the limitations of mechanical media - first radio, then 
film, and ultimately television - to serve as memory machines: sites for recollecting and 
reinventing personal, philosophical, and artistic pasts, (p. 1)

Campbell’s exploration of media follows this model to an extent by testing the artistic capacity of 

radio before fusing film and television processes and materials with the same motivations behind 

Beckett’s ‘memory machines’, i.e. to push technological limitations and offer new views of the past. 

Herren also refers to Jacques Derrida’s observation 

of the ‘spectral nature of recorded media - never 

truly there, yet always with us’ (p. 4). This is 

visualized and verbalized in Bernadette and Make it 

New John with repeated kaleidoscopes of Devlin’s 

image, stills that show mirror images of the 

protagonists’ faces while obscuring the ‘actual’ 

face, the language in closing dialogues, and the 

visual language emerging in sequencing.

Barthes states that myth ‘is a language which does not want to die’ and survives by provoking 

in meanings ‘an artificial reprieve in which it settles comfortably, it turns them into speaking 

corpses’.50 Campbell’s sequentially presented readymades are two-dimensional inanimate fragments 

of past life that are reanimated by projection mechanisms. Borrowing from Laura Mulvey, they ‘are 

the ghostly images of bodies resurrected into the appearance of life’ that simultaneously resurrect the

49 Allan Kaprow, Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, expanded edn (Berkeley, California; London: 
University of California Press, 2003), p. 150.
50 Mythologies, p. 133.

47. The mirror image
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past into presentness while in a fossilized state. Resurrected bodies and the presence of the past elicit 

questions of ‘the nature of time, the fragility of human life and the boundary between life and death’. 

Campbell’s videos pose these questions with the use of developing technologies that improve how 

moving images can be stalled. Mulvey remarks, ‘electronic and digital technologies have overtaken 

the cinema and, as a new “new” arrives, the old “new” becomes relegated to “the old”.’51 Bernadette 

and Make it New John are patchworks of archived 16mm and 35mm still and moving images that he 

(and archivists) have digitized then mixed with new digital images made with applications that give an 

illusion of aged celluloid, so ‘making it old’ in order to ‘make it new’. Concerning the pop art 

readymade, Barthes asserts that it ‘finds the unity of its representations in the radical conjunction of 

[...] the stereotype and the image’; the fact is no longer ‘transformed into an image’ to generate 

metaphors, but by being ‘stripped of any symbol’ the image itself becomes a fact separated from its 

original context in the same way as the readymade.52 To relate the notion of readymades to that of 

myth, Barthes further suggests ‘that the materials of mythical speech’, such as the image fragments 

implemented by Campbell, are reduced to function as signifiers when subsumed into myth. This raw 

material is unified by the status of being a language, i.e. a ‘sum of signs’.53

In relation to this notion, and Herren’s observation that Beckett made it new by making it old, 

Mia Lerm Hayes points out that Beckett and Nauman’s concerns with ‘futility and exhaustion’ reflect 

feelings that they had exhausted their chosen art forms, and so progressed to others that provided 

‘newly available tools’. Archives provide Campbell with such new/old tools, as does the application of 

earlier video techniques, including similarities to Nauman’s experiments with sound that ‘indicate a 

move away from a distinctly visual preoccupation’. Lerm Hayes observes that the noise in his 

audiovisual installation Anthro-Socio (1992) ‘is hardly bearable for the visitor and plays as much on 

the nerves of the viewer as Beckett stated / should function’.54 Sound montages in the early 

sections of Bernadette and Make it New John sometimes coincide with superimposed doodles and 

replace or obscure diegetic sound. For instance, following the first lengthy clip of Devlin in front of 

Queen’s University at the beginning of her political career, a confused looking woman in a working 

class area appears mid-shot while sounds of a media furore crescendo and stop abruptly as if pulling a

51 Laura Mulvey, ‘Uncertainty and Reality: Inorganic Bodies’, in Videodreams: Between the Cinematic and the 
Theatrical, ed. by Peter Pakesch (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther Konig, 2004), pp. 50-69 (pp. 67- 
68).

52 Responsibility of Forms, p. 202.
53 Mythologies, p. 114.
54 Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes, ‘Nauman.. Beckett... Beckett. Nauman: The Necessity of Working in an 
Interdisciplinary Way’, Circa, 104 (2003), 47-50 (p. 49).
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stylus from a record. The woman appears to wince at this unseen hiatus. The footage of her is likely to 

have come from a one-on-one interview, possibly about an entirely unconnected occurrence.

Similarly, DeLorean’s polished speech in GM promos is overwhelmed by an intensely revving engine 

obscuring his voice, and makes him seem to shout over it. These jarring instances that cause viewer 

discomfort epitomize the central issue of disconnection faced by both protagonists, while drawing 

connections to the incoherent speeches in Anthro-Socio and Not I.

Recording processes are revealed in outtakes showing technical preparation and glitches 

normally non-existent to the viewer, including electrical faults and the time consuming procedure of 

removing radio microphones - these disturb the urgency and seriousness of the press encounters. A 

broadcaster appears in a series of jump cuts extracted from preliminary rehearsals for his interview 

questions to Devlin, which expose the illusion of interview flow. He listens back to his recorded voice, 

thumbs through notes, wants to re-attempt questions, and becomes increasingly irked in every take. 

Reflexively revealing these media contrivances suggests that Bernadette’s retorts at journalists are part 

of a system, indicating that interviewers and reporters had more than minor roles in formulating her 

narrative. This expands into multiple stories with sequences that match-cut separately shot views of 

the same events, juxtaposing film textures and altering power relations between ‘players’.

All three sections of Bernadette indicate Devlin’s contentious relationship with her media 

portrayals: the first is a bleak fragmentation of her youth (the calm before the storm); the second 

shows a selection of extensive press encounters; and the last is an abstract fictionalization of her 

autobiography. The keepers and makers of those portrayals are acknowledged among the film’s 

collaborators in minimalist opening credits. Listed are archive providers RTE, BBC, ITN, etc., as well 

as names, words and dates fading in and out of the black frame before the letters of the title materialize 

in random order. Some local artists are named, their appearance alongside Campbell’s and the 

television companies recognizing ownership/authorship ambiguity, or the ‘division of labour [...] 

subsumed under the rubric of the auteur', which in this case is the installation artist.55 Visually, the 

film’s beginning evokes Viking Eggeling or Len Lye’s 1920s to 1930s modernist experiments with 

animated sound mixed with Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s superimpositions and geometrical shapes.

Sporadic beeps match white scratches onscreen and a loud intrusive buzzer sounds against drawn 

swirls, establishing a connection, if abstract, to noise and momentum reminiscent of Beckett or 

Nauman (who also doodled on their work). The sounds carry into monochromic live action images

55 Jonathan Walley, ‘Modes of Film Practice in the Avant-garde’, in Art and the Moving Image: A Critical 
Reader, ed. by Tanya Leighton (London: Tate Publishing, 2008), pp. 182-99 (p. 186).

184



where the frame travels aimlessly, filming nearby walls and the floor at close range in what Martin 

Herbert terms as ‘almost forensic, clue-seeking camera movements’.56 Clicks, buzzing, pops and 

squeaks are synchronous with image disruptions including jump cuts, focus changes, and animated 

black spots and lines that draw attention to cinema’s kinetic illusions, just as Hans Richter and 

Moholy-Nagy had.57 The camera finds parts of a chair, hands, feet, shins, forearms, and the top of the 

sitter’s head, which become intercut with inserts of Devlin’s face in extreme close ups taken from 

intermittent interview moments. The camera’s increasing awareness of her presence reflects her 

transition from an obscure psychology student to an outspoken civil rights activist hounded by the 

very media that she used to her advantage. The camera angles, texture, and blocking made with a 

stand-in sutured with shards of reality, signify Devlin’s fragmented real/fake construction in a 

convincing depiction that has deceived reviewers who believe it is stock footage.58

Make it New John develops over four sections beginning with an abstract fictionalization of 

DeLorean’s childhood, then moving into compiled materials that narrativize an adolescence steeped in 

1940s/50s Californian culture (cars, girls, beaches and surfing to the sounds of Ronnie and the 

Daytonas). This is followed by his introduction to the car manufacturing industry coinciding with 

economic crises and fuel shortages, then prosperous beginnings in Belfast and contentions with the 

British government. The final section shifts to a dramatization of employee protests over DMC’s 

demise. Where Devlin is fragmented at the beginning of Bernadette, DeLorean’s childhood interests 

and experiences are explored in a surrealistic non-dialogue narrative. The beginning depicts the boy’s 

attention towards his physical appearance by showing him dabbing makeup on his face at a mirror, 

confronting notions of the constructed self-image. At times the boy looks directly into the camera lens 

to face the public observing him, whereas the young Devlin shyly looks away. The next sequence 

includes rapid cutting between a male figure moving towards the camera, the boy wincing, a close up 

of a shoulder as a checked shirt sleeve tears off, close ups of the boy’s face, mid-shots of him in the 

mirror, and a child’s drawings of supercars. Distant rumblings of a passing train accompany this on the 

soundtrack. A vague narrative emerges in a further sequence: the boy solders a self-made device, a 

man shaves (presumably the father), a door slams, and the boy falls forward onto a bed wearing the 

same checked shirt. The frame lingers on him looking over his shoulder as footsteps approach. He runs 

down a stairway on the house exterior, partly followed by the father who is topless with shaving foam

56 Martin Herbert, ‘A Voice, Not Your Own’, in Duncan Campbell, ed. by Steven Bode (London; Glasgow: Film 
and Video Umbrella; Tramway, 2010), pp. 3-10 (p. 8).
57Friedberg, p. 214.
58 Conor Carville, ‘Duncan Campbell: Bernadette', Circa, 128 (2009), 60-61.
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on his face. The scene cuts to a tracking shot of the boy running along a darkened street, the frame 

punctuated by shop front lights as he races past. Head and shoulder close ups are superimposed with 

animations and a glowing light bulb as bells clang on the audio, signalling ideas for the future after 

fleeing from his family.

The mechanical rebuilding of personae is reflected in Make it New John's factory sequences, 

which are reminiscent of early-twentieth-century avant-garde artists ‘fascinated by the modern, the 

mechanical and the rhythmic’.59 The DMC-12 was composed of different parts of existing cars, all 

linking to Pound’s ‘make it new’ demand. The ambivalent constructions of man, car, and company 

signify both the failure and cult status of which the audience is aware. To reflect the prosperity and 

‘art’ of car manufacturing, section two includes a sound montage over GM design and manufacturing 

images that bridges the sequence moving through production stages. This is contrasted later by silent 

tracking shots of the empty DMC plant at the end of section three. The sound builds with added noises 

creating a cacophony of clicks, whirrs, and a revving engine in an 

audio-visual sequence evoking Vertovian city symphonies. Campbell 

notes the paradox of the ‘futuristic’ stainless steel gull-winged car 

‘leaden with potential’ as shown in tantalizing publicity material for 

a vehicle that in fact motored like ‘an old croc’. The DMC-12 

exuded surface glamour while its essential function failed, 

mirroring later public perception of its creator, who had injected the American Dream into Belfast’s 

working class only for their jobs and prospects to disintegrate.60 It also echoes the structural 

regeneration that conceals scars of conflict on the cityscape designed to make people forget and 

become occupied with the new.

In a similar way, the middle section of Bernadette races through the portion of her story 

played out in the public eye where Bernadette the character is presented almost as a mechanical unit 

producing slogans and sound bites on cue. When considered alone, the chronological sequence of clips 

could be regarded as celebratory, as is the tendency of reviewers and programme copyists. Placed in 

context with the opening and closing sections, Devlin’s tension with the media is problematic as it 

appears to be a welcome or useful presence at demonstrations, particularly those addressed directly to 

the British government or security forces. She interacts with journalists while continuing with her 

agenda, staying on the move and forcing them to walk with her, or persisting in her addresses to

59 Kevin Macdonald and Mark Cousins, Imagining Reality: The Faber Book of Documentary (London; Boston: 
Faber and Faber, 1996), p. 70.
60 Campbell in conversation with Yule.
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supporters, aware of but ignoring the camera. In capturing, and perhaps provoking, her immediate 

reactions to events (including after she punched the Home Secretary), the media have provided records 

of British/Irish political history as well as observations of an individual’s raw commitment to a cause. 

Recalling oral traditions, the moment of violence itself cannot be viewed, but is revived in its 

immediate aftermath when Devlin was confronted by journalists fresh from the incident. These 

artefacts can be re-viewed and recontextualized. Her statement, T am only sorry that I didn’t get him 

by the throat,’ is part of her own lore, and that of Northern Irish politics, as well as that of any 

witnesses and journalists present. The spectator bears witness to the creation of the firebrand 

Bernadette icon constructed in chance collaborations between her and journalists probing for 

information. The spectator’s intensive exposure to this amid the constructed first and third sections 

gives rise to an interrogation of Devlin’s claims of the media’s ownership of her that present her as an 

individual conflicted by desired publicity for her cause and her image’s assimilation into public 

property beyond her control.

Contrasting Devlin’s nationalism, which 

connotes community, she is presented in Bernadette 

as a solitary figure, independent of political or social 

alliance and often adopting the role of leader.

DeLorean is also a renegade, a jet-setter evoking 

leadership and control, whose actions are also 

contradicted by peripheral occurrences. Throughout 

Make it New John's third section, former 

Conservative MP James Prior offers arm’s length support to DMC in the late 1970s when it emerges 

that the Labour-initiated project is floundering with the livelihoods of two thousand staff at stake. The 

sequencing of images featuring him and the camera’s focus on him during a factory visit, suggest 

vulnerability in DeLorean’s usually charismatic towering figure. Most stock footage featuring 

DeLorean accentuates the media’s fixation with him, yet Prior attracts attention whenever involved. 

What was filmed in the past with a news coverage agenda exudes different connotations in the new 

context - Prior is initially supportive but as time passes and the company struggles, his support 

waivers and DMC goes into receivership. When emerging from the parliamentary delegation where 

this decision was made, he is obscured by press representatives. Campbell’s selected long shot depicts 

the extent of newsworthiness indicated by the media crowd, and places the viewer on the periphery of 

the ston -makers. In the fictional context of Make it New John, the revealed plethora of cameras and
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amount of images captured suggest Prior’s multiplicity. They counter public opinion of DeLorean’s 

frivolous conduct, which is also addressed in the frequency of interviews given in airports as he 

queues for Concorde.

After a camera flash the final section of Bernadette begins with her in a casual interview. 

Contrasting earlier urban settings, she is sitting on the grass in a public park - static and no longer 

surrounded by crowds, signifying the passing of time during which interest in her waned. Their 

dialogue interchanges with an actress reading excerpts from The Price of My Soul centred on identity 

and youth, while in the interview Devlin asserts the ‘real’ Bernadette as ‘somebody who grew up in a 

system of injustice and wasn’t prepared to grow old in it’. She finds solace in the collective alongside 

‘hundreds of other young people in Northern Ireland’ who felt the same. As well as interwoven sound, 

the image sequence shows Devlin as a solitary figure using some of the most recognizable images of 

her, alone as she had been before the crowds gathered. The reader stops abruptly, saying ‘no’, and 

visual abstraction resumes. Devlin is shown in repeated and shifting mirrored superimpositions, some 

of which derive from her book’s publicity stills. This onscreen collage disrupts her means of 

expression and indicates multiple versions of the same persona. The voice interrupts the reading to 

berate itself:

A. The press - as far as they were concerned I was a mass of flesh which had become public 
property, and they were entitled at any hour of the day or night to interrupt anything I was 
doing. They couldn’t understand why I -

B. Christ! When did you start saying I to myself to yourself all the time... I... I... and all the 
time you... you somewhere like someone there you’re there... no one’s there... you are 
there and you have been there and have not left... there’s no one there.61

The tangential monologue developed out of Devlin’s autobiography echoes the language style of That 

Time (Beckett, 1976), which features a man’s voice split in three (one voice in dialogue with earlier 

selves), and borrows from its text: ‘never the same but the same as what for God’s sake did you ever 

say I to yourself in your life come on now’.62 The exchange persists as two versions of Bernadette vie 

to be heard. Sudden interjections from the second voice puncture the soft flow of the first in a stream- 

of-consciousness style similar to Not I (Beckett, 1972). Beckettian elements continue as the theme of 

Footfalls (Beckett, 1976) emerges. Voice A quietly says, ‘you don’t have to worry about anything 

Lizzie, I’ll look afteryou,’ perhaps referring to Elizabeth Devlin, who had died leaving her daughter to 

raise her younger siblings at age nineteen. In a manner reminiscent of the contention between Mother 

and May, the Bernadette voices continue to argue about the past. Underlying concerns from the past

61 Bernadette (2008) Directed by Duncan Campbell [DVD], UK: the artist. English. Colour/b&w. 37mins.
62 Samuel Beckett, Ends and Odds: Eight New Dramatic Pieces (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1976), p. 31.
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are raised in a form of ‘self-criticism: ‘It’s all the same the same except you still here not here exactly 

but haunting here those scenes only bob up because you let them float’

The ‘you/I’ strain persists with notions of identity and memory tugged at schizophrenically. 

Bernadette asserts critical comment on the duality of both the real and created Bernadette characters 

by adapting the same material used in past processes to generate entirely new versions or loose 

interpretations of her story. The voice ponders the whereabouts of ‘a simple beginning’ and regresses 

to disjointed memories of youth, some painful. She addresses herself as ‘you’, overcoming the 

compelling desire to be T, and looks backwards in time as if observing the difficult relationship 

between daughter (you) and mother (she/her) from the outside: ‘Back there in that puce room you 

turned to say something or else simply turned... she had fallen asleep her face was different... what 

was it about her sleep that offended you so?’ Footfalls begins with Mother waking from a ‘deep sleep’ 

to May’s relentless routine of pacing or ‘revolving it all’. Mother entreats the viewer (be it God or the 

audience, etc.) to watch May and observes her movements while recalling the past. The young woman 

refuses to leave home; she is committed to a self-imposed duty and, much like ‘Bernadette’, ‘she 

fancies she is alone’ (pp. 44-45). Bernadette’s second voice continues as if articulating thoughts akin 

to May’s consciousness rather than Mother’s:

So different when she slept you woke her to tell her you were leaving... but... but only that she 
would make you stay only that she would make you stay that time and all the others. Out! The 
hell out of there! You’d be washed then never the same but it was always the same the same 
old thought in the same old head... How does it go? The rain raining on the streets and on 
those who thought they loved me something like that a voice not your own you don’t know.

Again borrowing fragments from That Time (p. 29), the passage conveys isolation in familiarity and 

suggests a desire for the mother to ‘make her stay’, to remove the choice to leave. Perhaps Bernadette 

is May’s alternative, the version who left home in favour of a different kind of controlling influence 

with a different kind of circular, repetitive routine in her interrelationships between politics and the 

media.

Paris/Dublin-based ‘post-Conceptual mixed media’ artist Vittorio Santoro draws attention to 

this kind of incessant repetition in his Beckett-inspired work. He does so to reflect the ‘arbitrariness of 

the relationship between a word and its meaning’.63 Campbell does this with images. On repetition, 

Barthes says of Warhol that he repeats images ‘to suggest that the object trembles before the lens or 

the gaze’. If trembling occurs it is because the object ‘seeks itself: it seeks its essence, it seeks to put

63 Vittorio Santoro, ‘500 Words: Les vingt-quatres hemes', Artforum (2011) 
<http://artforum.eom/words/#entry28875> [accessed 5 September 2011] (paras. 1 & 3 of 5).
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this essence before’ the viewer in the form of a pose. He questions, ‘in the past, was not the pose - 

before the easel or the lens - the affirmation of an individual’s essence?’64 Just as pop art dislocates 

the iconic image, Campbell utilizes posed stills of Devlin and DeLorean to perhaps imply their 

contributions - if unconscious - to creating their media constructs. A still of the young, sharp-suited 

DeLorean is revealed in two stages and highlights his features prior to plastic surgery - his chin 

becomes more prominent as time progresses. The lower half of the posed portrait reveals a small chin 

and shoulders, cutting to the upper half above the chin showing his tanned face and black hair. This 

brief insert confirms the construction of DeLorean as man, image, and brand. Because he made no 

public attempt to contest that construction as Devlin did, another method is used in the closing section 

of Make it New John to end (but not conclude) the DeLorean episode in Northern Irish lore where 

generalized experiences of factory workers accumulate to produce a fiction based on fact.

Five men on the sit-in protest over the factory’s final difficulties are interviewed by an unseen 

female journalist and apparent film crew. The scene is filmed from one perspective with minimal 

editing, giving a theatrical essence. Conflicting sides of arguments over allocating blame for the 

factory’s failure are voiced by these men during a futile wait for a solution developing in a scenario 

reminiscent of Waiting for Godot (Beckett, 1949). The workers’ voice is not collective - disparate 

views are expressed, and during heated discussions, happenings in the off-screen space cause them to 

dwindle in numbers until one remains. The issues raised include DeLorean’s lifestyle, his depiction in 

the press, whether or not the workers feel let down by him, and the redundancy payments offered to 

staff. For the group, Thatcherism and news reportage are as much to blame as DeLorean’s extravagant 

spending. A mixture of loyalty for their boss (regarded as a hero until then) and distrust of newspapers 

leads them to consider reports of DeLorean’s 

unwholesome dealings to be Ties’, and they point out 

the broken promises of help made by the Tory 

government. The interviewer marks the contrast between 

‘the aspirations the car represents, the ideal of unlimited 

mobility, the American pioneer spirit’, and the factory’s 

location. She asks, ‘did you not find it strange building 

the American Dream in West Belfast?’ The men ignore 

her and argue over hearsay and the political contentions the factory aimed to subdue. Martin (Frankie 

McCafferty), vocalizes the different kind of unity the plant achieved - the kind Devlin may have

64 Responsibility of Forms, p. 205.

50. The workers in Make it New John (Campbell, 2009)
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desired a decade before. The workers united to fight for the common cause of saving their jobs:

‘Before DeLorean a hell of a lot of people on both sides of the divide, all they ever listened to were the 

myths about each other. [...] One thing about DeLorean, it’s showed us that none of us has fuck all.’

The last man sitting, John (Ian McElhinney), says little until the film’s end when he is viewed 

in a zoom unbroken by editing. The unseen journalist’s questions persist and reveal the significance of 

John’s job. The scene now evokes Beckett’s prose work Company (\9%0) that begins: ‘A voice comes 

to one in the dark’.65 John is alone because of past mistakes and work is all he has, which connects 

him to the absent Mr DeLorean whose circumstances also destabilized and attracted criticism. 

DeLorean’s absence perhaps relates to Mary Doll’s identification of Beckett’s rite of a story’s main 

players encountering ‘old man’ characters: ‘unlike the encounters of mythic heroes, Beckett’s old-man 

encounters are nonheroic, weakening rather than strengthening ego and all the egos it controls.’66 The 

film’s final moments see John sitting alone, unable to answer personal questions. The closing 

moments visualize Company's closing words as follows:

But with face upturned for good labour in vain at your fable. Till finally you hear how words
are coming to an end. With every inane word a little nearer to the last. And how the fable too.
The fable of one with you in the dark. The fable of one fabling of one with you in the dark.
And how better in the end labour lost and silence. And you as you always were.
Alone, (pp. 88-89)

In the still silence, contrasting the rest of the film’s noisy movement, John is confronted by the fable of 

his existence. The slower pace allows for an intimate study of the alternative John and his dialogue 

with the formless interrogator, who asks him what his wife thinks of the situation. This prompts him to 

confess that he never married and explain why. His discomfort is clear as he enquires on the others’ 

whereabouts. The interviewer instructs her crew to ‘just keep rolling’ and persists in exposing this 

person’s inability to connect, which further criticizes reporting methods. John cannot finish his 

sentences - information is implied by the unseen and unsaid, contrasting what is revealed about the 

DeLorean and Devlin figures. Where Company's text may be perceived as one person’s view of 

another, or of their self (continuing Beckett’s tension with self-referral), the end of Make it New John 

divides this into a question-and-answer session where answers are sought but never attained. Unable to 

confront the gravity of circumstance, John decides to wait. The interviewer asks what for, and he 

replies, ‘I’ll hang on.’ This evokes the premise of Godot and echoes the final words of Company and

65 Samuel Beckett, Company (London: John Calder, 1980), p. 7.
66 Mary A. Doll, ‘Rites of Story: The Old Man at Play’, in Myth and Ritual in the Plays of Samuel Beckett, ed. by 
Katherine H. Burkman (London; Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1987), pp. 73-85 (p. 74).
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I’ll Go On (1988), a one-man play adapted from Molloy (Beckett, 1951), which closes with: ‘You 

must go on, I can't go on, I'll go on’.67

Having transferred to a different John after DeLorean’s disappearance from the film and life, 

Campbell illustrates the dislocation of an individual not quite fitting into their natural grouping, just as 

he does with Bernadette and nationalism. The rest of his group are married, and have strong, if varied, 

opinions about the workers’ position. Single John, on the other hand, needs the job to fill his passing 

time rather than provide for a family. He has no feelings about socio-political issues, but will quietly 

read a paper and nod at the others’ comments to seem as if he does. Campbell’s version of Devlin is 

also in tension between what she is and what others assume her to be. She speaks for herself, and at 

herself, while drifting between presence and absence in a similar way to public memory of her. 

DeLorean commanded full attention in Make it New John, but when circumstances go awry he 

becomes a non-presence who is speculated about, much like his actual presence/absence. Both figures 

had impacts on Northern Irish society during times of media interest in them and, although Bernadette 

McAliskey is alive and still working, both have left legacies now fading from memory as if they were 

there, but not quite there, as suggested by ‘Bernadette’s’ monologue. DeLorean’s ghostly impression 

adds significance to the already ambiguous title, Make it New John, ft confronts the Johns of the film 

(fictional, factual, and fictional based on fact), whether as a request or command, to bring about 

change, to alter the future by reinterpreting the past. But reinterpretation is problematic for those 

involved in that past. In Bernadette’s closing statement, ‘a voice not your own you don’t know,’ 

Campbell admits to putting words in her mouth, perhaps to make the point that this very device is 

ubiquitous and goes unnoticed by documentary/television broadcast viewers. He enables the 

Bernadette persona to voice this concern, but through his version of her voice, the issue remaining 

unresolved.

Endgame
In response to Campbell’s method, it is worth noting Barthes’s assertion that ‘myth is speech stolen 

and restored. Only, speech which is restored is no longer quite that which was stolen: when it was 

brought back, it was not put exactly in its place.’68 All four artists utilize language in their work to 

show that even the most distorted accounts of an event or circumstance are valid in promoting 

understanding. Each employs visual and verbal repetition to draw understanding up through the past in

67 Mel Gussow, ‘Review/Theater; Giving Voice to Beckett’s Mordant Band’, New York Times (1988) 
<http://theater.nytimes.com/mem/theater/treview.html?res=940DE6DF1530F930A 15755C0A96E948260> 
[accessed 22 June 2011] (para. 10 of 11).
68 Mythologies, p. 125.
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a kind of spiral motion. In a more specific example, Doll examines this notion regarding the 

Beckettian ‘old man’:

Words, emptied of precise denotation by an act of eternal (infernal) repetition, evoke other 
presences. Figures, ghosts, images, memories - drawn up from the deep past - throw the old 
man back to where he can touch repressed pain. There, on the fields of imagination, language 
releases its ‘presential’ power that hovers around the various connotations of spoken meaning, 
(p. 74)

To broaden Doll's thoughts on this type of character out to the subjects of this case study, the language 

articulating elements derived from the past, like replayed recorded moving images, gives presentness - 

now-ness - to the past. For example, in Ghost Story the spectator encounters an aging man 

remembering a traumatic event experienced in youth, and listens to him fulfilling the inherent need to 

tell his story. This need stems from a desire for ‘psychic rebirth’, not in a heroic sense but to attain 

‘poetic insight’.69 This insight relates to Doherty and Campbell’s retrospective examinations of 

personal, individual, and collective psychologies.

Underlying themes drawn from the above case studies include nationalist mythology, 

unemployment, and how the media shape stories involving these themes into narratives in a way not 

dissimilar to storytelling traditions. Make it New John ends with commentary on Thatcherism and 

factory closure leaving a disillusioned workforce without work. Similar issues also resonate in Falls 

Burns Malone Fiddles and Bernadette, and are a motivating factor in Ballagh’s paintings. Bloody 

Sunday links all four artists, and in its temporal context, connects economic difficulties with 1970s 

upsurges in violence. Work discussed in this chapter begins to show the extent to which 

unemployment and discourses of conflict become interwoven, particularly under the Western media’s 

watchful eye that has provided the very documents that one way or another have informed these 

artists. The chapter has considered Ballagh’s instant reactions to violence in Derry around the late 

1960s and early 1970s informed by media broadcasts, Doherty’s memories as an adult looking back to 

his experience as a child and live witness, the event now mediated through memory-telling and 

narrative, and finally Campbell’s overt reconstitution of the past as recorded at the time and 

reinterpreted by him, all creating different versions of the past-present.

In drawing together these works that focus on mythologies relating to Irish nationalist 

histories, the chapter has identified the fragmentation in what is regarded as a unified collection of 

ideals. Levi-Strauss questions the meaning of collection, and offers this possibility:

69 Katherine H. Burkman, ‘Myth and Ritual in the Plays of Samuel Beckett: An Introduction’, in Myth and Ritual 
in the Plays of Samuel Beckett, ed. by Katherine H. Burkman (London; Toronto: Associated University Presses, 
1987), pp. 13-20 (p. 15).
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It could mean, for instance, that the coherent order, like a kind of saga, is the primitive 
condition, and that whenever we find myths as disconnected elements, this is the result of a 
process of disorientation and disorganization; we can only find scattered elements of what 
was, earlier, a meaningful whole.70

Here, Levi-Strauss indicates disunity in a collective’s stories. Devlin’s autobiography is perhaps an 

instance befitting this suggestion that the ‘coherent order’ becomes disorganized, as signified by 

‘disconnected elements’ such as the individual’s account both within and without the ‘saga’. In 

attempting to straighten her record, Devlin enters the risky territory of self and collective parody- 

pointed out by Kirkland - so inadvertently relates to metafiction. Her work challenges revivalism by 

offering new, personalized interpretations of an agreed past. An alignment occurs between metafiction 

and revisionism in that the ability to go forward is granted by going back. Equally, Moore-McCann 

asserts that metafictional art is conscious that ‘only discourses of reality’ can be represented, not actual 

reality, and so foregrounds the contradiction by ‘becoming language about another language’ (p. 22). 

Barthes states, ‘there is no fixity in mythical concepts: they can come into being, alter, disintegrate, 

disappear completely. And it is precisely because they are historical that history can very easily 

suppress them.’71 This historical suppression causes the genesis of minor languages about other 

languages - modes of saying without saying that are necessary to undermine collective cloaking of 

individual truths.

70 Claude Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning (London (etc.): Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), pp. 34-35.
71 Mythologies, p. 120.
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Conclusion

The modern world of fixed borders no longer exists, having dissolved along with the 
old belief in universality. The recent obsession of many artists and curators around 
the world with issues of migration and uprootedness, and the equal if opposite fixation 
on the specifics of cultural identity, do not simply relate to personal, cultural, and 
national histories and current events. These concerns also emit from a profound state 
of displacement that is less external than internal, less geographical than temporal, 
less histo-rical than epochal. Consciously or unconsciously, willingly or unwillingly, 
artists articulate the traumas of a time as well as a place.

Kim Levin1

The experimental film-making and visual art featured in this study draws attention to illusions of 

media ‘truth’, and does so by subverting the technologies and forms of representation associated with 

cinematic and television realism. How the image of reality is played with for this purpose is particular 

to Northern Ireland at this time. There is a profound distrust of ‘official’ notions of truth, and 

cinematic/televisual versions and fictions are part of the official discourse on how the past ought to be 

conveyed. Artists working outside mainstream film and television production and distribution 

environments are free to invert this notion by blurring the fictional/factual and official/unofficial 

binaries, producing work that is experimental, and which maintains indeterminacy in a political culture 

striving for determinacy. This thesis has argued that these ‘new’ film-makers and artists collectively 

reveal the extent to which the Troubles was a media-managed construct that has led to very real 

suffering. Traditionally, critical and historical approaches to film-making in Northern Ireland have 

preferred to analyse conventional dramatic-narrative film productions, viewing more avant-garde and 

abstract work as belonging to the gallery or the art college rather than the cinema or the small screen. 

As should now be evident from the works examined in this thesis, such institutional and aesthetic 

boundaries are no longer sustainable. We must now begin to expand our sense of film and film culture 

in Northern Ireland, and develop ways of strengthening the dialogue between cinema and the 

contemporary arts, a dialogue which has been facilitated in no small way by the rapid circulation of 

new image-making and exhibiting technologies alongside the transformations within our old political 

ideologies. Through continued awareness of this revelation through practical educational approaches, 

post-conflict healing may begin.

1 Kim Levin, ‘Poetics, Politics, and Irish Art: Thirteen Questions’, in Irish Art Now: From the Poetic to the 
Political, by Declan McGonagle, Fintan O’Toole and Kim Levin (London: Merrell Holberton, 1999), pp. 27-34 
(p. 34).
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The collective sentiment of the works drawn together by this study is summed up in the titles 

of Willie Doherty’s most recent exhibitions: LACK (Alexander and Bonin, New York, 2010); and 

Disturbance (Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane, 2011). LACK presented a new video installation, 

Unfinished {CK, 2010), which questions doubt, using a double screen format to signify slippages or 

gaps in an alleged informant’s testimony on his abduction and interrogation by unknown assailants. 

Moving into documentary territory, Doherty for the first time has an actor speaking to the camera from 

a text prepared before filming. The speech reflects Doherty’s view that stories are scripted - 

constructed - ahead of time by kidnappers for their hostages. The films switch between the 

interviewee filmed from various distances, and slow pans of the abandoned warehouse where the 

interview takes place. Only the man’s replies are heard, and several long shots of him signify his 

isolation in the large, neglected (unfinished) space. The dislocated editing is reminiscent of Sometimes 

I Imagine It's My Turn (1998) and Re-Run (2002), which respectively depict a murder and a chase, 

almost in the way they are imagined/remembered by this man. Disjointed cuts imply that the interview 

was not conducted or filmed chronologically. The speech recalls themes in Doherty’s earlier video 

works, for example, the descriptions of hypothetical violence in The Only Good One is a Dead One 

(1993); when telling the story of his capture, the man recalls the gruesome scenarios of his death that 

he had imagined. His interview responses are delivered more expressively than the earlier unemotional 

monologues, and emit the same suspenseful descriptions of events. His fear is more justified this time, 

though, as the experiences are ‘recalled’ rather than only imagined.

With Unfinished, Doherty examines the nature of events such as kidnapping, and conveys how 

they fit into global terrorism by using Northern Ireland as a model for similar contexts. Stemming 

from his previous merging of the perpetrator/victim binary, he regards everyone in contemporary 

Northern Ireland as a ‘survivor’. His overall intention is to discover how art can contribute to the 

discussion of Northern Ireland’s potential to connect with other conflict zones. He looks at small, 

contained moments or circumstances to exemplify wider contexts. In so doing, viewers can recognize 

where connections are made between different experiences.2 Alternatively, Disturbance looks 

differently at landscapes, and how we interact with them. This exhibition presents photographs and a 

video projection, Ancient Ground (Ireland, 2011), shot in the peat bogs of County Donegal. The series 

is inspired by bog bodies recovered from peatlands across Europe, which are familiar territory for 

figures such as the poet Seamus Heaney, and the fine artist, T.P. Flanagan. The theme evokes the

: Willie Doherty and GaleriaMPA, ‘Willie Doherty - Unfinished’, YouTube (2011)
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FnL5tVgCVX8> [accessed 26 August 2011].
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presentness of death; those sacrificed may be dead and buried but their physical bodies are preserved, 

remaining in existence as if physical memories. Bog bodies personify the past-present relation and 

remind us that contentious pasts lie underneath idyllic Irish landscapes. This notion obviously raises 

the issue of the Troubles ‘Disappeared’, people murdered by the IRA and buried anonymously in 

undisclosed locations. Perhaps these victims will become the ‘bog bodies’ of the future, calling to 

mind a difficult, distant past, while their deaths become ‘surface’ images frozen - petrified - in the 

present.

In other works such as Ghost Story (2007) or Buried (2009), the allure of the Irish landscape

was conjoined with the problem of media perception. These films attempt to awaken viewers by

disrupting their mass media-induced passivity. Referring more specifically to daily encounters with (or

broadcasts of) violence during the Troubles, Charles Wylie states that:

Doherty raises and then confounds our expectations about reportage, narrative, and 
entertainment, indirectly pointing us to an examination of these conventions and our reliance 
on them as we attempt to fix (as in ascertain) in our heads what is happening around us; and to 
distract ourselves (often, ironically, by watching reenactments of those same things we see on 
the news) with a steady diet of seemingly infinite, and bloody, variations on the crime story. 
Persistently, his art asks that we not shrink from troubled and maddening situations within a 
troubled and maddening land, a land of legendary but easily cliched beauty that can mask its 
difficult past and its present realities.3

The Requisite Distance exhibition (Dallas Museum of Art, 2009) included Ghost Story and eleven 

roadside photographs taken throughout the 1990s. The stills mostly depict blockages or imply 

aftermaths of possibly violent incidents, all taken close to border areas. For example, Unapproved 

RoadII(\995) and Border Road(1994) show lanes blocked by concrete boulders that prevent passage 

by vehicle. At the Border III (Trying to Forget the Past) (1995) presents an idyllic landscape looking 

across green fields towards hills and lakes illuminated by a faint sun as the road tapers off at the right 

hand side, its vanishing point obscured by overgrown foliage, 

suggesting tentativeness over cross border access. In aesthetic 

terms, this thesis has tended to view that tentativeness, that 

ambivalent disposition, as being characteristic of our artistic 

categories as much as geopolitical borders. What is the value of 

maintaining such divides when - as chapter 3 particularly shows
51. Border Road (Doherty, 1994)

3 Charles Wylie, Willie Doherty: Requisite Distance: Ghost Story and Landscape (Yale: Yale University Press, 
2009), pp. 35-36.
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- experiences can be shared and understanding achieved through affective connections? Equally, what 

is the use of continuing to distinguish Northern Ireland as ‘a place apart’ when its social and creative 

dynamics have clearly been shaped and influenced by international trends?

Artists’ Roles in Post-Agreement Northern Ireland
The Culture After Conflict conference hosted by the Ulster Museum raised several instructive points 

on the value of arts in Northern Ireland. For example, Sir George Quigley (IBIS chair) asserted that 

post-Agreement society tries to affect moral order on the past and suggests that there exists a 

subconscious notion that complying with the Agreement will be rewarded with a better, more 

accepting society. He notes the difficulty in finding an appropriate language with which to combat this 

mood, and the fact that memories are continually being recycled, i.e. passed through generations. For 

Quigley, part of this language should be self-questioning as well as challenging what should be the 

identity of the artist. When asking whether or not the artist should be a witness to external events or a 

detached, self-serving creator of private realities, he reminds us of Seamus Heaney’s view that artists 

survive ‘amphibiously’.4 Cultural historian, Pat Cooke, observed that society is trying to evade history 

and race towards the future, but compares history to a ball and chain that must be dragged until 

released. He claimed this is the case in the South where the people try to forget and develop apathy for 

the Northern conflict. He feels that history cannot be disowned and must be confronted, and deems 

ineffective any attempts to hide from shame of the past under the guise of fabricated identities. Picking 

up on Quigley’s point, he indicated phonetic and connotative similarities between the words 

‘amphibious’ and ‘ambivalence’, insisting that artist involvement in Kilmainham, while he was 

curator, transformed the former prison into a site of exploration. Activity there was always uncertain, 

there was no forward plan and everything happened in the present, while the Gaol evoked historical 

context at all turns - the past-present.5

Fiterary critic Edna Fongley referred to Belfast poet Fouis NacNiece’s legacy: the 

development of a complex relationship between a conflictual island nation and the wider world. In the 

North, narratives of life are received in what she names ‘inherited hatred’ and believes Northern 

Ireland is ‘post-conflict’ in the sense that the conflict is already being archived and institutionalized, 

while its ‘culture’ has been assigned with managing responses to conflict rather than being

4 Sir George Quigley, ‘Welcome address’, Culture after Conflict: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation 
(Belfast: Ulster Museum, IBIS, ACNI, 23 March 2011).
5 Pat Cooke, ‘Legacies of Conflict’ panel, Culture after Conflict: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation 
(Belfast: Ulster Museum, IBIS, ACNI, 23 March 2011).
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spontaneous.6 Although her observations are accurate, Longley fails to concede that a place’s

contemporary culture can respond to its history. Northern Ireland’s history is a mesh of conflictual

narratives surviving through oral traditions and visual representations. In an essay about Brian

O’Doherty’s Name Change (Ireland, 1972), David Moos states:

The conditions of the antagonistic narrative transpire primarily in terms of an oral history, a 
telling of events in anonymous sworn secrecy, for fear that any named attribution could be 
used as evidence in trial. Through spoken recollection, a journey that supersedes any 
journalistic reportage, the narrative of embitterment is formed.

Given that the regional population has not resolved this deeply-felt bitterness, it remains an issue that 

artists must navigate to find, perhaps, a visual language that subverts unspoken rules of acceptable 

conduct in order to convey the unspeakable. Name Change was intended as a non-violent intervention, 

which Paul Ricoeur, quoted by Moos, believes ‘wishes to be the whole of action, wishes to make 

history’. O’Doherty certainly made art history and allowed his personal narrative to become dependent 

upon political history as it occurred by ‘assigning himself to the state of Ireland’ and putting ‘his 

identity and the future of his artistic production into the hands of a nation at war with itself until he 

was satisfied that that war was largely over.7 To borrow from Cooke, the post-conflict visual culture of 

Northern Ireland scratches its itching scabs to monitor their healing, and when they become scars it 

will be time for the arts to step fully beyond the shadow of the Troubles. For now, there is much work 

to be done.

The Intervention of Performance and Conceptual Art
Significant tools for prodding the wounds of the past exist in the areas of performance and conceptual 

arts together with experimental film. The lateness that conceptual art has been critically engaged with 

is perhaps reflected in delayed discussions of‘Troubled’ pasts. In conceptual art, the processes of art

making became the work’s principal concern, not its supposed topic. This notion developed largely in 

the 1960s with private studio performances by figures such as Vito Acconci and Bruce Nauman. They 

did not want direct audience interaction, and their only viewer was often a static video camera. In a 

reaction to marketable art objects such as painting, sculpture or photography, ‘the physical process of 

art-making became the work itself,’ meaning that the very process of making art becomes a kind of

6 Edna Longley, ‘Legacies of Conflict’ panel, Culture after Conflict: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation 
(Belfast: Ulster Museum, IBIS, ACNI, 23 March 2011).
7 David Moos, ‘Narrative of the Name’, in Beyond the White Cube: A Retrospective of Brian O ’Doherty/Patrick 
Ireland, ed. by Christina Kennedy and Georgina Jackson (Dublin: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane, 2006), 
pp. 82-95 (pp. 85-86).
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performance. For Acconci, performance ‘intrudes’ on the prestige given to static and fine arts. For 

example, Nauman used private performances, or ‘representations’, to explore ‘the relationship 

between his sculpture [...] and his own activities in the studio’, and in doing so created ‘living 

sculptures’. As a musician he was interested in an ‘extended sense of time’ and ‘open-ended formats’ 

with no apparent beginning or end. Other interests incorporated into his work include dance, 

philosophy, and literature, notably Samuel Beckett’s portrayals of‘people in impossible situations’. In 

Super-8 filmed performances such as Slow Angle Walk (Beckett Walk) (1968), Nauman presents ‘the 

viewer with an unfolding process as opposed to a completed, objectified work of art’.8 Similarities can 

be found in Irish literature by modernist exiles such as Beckett or James Joyce, who experimented 

with form and language (when telling often banal stories) in some of the most challenging literary 

works produced in the twentieth century. The significance of their writing has emerged in continued 

critical analysis, and this ought to be the case concerning this merging of film and visual arts.

Mia Lerm Hayes’s Convergence exhibition (GTG, June to August 2011) enters this critical 

dialogue with a collection of artists and writers drawing upon mostly canonical literary and critical 

texts by Joyce, Beckett, Franz Kafka, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. Many media, including the 

exhibition’s bibliography stacked on a bookshelf, are used in conceptual adaptations, responses, or to 

‘re-write’ the texts. For example, Kenneth Goldsmith’s Soliloquy (\9()6) - an autobiographical stream- 

of-consciousness inspired by Molly Bloom’s interior monologue in the final episode of Ulysses (\922) 

- was displayed on a plinth and ‘bookended’ by wall-hung transcripts of conversations about the book 

had between Pavel Biichler and Simon Morris. Lerm Hayes relates this kind of artists’ writing to the 

Deleuzean/Guattarian notion of‘minor literature’, which is particularly ‘“minor” in relation to visual 

art’. She states:

The ‘minor’ deterritorializes the ‘major’, is always already political and forges community, 
i.e. through its ‘weakness’ has particular critical and creative capacity, vibrancy and 
importance. This notion of engagement, formulated through consideration of literature [...] 
may be telling for our considerations of visual art (in Northern Ireland).9

Forms of adaptation, allegory, and appropriation, and their interpretation in critical engagements with 

‘minor’ experiments in film and visual art, share this potential to dislocate the ‘major’ language of 

‘official histories’. With weakness comes just cause for subversion, and the kind of subversions 

discussed in this thesis, as a collective, creates a platform for significant forms of truth-telling.

8 Michael Rush, New Media in Art, new edn (London: Thames & Fludson Ltd., 2005), pp. 47-50.
9 Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes, Convergence: Literary Art Exhibitions accompanying text (GTG, 16 June - 6 
August 2011) pp. 4-5 of 9.
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Artists today who are inspired by interdisciplinary pioneers such as Nauman are exploring 

ways of exploiting the art-technology-life relation, and do so to promote change in societal mindsets. 

Convergences between live art and technologies such as (digital) video and photography, lead to 

connections between stillness, movement, stretched time, literature, and philosophy. These mixtures 

disrupt perceptions of what ought to be considered as ‘high’ art by continuing to react against 

marketability. To recall John Hill, Northern Irish film and visual culture is still regarded as a useful 

tool, but this study shows that practices extending beyond notions of conventional narrative cinema 

have social and aesthetic value that transcends the economic value of tourist, goods, and services 

promotion, or government propaganda. He recognizes that ‘the perception of film as an art form, 

rather than a mass entertainment, was destined to remain a marginalised discourse’, not less because of 

arts funding/facilitating bodies. He particularly refers to CEMA’s emphasis on ‘a traditional 

conception of “high art” [...] to make the “best in painting, sculpture, architecture, drama and music” 

available to people in Northern Ireland’. This motivation exists alongside hostility towards ‘popular 

and modern culture’, and does not appear to equate cultural activity with the ‘best’ in art.10 Not only 

do mixed media forms of exhibition deny marketability, they also deny artistic elitism.

Tntermedial’ art forms can also provide means for alternative, unofficial, education. When 

applied in certain settings - the conflictual topics presented throughout the study, for instance - this 

mixing of forms creates an arena for understanding. Correlations can be drawn between Nauman’s 

work and Sandra Johnston’s, or Alastair MacLennan’s, in terms of simplicity and effect; when 

unravelling the layers of apparently straightforward ‘actuations’, complex, political messages often lie 

therein. Duncan Campbell, on the other hand, applies Nauman’s ideas to his video-making, and the 

finished products are at once open and closed-ended, conceptual yet marketable. His docu-fictions are 

as much about the processes of documentary film-making, television broadcasting, archiving and 

video art as they are about their subjects. He interweaves the worlds of high and low art so tightly that 

they can no longer be told apart. Doherty also does this; Wylie states that ‘many of the literary and 

visual images in Ghost Story take their cue from the conventions of the contemporary crime story that, 

in its infinite varieties, forms one of the major genres of popular entertainment’ (p. 36). The roadside 

motif in Doherty’s oeuvre evokes real crime scenes while accompanying voiceover descriptions 

signify the notion of the real imitating the non-real, rather than vice versa (‘it was like something out 

of a movie’, etc.). His increasingly polished photo/cinematography edges him into the world of fine

10 John W. Hill, Cinema and Northern Ireland: Film, Culture and Politics (London, BFI, 2006), pp. 164-65.
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art, and into film. His topics exude fear or suspicion of the unseen, the unknown, to play on spectators’ 

own dreads. The suspension in the images and editing in Ghost Story reflect the same feeling in the 

post-conflict situation - there is forward movement without a destination that appears to circle back 

rather than progress. Past and memory seem to hang in the air, preventing psychological healing - an 

issue emerging clearly in the PMA’s site-reactive interviews with former prison affiliates. Artist film

makers such as Doherty and Campbell provide awareness of this stalling, and perhaps performance, 

whether live or ‘mediatized’, is an important active response.

Towards Analysis of Conceptual Art in Northern Ireland
As discussed in the thesis introduction, criticism is vital if important film and visual artworks are to

receive deserved recognition in terms of their transfonnative possibilities. At times, it is practitioners

themselves who deny this from happening. The lack of concise definition for performance art in

general is mirrored by the lack of such engagement with Northern Irish film and visual culture, and is

often embraced for its fluidity. For instance, Alastair MacLennan states:

It's the search for identity, value and meaning, making'live' art in a materialist culture which 
devolves the idiom out of'existence' since it can't be consumed as cultural 'real estate'. There's 
no single, generally accepted 'grammar' for evaluating the relative worth of performance, 
though one exists for the other visual arts, and is in regular use internationally. Hardly any 
serious, coherent, written appraisal of performance is made, even in the art world. It's kept 
well to the edge of public awareness, having no place in its value-structure. Performance 
artists will either resolve this issue, or remain peripheral.11

MacLennan, currently one of the world’s most renowned performance artists, believes it is 

practitioners’ responsibility to resolve the criticism void, and does not open the issue up to outside 

perspective. Hannah Higgins, academic daughter of Fluxus luminaries Dick Higgins and Alison 

Knowles, argues that Fluxus performances cannot and should not be subject to theoretical 

interpretation as the fluid nature of them is ‘structurally ill suited’ to such confines, and certain 

elements are plucked from the full experience for individual scrutiny. Higgins believes that extraction 

displaces each element into a hierarchy that limits ‘the possible domains of analysis’ and dilutes the 

overall experience.12 The issue of analysis is complicated further by modes of documentation that 

break down performances into framed sections, or reinterpret them through text. Here, the intended 

experience is removed from its immediate spatio-temporal existence and restructured.

11 Alastair MacLennan, ‘Concerns’, VADS/Live Art Now Performance Magazine, 37 (1985) 
<http://www.vads.ac.uk/collections/maclennan/statconcems.htm> [accessed 11 April 2011],
12 Hannah Higgins, Fluxus Experience (California: University of California Press, 2002), p. xiv.
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Artist/theorists such as Bracken Hendricks also assert that performance’s vital role is to open a 

dialogue that ‘examines experience’ through the process of creative investigation. He claims that in 

thinking of‘the underlying questions’ embedded in objects, or to attempt definition, destroys their 

‘object nature’ and ‘spirit [...] because there’s a subtlety of interactions and connections between 

people or particular moments’.13 Where the artist’s anti-documentation sentiment can be understood, 

the research in this study points towards the importance of finding a discursive language for 

performance. What the artist creates is handed over to the spectator, for whom greater understanding 

of a work’s messages and connections would be beneficial rather than derogatory. Mixed media art 

that splits cinematic elements throughout a space possesses a degree of healing power, at least from a 

standpoint of education and the understanding of others’ issues. For the academy, there are flaws in 

anecdotal documentation and reviews, but there is remedial benefit at grassroots levels within 

community groups. Where the ESC promotes ‘understanding through film’ and the Healing Through 

Remembering group advocates community arts as part of their initiative, performance art in Northern 

Ireland has the capability of linking the arts community with everyone else through public 

interventions.

The issue with live performance is its emphemerality, which makes meaningful interpretation 

through critical analysis difficult to obtain. The solution of documentation is a contentious one for 

practitioners. For example, Myriam Laplante employs ‘bad’ video documentation within her work to 

draw attention to and take advantage of the tensions ‘between what is done and what is recorded 

visually; between thinking, or expecting, that documentation is, or should be, or can be, representative 

of the work, from where the notion of accurate, or “good” documents of art appears’.14 Artists 

incorporating different documentation methods into their work increasingly refute this notion that 

documentation ought to represent the work. For instance, documentation was a recurring theme in the 

performance collective, CHAOS, a group of Canadian artists engaging in a week of performances at 

various Belfast locations in February 2010. While revising past performances that had inspired her, 

Shannon Cochrane directed a documenter to photograph each stage of a particular section of her piece. 

She commanded a volunteer to write the letters A, R, and T on her arm, and had a photograph taken of 

each. Cochrane then ordered the photographer to show her the saved digital images one by one, and 

delete them. This is an instance of a performance artist asserting authority over the documentation of

13 Janet A. Kaplan et al., ‘Flux Generations’, Art Journal, 59.2 (2000), 7-17 (p. 7).
14 Julie Bacon, ‘Forum Report’, in In Place of Passing, ed. by Julie Bacon (Belfast: Bbeyond and Interface, 
2007), pp. 14-17 (pp. 14-15).
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her work by disempowering the camera operator and controlling him by using his activity as a tool in 

her art-making. She preserves her work and censors his by denying him the opportunity to censor and 

shape hers.

On the same evening, John Boehme made a static recording while, dressed in overalls, he built 

a makeshift platform with scrap planks of wood and nails. On completion he changed into a business 

suit and sat on a chair that he placed on the newly constructed platform. His camera was positioned so 

he would appear mid-frame in a full-shot when sat on the chair, where he proceeded to systematically 

from his left-to-right stare out each audience member with an array of facial expressions. The many 

present documenters captured each action from their multiple angles, including another video being 

recorded from a tripod further back in the room, adding more layers of document. After out-staring 

every spectator, Boehme violently destroyed his self-created stage with the chair, after which he 

projected his own film, so the completed live actions were instantly replaced with a flat digital video. 

Equally, the live happening seen from spectators’ own perspectives remained fresh to memory while 

the video, with most of the action cut off by the frame edge, replayed a mediatized version of the live 

act they had just witnessed. This activity has the potential to further disrupt unreliable memory, as it 

instantly changes what the spectator has just seen.

In the above examples, the ‘bad’ documentation intends to prove that the live act is better, 

almost morally so, than forms of document, rather than embracing the fact that (at least) two art forms 

exist both independently of each other, and simultaneously as one while the event takes place. When it 

ends, the event’s remnants become different kinds of live text - video replay and memory. To recall 

Philip Auslander’s argument that presentness is already embedded in culture through mechanisms of 

reproduction, the live art discussed in the above case studies was not truly live in that there is always a 

relation to the past. Conversely, anything we experience is experienced ‘live’, which evokes the 

paradoxical past-present. Most performance writing is anecdotal, written by performance artists for 

fellow practitioners all avoiding serious critical engagement with their work. Differing accounts 

emerge as events are remembered individually. The performance is more than the act itself, it has the 

potential to penetrate media, the arts, society and culture simultaneously, and inevitably there is an 

aspect of repeatability. When examined by the academy, i.e. institutionalized, what is remembered of 

performance history is decided by academia in a similar way to socio-political histories, which can 

lead to further marginalization. Also it is the academy that ‘invests meaning’ into performances and

204



their documentation.1" Katy Deepwell adds that ‘criticism itself frequently determines our “access” 

and understanding of contemporary art, and it has its own style of language, system of judgements, 

and schemes for evaluation’.16 A paradox arises here; undocumented live work ceases to ‘exist’ and as 

such cannot be discussed at a critical level. Documented work is perhaps undesirable on conceptual 

and aesthetic levels, yet is ‘researchable’ and so equates ‘the unscholarly with the unvalued’.17 

Recalled descriptions of live events cannot be verified, and artists’ explanations of intentions do not 

necessarily concur with what transpired, therefore informal readings may be regarded as unreliable 

and less ‘valuable’ than critical readings.

The absence of theoretical definition for Johnston’s mixed forms perhaps reflects the 

intangibility of others’ traumas and how presenting different experiences placed side-by-side can 

create connections. MacLennan and Andre Stitt also situate themselves in spaces where they invoke 

confrontation - particularly Stitt in violent actions towards his own body. Converse to this, Johnston’s 

intrusions are subtle and exude false privacy in that most or all of the action has occurred before the 

public enter the space where her quiet, consistent actions take place. All three implement natural and 

found materials, maintaining the Fluxus/Dada spirit of finding art in the everyday. The gravity of the 

subject matter roots their work to the everydayness of violence and silence experienced in Northern 

Ireland. Due to tensions between enforced silence and the need to speak, this study argues against the 

anti-document/criticism stance taken by artist/theorists such as Higgins, Hendricks, and MacLennan.

In this time and place, a need for public healing exists. If artists insist on dealing with conflicted pasts 

in the present, they have a responsibility to allow analysis of their work that draws important, possibly 

cathartic connections between people, times and places. For example, the interacting objects in 

Johnston’s work discussed in chapter 3 (still photography, stock footage, monitor, glass sheet, 

projectors, windows, the live body) become unified within shared spaces and experiences while 

drawing attention to newsreel editing processes. The media stories she references in Composure 

(2004) and To Kill an Impulse (1993) were high profile when broadcast in 1976 and 1994, 

respectively. The murders of Christopher Ewart-Biggs and Margaret Wright have been largely 

forgotten and are traceable only in archives, similar to Johnston’s body of work. As members of post- 

Agreement society feel increasingly able to voice traumatic memories, performance art practiced in

15 Matthew Reason, Documentation, Disappearance and the Representation of Live Performance (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 15 & 41.
16 Katy Deepwell, Dialogues: Women Artists from Ireland (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), p. 4.
17 Reason, pp. 45-46.
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Northern Ireland may provide a means of connecting the disconnected - and it will be critical analysis 

that draws the two together.

Education
Northern Ireland’s various communities have produced the diverse visual culture it is immersed in 

today. It is from within communities that education leading to healing and acceptance must begin. 

Performance promotes ideals of integration and participation; in order to suggest an alternative 

educational tool, the study looks to Fluxus pedagogy. Fluxus was a way of life for its second 

generation. It shaped who they are and how they think, but not what they do. Hannah Higgins’s father 

was excluded from academia, but she is a successful scholar, as is Bracken Hendricks, son of 

Geoffrey. Their relationships show how ideology from parentage can influence, but not necessarily 

control subsequent generations. Fluxus is a group with a shared mentality. There are individuals with 

their own ways of thinking, but they are like-minded nonetheless. Fluxus has been linked to education 

from its outset through artists/teachers such as John Cage and Allan Kaprow. The second generation 

now fill the void made decades before between the movement and the academy by contributing to 

both. In combining her experience of growing up with Fluxus and her academic training for research, 

Higgins outlines ‘Fluxus experience’ by expanding ‘communitarian ideals’ beyond art to spread 

throughout the rest of life. This method could prove useful in Northern Ireland as ‘it is through 

creative play that new solutions to problems may be found’.

In Fluxus Experience (2002), Higgins outlines different intelligences, then suggests theorizing 

‘Fluxus’s intermedia idea as a fertile field for multiple intelligence interactions, and as a way of 

growing beyond one’s natural talents’. As Campbell expresses in Falls Burns Malone Fiddles (2003), 

Northern Ireland consistently possesses a body of disaffected, yet talented youth. Not only are new 

ways of looking and listening required for societal progression, so are new ways of thinking and 

learning, and most importantly, ways of bequeathing and encouraging varied intelligences. Higgins 

believes that ‘if we accept the idea that intelligence reflects social change, we can say further that the 

arts must play a central role in the educational (and civil) arena, going beyond the structures of a 

particular discipline’. From this stance, a way to move forward might be to combine academic, artistic, 

and common intelligences by drawing all three together in dialogues that begin to blur distinctions 

between practical, analytical and reactive skills. Although for the foreseeable future this may be 

confronted by retentive conservatism towards the arts and education generally in Northern Ireland, the 

openness exuded by Fluxus is significant. Considering again Johnston’s representation of others, her
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work may not encourage direct spectator participation, but viewers will be affected, and their very 

presence in the space impinges on a work’s dynamic. Higgins terms such participation as ‘inquiring 

actively’ and attests that it aims to achieve ‘mutual understanding (as distinct from agreement) - a 

point that flies in the face of the traditional educational models’. ‘The community framework’ that she 

draws from Kaprow, Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of connected experiences is conducive to 

‘pleasant encounters’, and emerges from ‘possible encounters between objective and subjective 

realities, rational observations and emotional experiences, and personal, political, and civic identities, 

with a “sense of solidarity” being the desired outcome’.

The Fluxus pedagogy is championed by many of its artists, including Robert Filiou. By 

considering ‘teaching and learning as performance forms’, Filiou compares the (at best) ‘interactive, 

surprising, and challenging [...] exchange between teachers and learners’ to the relationship that 

develops between performance artists and spectators. From this idea, Higgins asserts that ‘a 

performative model for all levels of education’ should extend from performance art, particularly 

Fluxus and intermedia. Within this model she suggests schools would ‘become “learning societies” 

that encourage emotional and social engagement, thereby promoting knowledge acquisition and 

understanding’. She continues:

The pedagogical model offered by Fluxus [...] includes direct experience, conversations, 
collaborations, and liberation of means - Fluxus encourages us to look at, listen to, and feel 
the environment, to learn from that experience and to remain open to new perceptions.18

If such a mindset were inserted into Northern Irish society at localized community levels (i.e. arts, 

class, residential, ethnic and political groups) that would later merge, social change might then be 

nudged onto a different trajectory. In a broad comparison, this is already being achieved by the ESC 

concerning the rehabilitation of prisoners involved in producing Mickey B (2007).

In addition to Fluxus pedagogy, looking in on Expanded Cinema from outside reveals its 

broad correlation to Ireland’s position - at its most basic level it is a space containing two main 

divisions within which are countless varieties of essentially the same entity. The conflict between two 

Western continental ‘sides’ of the movement is relatively amicable and their differences are 

continually aired and debated in publications, blogs and symposia - it is a war fought with the 

‘qwerty’ keyboard and moving image rather than firearms. Where Fluxus might inspire educational 

approaches to change, Expanded Cinema’s body of critical discussion might urge change in how

18 Higgins, pp. 187-90, 197-98 & 206-7.
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critical analysis is conducted in Northern Ireland and the Republic. New media and the mixtures of 

media increasingly used by artists that relate to Fluxus ideals and the free exchange of ideas in 

Expanded Cinema could prove useful when boundaries of artistic/cinematic form are blurred. This 

blurring indicates commonalities in conveyance of theme or commentary, and tests the limits of 

developing technologies and their potential for meaningful art-making. What such activity calls for is 

deeper analysis of form that looks beyond the surface image, theme or category to become embedded 

in criticism. Artists create and present work, but it is up to critics to make sense of it and form 

connecting links between the artist, work, and audience to relate it to the surrounding society, the 

wider world, and their shared issues.
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The Wind that Shakes the Barley (2006) Directed by Ken Loach [Film]. UK/Ireland: Pathe 
International. Starring Gillian Murphy, Padraic Delaney, Liam Cunningham. English/Irish 
Gaelic/Latin. Colour. 127mins.

With or Without You (\999) Directed by Michael Winterbottom [DVD], S.I.: Cinema Club, 2001. 
Starring Christopher Eccleston, Dervla Kirwin, Yvan Attal. English. Colour. 86mins.

Your Highness (2011) Directed by David Gordon Green [Film], USA: Universal Pictures. Starring 
Danny McBride, Natalie Portman, James Franco. English. Colour. 102mins.

Fine/static arts
Ballagh, Robert (1969-70) Liberty at the Barricades after Delacroix [Acrylic on canvas]. Bank of 
Ireland.

— (1969-70) The Rape of the Sabines after David [Acrylic on canvas]. Crawford Municipal Art 
Gallery collection, Cork.

— (1969-70) The Third of May after Goya [Acrylic on canvas]. Hugh Lane Municipal Gallery,
Dublin.

— (1973) Winchester, 73 [Oil on canvas]. Collection of artist.

— (1975) Laurence Sterne (study) [Oil and acrylic on canvas]. Collection of artist.

David, Jacques-Louis (1799) Les Sabines/The Intervention of the Sabine Women [Oil on canvas]. 
Musee du Louvre, Paris.

Delacroix, Eugene (1830) La Liberte guidant lepeuple/Liberty Leading the People [Oil on canvas], 
Musee du Louvre, Paris.

Doherty, Willie (1987) The Walls [Photograph with text], IMMA, Dublin.

— (1994a) Border Incident [Cibachrome on aluminium], IMMA, Dublin.

— (1994b) Border 7?oa£/[Cibachrome on aluminium], Dallas Museum of Art.

— (1995a) At the Border III (Trying to Forget the Past) [Cibachrome on aluminium]. Dallas Museum 
of Art.

— (1995b) Unapproved Road //[Cibachrome on aluminium], Dallas Museum of Art.
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Duchamp, Marcel (1917, replica 1964) Fountain [‘Readymade’ sculpture], Tate collection, London. 

Duffy, Rita (2003) Iceberg 1 [Oil on linen],

Farrell, Michael (1976) The First Real Irish Political Picture [Pencil on paper], ACNI.

Fedi, Pio (lived 1816-1892) Galileo [Marble on labradorite plinth]. Queen’s University, Belfast.

Goya, Francisco (1814) Los fusilamientos de la montaha del Principe Pio/The Third of May 1808 [Oil 
on canvas], Museo del Prado, Madrid.

Hamilton, Richard (1982-83) The Citizen [Oil on canvas], Tate Gallery, London.

Hillen, Sean (\999) Irelands. [Ireland],

— (2009) Searching for Evidence of Controlled Demolition at Castle Green, Ballybunion 
[Photomontage], BlueLeaf Gallery, Dublin.

Hirst, Damien (2007) For the Love of God [Sculpture], White Cube, London.

Ireland, Patrick (1985) Studies on O.S. maps for The Purgatory of Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker, 
Homunculus Rope Drawing #73 [Indian ink on paper]. Trinity College, Dublin.

— (2002) Five Identities [Photograph on aluminium], IMMA, Dublin.

— (2004) Programme for/?? the Wake (Of) [Watercolour on paper],

Maher, Alice (1991) Cell [Sculpture], Kilmainham Gaol, Dublin.

Morris, Locky (1986) Town, Country and People [Sculpture], Private collection.

— (1989) Twist [Sculpture], Private collection.

Mullan, Patsy (2007) Visual Residue [Photograph series]. Private collection.

Reynolds, Joshua (1760) Laurence Sterne [Oil on canvas]. National Portrait Gallery, London.

Van Gogh, Vincent (1887-89) Sunflowers [Oil on canvas]. National Gallery, London.

Walsh, Louise (1991) Out Laws, In Laws [Lightbox installation], Kilmainham Gaol, Dublin.

Warhol, Andy (1962) Campbell’s Soup Cans [Synthetic polymer paint on thirty-two canvases], 
MoMA, New York.

— (1964) Brillo Boxes [Sculpture], Stable Gallery, New York.

Live art/performances
Acconci, Vito (1969) Following Piece. [New York],

— (1970) Conversion. [New York],

Ballagh, Robert (1972) Derry January 30, 1972. [Project Arts Centre, Dublin. November],
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Dukes, Gerry, and Barry McGovern (1988) I'll Go On. [Mitzi E. Newhouse Theater, Lincoln Center, 
New York].

EXPORT, VALIE (1968-71) Tapp und Tast Kino/Touch Cinema. [Europe],

Johnston, Sandra (2001) Broad Daylight. [Newtownards Road, Belfast. August], Also featuring 
Pauline Cummins and Frances Mezetti.

— and Alastair MacLennon (2009a) Stillest. [QUB Black and White Hall/Senate Room, Belfast. 22 
October],

— (2009b) Gust to Dust. [QUB Quadrangle, Belfast. 23 October],

MacLennan, Alastair (1985) Body Break. [Mappin Gallery, Sheffield],

— (1997a) Body of (D)Earth. [Venice Biennale, Italy],

— (1997b) NO IN. [Greek Temple Facade, Dublin. 18 September],

— (1998) Naming the Dead. [Ormeau Bridge, Belfast],

— (2004) Saw Was. [Darlington College of Art, Falmouth. 28 May],

O’Doherty, Brian (1972) Name Change. [Project Arts Centre, Dublin. 29 November],

— (2008) The Burial of Patrick Ireland. [IMMA, Dublin. 20 May],

Partridge, Stephen (1976) Monitor. [Tate Modern, London. 19 April 2009],

Stitt, Andre (2000) Conviction. [Belfast],

Mixed media
Cummins, Pauline (\999) None of it Matters. [Triskel Arts Centre, Cork],

Finn-Kelcey, Rose (1988-92) Bureau de Change. [UK],

Gormley, Antony (2009) One & Other. [Trafalgar Square, London],

Ireland, Patrick (1985) The Purgatory of Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker, Homunculus, Rope 
Drawing #73. [Douglas Hyde Gallery, Trinity College, Dublin],

—, (2004) HCE (Redux), Rope Drcm’ing #109. [Royal Hibernian Academy, Gallagher Gallery, 
Dublin],

Johnston, Sandra (1993) Re-Turns. [Catalyst Arts, Belfast],

— (1994) To Kill an Impulse. [Front Art Gallery, Berlin],

— (2004) Composure. [Catalyst Arts, Belfast],

— (2008) Remains to be Seen. [GTG, Belfast],
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— (2009) Breathing Backwards. [The Third Space, Belfast. January - February].

Marchant, Alison (1990) Time & Motion. [USA],

— (1993) Tying the Threads. [UK].

McGrath, Dara (2008) Deconstructing the Maze. [HMP Maze, Lisburn; OBG, Belfast. 2010]. 

Nauman, Bruce (1968a) Live/Taped Video Corridor. [USA].

— (1968b) Slow Angle Walk (Beckett Walk). [USA],

— (1992) Anthro-Socio. [USA],

Nisbet, Nancy (2002) Pop! Goes the Weasel. [ISEA, Japan],

O’Doherty, Brian (1963-4) In the Wake (Of). [Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane. 5 May-27 
August 2006],

— (1966) Portrait of Marcel Duchamp. [Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane. 5 May - 27 August 
2006],

O’Kelly, Alanna(1995) Omos/Respect. [IMMA, Ireland],

Schneemann, Carolee (1967) Snows. [Martinique Theatre, NY].

Television
Big Brother (2000-2011) Channel 4 and Channel 5.

Breakout (2008) BBC 1.

Car Crash: The DeLorean Story (2004) BBC4.

Game of Thrones (2011) HBO.

Videography
A Beathu/Emmenancia Vital/Nurturing (\996) Directed by Alanna O’Kelly [Video], Brazil.

Allegiances & Assurances (2008) Directed by Sandra Johnston [3xDVD], UK. Sound. Colour.

Ancient Ground (2011) Directed by Willie Doherty [Blu-Ray]. Ireland. Sound. Colour. 8mins.

AWingBigCell(2008) Directed by Seamus Harahan and Miriam de Burca [DVD], UK. Sound. Colour. 
18mins.

Berlin Horse (1970) Directed by Malcolm Le Grice [YouTube], UK. 9mins. 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDj8Tc6259o> [accessed 31 March 2011]

Bernadette (2008) Directed by Duncan Campbell [DVD], UK. English. Colour/b&w. 37mins.

Between Cinema and a Hard Place (1991) Directed by Gary Hill [3xVideo], USA.
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Blackspot (\991) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD]. NI. Sound. Colour. 30mins.

Buried(2008) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD], UK. Sound. Colour.

Centers (1971) Directed by Vito Acconci [Video]. USA. Silent. B&W. 22mins.

Control Zone (1999) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD]. UK. Sound. Colour. 30mins.

Falls Burns Malone Fiddles (2003) Directed by Duncan Campbell [DVD]. UK. English. 
Colour/B&W. 33mins.

Ghost Story (2007) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD], UK: Ulster Museum. Voiceover by Stephen 
Rea. English. Colour. ISmins.

Inside Stories: Memories from the Maze and Long Kesh Prison (2003-5) Directed by Cahal 
McLaughlin [4xDVD]. UK: PMA. English. Colour. 30mins approx.

Light Music (1975) Directed by Lis Rhodes [2x16mm]. UK. Sound. B&W. 25mins.

Listening Station, The (2008) Directed by Allan Hughes [DVD], UK. Sound/English. Colour. 7mins.

Listening Station II, The (Counting Backwards) (2008/9) Directed by Allan Hughes [2xDVD], UK. 
Sound/English. Colour. 7mins.

Make it New John (2009) Directed by Duncan Campbell [DVD], UK/USA. Sound/English. 
Colour/B&W. 51 mins.

No Smoke Without Fire (1994) Directed by Willie Doherty [Video], UK. Sound. Colour. lOmins.

Non-Specific Threat (2004) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD], UK. English. Colour. 7mins. 
Featuring Colin Stewart and Kenneth Branagh.
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8XJ13ptH-RM> [accessed 26 July 2011]

Of Note (2004) Directed by Locky Morris [DVD], UK. Sound. Colour. 12mins.

The Only Good One is a Dead One (1993) Directed by Willie Doherty [2xVideo]. UK. English. 
Colour. 30mins.

Pryings (1971) Directed by Vito Acconci [DVD]. USA: Video Data Bank, 1986. Sound. B&W.
21 mins.

Re-Run (2002) Directed by Willie Doherty [2xVideo]. UK : Tate collection. Silent. Colour. 30secs.

Same Difference (1990) Directed by Willie Doherty [2x35mm slide projections, 2x81 35mm text 
slides], UK: Matt’s Gallery. Silent (projected words in English). B&W. 3mins.

Slipcover (1966) Directed by Les Levine [Video], Canada.

Sometimes I Imagine It’s My Turn (1998) Directed by Willie Doherty [DVD]. UK. Sound. 
Colour/B&W. 3mins.

Tell Me What You Want (1996) Directed by Willie Doherty [2xVideo], UK. English. Colour. lOmins.
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Their Stories (2009) Directed by Patsy Mullan [2xDVD]. UK. English. Colour. 30mins.

Unfinished(2010) Directed by Willie Doherty [2xDVD], UK. English. Colour.

Unheard Voices (2009) Directed by Cahal McLaughlin [DVD], UK: PMA and WAVE. English. 
Colour. 34mins.

Unseen Women (2006) Directed by Cahal McLaughlin, edited by Jolene Mairs [DVD]. English. 
Colour. 30mins.

Viet-FIakes (1965) Directed by Carolee Schneemann [16mm fdm on video], USA. Toned B&W. 
7mins.

You Never Know the Whole Story (2000) Directed by Ute Friederike Jiirss [3xDVD], Germany, ZKM 
Karlsruhe. Silent. B&W.
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