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ABSTRACT
This thesis is a practice as research study which seeks to explore aesthetic and ethical issues 
surrounding the performance of memory in a post-conflict society. Located within the 
Northern Ireland context, my study is focussed on the town of Omagh- the site of the single 
worst terrorist attack in the history of the Troubles - and my hometown. Centred on an 
investigation around memorialisation and the individual experience, the central thrust of my 
enquiry in writing and practice surrounds the ways in which memory functions as a 
mechanism to articulate and enforce identity and how this is performed in a society that is 
attempting to acknowledge the past while moving on from it. This thesis comprises of 40% 
written dissertation and 60% creative work. 1 present an analysis of the artist’s role in 
memorial practice through two case studies of artistic memorial practice in Northern Ireland 
and my practice explores how the expression of a lived history is translated into public 
performance, how it can remain owned by those who generate the material and the potential 
for such practice to act as a way of memorialising both a place and its people.

Through this dual approach, my investigation of artistic interventions into Omagh’s traumatic 
past is complemented by the use of live theatrical process both as a means of interrogating the 
artistic methodologies used to remember Omagh and of producing knowledge into what 
happens when personal memory becomes an object of public artistic procedure. In an 
engagement with theories surrounding monumental memory and testimonial performance, 
my analysis of the testimonial Theatre of Witness production, We Carried Your Secrets 
(2009) and the Omagh memorial. Constant Light (2008) is complemented by my own artistic 
practice - a site-specific community theatre play, Shandon Park, in and about the estate in 
Omagh where I grew up. Drawing upon the theories of Pierre Nora, who states that our 
propensity to design and fix memory prevents us from experiencing real and ever-changing 
memory within ourselves, I investigate the concept of oral history performance as a counter
memorial, utilising and interrogating the models of practice examined within my case studies.

This investigation is situated within the theoretical context of'history from below’, a model 
of historical narrative that focuses on the experiences and perspectives of ordinary people. It 
is positioned w'ithin a genealogy of commemorative practice in Northern Ireland and in 
recognition of the performative dimensions to dealing with the past through storytelling 
initiatives and localised oral history projects. My impulse to investigate perspectives from 
below is not only the subject of this thesis, but also, importantly, of its methodology. 
Interviews with each of the artists involved in the specific cases discussed provide an 
exclusive and unique insight into the artistic and political processes of creating such 
commemorative work in Northern Ireland. Placing at the centre of my investigation the 
personal narrative of those at the heart of the discipline therefore utilised this resource as both 
the subject and the vehicle for enquiry. This thesis provides a timely study into the political 
and aesthetic challenges involved in memorialisation within post-conflict Northern Ireland. It 
contributes to the current debate surrounding the ethical and aesthetic responsibilities in re
presenting the personal in a public arena and provides a significant and original contribution 
to the memorialisation of Omagh within a society in transition.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

A number of colleagues, practitioners and friends have assisted me throughout my research 

and my thanks and gratitude are owed to all those in Belfast and in Omagh who have 

supported me throughout this exciting project. I would first like to thank my supervisor, 

Professor Anna McMullan for her constant encouragement and invaluable guidance. 1 would 

also like to extend my appreciation to David Grant for his inspiration. Dr. Mark Phelan for 

his direction and insight and Dr. Brenda Winter-Palmer for all her welcome advice.

1 would like to offer my thanks to Teya Sepinuck and Victoria Geelan who gave their 

time to share with me their experience and their working processes within the Theatre of 

Witness project and I would especially like to acknowledge Sean Hillen for contributing to 

my research in such an important, open and generous way.

My deepest gratitude is also due to all the residents of Shandon Park for their 

participation in and support of my work throughout the preparation for and performance of 

Shandon Park. 1 would like to extend my sincere appreciation to Biddy Me Geehan, Rosie 

McEnhill, Eugene Floyd, Mark Crossley and Cara Me Geehan for their fantastic participation 

and their involvement in what was a very special event. 1 would also like to thank Des 

Kennedy for his friendship, patience and practical assistance on the project as well as Barry 

Donnelly and Gerard Kelly for providing the DVD and photographs of the performance of 

the work.

Finally, 1 would like to thank my family and friends in Omagh, who are always there.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION 1-18

Northern Ireland: Approaches to Dealing with the Past 

Omagh, Co. Tyrone, Northern Ireland 

A Practice-based Methodology 

Research Questions 

Chapter Outline

CHAPTER ONE 19-46

Mcmorialisation and the Individual Experience

Chapter Overview

History From Below

The History of Memory Studies

Monumental Memory

Omagh: The Homeplace

Testimony: History from Within

The Performing Self

Telling the Truth: Authentic Memory?

T he Audience in Performance 

Oral History: ‘Actuality Dialogue’

Verbatim Theatre: Reality Theatre 

Site-Specific Community Theatre 

Artist/Resident: The Aesthetic/Ethical Tension



CHAPTER TWO 47-77

Case Study: We Carried Your Secrets

Chapter Overview 

Theatre of Witness 

We Carried Your Secrets

Preparation for the Project: ‘This Narrative is Everybody's Narrative’

The Interview Process: ‘Deep Tistening’- The First Filter 

The Editing Process: f inding the Truth or Making It?

Carrying Secrets: A Performer’s Experience 

Performing the Self: Authenticity or Artifice?

Theatre as Witness: The Audience Perspective 

Conclusion: A Mediated Truth?

CHAPTER THREE 78-107

Case Study: Constant Light

Chapter Overview 

The Omagh Bomb

The Memorial Project Competition: Re-designing the Past

Constant Tight: The Metaphorical and Environmental Challenges

The 'War Over Words’: Rewriting the Past

Remembering Omagh: Private Grief v Public Duty

The Aesthetic Transformation of Omagh: A Formalised Site of Memory

Conclusion: Re-Placing Memory



CHAPTER FOUR 108-136

Preparing for Shan don Park

Chapter Overview

Shandon Park, Tamlaght Road, Omagh, Co. Tyrone, Northern Ireland 

Preparatory Interviews

The Oral History Interview: The First Performance

Biddy: 42, Shandon Park

Rosie: 98. Shandon Park

Eugene: 23, Shandon Park

Mark: 27, Shandon Park

The Editing Process: Speaking With, For and About the Community 

The Rehearsal Process

CHAPTER FIVE 137-169

The performance, Shandon Park

Chapter Overview 

Shandon Park, 3 October 2010 

Re-membering the Past: Performing Place 

Place/Home: Identity as Territory

Shandon Park as a Creative and Ethical Process: Rosie and Cara 

Memory in Process: Real Remembering? Eugene 

My Role: Art, Truth, the Past, Nostalgia

CONCLUSION 170-181

BIBLIOGRAPHY 182-207



LIST OF PLATES

^ LATE 1 The Omagh Memorial Monument p 87

PLATE II The Omagh Memorial Garden Plan p.88

PLATE III Rosie and Cara from Shandon Park p.139

1 LAI E IV The Dancing Couple from Shandon Park p.141

PLAT E V Mark from Shandon Park p 145

PL ATE VI Eugene fro m Shandon Park p.148



1

INTRODUCTION

Whatever takes place has meaning because it changes into memory.1

This thesis encompasses a practice as research study into the creative and ethical issues 

surrounding the performance of memory in post-conflict Northern Ireland. It is located 

specifically in my home town of Omagh - a place which is synonymous with a devastating 

bomb attack that occurred there in 1998 and which has since become emblematic of the 

inherent difficulties in remembering Northern Ireland’s contested past. My study presents an 

examination of how Omagh has been artistically remembered through analysis of two specific 

case study examples of memorial practice. The construction of the controversial monument, 

Constant Light which was unveiled on the site of the bomb is explored alongside a discussion 

of the testimonial theatre production, We Carried Your Secrets, which featured the life 

experience and remembrances of an Omagh resident. Framed by this analysis of memorial 

practice in the fields of monumental art and testimonial theatre, my own artistic practice 

encompassed the performance of a site-specific community play, Shandon Park, where 

residents of an Omagh housing estate retold the stories of their lives in their own homes. This 

practice investigated the ways in which the expression of a lived history is translated into 

public performance, examined how it can remain owned by those who generate the material 

and explored the potential for such practice to act as a way of memorialising both a place and 

its people.

This thesis examines memory as a product which reflects the agenda and location of 

those who call upon it and explores how the artist’s requirement to speak symbolically to a 

wider audience can affect the balance of ownership of memory. My practice therefore 

confronted my own role as the artist outsider and resident insider in Shandon Park and the

1 Czeslaw Milosz, ‘Consciousness’ from New and Selected Poems 1931-2001 (New York: Harper Collins,
2001), p.431.
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performance of it. I lived there for the duration of the project and my return home to the estate 

where I grew up meant that my practice also negotiated my own memories and my 'place’ in 

the past and present lite of Shandon Park. My practice shifted the responsibility of 

icpresentation from those who speak for or about people and returned to them the ownership 

of identity and how it is represented. In an engagement with notions of ownership, 

empowerment and artistic value in memorial practice, 1 also examined how the balance 

between the artistic realisation ol the dramatic narrative and the negotiation of empowerment 

affected the work s ability to translate beyond the specific locality of its performance.

My investigation is located within the field of memory studies and, in particular, the 

theoretical context of'history from below,’I 2 a model of historical narrative that focuses on 

the experiences and perspectives of ordinary people. It is situated within a genealogy of 

commemorative practice in Northern Ireland and in recognition of the performative 

dimensions to dealing with the past through storytelling initiatives and localised oral history 

projects. It is also located within the tradition of community based artistic practice in 

Northern Ireland which, in a post-conflict societal context, can be perceived to be a powerful 

instrument within the business of conflict transformation in its ability to generate alternative 

cultural perspectives. In Northern Ireland, the complexity of the term, ‘community’ and its 

relation to the concept of identity is a problematic area in the context of this post-conflict 

society. In Northern Ireland, where aspects of community life are identified as politicised and 

religiously homogenised, the province's fragmentation into Protestant/Unionist and 

Catholic/Nationalist localities promotes the existence of two traditions. As a social construct 

which suggests a bonded and homogeneous group, the term ‘community’ is also defined by 

people who live together in the same place. Suggesting a sense of neighbourhood and a

I his term was popularised by Edward Palmer Thompson in an article in the Times Literary Supplement in
1966. As a concept, it was adopted by historians who were anxious to explore the experiences of those who have 
previously been ignored in mainstream history and represented a rejection of the stereotype of traditional 
political history in preference of locally based histories.
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shared set of values, Shandon Park is celebrated within this thesis through the basic elements 

of the community’s make-up which arc concepts of home and the family.

This study engages with critical debates surrounding the memorial monument as 

'memory that best serves a national interest” and the context of knowledge in the area of 

testimony as the production of‘one’s own speech as material evidence for the truth’.3 4 5 

Underpinned by Pierre Nora’s assertion that artificial monumental memory has destroyed 

'real memory borne by living societies’,'^ I explore how memory functions as a mechanism to 

articulate and enforce identity and this thesis therefore provides a timely study into the 

political and aesthetic challenges involved in memorialisation within post-conflict Northern 

Ireland. My thesis conducted an investigation into how memory becomes remembrance by 

exploring what happens when personal memory becomes an object of public artistic 

procedure. In order to carry out this research, I had to undergo the process myself as an artist 

and practitioner and this therefore necessitated a practical enquiry. In this exploration of the 

performance of remembered lived experience, my practice worked as a means of presenting 

research as well as a mode of investigation itself and, in this way, presents ‘both an artefact 

of performance as well as a critical discourse’.6

3 James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1993), p.3.
4 Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1992), p.5.
5 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire\ trans. by Marc Roudebush 
Representations, 26 (1989), 7-24 (p.8).
6 Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt, Practice As Research Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry (London and 
New York: LB. Taurus, 2010), p 10.
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Northern Ireland: Approaches to Dealing with the Past

Since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement7 which initiated the ongoing Peace Process, 

Northern Ireland has progressed towards a tentatively peaceful future accompanied by a 

growing need to deal with the past. Fifteen years on, a failure to deliver a comprehensive
' . o . .means of addressing the past prompted Amnesty International to report that victims of the 

conflict are being ‘disgracefully let down'9 by a 'flawed' and ‘fragmented’10 approach to 

negotiating its history. From the Government commissioned Bloomfield Report in 1998* 11 

which examined ways to recognise and compensate victims of the conflict to the recently 

criticised Historical Enquiries Team (HET) and the Consultative Group on the Past, 

Northern Ireland's ‘piecemeal approach to the past'14 has been limited and ineffectual. In 

September 2013, at the time of writing, all-party talks are to be chaired by the former US

' Also known as the Belfast Agreement, the GFA was signed on 10 April 1998 and represents the political deal 
constructed to formulate a lasting settlement between all the main political parties following the 1994 
paramilitary ceasefires. Incorporating plans for a Northern Ireland power-sharing assembly and encompassing 
cross-border links across the UK and the Irish Republic, the agreement also included plans for 
decommissioning, the future reform of the police force and prisoner release initiatives. After referenda were 
held in May, 1998 the Agreement was endorsed by 71% of the electorate in Northern Ireland and 94% in the 
Republic of Ireland.
8 The report, published on 12 September 2013 called for a comprehensive mechanism to be set up to review the 
conflict and establish the truth about outstanding human rights issues amid findings that a failure to do this has 
contributed to the societal division that is still rife in Northern Ireland.
; This comment, made by John Dalhuisen, Amnesty International's Europe and Central Asia Programme 
Director is published on Amnesty International’s website http://www.amnestv.org/en/news/noi~thern-ireland- 
new-report-slams-failure-deal-past-2013-09-11 and has been widely quoted in recent news reports.
10 Northern Ireland: Time To Deal WithThe Past, Amnesty International Annual Report (2013), p.25. 
http://www.amnestv.org [accessed 15 September 2013]
11 This report, entitled We Will Remember Them, was commissioned by the then secretary of state, Mo Mowlam 
in 1997 to explore ways in which the suffering of thirty years of violence could be recognised. Compiled by 
Kenneth Bloomfield, particular attention was asked to be paid to the establishment of a shared memorial. The 
report, published in 1998 recommended, amongst other initiatives, compensation payments to victims, extra 
funding for existing victims organisations, negotiation for the early release of political prisoners and 
consideration of the establishment of a Truth Commission.
12 A unit of the Police Service of Northern Ireland, the HET was set up in September 2005 to investigate the 
3,269 unsolved murders committed during the Troubles, specifically between 1968 and 1998. The team was 
severely criticised in 2013when it was discovered that cases where the state was involved were less rigorously 
investigated, severely undermining the credibility of the organisation.
1 ’ Established in June 2007 by the Government to consult across the community and make recommendations on 
how to approach the legacy of the past, the report, compiled by Lord Eames and Denis Bradley, was published 
in January 2009. Of thirty-one recommendations, the main proposals surrounded the establishment of a 
Reconciliation Forum and the construction of a shared memorial. However, the report prompted criticism over 
its recommendation that ‘recognition payments’ be made to relatives of all those killed in the conflict amidst 
discomfort at any equivalence between the actions of paramilitaries and the security forces.
14 Christine Bell, ‘Dealing with the Past in Northern Ireland’, Fordham International Law Journal, 26.4 (2002), 
1093-1 147 (p. 1097).
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envoy to Northern Ireland. Dr. Richard Haas. After a summer of violent street protests, these 

talks aim to tackle contentious matters such as parades and Hags and present the latest efforts 

to re-address the lack of a central official forum to deal effectively with issues from the past.

Following any period of protracted violence and in efforts to cope with the memory of 

past conflict, there is often a demand for the truth. As Stanley Cohen explains: ‘After 

generations of denials, lies, cover-ups and evasions, many people have a powerful, almost 

obsessive desire to know exactly what happened’.* 1 II^ Regarded as key mechanisms in 

addressing the past, truth commissions have been a feature of many post- conflict societies 

and in the last three decades, these have occurred in some format in more than twenty 

countries.16 In 2003, the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission report stated that 'the 

hurt, bitterness and decisions of the past must be lanced by some sort of truth-telling 

process’,17 yet the same report acknowledged that '[i]t is much harder, unfortunately to come 

up with a clear and acceptable mechanism to carry out the process’.18 Therefore, while the 

possibility of a truth commission continues to be widely debated, any medium for accessing 

the truth of the past or 'an acknowledgement of a set of narratives about the past’,19 continues 

to be evaded amidst concerns that the ‘truth’ of the past could become a destabilising factor 

which could overturn the peace process itself.2"

15 Stanley Cohen, ‘State Crimes of Previous Regimes: Knowledge, Accountability and the Policing of the Past’, 
Law and Social Inquiry, 20 (1995), 7-50 (p. 18).
16 International Tribunals have been held in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda. Guatemala held a Truth 
Commissions for Historical Clarification and in Sierra Leone, a Truth Commission and Special Court dealt with 
abuses from the past. However, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa has become the 
format most talked about in relation to Northern Ireland in seeking a similar method for conflict transformation. 
The TRC, its processes and effects have been well documented (see Minkley and Rassool, 1998, Alex Boraine, 
2000 and Patricia Hayner, 2001) alongside criticism that its focus on reconciliation often favoured amnesty over 
truth (see D. Posel and G. Simpson, Commissioning the Past, 2002).
1 Quoted in Ryan Gawn, ‘Truth Cohabitation: A Truth Commission for Northern Ireland?’, Irish Political 
Studies, 22.3 (2007), 339-361 (p.345).
IS Ibid p.346.
I ’ Bill Rolston, ‘Dealing With The Past: Pro-State Paramilitaries, Truth and Transition in Northern Ireland’, 
Human Rights Quarterly, 28.3 (2006), 652-675 (p.654).

II See Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern, 2010 for a comprehensive analysis of this issue. They reason that 
the specific political context which exists in Northern Ireland today and the unlikely prospect that the British
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Given the absence of any formal mechanism for dealing with the legacy of over thirty 

years of conflict, various community, charitable and political organisations have developed 

ways of dealing with the legacy of the Troubles for themselves in a development that has 

emerged as a direct consequence of what Patricia Lundy has described as a ‘state-sanctioned 

discourse of forgetting’. The use of storytelling as a way to access the past has been a 

particular feature of many of these initiatives, instigating local and historical 

commemorative ventures where the importance of an individual’s experience is regarded as a 

key component. Such work has contributed to what has been termed as ‘bottom up'* 2, efforts 

at dealing with the legacy of the past and, in February 2007, the Community Foundation was 

awarded funding by the European Union’s Programme for Peace and Reconciliation to 

facilitate a range of projects working to tackle the legacy of the past at grassroots level. These 

groups worked below political or governmental spheres and engaged in a range of 

storytelling work. They included, amongst others, the Women's Resource and Development 

Agency (WRDA),24 Towards Flealing and Understanding (THU)2;i and Healing Through 

Remembering (HTR),2f> the last of which is the best known and most influential local

Government would be willing to countenance a whole-scale inquiry into the past actions of its agents would 
make a truth commission a dangerous option in dealing with the past.
21 Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern, ‘The Politics of Memory in Post-Conflict Northern Ireland’, Peace 
Review, 13.1 (2001), 27-33 (p.33).
22 In 2005, Grainne Kelly undertook an audit of personal story narrative and testimony initiatives related to 
remembering Northern Ireland’s conflict, identifying over thirty-three different storytelling projects. See 
Grainne Kelly, Storytelling Audit: An Audit of personal story, narrative and testimony Initiatives related to the 
conflict in and about Northern Ireland (Healing Through Remembering, 2005).
2’ Brian Gormally and Kieran McEvoy, ‘Dealing with the Past in Northern Ireland ‘from below’, An 
Evaluation’, The Community Foundation for Northern Ireland (2009), p.2 
<www.healingthroughremembering.org> [accessed on 11 February 2013].
24 Established in 1983, WRDA is a regional women’s organisation which provides community development, 
training and services for individual women and community organisations throughout Northern Ireland. In 
acknowledging that women face particular challenges in a society emerging from conflict, their project Women 
and Conflict celebrated diverse experiences of family and community life in recognition that these are often 
absent from grander narratives of the conflict.
2’ THU is an organisation based in Derry that focuses on the importance of the individual experience and the 
hearing of disparate narratives. Through hosting a series of residential gatherings THU brings together a wide 
variety of people from across the political and social spectrum and has hosted sessions that included former 
British soldiers, parents of soldiers killed, people injured/bereaved in NI and the UK, ex-combatants and ex
security forces.
26 Established in 2001, HTR is a cross community project which includes a diverse range of members who hold 
differing political perspectives. The organisation consists of five sub-groups which concentrate on past-related
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organisation working in this area.27 This focus on groups that felt either excluded from or 

insufficiently empowered to engage in debates about how to confront the legacy of the past 

enabled the Community Foundation to recognise the wealth of work conducted ’from below' 

that was going on in Northern Ireland. In their provision of an opportunity to speak out. these 

organisations afford recognition to those who still feel that there is a lack of 

acknowledgement and accountability for past atrocities. They recognise the importance of 

maximising community participation and they offer a sense of empowerment and ownership 

in tackling issues from the past. ‘What they have to say’, state Lundy and McGovern, 

‘represents a counter-discourse of the marginalised'.28 Such groups reflect a challenge to the 

assumption that dealing with the past should be the exclusive preserve of‘top down’ or state

like institutions and challenge what they perceive as the denial of truth in official accounts.

This thesis is contextualised by such practice and intersects with the issues of 

community authorship, truth and the individual experience in the performance of memory. 

Placed alongside the public remembrance of Omagh, my practice investigated how the 

personal memories of an Omagh housing estate can confront the memorialisation of Omagh's 

particular past. By examining how the town’s identity has been appropriated in the promotion 

of societal recovery 1 contend that this has placed the community's own memory work in 

fractious dialogue with the immediate needs of a post-conflict society and explore how 

allowing people to speak for themselves, equates to a yearning to hear the ‘real’ story of the 

place. My investigation is contextualised by the ongoing pursuit for an official enquiry into 

the bomb attack in Omagh amid claims made by the families of the victims that the truth of

themes including storytelling, truth recovery and commemoration. Drawing on the international experience to 
inform its own working practices, the organisation works on the understanding that facing the past is a necessary 
aspect of future peace and reconciliation.
27 For a more comprehensive evaluation of the work of the organisations funded by the programme, see Brian 
Gormally and Kieran McEvoy, ‘Dealing with the Past in Northern Ireland ‘from below’. An Evaluation" The 
Community Foundation for Northern Ireland, (2009) which analyses the effectiveness of a cross section of 
groups from a range of communities.
~s Lundy and McGovern, ‘The Politics of Memory’, p.28.
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what happened is being hidden for political ends.29 In my examination of how the artistic 

memorialisation of Omagh has been utilised, my artistic research therefore presents a 

metonymic investigation into the current practice of memorialisation in Northern Ireland. 

Through the performance of alternative stories of the community, 1 investigated how 

perspectives from below can function as a commemorative practice.

Omagh, Co. Tyrone, Northern Ireland

As history creaks on its bloody hinge and the unspeakable is done again.....we learn to live
inside ruin like a second home.30

The bomb attack in Omagh on 15 August 1998 occurred just thirteen weeks after the signing 

of the Good Friday Agreement and is considered to be the single worst atrocity of the 

Troubles. The explosion, which killed twenty-nine people and two unborn children, injured 

and maimed hundreds more from all denominations within the town as well as tourists from 

Donegal and Spain. The attack was admitted by the Real IRA ’1 in the days afterwards. It was 

seen as something of a watershed in the history of the conflict and was viewed throughout 

Northern Ireland as an attack on the fledgling peace process, galvanising support for the new 

political settlement. The bomb prompted shock and outrage throughout a country preparing to 

accept the prospect of peace. It was condemned by the Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams and 

brought a pledge from the Chief Constable of the RUG, Sir Ronnie Flanagan, that 'no stone

2) On 12 September, 2012, the Northern Ireland secretary, Theresa Villiers announced that there would not be a 
public inquiry into the circumstances surrounding the bombing of Omagh. This decision, made despite an appeal 
made by the victims’ families to the British and Irish Governments prompted Michael Gallagher who lost his 
son in the attack to claim that victims were being denied “truth and justice”. See ‘New Omagh Bombing Inquiry 
ruled out by Government’. The Guardian 12 September <http://www.theguardian.com/uk- 
news/20 l3/sep/12/omagh-bombing-inquiry-new-government> [accessed May 1 2014]
30 John Montague, Smashing The Piano (Wake Forest University Press, 2001), p.77.
31 Also known as Oglaith na hEireann (Volunteers of Ireland), the Real IRA was formed in 1997 following a 
split from the Provisional IRA over disagreements on the IRA’s ceasefire status. Vehemently against the terms 
of the Good Friday Agreement and refusing to take part in the peace process, the organisation holds fast to the 
idea of bringing about a united Ireland through a forceful ending of British sovereignty in the North. An illegal 
organisation in the Republic of Ireland, the group is considered a terrorist organisation in the United Kingdom 
and the United States of America.
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32 • r*would be left unturned’ in the hunt for the perpetrators. However, despite arrests in the 

months after the attack,” a major cross border investigation failed to secure any convictions 

for the bombing. In October 2000, the BBC’s Panorama programme'* * * 4 * outlined failures in the 

police investigation and named four prime suspects involved in planning and carrying out the 

attack which led to the families of all twenty-nine victims launching a civil case against the 

suspects five months later.35 In December 2001 the Police Ombudsman, Nuala O’Loan, 

published a report strongly criticising the RUC over its handling of the investigation ’6 and in 

2008 Ronnie Flanagan eventually apologised for the lack of convictions for the atrocity. In 

2010 the families, backed by Amnesty International, launched an appeal for a public inquiry ’7 

but in September 2013, fifteen years after the Omagh bomb, the Government ruled out a 

public enquiry into the bombing. The reason given by Northern Ireland Secretary, Teresa 

Villiers, that there were insufficient grounds to justify a state-commissioned enquiry was 

branded by the families as a 'feeble attempt to hide from the truth”8 and at the time of

’2 This personal pledge was made by the Chief Constable in the immediate aftermath of the bombing. Widely 
reported by the media, this and other comments made by Sir Ronnie Flanagan can be read on 'Nine Children 
among 28 dead’, BBC News Online Network.
<http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/events/northern ireland/latest news/152101 .stirPTaccessed 28 January 2011]
’3 On 22 September 1998, the RUC and the Gardai arrested twelve men in connection with the bombing but they 
were subsequently released.
34 Called Who Bombed Omagh?, the programme alleged that police on both sides of the border knew the identity 
of the bombers from mobile phone records used on the day. Four men, Oliver Traynor, Liam Campbell, Colm 
Murphy and Seamus Daly were named within the programme as main suspects. These names, it was claimed, 
were leaked to the BBC by the police who claimed that evidence against them was too circumstantial to use in 
court.

The families who formed the Omagh Support and Self Help Group were led by Michael Gallagher whose son, 
Aiden, was killed in the bomb. Their civil action which began in April 2008 concluded with four of the suspects 
being found responsible for the bombing and held liable for £1.2million of damages in a landmark award. 
Despite an appeal by two of the men, a second trial found them responsible for the bombing.
6 The statement by the Police Ombudsman of Northern Ireland on her investigation of matters relating to the 

Omagh bomb stated that RUC officers had ignored previous warnings and failed to act on crucial intelligence. 
Her report stated that the people of Omagh were ‘let down by defensive leadership, poor judgement and a lack 
of urgency’ and recommended the setting up of a new independent investigation. See 
<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/issues/police/ombudsman/po 121201 omagh I .pdfHaccessed March 14 2011].

7 On 8 August, 2013 the families released details from a report that they had commissioned into the original 
investigation which they say raises concerns over failures to share intelligence and act on information that could 
have prevented the bomb. The families’ spokesman, Michael Gallagher, stated at a press conference that they 
are prepared to go to court to force the British and Irish Governments to set up a public inquiry.
’s Stanley McCombe quoted in Stephen Wright, ‘Fury of Omagh Families after Public Inquiry is Ruled Out’, 
Mail Online 13 September 2013 <http:/'www.dailvmail.co.ulv news/article-2419617/Omagh-bombing-families- 
furv-public-inciuirv-ruled-believe-attempt-hide-truth.html>faccessed 15 September, 2013],
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writing the families are planning to take the British Government to court to appeal this 

decision.

The story of the bomb and the pursuit of justice by the relatives of the dead has 

provided plentiful material for film, theatre and monumental art. One of the first artistic 

responses in the aftermath of the attack was initiated by Portrush artist Carole Kane, who had 

the idea of utilising the thousands of bouquets left at the bomb site. In a series of cross 

community workshops involving local schoolchildren and community volunteers a number of 

pictures were created using paper crafted from the dried flowers. The workshops became an 

opportunity for people to process their feelings about the immediate effects of the bomb in 

what John Paul Lederach has described as a process of‘healing’ through the ‘artistic 

endeavour’.39 The collection, named Petals of Hope, was exhibited in the town before 

individual framed pieces were given to each of the bereaved families and larger works were 

donated to each of the towns affected. Released six years after the bombing, the film Omagh 

(2004),4(1 dramatised the bomb and its aftermath in what was classified by critic, Brian 

Mclllroy as a ‘monumentary'.4la subset of the genre of Irish commemorative cinema which 

has addressed traumatic events in Northern Ireland’s history such as Bloody Sunday and the 

Hunger Strikes.42 Highlighting the memorial feature of the film through the use of the word, 

'monument’, the addition of the suffix ‘ary", Mcllroy suggests, ‘gestures to its status as a 

documentary film’.43 Demonstrated by the use of hand-held camerawork and locations that

’9 John Paul Lederach, The Moral Imagination. The Art and Soul of Building Peace (New York: The Oxford 
University Press, 2005), p.158.
40 Dramatising the events of the bomb and its aftermath, the film, Omagh, directed by Pete Travis, followed the 1 
battle fought by the relatives of those killed, to secure convictions for the attack. The film chronicled the story of 
Michael Gallagher, a role played by Omagh actor, Gerard McSorley and was broadcast on Channel 4 in June 
2004.
41 Brian Mcllroy, ‘Memory Work: Omagh and The Northern Irish Monumentary’, Genre and Cinema: Ireland 
and Transnationalism, ed. by Brian Mcllroy (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 261-72 (p.261).
42 The film Bloody Sunday (2002) was directed by Paul Greengrass and screened on ITV on 20 January. Film 
dealing with the Hunger Strikes of 1981 include Some Mother’s Son (1996), H3 (2001) and the award winning 
Hunger (2008) directed by Steve McQueen.
43 Mcllroy, Brian, p.261.
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used natural lighting, this style of film has been described as one where ‘integrity and 

authenticity may be achieved [as] it seeks to place us in the moment in a visceral manner, to 

make it “real”’.44 Most recently, what has been described as ‘a fictional memory play’,45 

Minute After Midday (201 1)46 depicted the interweaving monologues of three imaginary 

characters who related their individual perspectives of a bomb attack in their town. Inspired 

by events of the Omagh bomb the play included enough detail to locate the narrative in 

Omagh but the narrative never articulated the place or time of the attack and the play’s three 

characters did not connect directly with any ‘real’ victim of the day. These works are 

recognised here in their contribution to the creation of a landscape of symbolic or artificial 

memory against which 1 place my own research into the formation of memory which is 

embedded in a ‘real' place and in the experience of everyday life. However, they are not 

discussed in any more detail within the realms of this thesis due to my focus on two specific 

interventions into the artistic memorialisation of Omagh’s past.

The memorial monument. Constant Light, is the subject of Chapter Three and 

explores how the memorial, unveiled on the tenth anniversary of the Omagh bomb attack, 

invested the town’s physical recuperation with an enduring symbolism and as a site for the 

public memory of the place. My second case study examines the testimonial theatre 

production of We Carried Your Secrets and its unique format where people retell their own 

life stories on stage. Analysed within Chapter Two of this thesis, I discuss the personal 

narrative performance of an Omagh resident whose story was a central aspect of the 

production. These case studies provided the models of practice which I investigated and 

negotiated within my own practice - a site- inspired community performance of everyday

44 Mcllroy, Brian, p.265.
43 Jane Coyle, Irish Theatre Magazine, 10 January, 2011 p.27.
461 saw this production at the Project Arts Center in Dublin on the 25th November, 2011. The play, written by 
Ross Dungan and performed by 15'h Oak Productions, was originally conceived as a radio play, securing a 
nomination for the 2010 RTE PJ O'Connor Radio Play Award. The piece, which toured venues throughout 
Scotland and Ireland, was performed in Belfast but not in the town of Omagh itself.
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stories of lived experience retold by the residents themselves. Through this work, I explored 

how the performance of personal narratives functioned as commemorative practice in 

representing a ‘counter-monument’, a phrase coined by James Young to describe artworks 

■|e]thically certain of their duty to remember, but aesthetically sceptical of the assumptions 

underpinning traditional memorial forms’.47 As work which rejected and renegotiated the 

traditional features of public memorial art which set it apart from everyday life, my practice 

also embraced a counter-theatrical format. In an overlapping of the real and representational, 

the complex relationship between the actuality of people’s lives and the theatre that they 

made reflected Alan Read's definition of‘profane theatre'48 which he describes as 

‘circulat[ing] between the most habitual daily activity and the most overt theatrical 

manifestations, distanced but never fatally removed from that everyday world.’49 As counter, 

then, to the theatrical and artistic models of memorialisation Shandon Park explored how the 

past is present in people and in the places they inhabit.

A practice-based Methodology

Estelle Barrett states that a methodology of practice as research is 'often motivated by 

emotional, personal and subjective concerns011 and this is very much the case within my 

enquiry as Omagh is my home. Located in Shandon Park, the housing estate in Omagh where 

1 grew up, my practical project presented Shandon Park, where the performance of personal 

remembrances and testimonies of inhabitants explored how memory functions as a 

mechanism for articulating and enforcing identity. Contending that memory itself is a 

performative act, stories of everyday life, retold by the residents in a number of key sites 

throughout the estate, took the audience on a historical and physical journey through the

47 James E. Young, ‘The Counter-Monument: Memory Against Itself in Germany Today’, Critical Inquiry, 18 
(1992), 267-96 p.267.
IS Alan Read, Theatre and Everyday Life: An Ethics of Performance (London: Routledge, 1993), p.2.
49 Ibid.

Barett and Bolt, p.4.
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place and the lives of those who call Omagh home. The employment of community theatre 

practice allowed for an exploration of how issues of authority and ownership can be 

reconciled in the process of constructing narratives and representations for a wider audience. 

In conducting an 'alternative’51 mode of enquiry and negotiation. I utilised the practice itself 

as productive of knowledge.

My investigation within this thesis has been built on previous creative practice 1 

conducted into the performance of memory in Omagh as part of my MA studies. 1 had written 

a play based on a series of oral history interviews conducted with older members of my 

family about their memories of key events in their past. The final script documented life in 

the family home during the 1960s at 41. John Street, and it was performed by younger family 

members alongside members of the local community at the same address, now a derelict 

hairdressing salon. In the process of retelling and re-enacting stories to the family and local 

community members who made up the audience, one of the performers, my cousin, went off 

script and recalled a story told to him by an audience member just before the show' began.

This particular moment which presented a slippage in performance, because it connected with 

a 'real' remembering in the here and now, became one that I wished to explore further within 

the realms of this thesis. Recollecting the story within the play, my cousin was not acting out 

a remembered event but actively remembering in the present. He briefly stepped out of the 

script, away from the part he was playing in the piece and moving closer to the audience, out 

of the stage set, he retold the story 'as himself. This natural act of talking to a group of 

people, without the theatricality inherent in playing a role, unmediated by a script or the 

aesthetic design of the staging, presented an interesting connection to Nora’s hypothesis that

31 Tom Barone, and Elliot W. Eisner, Arts Based Research (Thousand Oaks, CA and London: Sage, 2012), p.4.
32 Because the venue for the performance was so small, the audience and cast members waited outside until just 
before the show began. The appearance of one particular audience member, an old neighbour of my family’s 
who no longer lived in the area but who had been invited to the show, prompted my uncle to recall a story 
involving him and my grandmother. It was decided that, in honour of his appearance at the show, the story 
would be recalled, from memory, by my cousin at some point in the play. The story was unscripted and its 
telling was unrehearsed.
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our propensity to design memory through ‘exterior scaffolding and outward signs’, prevents 

us from experiencing real memory within ourselves which he states is 'social and unviolated 

[...] unselfconscious |and| spontaneously actualisingV' In this thesis 1 therefore wished to 

examine memory as a process of negotiation in response to the here and now. Investigating 

the hypothesis that memory carried in the body can exist alongside monumental 

representation as a fundamental form of memorialisation, my practice examined how 

narratives of embodied experience allow for an examination of the past not just ‘from below’ 

but from the inside and the ethical and aesthetic concerns in performing these in a public 

arena. The impulse for this examination is also reflected in my methodology in that the 

particular case studies discussed in this thesis are illuminated by interviews conducted with 

the artists involved in each project. Providing an exclusive and unique insight into the artistic 

and political processes of creating such commemorative work in Omagh, their reflection on 

the aesthetic and political demands they faced in shaping the personal for societal impact not 

only complemented the nature of my study, but helped me in my own critical reflection on 

my praxis.

Research Questions

My written thesis explores how artists, charged with negotiating Omagh's history in enacting 

and embodying societal aspirations of a healed Northern Ireland, became bound to seek 

’usable pasts04 according to political and artistic needs prevalent at the time, while my 

practice explored how the ethical accountability to the individual lived experience of my own 

community coexists with the artistic responsibility to represent it in a way that is collectively 

understood. This dissertation, framed by its analysis of specific artistic ‘memory products' 

applied to Omagh within the post-conflict situation of Northern Ireland, helped shape the

53 Nora. p. 13.
54 Robert Moeller, War Stories: The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, California: California University Press, 2001), p.13.
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framework for my own practice as research project, Shandon Park and informed my research 

into the performance of personal testimony as a counter monument. Throughout my thesis I 

have sought to investigate the following research questions:

• In a post-conflict society, how does the artistic responsibility to respond to a contested 

past ethically and creatively affect the ownership of personal memory and how it is 

transmitted?

• How was the performance/transmission of Omagh's past affected in different artistic 

projects by their particular aesthetic or political obligations?

• How are issues of authority and ownership reconciled in the process of constructing 

narratives and representations for a wider audience?

Chapter Outline

The first chapter of this thesis outlines the theoretical framework of my enquiry and how it 

translates into the methods/tools of my practice. The location of my research from below the 

dominant historical narrative provides the foundation of this chapter. This allows for a 

negotiation of Pierre Nora's theories on remembrance and his argument that lived experience 

has been displaced by history's claim to ‘universal authority'^ which underpins my 

investigation into life stories as an approach to the past. Informed by the use of oral history 

techniques as the tools of my research, I explore how the individual can be seen to be a 

‘carrier06 of alternative personal experiences that is 'sedimented' 67 in our bodies. An 

engagement with what Joan W. Scott calls ‘the authority of experience’ prompts a 

confrontation with the challenging concept of authenticity and the problematic relationship

” Nora, p.9.
56 Connerton, p.72.
57 Ibid.
's Joan W. Scott. ‘The Evidence of Experience’, Critical Inquiry. 17.4 (1991). 773-797 p.780.
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between truth and self. I also explore here, the 'affective bond between people and place’19 

which explains my investigation through the discipline of site-specific community theatre 

practice.

Chapter Two discusses the Theatre of Witness production, We Carried Your Secrets 

which was performed at various venues in Northern Ireland in 2009. I explore how this model 

of practice which uses the theatre to present the testimony of‘ordinary’ people offered 

Northern Ireland a performative paradigm to address the ‘post-conflict agenda of collective 

healing through personal narrative’.60 This chapter examines the performative aspects 

involved in speaking history in a post-conflict climate and is built around discussion with the 

director, Teya Sepinuck and one of the performers, Victoria Geelan. In its presentation of 

autobiographical narratives. We Carried Your Secrets provided a framework which I adopted 

for my own artistic practice and this chapter examines the personal, political, aesthetic and 

ethical aspects of this form of theatre.

Chapter Three examines of the artistic and political controversy surrounding the 

Omagh memorial monument, Constant Light which was unveiled in the town in 2008 to 

commemorate the tenth anniversary of the bombing. To illustrate the difficulties of 

commemoration within a society in transition, this chapter includes an interview with the 

artist, Sean Hillen and explores how the memorial clashed with the community’s own 

memory work as the artist’s vision became bound up in the creation of an official narrative of 

the past. This chapter provides a background to the location of my practice. It contextualises 

my investigation in an environment of personal and private identity in opposition to the 

public and political site as expressed in the monument allowing for the memorialisation of a 

'real' place as opposed to a reproduction of a place.

J Yi Pu 7 uan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and Values (Englewood Cliffs NJ: 
Prentice 1 fall, 1974), p.4.

Carole-Anne Upton, 'Theatre of Witness: Teya Sepinuck in conversation with Carole-Anne Upton,’
Performing Ethos 1.1 (2010), 97-108 (p.97).
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1 he final two chapters of this study concern the practical component of this thesis in 

the performance of Shandon Park. Chapter Four outlines the creative and collaborative 

process ol my project by tracing my journey through the stages of my research from initial 

preparation, through the oral history interview procedure to the editing process. 1 explain the 

methodology involved in the collection and preparation of the stories and their tellers for 

public performance and the power relationships inherent in a project where personal 

narratives are shaped for public performance. Chapter Five analyses the performance of 

Shandon Park and its communal celebration of the place articulated by people who were 

active agents in how their memories were performed. 1 analyse key moments in the 

performance and the changes made to the stories performed in the now publicised private 

arena which were a result of the establishment of authorship and control. As an exploration of 

how the expression of lived experience could exist within a dramatic structure, my practice 

privileged ownership of content over the form within the performance - Shandon Park. In its 

locus on the experiential rather that the historical truths of the past, my practice examined the 

creativity inherent in processes of remembering and the expressions of nostalgic 

reminiscences which permeated the performance are also evaluated. Recognised as a form of 

escapism in which the past is idealised, the definition of nostalgia as a ‘longing to return

home, is therelore confronted in regards to my own role in the performance ol'the place 

where I grew up.

The conclusion to this thesis reflects on my study as a whole and considers my role as 

aitist-outsider and resident-insider in Shandon Park which, in its situation within the 

everyday life of an existing and living community, confronted what Julia Watson terms ‘the

I aken from the Greek nostos (to return home) and algia (a painful feeling), the word nostalgia was coined by 
Johannes Hofer in 1688 as a medical term for soldiers suffering the effects of homesickness. See Johannes 

ofer, ’Medical Dissertation on Nostalgia’, trans. by Carolyn Kiser Anspach. Bulletin of the Institute of the 
History of Medicine, Vol. 2 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1934) p.38l. It has since come to be recognised as 
being associated with absence and loss and in sentimental preoccupations with the past especially in 
remembrances of childhood.
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conundrum of performed illusion versus experienced reality'.62 Directly implicated in the past 

and present of Shandon Park, in its narrative and physical environment, the effect of this dual 

position on my ethical and aesthetic responsibilities is considered in regard to my place on 

‘the continuum of shared authority’63 and how it complemented or complicated the 

ownership of memory.

Placing at the centre of my study the personal narrative of those at the heart of the 

discipline utilised this resource as both the subject and the vehicle for enquiry. Phis practice 

as research study recognises how ‘the personal and the subjective accompany objective 

processes both in the practice and the writing, conveys an inevitable continuity of the 

personal and the private within the research processes’.64 T he situation of my practice in 

Omagh presented the performance of the personal experience within a place that performs a 

national official remembrance of the past. In a challenge to the town’s political identity with a 

domestic one through the articulation of the place as 'home’, the situation of myself within 

the history of Shandon Park and the research, Shandon Park provided an access to the past 

and the place. It contributes to the current debate surrounding the ethical and aesthetic 

responsibilities in re-presenting the personal in a public arena and provides a significant and 

original contribution to the memorialisation of Omagh in a post-conflict climate.

6~ Sidonie Smith, and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), p.410.
6’ Rebecca Jones, ‘Blended Voices: Crafting a Narrative from Oral History Interviews’, The Oral History 
Review, 31.1 (2004). 23-42 (p.24).
64 Barrett and Bolt, p.12.
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CHAPTER ONE: Memorialisation and the Individual Experience

Chapter Overview

This chapter outlines the theoretical models and frameworks for my practical investigation 

into the memorialisation of Omagh and its contextualisation through the case studies along 

with a detailed overview of my chosen methodologies which exist within my overall practice 

as research. Placing the individual’s interpretation of history at the heart of my investigation, 

this section of my study, in an engagement with contemporary memory discourse, focuses on 

the personal and experiential response to the past. In the location of my enquiry in identities 

which exist below the historical hegemonic narrative of a place and from within that place 

itself, this section of my thesis sets up my investigation into memory and the processes of 

remembering. I provide a theoretical overview of research into the memorial monument and 

the concept of testimonial performance within current theoretical knowledge. 1 contextualise 

my practical research within my chosen methodologies of oral history techniques and the 

practice of site specific community theatre and discuss my own role as insider and outsider 

within the research process. In conducting an examination of how Omagh’s past has been 

artistically and politically negotiated, my thesis is underpinned by Pierre Nora's hypothesis 

that "real environments of memory’^are embedded in the experience of everyday life. This 

chapter therefore explores the relationship between memory and identity and the association 

of each of these with present concerns tackling the contested concept of authenticity in the 

performance of autobiography and the problematic relationship between truth and self.

Nora, p.7.
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History From Below

The location of my research within the performance of narratives from below the hegemonic 

identity of a place situates my investigation within the concept of 'subaltern studies’,61’ a term 

derived from the work of Antonio Gramsci in reference to those who were socially, 

politically or geographically outside the hegemonic power structure. As a strategy to 

formulate a new narrative of the history of post-colonial societies, the theory became attached 

to a concept known as ‘history from below’ which, according to Harvey J. Kaye, was 

concerned with ‘a self-conscious effort to correct social history’s traditional bias for the 

perspective of the elite classes’.68 The concept sought to take as its subject ordinary people 

and those who have previously been ignored in mainstream history, examining and 

acknowledging those who had been without a voice in traditional historical accounts. It 

rejected the stereotype of traditional political history and its focus on the actions of'great 

men' and proposed instead that ordinary people were powerful agents of change within 

predetermined structures. In exploring how history is remembered and passed on within a 

housing community in Omagh, my practice unearthed what Vinayak Chaturuedi calls 

‘fragments, “traces” that survive in audible narratives to tell of other suppressed narratives 

and perspectives’.69 The focus on the perspectives of ordinary people rather than on those of 

political, artistic or other leaders served to inform my practical research in the presentation of 

hidden narratives. Authorising their testimony in presenting a past which has been lived 

through illustrated Tim Keegan’s argument that ‘in the narratives of ordinary people’s lives.

<>6 Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith eds., Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci 
(New York: International Publishers, 1971), p.202.
67 The theory emerged largely from the preoccupations of the Communist Party Historians Group who formed a 
journal called the Past and Present in the 1950s and ‘History from Below’ opened up new subjects for research 
that had been disregarded in taking a pluralistic view of the past. A global happening (although it had its roots in 
England), the movement became the concern of historians such as Eric J. Hobsbawn, Raphael Elkan Samuel and 
Edward Palmer Thompson who wrote The Making of the Working Class and popularised the term ‘History from 
Below’ in an article in the Times Literary Supplement in 1966.
68Harvey J. Kaye, The British Marxist Historians, An Introductory Analysis (London: Macmillan, 1995), p.6.
'’ Vinayak Chaturuedi, ed., Mapping Subaltern Studies and the Post-Colonial (London: Verso, 2000), p.282.
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we begin to see some of the major forces of history at work, large social forces that are 

arguably the real key to understanding the past'.7" Within my practice, the documentation of 

experiences of ordinary people who live in a housing estate in Omagh dug deeper into the 

narrative of a place to present the identity of Omagh as 'home' which has been written over 

by subsequent political narratives. The location of this research from below the hegemonic 

narrative applied to a place allows for a celebration of the memories of ordinary peoples’ 

lives within an exploration of how they chose to perform them.

The History of Memory Studies

The twentieth century 'memory boom'71 identified by .lay Winter has, he claims, been 

influenced by the growth of identity politics in the wake of historical trauma. Reflected in 

commemorative practices, the act of remembering exists within a matrix of suffering, 

political activity, philosophical reflection and art and becomes, according to Olick and 

Robbins, the ‘central [...] medium through which identities are constituted’. Constructed 

within social and political frameworks, memory and how it is made and represented means 

that acts of public commemoration have become the prism through which we view and

73negotiate the past. The memorial culture, termed by Kerwin Klein as the ‘memory industry’ 

that permeates contemporary society, reveals how nations recovering from the past organise 

it to promote and support cohesion. In post conflict societies, memory work and its function 

to re-imagine traumatic events and create new definitions of national and personal identity 

can become a crucial factor in the landscape of transitional, societal recovery. But in 

Northern Ireland, the attempt to move closer to a desired shared future continues amidst a

11 Tim Keegan, Facing The Storm: Portraits of Black Lives in Rural South Africa (Athens: Ohio University 
Press and London: Zed Press, 1988), p. 768.

1 Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (Ann 
Arbor: Yale University Press, 2000), p.l.
72 Jeffrey K Olick and Joyce Robbins, 'From “Collective Memory’" to the Historical Sociology of Mnemonic 
Practices’, Annua! Review of Sociology, 24 (1998), I05-M0 (p.l 33).

' Kerwin, Lee Klein, ‘On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse’, Representations, 69 (2000), 127- 
30 (p.l27).
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bitter contest over conflicting versions of the past. The lack of consensus on who, what and 

how to remember has impact not only on The dialectical relationship between memories - 

official and subaltern, individual and social'74 but also on public and private remembrances of 

place. In an ever-changing present, the relationship between individual and collective 

memory, the balance struck between remembering and forgetting and the tensions between 

public and private commemoration are all key concerns. The composition of a past that is 

accepted and accommodated by a society that must move on from it therefore means that 

memory and the process of commemoration has clear ethical and political consequences.

The concept of memory has been described by David Berliner as ‘a synonym for 

cultural storage of the past 7 and as a label, it has been used to describe the ways in which 

people construct a sense of the past, how it is made and how it is represented. In the field of 

memory studies, terms such as ‘social,’ ‘collective’ and -public’ memory, are often 

contrasted with -private,’ ‘individual’ or ‘personal’ memory. In its prominent place in 

contemporary cultural history, memory can also be applied to describe the past that we carry 

and also how we transmit it. Central to the construction of identity, how the past is recalled 

and publicly expressed, demonstrates that the past is not so much preserved but reconstructed 

on the basis ol present concerns.76 The concept of a collective version of the past which is 

shared by a society that takes part in building and shaping it, provides an interesting starting 

point for my analysis of how a memory of Omagh has been -officially’ formed and passed on 

through the construction ol the town’s memorial monument. French sociologist, Maurice

11 ^ uy tian'y /-°nn, eci. Dy Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 1969), p.26l.
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Halbwachs used the term, ‘collective memory'77 to explain how representations of the past 

have been used to organise, structure and perpetuate a shared identity for future generations. 

In the production of collective memory, Halbwachs has written that the past is socially 

constructed, shared and sustained through the continuous production of representational 

formats, such as monuments, which create places of memory. In the creation of symbolic 

meanings about places he attests that landscapes that are called upon to serve as spatial 

reference points provide specific emotional prompts and promote social cohesion which are 

never far from considerations of power.78

Renamed by Bodnar as ‘public memory' he describes the concept of collective 

memory as ‘a body of beliefs and ideas about the past that help a public or society understand 

both its past, present and by implication, its future’. He therefore asserts that the major focus 

for this process of memory ‘is not the past, however, but serious matters in the present'.79 

This has been echoed by Andreas Huyssen who has stated that while memory is tied to the 

past, it can only be viewed or articulated within a contemporary recontextualisation in what 

he calls a ‘re-presentation and as belonging ever more to the present’.8H .Ian Assmann argues 

that collective memory is, then, a mediated form of memory - a construction of reality that 

makes it not a memory at all but a ‘metaphor’.81 Barbara Misztal’s assertion that ‘memory is 

the unavoidable gap between experiencing an event and remembering it, filled up by our 

creative interpretation of the past'87 provides the framework for my enquiry within this thesis. 

Explored within the analysis of my two case studies, the artistic construction of the structured

Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. and trans. by Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1992), p.2.
78 Ibid., p.223-4.

John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 13.

Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2003), p.3.
81 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, ‘Collective Memory and Cultural Identity’, New German Critique, 65 
(1995), 125-133 (p.128).
8~ Barbara Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering Open University Press, 2003), p.l 1.
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collective memory and identity of Omagh was examined alongside my practical investigation 

into what James Young has termed, ‘collected memory’83 of individuals in its inherently 

11agmented and individual character. Jan Assmann s notion of 'communicative memory'84 

was there lore utilised within this practical investigation. Characterised by 'its proximity to 

the everyday'.8- ‘communicative memory' is defined as a personal, interactive and 

unstructured memory which is based on everyday and biographical memory and located 

within the tension between a group’s and an individual’s recall of the past. Based on 

everyday communication and 'bound to the existence of living bearers of memory’,86 this 

type of memory is characterised through its movement with the present and marks memory as 

individually owned. This engages with Paul Connerton’s concept on embodied memory and 

his theory that the individual can be seen to be a ‘carrier’ of alternative personal experiences 

that do not fit conventional historical interpretations.87 In a challenge to the reshaping of 

personal memories into collective memories by what Tadhg O'Keefe describes as 'forms of 

political intervention [...] in landscapes, particularly through 'official' acts and objects of 

commemoration , my practice highlighted Huyssen's claim that memory has become 

'written over, erased and forgotten' and outlines how this has created a strong desire for 

■narratives of the past'87 to reclaim an identity for people and places. As an examination of 

social memory , defined by Connerton as giving 'an account';o of ourselves, my practice

83
James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust, Memorials and Meaning (New Haven and London- 

Yale University Press, 1993), p.xi.
Jan Assmann, ‘Communicative and Cultural Memory’, in Cultural Memory Studies. An International and 

Interdisciplinary Handbook ed. byAstrid Erl], Ansgar Nunning (Berlin and New York- de Gruyter •’008) 
pp. 109-118 (p. 10). ’

Assmann and Czaplicka, p.128- 9.
g7 IIarold Welzer,‘Communicative Memory’, in Erll and Nunning, pp.285-298 (p.285).

In his 1989 work, How Societies Remember, Connerton distinguishes between inscribed memory which he 
associates with representations such as texts and monuments and incorporated or embodied memory as that 
which people transmit to one another in interactions such as community rituals.
" Tadhg O’Keefe, 'Landscape and Memory: Historiography, Theory, Methodology’, in Heritage Memory and 
the Palmes ojIdentity ed. by Niamh Moore and Yvonne Whelan (1 lampshire: Ashgate Publishing Limited 
2007), pp. 3-18 (p.6).

I luyssen, p.4.
Connerton, p. 17.
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explored a sense of the past that is generated within a lived culture and allowed people to 

become communicators of their own experience.

Pressed into service to define identities, memory is embedded within processes of 

remembering and memorialisation, or what Irish historian, A.T.Q. Stewart calls the 

'mysterious form of transmission from generation to generation'.41 The work of remembrance 

and its association to social and political concerns of the present required that Paul Ricoeur's 

theories on memory and remembering were central to my enquiry. His argument that memory 

‘constitutes a knowledge of past events’, while remembering is a ‘way of doing things’ and, 

therefore, an action where memory is ‘exercised’,* * * 9’ served to highlight the gap between the 

past and the remembrance of it in Omagh and how remembering, in its connection of‘what is 

lost to what is here’,94 therefore becomes a creative response to the past and an act that has 

implications for the future.

Jay Winter claims that ‘remembrance is always defined by its specificity - who, why 

and where’.^ The Omagh bomb occurred at a time when Northern Ireland was tentatively 

accepting the prospect of peace. It incited a sense of widespread shock and grief that became 

transformed into a determination that the province would not return to the dark days of the 

Troubles, thereby mobilising the province into supporting the newly signed Good Friday 

Agreement. What happened in Omagh recalled the horror of the past and the town’s physical 

recovery from the attack would be called upon to symbolise the recuperation of the whole 

province. In the wake of the Omagh bomb, the construction of a memory of the past therefore 

sought to secure a future for Northern Ireland. Encapsulated by the building of the memorial,

91 ATQ Stewart, The Narrow Ground: Aspects of Ulster 1609-1969 (London: Faber and Faber, 1977), p. 16.
9 Paul Ricoeur, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, in Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy ed. by
Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley (London: Routledge, 1999), pp.5-1 1 (p.5).
9' Paul Ricoeur, Memory History Forgetting trans. by, Kathleen Blarney and David Pellauer (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2004), p.56.
94 William James Booth, Communities of Memory: On Witness, Identity and Justice QAzw York: Cornell 
University Press, 2006), p. 131.
9' Winter, p. 152.
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( onstant Light, in a reconstructed town centre, the monument represented an enactment of 

hegemonic aspirations for a healed and thriving Northern Ireland. However, in the absence of 

any judicial closure for the town, it seemed to Omagh that the memorial represented a 

reconstruction ol the past to satisfy larger political and societal concerns and the tenth 

anniversary commemoration at which the monument was unveiled became a controversial 

and divisive process which prompted two separate services - a formal, public, televised 

ceremony and a private family commemoration.96 Discussed in detail in Chapter Three of this 

thesis, Omagh’s memorial monument reflected Ricoeur’s hypothesis that an appropriate 

lelationship to the past requires a 'just allotment’,7 of memory and forgetting. Ricoeur’s 

claim that forgetting has equal standing to memory in representing the past demonstrates how 

the act ol remembering is therelore a political act. Capable, according to Susanne Kuchler, of 

bridging across the lost present to a desired future that is envisioned in the image of the 

past , Ricoeur’s analysis of the struggle of memory with forgetting and the implications of 

this lor the subject and for an ethics of remembering is further explored within my practice.

I he tensions between preservation and loss in any act of remembrance echoes Huyssen’s 

statement that ‘the act of remembering is always in and of the present,99 as societies work to 

iccall and understand the legacy of the past. The current relevance of what has gone before is 

always crucial in transmitting the meaning of the past to future generations and as Ricoeur 

broaches the possibility that history 'overly’ remembers some events at the expense of others, 

he argues that remembering and its use, and abuse, ‘quickly veers off into commemoration’ 

demonstrating an obsession with having a 'finite, completed history’.100

See Rachel Stevenson, 'Omagh marks 10"’ Anniversary of deadly bombing’. The Guardian, 15 August 2008.
< ittp./ www.theguardian.com/uk/2008/aug/15/northemireland.uksecuritv> {accessed 9 September 20131

Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, p.xv.
^Susanne Kuchler ‘The Place of Memory’, in The Art of Forgetting ed. by Adrian Forty and Susanne Kuchler, 
(Oxford: Berg, 1999), pp.53-74 (p. 60).

Huyssen, p. 3
Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, p.201
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Monumental Memory

‘History lies before our eyes in the form of monuments’,101 declares Michael Hays. Intended 

to function as visual prompts for the collective memorising of an official state narrative, 

Graham Dawson has defined the monument as 'public representations [which] achieve 

centrality within the public domain’,102 while Kirk Savage has described the monument as 'an 

attempt to mould a landscape of collective memory to conserve what is worth remembering 

and discard the rest’.10’ Theories surrounding memorialisation through the monumental form 

provide a framework within which I analyse the Omagh memorial and its requirement to 

perform as a public site of memory within a society in transition. As formal and sanctioned 

forms of public commemoration, my analysis of this particular case study illustrates how 

monuments focus attention on specific places and events and are central in constructing 

symbolic landscapes of power. Drawing on the theories of Young and Savage, the hypothesis 

that monuments ignore the 'essential mutability’104 of memory is explored within my 

practice. As negotiators of collective memory, monuments can provide a place where society 

can be seen to create a common past for itself but more often, according to Savage, they 

manifest the desire to ‘purify the past of any continuing conflict that might disturb the 

carefully crafted national narrative’.10'1 Representing signs of national progress especially 

after times of trauma, monuments support a controlled version of the past that do not

Michael Hays, ed., Oppositions Reader (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1998), p. 18.
102 Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson and Michael Roper, 'The Politics of War, Memory and 
Commemoration: Contexts, Structures and Dynamics’, in Commemorating War. The Politics of Memory ed. by 
Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson and Michael Roper (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), pp.3-86 
(P.|3).

Kirk Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, and Monument in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), p.4.
104 Young, p.3.
102 Kirk Savage, 'The Past in the Present: The Life of Memorials’, Harvard Design Magazine, 9 (1999), 1-5 
(p.2), <http://mitpress.mit.edu/HDM>[accessed 32 May 20I3|.
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remember events as much as they ‘bury'106 them and in this way, they are 'highly symbolic

markers [that] inscribe meaning on space’.107

James E. Young has written prolifically on the role that the monument plays in 

contemporary society. In their provision for a common space for memory, monuments, he 

states, ‘propagate the illusion of common memory’108 and as they are contingent on particular 

times and places their existence allows agencies to construct memory within social or 

political frameworks and shape a past that serves national interests. The physical permanence 

inherent in the monument and its turning of‘pliant memory into stone’,109 led Young to 

investigate the possibilities of‘counter-monuments’ which question and challenge the 

traditional forms and reasons for the public memorial. ‘In calling attention to its own fleeting 

presence,' he states, ‘the counter-monument mocks the traditional monument’s certainty of 

history’."0 I he concept of the 'counter-monument' is one which I adopted in defining my 

practice, Shandon Park, which placed alternative, individual perspectives alongside the 

production of historical remembrance in Omagh. The articulation of lived experience 

alongside the production of communal memory also calls into service Pierre Nora’s theories 

on remembrance and memorialisation in their provision of the main framework for my 

practice. His seminal study on the modern compulsion to design lieux de memoire, or sites of 

memory, explores how artificial landscapes of cultural and national memory displace milieux 

de memoire - what he terms as 'real environments of memory’."1 Nora has suggested that 

the collective memory ol any group is actually a manipulated construction of those who 

maintain the power and status to define those memories and events of staged celebrations of 

remembrance therefore taking the place of a living connection to the past. Propelling him to

Young, p.5.
Brian Graham and Yvonne Whelan. The Legacies of the Dead: Commemorating the Troubles 

idand , Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 25 (2007), 476-495 (p 488)
Young, p.6 K '

in Northern

Ibid., p.48 
11 Nora. p.7.
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lament the loss of memory 'bourn by living societies',112 he claims that artificial and 

deliberately fabricated commemorations work to destroy the sense of the past that still lives 

v\ ithin us. In presenting my practice as a commemoration of the past within the grounded 

reality of everyday life of Shandon Park, my practice celebrated what Nora calls, 'the 

remnants of experience still lived in the warmth of tradition, in the silence of custom, in the

repetition of the ancestral'," ’ exploring the actuality of a place as opposed to its symbolic 

reproduction.

Omagh: The Homeplace

1 he dynamic between a real place and how its identity has been represented and negotiated, 

precipitated my investigation into Omagh. As a collective political symbol, it is contested, 

with my practice, through the performance of emotional personal experience. Doreen Massey 

stales that the identity of a place is bound up not only with the histories that are told of them 

but 'how these histories are told and which history turns out to be dominant'."4 Omagh has 

become synonymous with the bombing to such an extent that the name of the town has now 

come to stand for the terrible event that took place there and it is not unusual to hear people 

refer to the bombing of the town as 'when Omagh happened'. As the shorthand given to the 

event by the media and reflexively adopted by those who live there, the appellation has 

succeeded in 'writing' the place within a dominant narrative of trauma. This effectively 

highlights what David Lloyd has termed ‘deterritorialisation’ which involves ‘tearing identity 

Irom places'.113 Ashworth and Graham argue that 'creations of place identity and surrounding 

concepts of'collective identity' and ‘collective memory' allow generalisations and the

112 
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location of ideas of belonging within political and social contexts’.116 In conducting my 

practice within a place that has been bestowed a 'place’ within Northern Ireland’s troubled 

narrative, my practice presented a challenge to the narrative that has been used to ‘write’ 

Omagh by telling different stories or ones from different perspectives. Building on Nevins’ 

hypothesis that 'all memories have a geography’ and his theory that 'we recall memories, in 

part, through specific sites and attach our recollections to particular places’,117 the focus of 

my research as well as the format for its presentation is further supported by Edward S. Casey 

who states that 'memory is naturally place-orientated or, at least place supported’.118

My practice explored the commemoration of Omagh as home and a site of identity 

and belonging. In accepting that particular narratives are always be privileged in attaching 

memory to place, articulated local storied remembrances are placed against the structured, 

national narrative of remembrance imposed upon the town. In this way, private 

interpretations of a person’s own past stand in opposition or counter to collective or ‘cultural' 

memory. The presentation of my practice as a commemoration of the past within the 

grounded reality of everyday life, celebrated how familiarity and the everyday are at the very 

heart of place which is, in turn, seen as a root of human identity and experience. Utilising 

Massey’s theories that the identity of places becomes bonded to people by lived, experienced 

narratives,119 I also drew on Lucy Lippard’s work on the power that place has on our

116 Gregory John Ashworth and Brian Graham, Semes of Place: Senses of Time (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 2005), p.3.
117 Joseph Nevins, ‘The Abuse ot Memorialized Space and the Redefinition of Ground Zero’, Journal of Human 
Rights, 4.2 (2005), 267-28 (p.268).
118 Edward S. Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 
p. 186-7.
Il‘' Doreen Massey, ’Places and Their Past". History Workshop Journal, 39 (1995), 182-192.
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psyches, histories and memories and how our experience with home stays with us throughout

,• 120our lives.

My practice investigated the essence of place which Relph states ‘lies in the largely 

unselfconscious intentionality that defines places as profound centres of human existence'.121 

In an exploration of how certain places can act as sites for the performance of identity, I 

present Omagh from the perspectives of some of the people who live there and for who ‘give 

it meaning’,122 adopting J. E. Malpas’ hypothesis that self is inseparable from place.123 The 

situation of my practice within this concept explored how ‘our sense of who we are and other 

people's sense of who we are is deeply bound up with where we are and where we come 

Irom’. In an examination of the history from below the political hegemonic narrative, my 

practice illuminated a part of Omagh seen 'from the inside’.125 By reasserting the personal 

and individual narrative to counteract the communal and public identification of a place I 

reflect on how, within the post conflict struggle for memory, significance has been attributed 

to experience and testimony in redefining our relationship to the past.

Testimony: History' From Within

The portrayal of personal experience of the past by witnesses who act as agents rather than 

representatives of a collective memory has prompted Shoshana Felman to declare we are

120 Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicultural Society (New York: The New York 
Press, 1997).
121 Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976), p. 43.
122 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception Attitudes and Values (Engelwood Cliffs N.J.: 
Prentice Hall, 1974), p.213.

’ J.E. Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999)
124 Gay McAuley, ‘Site Specific Performance: Place, Memory and the Creative Agency of the Spectator’, Arts: 
Journal of the Sydney University Arts Association, 27 (2005), 27-51 (p.30-31).

~ Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicultural Society (New York: The New York 
Press. 1997), p.7.
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living in an ‘age of testimony’.126 Seen by Diana Taylor as ‘the repertoire of embedded 

knowledge absent from the historical narrative’,127 the testimony of individuals has become a 

significant form in the struggle to relate to events of our contemporary history, especially in 

societies emerging from a period of conflict. As one of the main ways that we relate to the 

events that help us to understand our history, Elie Wiesel has suggested that testimony has 

become ‘the defining mode of discourse of the present age’.128 As a feature of post conflict 

transition, the need to account for the past and create a new understanding of history, is often 

accompanied by the recovery of stories that ‘official memory' has written over. Prompted by 

the need for the truth about the past, the telling, recording and transmission of individual 

narratives has been a feature of societies in dealing with the aftermath of conflict. Hearings 

have occurred in countries like Argentina, Chile and El Salvador to investigate deaths and 

disappearances resulting from periods of conflict but the most notable of these processes took 

place in South Africa and presented a model that has been referred to within the debate of 

how to deal with the troubled past of Northern Ireland. However, in a place of competing 

narratives that are often bitterly contested, the issue of whether people are ready for a ‘public 

audit" of the past in the midst of a fragile peace process is the subject of ongoing debate. In 

Chapter Two of this thesis, my discussion of the Theatre of Witness project considers the use 

of the testimonial theatre format in the absence of any formalised truth recovery process in 

Northern Ireland. Suggesting that the format presented, possibly, the closest that the province 

came to embracing such a procedure, I explore the project’s first piece, We Carried Your 

Secrets, in an examination of how the artifice of theatre performed a ‘careful’ truth telling 

process in the only way that this place, at this time, could deal with.

126 Shoshana Felman, ‘Education and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching’, in Testimony: Crises of 
Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History, ed. by Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 1-56 (p.5).

Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press,2003), p. 19.
I2S Elie Wiesel, ‘The Holocaust as a Literary Inspiration’, Dimensions of the Holocaust (Evanslon:
Northwestern University Press, 1977), p.9.
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The concept of testimony has been described by Felman and Laub as a ‘vow to tell, to 

promise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence for the truth’. However, as a 

mode which is focused on the experiential rather than historical truths of the past, it is ‘a 

performative speech act'* 1 ’° which Ricoeur has described as 'a way of bringing memory and 

imagination together’.1 Felman and Laub have developed a ‘theory of testimony’ which 

they have described as encompassing the relationship between art and culture and the 

witnessing of historical events. In the re-negotiation of the personal past, the recasting of the 

individual experience in a commemorative mould makes it, as a concept, subject to the same 

requirements as the monumental form of remembrance by converting the place of personal 

remembrance into one of communal memory to promote and represent social and political 

recovery. In other words, performers of testimony can be significant for the wider audience 

‘as elements in a transforming spectacle for the national body’.

The Truth and Reconciliation Hearings in South Africa brought hidden transcripts of a 

previously voiceless segment of society to the public forum and, in doing this, made these 

narratives part of the public master narrative of post conflict nation building. The act of 

bearing witness to trauma displayed through the I RC demonstrated the power of individual 

memory and the process of transformation when personal memory is translated into the 

political sphere. South African scholars have analysed how the hearings in their country 

demonstrated how history was produced through a re-working of memory that made these 

narratives part of the public transcript of expressing reconciliation and therefore part of the 

narrative of post conflict nation building.1 ” Placing previously marginalised people and their

124 Felman and Laub, p.5.
130 Ibid., p.231.
1,1 Richard Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur: The Owl of Minerva (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2004), p. 155.
132 G.D. White, 'Quite a Profound Day: The Public Performance of Memory by Military Witnesses at the Bloody 
Sunday Tribunal’, Theatre Research International, 31.2 (2006), 174-187 (p.177).
1" See D. Posel and G. Simpson eds., Commissioning the Past: Understanding South Africa's Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 2002).
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narratives ‘centre-stage’ in this way illustrated the theatrical nature of the TRC, motivating 

the South African artist. William Kenlridge to state that '|t]he Commission itself is theatre [...] 

exemplary civic theatre’134 and this aspect of the TRC also inspired several theatrical 

productions in South Africa which Felman and Laub have pointed out 'use testimony both as 

the subject of their drama and as the medium of their literal transmission’.133

The use of ordinary people to perform their own testimony within a theatrical 

environment is a procedure which 1 investigate within my analysis of the Theatre of Witness 

project and interrogate within my own practice. In counteracting the traditional transmission 

of history through the embodied memories of witnesses, this format also challenges the 

artifice of theatre itself. The central thrust of my critical and practical enquiry examines how 

notions of individual truth and universal story can coexist within an aesthetic frame. My 

discussion with the director, Teya Sepinuck in Chapter Three examines the ethical and artistic 

issues in such work and my focus on one particular performer, investigates how the retelling 

of your own story works within theories surrounding ‘the act of representing the self.136

The Performing Self

The location of my practice within the context of the performance of testimony therefore 

investigates the connection between narrative, memory and selfhood that Paul Ricoeur claims 

is crucial to the human experience. In an investigation of how what is remembered is 

absorbed, 1 presented the hypothesis that memory carried in the body can exist alongside the 

monumental as a fundamental form of memorialisation. Central to my enquiry is how in the 

articulation of identity, ‘narrative memory is a performative act’ and how the construction

1,1 Jane Taylor, Ubu and the Truth Commission (Cape Town: University of Cape Town Press, 1998), p.ix.
135 Felman and Laub, p.5.
1,61 leddon, p.27.
1,7 Susan J Brison, ‘Trauma Narratives and the Remaking of the Self, in Acts of Memory. Cultural Recall in the 
Present ed. by Mieke Bal, Jonathon Crewe and Leo Spitzer (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1999), 
pp.39-74 (p.40).
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of a narrative is bound up in the creation of the self. Telling a story about one’s self, allows 

the teller the opportunity to comment and reflect on their past as well as embellish and 

reinvent stories, demonstrating it as a creative process. Within the process and performance 

of my research, 1 explored how the stories that people told about themselves became ‘part of 

the construction of an identity for that self. In accepting that memory is intricately related 

to our need to formulate identities in the present my practice explored how this is a constantly 

evolving process, connecting with Gillis’s assertion that ‘fb]oth memory and identity are 

highly subjective [...] and should not therefore be treated as fixed things’.* 1 ’l) By contesting the 

rigidity of the town's site (Heux) of memory by the environment {milieu) of Shandon Park, 

my practice presented real life in an engagement with Nora’s concept of real or ‘true’ 

memory. But, in analysing how people tell stories about themselves, Liz Stanley states:

Both biography and autobiography lay claim to facticity. yet both are by nature artful 
enterprises which select, shape and produce a very unnatural product, for no life is 
lived quite so much under the spotlight.140

In accepting this problematic relationship between truth and self, Shandon Park explored 

how autobiographical memory, like collective memory, is conducive to time and place. 

Conducting my research in the everyday life of Shandon Park placed the ethical 

responsibility to people and their stories right at the heart of the practice in an effort to get the 

'real’ story of a place. However, the concepts of truth and authenticity in the presentation of 

the self and the personal narrative are problematic within the realms of my research.

Telling the Truth: Authentic Memory?

/ tell the truth; 1 tell you the truth. And what authenticates the fact that 1 tell you the 
truth is that as the subject of my conduct I am effectively and totally identical with the 
subject of the enunciation that I am when 1 tell you that which I tell you.141

’ Heddon, p.35.
1 ’9 John R. Gillis, ‘Memory and Identity: The History of a Relationship’, in Commemorations: The Politics of 
National Identity, ed. by J.R. Gillis (Princeton: Princeton University, 1994), pp.3-23 (p.3).

1 t(l Liz Stanley, The Autobiographical 7’(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), p.3-4.
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Foucault’s account of authenticity is focussed on the first person experience of the past and 

this association of personal experience with an authority would seem to guarantee a truthful 

account - as Joan W. Scott has asked, '[wjhat could be truer after all than a subject’s own 

account of what he or she has lived through?’142 The challenge presented by the personal 

narrative to history grants a legitimacy in what Scott claims is ‘uncontestable evidence’ 

prompted by what she calls the ‘authority of experience’.14 ’ This has been elaborated on by 

Raymond Williams, who attests that the notion of experience in testimony is ‘offered not 

only as truth but as the most authentic kind of truth’.144 However, the content or the nature of 

personal testimony is affected by many factors that include time, place and the narration of 

the self, proposing that ‘when someone tells a story he or she shapes, constructs and performs 

the self, experience and reality’.14^ Similarly, Ricoeur’s theories on how the self is essentially 

a fiction, affirms the creativity inherent in the production of a narrative identity. Alessandro 

Portelli’s concurrence with this in his statement that ‘oral stories are not always fully reliable 

in point of fact’ is, however, accompanied by a directive to consider this not as a weakness 

but a strength in the discipline as ‘errors, inventions and myths lead us through and beyond 

facts to their meaning’ 146 Amanda Stuart Fisher’s claim that ‘[t]he authenticity off...] stories 

rests less on their claim to factual veracity, instead it emerges from the 'testimonial truth’ of 

the witness presented before us’,147 would suggest that the physical presence of the owner of 

the memory and the articulation and re-enactment of it intensifies and clarifies the meaning of 

memory even in its changeability. Richard Schechner has explored this idea in terms of

141 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the subject: Lectures at the College de France 1981-1982 trans. by 
Graham Burchell (New York: Picador, 2006), p.389.
142 Joan W. Scott, p.777.
143 Ibid.
144 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1983), p. 128.
I4> Susan E. Chase, ‘Narrative Inquiry: Multiple lenses, Approaches, Voices’ in Collecting and Interpreting 
Qualitive Materials ed. by Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, 2008), p.65. 
116 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral 
History (New York: SUNY Press, 1990), p.2.
11 Amanda Stuart Fisher, ‘Introduction’ in Yael Farber, Theatre As Witness: Three Testimonial Plays from 
South Africa (London: Oberon Books Ltd.. 2008), p. 10.
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restorative performance and behaviour in his seminal study. Between Theatre and 

Anthropology and asserts that 'ft|he original “truth’' or “source” of the behaviour may be lost, 

ignored or conlradicted-even while this truth or source is apparently being honoured and 

observed.’I4K Or as Zehfuss states: 'When we remember something we are no longer the same 

'we’ who experienced the event.’I4l) If narrative and self are 'inseparable’,150 then the 

presentation of the self in such a speech act through an articulation of memory that is shaped 

or distorted by the frame of reference of the present time calls into question the relation of the 

self to truth.

Michel Foucault, on his theories about truth, states that the compulsion to tell the truth 

and its value in society problematises the concept in its relation to modes of discourse and 

their involvement with socially embedded networks of power. His proposition that 

knowledge gained through the associations and interconnections that are built into language 

means that particular discourses in certain contexts have the power to convince others to 

accept certain statements as true. How this enables specific types of people to ‘speak the 

truth’ is analysed in relation to my practice through an understanding of Foucault's 

hypothesis surrounding what he terms, ‘games of truth’151 in practices of the self. Stating that 

‘[t]he self has, on the contrary, not to be discovered but has to be constituted through the 

force of truth’,152 Foucault’s development of the theory, ‘technologies of the self153 provides 

an interesting point from which to analyse the performance o\'Shandon Park. Described as 

the procedures by which individuals determine, maintain or transform their identity, the

148 Richard Schechner, ‘Restoration of Behaviour’ in Between Theatre and Anthropology (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), p. 35
14<> Maja Zehfuss, ‘Forget September 11 ’, Third World Quarterly, 24.3 (2003), 513-528 (p.518).
150 Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps, ‘Narrating the Self, Annual Review of Anthropology , 25 (1996), 19-43 (p.19).
I ’* 1 James Bernauer and David Rasmussen, ‘The Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom: An 
Interview’ in The Final Foucault, ed. by, J. Bernauer and D. Rasmussen (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1988),
PP-1-20 (p. 1).
182 Michel Foucault, ‘About the Beginning of the Flermeneutics of the Self: Two Lectures at Dartmouth’, 
Political Theory, 21.2 (1983),! 98-227 (p.210).
Ix’ Luther Fi. Martin, Huck Gutman and Patrick H. Hutton, eds., Michel Foucault, Technologies of the Self: A 
Seminar with Michel Foucault (Massachusetts: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), p. 1.
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relation of the self to the truth then, in practice takes on the form of an art of the self. The 

problem for Foucault on the activity of truth telling and the self that is constituted through 

this practice by the self-authoring self as a truth- teller, highlights the subjective dimension of 

any articulation of truth.

The self that is presented through narrative recall, Ricoeur warns, ‘is not a stable and 

seamless identity’.1^4 Affected too by the fallibility of memory, it is also dependent upon the 

degree to which one is true to one’s personality or character and this can only be validated at 

the individual level. However, Foucault emphasises that the centrality of the truth in relation 

to the self is developed only through the notion of‘others’ as an audience. Within my 

practice the performative requirements of Shandon Park, with its suggestions of mediation 

so that meaning is rendered more inclusive, is measured against the concept of authenticity as 

a lack of attempt to control another’s perception. This would seem to place the audience in 

the role of measuring or validating the work but within the realms of my thesis, this is not the 

case. In Shandon Park, the role of the audience as spectators and performers within the place 

was an integral part of the performance and of the research itself.

The Audience in Performance

In the telling of personal stories, Walter Benjamin states, ‘[t]he storyteller takes what he tells 

from experience [...] and he, in turn, makes it the experience of those who are listening to his 

tale.’1” This was a central aspect of the Theatre of Witness project which was demonstrated 

within post show audience feedback sessions that followed every performance, facilitating an 

opportunity for immediate feedback and an involvement in the theatrical experience.

1 lowever, in my own practice, 1 decided not to employ any formalised format for audience

1:14 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Vol. 3 trans. by, Kathleen Blarney and David Pellauer (Chicago:Chicago 
University Press, 1988), p.248.
135 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations. Essays and Reflections, ed. by Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1969), p.87.
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feedback and the evaluation of my practice clarifies how my research questions were 

answered within the performance itself. It can be argued that any performance exists through 

the experience of the audience where an act of speaking and its interpretation are partly 

constructed by the audience’s response. In Shandon Park, where the audience shared time, 

space and memory, a fluid and reciprocal dialogue was established where all participants are 

actively involved and contributing to the story event, presenting in performance what Mike 

Pearson describes as ‘the narratives of the watchers and the narratives of the watched".1"6 

This condition and the resulting slippage between performance, audience and the community 

in the work situated spectators as an inherent part of the research within the performance. 

Therefore, as participants and not recipients, their presence in Shandon Park was not to 

evaluate the work but to contribute to it.

1S7Oral History: ‘Actuality’ Dialogue

As a subjective record of the past, oral history is an interactive methodology that presents not 

just a way of accessing facts about what happened, but how that information was internalised 

and how it comes to be interpreted in the present. According to Elizabeth Tonkin, oral history 

is ‘a history built around people. It thrusts life into history itself and widens its scope [...] it 

brings history into and out of, the community’. In promoting the succession of tradition 

where events and happenings are passed down from generation to generation through the 

telling and retelling of stories, oral history encompasses all the connotations of selectivity and 

partiality that this process brings. As a reflection rather than a record of events, the use of oral 

history techniques within my practice placed the celebration of the people who told their 

personal histories alongside an appreciation of how they chose to tell them. According to

IM’ Mike Pearson and Julian Thomas, ‘Theatre/Archaeology', The Drama Review, 4 (1994), 133-161 (p.143).
L’7 This term has been used by The Oral History Society to describe the use of oral history as research material 
for scripting and improvisation around memory without transcript. See 
<http://vvww.oralhistory.org.uk>[accessed 10 September 2013].

Elizabeth Tonkin, Narrating Our Pasts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p.28.
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Paul Thompson, ‘oral history [...] can give back to the people who made and experienced 

history, through their own words, a central place'.1'4 As a central concern in this thesis, the 

individual perspective was not only the subject of my research but a crucial method of 

collecting research material. Contributing to a contemporary shift ‘from anonymous 

structures to personal agency and from the national and the general to the local and the 

particular’,160 my use of oral history techniques worked ‘to provide a way to communicate 

with the past more directly, to be presented with a somehow purer image of direct 

experience’.161 The investment of oral history and performance into the production of what 

Della Pollock terms, ‘living history’162 also makes reference to the practices of documentary 

and verbatim theatre in its style.

Verbatim Theatre: Reality Theatre

According to Derek Paget, ‘[djocumentary theatre has always been heavily context based and 

so tends to come to the fore in troubled times’.163 The emergence of these practices in the 

theatre have reflected periods of international crises and respond to needs to ‘set the record 

straight’, to seek information and the truth or to bring materials otherwise ignored to the 

public's attention. Claiming factual legitimacy through the use of transcribed interviews as 

the performed script, these practices aim to reproduce ‘what really happened' for presentation 

in the live space of the theatre. As the primary source of any documentary or verbatim play, 

the words of ‘ordinary people’ are performed by actors, in a form described as ‘the direct 

communication (...] oi'lived experience through the actor as instrument’.164 Carole Martin has

1,9 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Second Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.9.
160 Bain Atwood, "In the Age of Testimony: The Stolen Generations Narrative, “Distance” and Public History’, 
Public Culture, 20.1 (Duke University Press, 2008), p.79.
161 Ibid, p.32-33
162 Della Pollock, ed.. Remembering: Oral History Performance (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 1. 
K” Derek Paget, ‘Acts of Commitment: Activist Arts: The Rehearsed Reading and Documentary Theatre’, New 
Theatre Quarterly, 26.2 (2010) 173-93 (p. 173).
164 Clive Barker, 'In interview with Derek Paget’, New Theatre Quarterly, 3.12 (1987), 317-366 (p.318).
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defined what she claims are ‘functions’165 of documentary (or verbatim theatre) which 

include the creation ol historical accounts or reconstructions of events and the merging of 

autobiography and history. Her proposition of the term ‘dramaturgy of the real'166 recognises 

the discipline’s main principle to tell 'the truth’ and the responsibility to search out -justice’. 

Indeed, the woid verbatim is used to signify that what is on stage is truthful, yet the 

representational nature of verbatim theatre means that it has travelled through many layers of 

removal and interpretation in editing and performance from the original source material. 

Deirdre 1 leddon has called verbatim theatre one "of solicitation or appropriation"167 in 

tecognition ol the filtering of narrative required for theatrical performance. Despite the form 

claiming an authenticity of the voices represented, the use of actors and the obvious aesthetic 

makers of the theatrical space, what Linda Alcoff claims as ‘the problematic of speaking for 

others , seems to negate this claim. 1 he relationship between the real and the represented 

in the theatrical re-creation of the storied experience is discussed through an analysis of the 

working process of IVe C arried Your Secrets where the presence of a heavily edited script 

piesents Alison Jeffers’s definition of ‘a lesson in suppression [where] it is used [...] 

manipulated, crafted and edited to create an effect'.16^ Examined through the performance of 

Shandon Park, the personal stories performed by the individuals who own them expand on 

elements ol the veibatim and documentary format as the stories were edited right up until the 

moment of their articulation within the performance. The sense of reality that this suggests 

was also reflected in the choice of performance space and the discipline of site specific 

piactice where the actuality ol the setting situates real people in a real place.

|6fi Carole Martin, Bodies of Evidence’, The Drama Review, 3 (2006). 8-15 (p.12).
Cat ole Mai tin. Dramaturgy of the Real on the World Stage (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan ^010) 
Heddon, p. 128.

|69 Lmda A^off, ' I'he Problem ofSpeaking for Others’, Cultural Critique, 2 (1991-1992), 5-32 (p 15)
’ Alison Jeffers, ‘Refugee Perspectives: The Practice and Ethics of Verbatim Theatre and Refugee Stories’ 

Platform, 1.1 (2006), 1-17 (p.6). S
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Site Specific Community Theatre

Growing out of the site specific artwork movement that originated in the late 1960s, site 

specific theatre re-placed art outside purpose built galleries and aspired to create an 

awareness of the artistic merits of ordinary buildings and places. The position of this 

discipline on the margins of the theatrical tradition also made it the most suitable medium for 

the presentation of personal narrative and in an investigation of place - living spaces within 

the community that celebrated the artistic merits of the lived and every day. My practice was 

informed by the findings of the site-specific practitioner Mike Pearson, whose assertion that 

‘site specific performances are conceived for, and conditioned by, the particulars'1711 of that 

location, inspired my choice of this particular research method. Pearson’s performative 

negotiations of place explore how a site can contain and provoke numerous narratives and 

how, as a practice, site specific theatre is ‘aware of its nature as a contemporary act, as the 

latest occupation of a place, where previous occupations are still apparent and cognitively 

active’.171 This concept of place as a palimpsest has been well documented by academic and 

practitioner Cathy Turner, who has used this metaphorical image to explain how the identity 

of a site can be ‘evoked or activated through the medium of the work'.172 In calling up the 

palimpsestic image, she suggests that a place is an amalgamation of stories and the choice to 

exhibit narratives in the place where they evolved reflects the concept promoted by J.E. 

Malpas that the past cannot be ‘grasped’17 ' independently of place. Shandon Park 

endeavoured to transform the estate into what was at the same time a place of historical 

occurrence and a site of creative practice. Utilising the place as an inspiration as well as a

1 11 Mike Pearson and Michael Shanks, Theatre/Archaeology (London'. Routledge, 2001), p.23.
171 Ibid., p. 111.
172 Cathy Turner,‘Palimpsest or Potential Space. Finding a New Vocabulary for Site-Specific Performance’, 
New Theatre Quarterly, 20 (2004), 373-390 (p.374).

1 J.F..Malpas, Place and Experience. A Philosophical Topography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999). p.34.



participant in the overall work staged the history of the place through the remembering of it 

in counterpoint with the everyday life of its present.

In hei book. Applied Drama: The Gift of Theatre, Helen Nicholson describes drama 

as a ‘powerful opportunity to [...] redress the balance’ and disrupt dominant social narratives 

by ‘telling alternative stories or stories from different perspectives’.174 Used to describe the 

telationship between social efficacy and theatrical practice, applied drama is a practice which 

is as much concerned with process as with performance and Judith Ackroyd has recognised 

the potential for the form to ‘address something beyond the form itself.175 As a practice 

which primarily exists outside designated or conventional theatre institutions, applied theatre 

and its relation to the practice of community based theatre made it an appropriate discipline 

within which to base my practice. Site and place are an integral aspect to applied practices 

and Sail) Mackey has written on how ‘[historical legacies of power and ownership, 

contemporary deterritorialization [...] or even simply the need to ‘create place’ in the absence 

ol long-term attachments, might all give cause for applied performances of place’.176 As a 

methodology, it also presents within it the possibility for ‘authenticity, flexibility and 

immediacy’ which Nicholson claims is a feature which celebrates the lack of‘artificiality and 

staginess sometimes associated with acting and performance’.177 In my investigation of 

location as a central aspect in narratives of identity, the emphasis on community, citizenship 

and place was inherent in my practical investigation. Community based theatre projects as a 

form ol local history mobilises Nora’s formulation of places as sites of memory and this was 

recognised through the source of the performance text as community owned testimonials.
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Helen Nicholson,/t/?p//e<^ Drama: The Gift of Theatre (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan ?005) 
p.63.

Judith Ackroyd. 'Applied Theatre: Problems and Possibilities’, Applied Theatre Journal, 1 (2000), 
<http://www.gu.edu.au/centre/atr/>[accessed 25, August, 2013],

Sally Mackey and Sarah Cole, -Cuckoos in the Nest: Performing Place, Artists and Excess’, Applied Theatre 
Research, 1.1 (2013), 43-61 (p.47).
177 Nicholson, p.80.
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Defined as a theatie created within, by, and lor the 'people', it can be regarded as a form of 

believed-in theatre [...] in the fact that people are enacting their own stories and performing 

mostly tor people of their own communities’.178 Because of this, Lev-Aladgem explains,

|t]he issue ol author- ship/ownership over the performance-text is outwardly clear. It belongs 

to and is determined by the creative group itself. 17; Yet, due to my dual role within this 

project as a past insider-resident and present outsider-artist in the community, my own place 

within the history ol Shandon Park and in the present performance of it was an integral part 

of the entire process.

Artist/Resident: The Aesthetic/Ethical Tension

1 hroughout my practice, which examines how personal memory is artistically transformed 

and transmitted, I tackled the tensions between the ethical challenges of dealing with people’s 

stories and the aesthetic challenges of communicating that to others. The job of any artist in 

such work is to formulate aesthetic strategies that combine the work's content with a sensory 

impact. The obligation to re-create a representation of‘reality’ and the use of artistic license 

in interpreting reality therefore becomes a site of tension in such work. From the initial 

interview procedure at the beginning of my process with the selection of participants and the 

structure ol questions asked, through the editing and shaping process, my ethical obligations 

to the people, place and past were central to this project.180 In the final performance, however 

there was the added responsibility to make the piece work for an audience. Julie Salverson 

has asked how theatre workers 'negotiate the multiple responsibilities of integrity,

Richard Schechner, ‘TDR Comment. Theatre Alive in the New Millennium’, The Drama Review 44 I 
(2000), 5-6 (p.5).
179

Shulamith Lev-Aladgem, ’Whose Play Is It? The Issue of Authorship/Ownership in Israeli Community- 
Based Theatre Author(s)’, Theatre Drama Review, 48.3 (2004), 1 17-134 (p. 12 I).

Lach participant in the project was chosen based on their agreement to take part in all aspects of my research 
Irom the first interview to the final performance. They signed a consent form where it was stated that all 
tianscripts would be made available to them for any correction or editing that they wished to make. The basis of 
a sci ipt or a selection of stories that would be retold in the performance, Shandon Park was then constructed 
with the tellers themselves from this process.
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imagination, inspiration and craft'.181 This also formed the central thrust of my discussions 

with artist Sean 1 Iilien and director, Teya Sepinuck. Asking if contriving dramatic or poetic 

impact comes at the expense of authenticity in the merging of truth and art, the question of 

how real this reality theatre should be was therefore measured within my own practice.

I laving grown up in Shandon Park, the situation of my practice in this location was 

chosen to examine whether a place which contained my own personal history would allow for 

a more ‘truthful' representation of its past. My position as resident insider certainly afforded 

me an access to the people and the place in my quest to represent an alternative story of a 

town that had been so pubhcally, politically and artistically appropriated. But even though 1 

emerged from the community itself, my work constituted an intervention (not least because it 

was pioposed by research intentions) and the requirements of my role as an artist obliged me 

to remain outside the stories in order to represent them. Within my practice, the usual 

tensions between artistic representation and research procedures, along with my 

responsibility to the participants and their stories were tricky to negotiate. In adhering to the 

usual ethics ol practice in such work, the artistic responsibility to create an emotionally 

evocative experience for all participants added to the theoretical objectives of my research.

1 he degree to which the obligations required by all my roles within the project affected the 

work is more fully discussed within the conclusion to this thesis. Including self-imposed 

ethical restrictions and the literal representation of reality within a level of aesthetic appeal, 

my own experiential history and emotional tie to Shandon Park is analysed within the 

possibility that the work drifted into nostalgia. Stuart Tannock states that The nostalgic 

subject turns to the past to find/construct sources of identity, agency or community that are 

lelt to be lacking, blocked, subverted or threatened in the present’.l82As a practice where the

' Ju|ie Salverson, 'Taking Liberties: A Theatre Class of Foolish Witnesses’, Research In Drama Education 
the Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 13.2 (2009), 245-255 (p.245).

Small lannock, 'Nostalgia Critique’, Cultural Studies, 9.3 (1995), 453-464 (p.454).
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possibility that ‘environments of memory’ could exist as a counter and ‘true’ memorial 

within a place that has been subjected to representing a ‘site of memory’, I examine if 

Shandon Park simply asserted an ideal of community through a 'performance of nostalgia’ 

that Baz Kershaw claims occurs when the past is ‘sanitised into a commodified heritage.’

In a negotiation of memory, imagination and subjectivity, this thesis considers issues 

of artistic value and ownership in the performance of memory. Investigating and contesting 

the artistic interventions employed to remember Omagh where the public commemoration of 

the place has submerged the identity of the town in a publicly memorialised narrative, the 

performed document of oral history in the community performance oi Shandon Park, 

presented the stories that people wanted to tell about themselves and to others in their 

community. Shandon Park was employed as a research method and form of dissemination. 

What I wanted to examine through my practice was the malleable quality of memory, in what 

way it bends to immediate concerns of the present and how the owner of the narrative is 

affected by, or affects the artistic process. As the only audience member who was present 

from the first performance, in the oral history interview, to the last, this particular study 

sought to explore my research questions from my own perspective as an artist and within the 

performance itself. Within my primary methodological strategy of practice based research, 

the practice of oral history alongside the use of site specific performance as research tools 

facilitated this particular enquiry. Framed by applied and community theatre practices and 

expanding on verbatim and documentary style performance techniques, the presentation of 

the lived experience of real people through these particular mediums allowed for a balance 

between the aesthetic requirements of performance and the theoretical objectives of research.

,s’ Baz Kershaw, The Radical in Performance: Between Brecht and Baudrillard (London: Routledge, 1999),
p. 160.
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CHAP! ER TWO: Case Study: tVe Carried Your Secrets

Chapter Overview

I his chapter presents a case study of the testimonial theatre programme called the Theatre of 

Witness and its first production, We Carried Your Secrets, which toured venues throughout 

Northern Ireland in 2009. As an example of the testimonial theatre format where people tell 

their own life stories within a dramatic framework, the piece was a unique production which 

tackled the legacy of Northern Ireland's troubled past through the presentation of the personal 

narrative and it provides a model of performance which I utilised and interrogated within my 

own practice. Within my analysis of this case study, 1 investigate how the Theatre of Witness 

project worked within the context of memorialisation and the individual experience. I explore 

the lot mat s utilisation of the individual life story to create a communal narrative and the 

ethical/artistic balance required to facilitate the presentation of ordinary people within a 

dramatised context. My analysis includes excerpts of interviews I conducted with the 

director, 1 eya Sepinuck about her working process and a performer from We Carried Your 

Secrets and a performer, Victoria Geelan, who provided a unique insight into her on stage 

experience. I explore how, in aiming to bear witness to the past in the form of dramatic 

icpiesentation, the I heatre of Witness format encompasses a dramaturgy which embraces the 

poetic and the metaphoric that affects its truth-telling premise. In an exploration of the 

creative and ethical procedures of shaping personal memory for public performance, I

investigate how the performance of memory became affected by aesthetic requirements of the 

format itself.

Theatre of Witness

I he I heatre of Witness entered into the consciousness of Northern Ireland’s society at a time 

when the issue of how to confront an oppressed or hidden past was considered a vital step in
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an acceptance of the present and planning possibilities for the future. The telling, recording 

and transmission of individual narratives which has been a feature of societies in dealing with 

the aftermath of conflict was harnessed by the Theatre of Witness project in the absence of 

any official medium to do this in Northern Ireland. Introduced to the province by American 

director, Teya Sepinuck its aim, she explained, was to give a voice ‘to those who have been 

marginalised, forgotten or are invisible in society’,184 in an attempt to ‘create safe public 

forums for audiences to move beyond entrenched positions and ideologies towards 

understanding and healing’. l85Sepinuck, working under the concept of‘a new vision of 

performance where art and social justice meet’,186 has been involved in a wide variety of 

projects under the umbrella title of Theatre of Witness in her native USA and Poland since 

1986. She has previously worked with refugees, prisoners, survivors and perpetrators of 

domestic abuse and families of murder victims and in 2008 she visited Northern Ireland to 

speak about her work and promote of the Theatre of Witness concept as a project that ‘aims 

for social change through publicly voicing true, personal life stories’.187 In 2009. Pauline 

Ross, Director of the Playhouse Theatre in Derry invited Sepinuck to bring her concept to 

Northern Ireland with the view to directing a specific Theatre of Witness performance in 

Northern Ireland and in 2009, Sepinuck relocated to the province for an initial two year 

period with the support of Peace III funding,188 in conjunction with the Holywell Trust189 and 

the Playhouse Theatre.

184 Theatre of Witness website, ‘Who We Are’< http://www.theatreofwitness.org> [accessed 8th June, 2010]
185 Ibid.
I8(’ Ibid.
187 From the Theatre of Witness website.
188 The full title of the PEACE III Programme is ‘The EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern 
Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland’ and it is a distinctive programme partially funded by the European 
Union through its Structural Funds programme. Covering the period 2007-2013, its main aims are to reinforce 
progress towards a peaceful and stable society and promote reconciliation by assisting projects which help to 
reconcile communities and contribute towards a shared society for everyone through acknowledging the past 
and the creation of shared public spaces.
189 Formed in the late summer of 1988 in Derry, The Holywell Trust responded to the perceived need for an 
organisation which would stimulate creativity in the work of community development and Community
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The Theatre of Witness project presented the possibility of creating a public forum for 

a ^negotiation of history at a time when debate was continuing over the possibility of setting 

up a 1 ruth C ommission in Northern Ireland. It could be argued that the format worked to 

perform a representation of‘truth and reconciliation’ in the province within the agenda of 

presenting marginalised narratives and the experience of the individual. The telling, recording 

and transmission of individual narratives which has been a feature of societies in dealing with 

the aftermath of conflict was therefore harnessed by the project and. working within a 

framework that gives significance to the coexistence of contradictions, it became, according 

to Carol Anne Upton, part of a 'post-conflict agenda of collective healing through personal 

narrative’190 in Northern Ireland.

We Carried Your Secrets

I saw We Carried Your Secrets on Friday, 4 December 2009 at the Brian Friel Theatre in 

Queen s University, Belfast in what was the final performance of a fourteen date tour. The 

performance included, like all the others, a post-show discussion and each audience member 

was provided with a programme which included biographies of the cast and director and 

stated that ‘[ajll of the participants will personally portray their own journeys of 

reconciliation, reconnection, healing and service thereby creating performances of raw depth, 

honesty and truth. 1 1 he cast consisted of seven men and women of varying ages and from 

different parts of the province. Drawn from different backgrounds and belonging to both the 

Catholic and Protestant denominations, participants included a serving police officer, and ex

Development and Peace Building in the North West. It facilitates community arts projects, runs training courses 
conferences and seminars and delivers community development support to a wide ran of projects in the 
Derry/Londonderry city and urban areas as well as cross-border region.

C arole-Anne Upton, ’ I heatre of Witness: Teya Sepinuck in conversation with Carole-Anne Upton’, 
Performing Ethos, 1.1 (2010), 97-108 p.97.

We Carried Your Secrets programme notes.
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UDA192 member, the son of a father shot dead by a UVF193 gunman, the daughter of a 

RUC191 policeman and an ex IRA19" man who was presently working as a community peace 

activist. The show was structured into several separate vignettes wherein which each teller 

would perform their testimony supported by the rest of the cast who would re-enact aspects 

of the testimony in a series of group mimes. The whole performance was also interspersed 

with projected video imagery and was underscored by an ethereal soundtrack by Brian Irvine. 

On a relatively bare stage, the performers re-visited and re-told their life stories using 

minimal props and the physical support of the cast. During the performance, four people told 

their stories directly to the audience while two stories were related on film via an onstage 

screen and another performer, onstage throughout as part of the group mimes, remained silent 

throughout the piece.

152 The Ulster Defence Association (UDA) was formed in September 1971 as an umbrella group for a variety of 
Loyalist groups with the declared aim to defend Protestant Loyalist areas in Northern Ireland and to combat 
Irish republicanism, particularly the IRA. The association also used the name, Ulster Freedom Fighters, (UFF) 
particularly when it claimed responsibility for attacks and thus, because the two groups claimed to be separate 
organisations, the UDA was able to remain legal for over twenty years. The UDA were responsible for the 
deaths of hundreds of people during the Troubles and most of their victims were, according to the Sutton Index 
of Deaths, unarmed Catholics, killed in retaliation for attacks on Protestants. The organisation was banned in 
1992 when the Government could no longer ignore accusations that it was primarily engaged in terrorist 
activities.
'flie Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), a loyalist paramilitary group formed in 1966, undertook an armed 
campaign for over thirty years throughout the Troubles. The organisation adopted the name and symbols of the 
original UVF movement founded in 1912 by Edward Carson to fight against Home Rule. Its main goal was to 
combat Irish republicanism and to maintain Northern Ireland’s status as part of the United Kingdom. The 
organisation declared a ceasefire in 1994 although sporadic attacks occurred until it officially ended its 
campaign in 2007.
194 The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) was the serving police force in Northern Ireland from 1922-2001. 
During the Troubles, over 300 members of the RUC were killed and almost 9000 injured in paramilitary 
assassinations or attacks, mostly by the IRA. making the RUC the most dangerous police force of which to be a 
member. Throughout the Troubles, the RUC, a highly militarised police force, was continuously accused by the 
Catholic community and human rights groups of one-sided policing and discrimination as well as colluding with 
Loyalist paramilitaries in a number of shootings and attacks. Despite several inquiries into these allegations, no 
RUC officer has ever been charged with any offence relating to this. In 2001, after recommendations laid down 
in the Good Friday Agreement, the RUC was reformed and renamed the Police Force of Northern Ireland 
(PSN1).
1 The Irish Republican Army (IRA) was an Irish republican military organisation which descended from the 
Irish Volunteers which staged the Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916. Following a split within this organisation 
over differences in how to respond to the Nationalist community in Northern Ireland after the community’s 
demand for civil rights in 1969, the Provisional IRA went on to conduct a military campaign to remove 
Northern Ireland from the United Kingdom. Responsible for a number of attacks during its campaign and 
supported by its political wing. Sin Fein, the organisation’s ceasefire in 1997 formed part of the process which 
led to the signing of the Good Friday Agreement.



One participant, Jon, relayed an account of his life including his time in prison and 

adopted the dramatic strategy of reading aloud from a letter he had written to his grandson. 

Another performer, James, recalled the death of a childhood friend while holding a fishing 

rod in a re-enactment of a shared common pastime while Chris told how the legacy of the 

Troubles, handed down and unexplained, reverberated throughout his childhood in a way that 

compelled him to drop out of society. Robin, a police officer, recollected his experiences of 

responding to various bomb attacks including that which occurred in Omagh in a pre

recorded film that was projected onto a large onstage screen. In his opening statement, Robin 

explained that this was necessary because of the ongoing threat to his life due to his 

profession and his unwillingness to risk an attack due to his presence in an advertised 

theatrical production. Fionnbhar’s story, also told via the on stage screen explained how his 

childhood was haunted by the murder of his father amid allegations of suspected RUC 

collusion. Now a working musician, Fionnbhar sat at his drum kit while his pre-recorded 

testimony played out on the screen above him and in the performance I saw, he openly wept 

throughout the narrative as his anger and grief became manifested in frenetic drumming. In a 

central performance in the piece, Victoria described her upbringing as the daughter of a 

'mixed marriage’ - a Catholic mother and Protestant father, who was also a policeman. The 

performance of Victoria’s testimony involved her onstage re-enactment of a childhood game 

where she dressed up in her father’s RUC uniform. Explaining how she had been brought up 

in her mother’s Catholic religion, she spoke of how she could never talk about her father’s 

job for fear of attack, asking during her performance: 'When is the right time to tell your 

story?’ The final participant, Kieran whose testimony was not spoken within the performance 

was present on stage to represent those in society who had yet no voice and his presence on 

stage in a personification of the act of witnessing itself.
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Preparing for the Project: ‘This Narrative is Everybody’s Narrative’196

Sepinuck explained the process involved in creating We Carried Your Secrets as one that she 

had used in many projects over the years when working with people who tell their traumatic 

pasts. From an intense interviewing period with a number of people who are willing to tell 

their story, a small number of people are chosen to proceed with the programme. After a 

further number of one to one interviews and group sessions with other chosen members, a 

script is fashioned by Sepinuck from this collected testimony which is then performed on 

stage by the narrators themselves in what is, in effect, a dramatisation of remembering and 

telling. Aided by theatrical devices such as music and mime, the merging of truth and fiction 

and the movement between experience and enactment that happens during the performance 

allows the director to ‘harness the power of poetry, metaphor and song to craft together 

theatre texts that bear witness to actual lived experience’.197 For We Carried Your Secrets, 

Sepinuck’s working process was utilised to introduce the Theatre of Witness concept to a 

society in the midst of an impasse on the subject of how to acknowledge and commemorate 

the past. In a place that had, for so long, existed on the proverbial motto ‘whatever you say, 

say nothing’ and currently struggling with finding a time, place and a way to confront the 

past, the daunting prospect of bringing this theatrical therapy to Northern Ireland was not lost 

on Sepinuck. She spoke to me about her role in tackling a contested past that had fuelled the 

conflict for so long:

What scared me about coming here was that this narrative is everybody’s narrative 
and because there is so much contention and so much that is unresolved, 1 just didn't 
know what it might ignite.

I% Taken from interview with Teya Sepinuck, Derry, 6 May (2010).
|r Amanda Stuart Fisher, 'Introduction’, in Yael Farber, Theatre As Witness: Three Testimonial Plays from 
South Africa (London: Oberon Books Ltd., 2008), p. 10.

1 ls taken from interview.
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She was also explicitly aware that while the project would present the same personal 

challenges to her participants as in other programmes, launching the project in Northern 

Ireland would also have political impact. This was understood from the very start by ensuring 

that both sides of the community were represented in casting decisions that Sepinuck 

declared were ‘absolutely conscious.’I9l)

1 knew that we wanted to make an intergenerational piece and we wanted it cross-
community....! knew that we needed a cross section; there was no doubt about that.200

This pre-requisite meant that Sepinuck relied on being introduced to people who had been 

described to her as having ‘a story to tell’ and this resulted in the creation of a 

representative cast from a variety of backgrounds whose testimony could operate to achieve a 

communal effect. In this way, the choice of performers became ‘less about the individual and 

more about the emblematic’.202 Therefore, the project that promised the oppressed and 

marginalised narrative a public place seemed to be governed by a system that judged the 

personal on its place within a matrix of social and political impact. By listening to people’s 

narratives for this project and employing the fundamental features of oral history 

methodologies, il seemed to me that Sepinuck’s aim was to encapsulate Thompson’s concept 

in giving people ‘a central place’. However, in these early stages of the project, the agenda 

to choose a personal history that would have political agency hinted at the appropriation of 

the personal for a political relevance. The aspirations of this project to present the body 

personal as the body politic represents a feature of memorialisation that was also evident in 

the creation of the Omagh bomb memorial, which is discussed in the next chapter. In 

converting the place of personal remembrance into one of communal memory to promote and

Ibid.
200 Ibid.
20' Ibid.
2>^ Amanda Stuart Fisher, ’Trauma, Authenticity and the Limits of Verbatim’, Performance Research: A 
Journal of the Performing Arts, 16.1 (2011), 1 12-122 (p. 1 I 5).
20' Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past; Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p.9.
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represent social and political recovery, Omagh was transformed into a symbolic site for the 

remembrance of a past in the absence of any official process. In an endeavour to give the 

personal a 'place’ within the narrative of Northern Ireland in IVe Carried Your Secrets, it 

seemed that political choices were made here too, on whom to give that place to. This issue 

was further problematised by artistic and aesthetic decisions made by the director throughout 

the process.

The Interviewing Process: ‘Deep Listening’204 - The First Filter

The real must be fictionalised in order to be thought.205

The interview process for this particular project - what Sepinuck has referred to as the 

'hunter-gatherer stage’206 - allowed her to connect with people and their stories through what 

she describes as ‘finding a deep resonance’.207 I his immediately establishes the premise that 

this methodology is a subjective one.

The first thing that happens is that there is a relationship that’s built up. I have to fall 
in love with them and we have to have a connection and I have to feel that their story 
sort of gives me the chills and I can feel the juice and even though I don’t know what 
I’m going to do with it, I’m inspired.

Throughout each interview, which is not recorded, Sepinuck makes copious hand written 

notes which become the basis for the script that would be edited and shaped for each 

participant. This highly personal and subjective approach to the initial stage of a project is an 

important indicator of where Sepinuck is situated in the project. Based, no doubt, on her 

background as a counsellor, the interview sessions set up the conditions of a therapeutic 

telling and healing, using what she describes as an 'intuitive sense [for] an important

204 Taken from interview.
205 Jacques Ranciere, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible trans. by G. Rockhill (London 
and New York: Continuum, 2006), p.38.
206 Taken from interview.
207 Ibid.
208 Ibid.



55

story.- This methodology means that the director's shaping and editing process is applied

to the process irom the beginning. Victoria, who spoke to me about her experience within this

production, described the interview experience and the first listening:

I rom the very first time 1 met her there was always the sense that “you can tell me 
you can trust that I’m not going to use it against you.”James once described it as, “she
massaged my story out of me," which is a wonderful way to describe it.....She took
handwritten notes. She only took down what she wanted, what she felt resonated.210

In a lecture at INCORE2" headquarters where she spoke about her working process,

Sepinuck described how, during the interviews, she ‘listened to the imagery'212 of people’s 

narratives in an illustration of what playwright Yael Farber calls the ‘power of emerging 

metaphors’.213 Bound already by the pre-requisite to demonstrate inclusive casting, in its use 

as a device to illustrate the communal story, narratives were designed to work on many levels 

to engage with the complexities of wider society. If the interview process was set up as a 

search for a universal poetry in the offered testimonies, how far then could the project claim 

to present True personal life stories?’214 If the director is listening for particularly resonant 

stories and taking intermittent notes, then whose voice will be heard? Sepinuck had indicated 

that her hope lor the I heatre of Witness in Derry was that people ‘would find their own story 

in it and hopefully the stories become more than just small stories, but they become more 

universal'.21'’ The selection of the stories and the tellers from the first stage of interviews 

there lore, reflected not only the director’s personal connection, but the urgency to connect

: Ibid.
2n 1 aken fr(,m interview with Victoria Geelan, Belfast. 9 June 2010
' The International Conhict Research Centre (INCORE) was established in 1993 as a joint project of 
the United Nations University and the University of Ulster. Located within the Faculty of Social Sciences at the 

d^ campus of the University of Ulster, the project combines research, education and comparative analysis 
and co-ord,nates the varied peace and conflict-related activity across the University. INCORE works in 
partnership with a variety of local and international institutions and organizations alongside community groups
an civil society organizations in Northern Ireland, peace and conflict-oriented NGOs and other academic 
institutions around the world.
MalirlT’ Thea',|en°fWitnCSS in Northern lreland - Banging People Together' was delivered at
Magee CamPus, University of Ulster on 26 November, 2009 as part of the CAIN Seminar series 
<http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/Seininars/Seminar-l 1-09-TS ref.html>[accessed 4 April 20101.

Amanda Stuart Fisher, ‘Introduction’, in Theatre As Witness, p.20.
From the I heatre of Witness website.

1 Carole-Anne Upton, ’Theatre of Witness’, p. 106.
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with the body politic, with stories and their tellers chosen because they have 'something 

significant to offer rather than for their ability to provide unmeditated access to the truth’.216

Tim Prentki and Shelia Preston assert that ‘[testimony is not a faithful account of the 

factual or historical truth of an event [...] It is instead a fragmented collection of emotional, 

physical and bodily associations and remembrances’.217 In IVe Carried Your Secrets, the 

stories and tellers selected for public performance focused on the experiential rather than 

historical truths of the past. As explored in the previous chapter, telling a story about one’s 

self does not guarantee that it is the truth. The process is a creative one which allows the 

teller the opportunity to comment and reflect on their past as well as embellish and reinvent 

stories. The interview technique used by Sepinuck allowed each participant to present the 

first performance ol the sell tor an audience ot one. In what could be described as a conscious 

self-editing process that is part of any testimonial within the oral history interview, it could be 

argued that this was merely continued by Sepinuck as she listened, noted down and began to 

shape.

For the Theatre of Witness to work in the way that it set out to, it was evident that a 

restructuring of the individual narrative for resonance for the wider community was adopted 

from the beginning. The shaping of the personal narrative in this way demonstrated how any 

representation of the past that is required to meet aesthetic obligations presents creative and 

ethical challenges. In the re-negotiation of the personal past, the recasting of the individual 

experience in a commemorative mould opens itself to the same criticisms that faced Omagh’s 

memorial. Yet, how far the personal experience must be reshaped when memory becomes an

' "’.lanelle Reinelt, ‘The Promise of Documentary’, in Gel Real: Documentary Theatre, Past and Present, ed. by 
Alison Forsyth and Christopher Megson (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 1-27 
(p.9).
:| Tim Prentki and Sheila Preston eds., The Applied Theatre Reader {London: Routledge, 2009), p. 109.
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object of public procedure in order to be relevant to and restorative in the present is further 

investigated within my own practice.

The Shaping/Editing Process: Finding the Truth or Making It?

The process of choosing and shaping the stories that would be retold in performance in We 

Carried Your Secrets, raises issues not only concerning the reframing of the past, but also in 

regards to its value as a piece of theatre. In performing history, the theatre has often been 

used as a particular art form in re-presenting the stories, events and emotions of what went 

before, uniquely contributing to the continuing debates surrounding the past. For the director 

of We Carried Your Secrets, existing alongside the overwhelming responsibility for the 

bearing of testimony itself would be accountability for which parts of the past should be 

made public and how it should be represented on stage. Advertised as ‘true [...] life 

stories’.218 with a casting approach that reinforced the authenticity of the narrative, the need 

to protect the reality of the performing narrators’ lives while ensuring that the overall piece 

possessed an aesthetic appeal would be a clear concern for any artist. The editing process is 

therefore crucial in striking an ethical and artistic balance. It was a negotiation that I 

confronted within my own artistic practice and Sepinuck seemed to regard both of these 

aspects in this project as being equally achievable.

In her interview with me, Sepinuck explained that her overall guiding force 

throughout the editing process would be that the finished piece would be ‘truth telling but 

also careful’219 and this is interesting from a political and personal point of view. At a lime 

when the desire for a truth commission in Northern Ireland seemed to exist alongside the 

inability to decide how to go about it. it could be said that the Theatre of Witness presented 

the closest that the province was willing to go to face up to a "truth" about the past in any

2x8 From the Theatre of Witness website.
2,9 Taken from interview.
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formalised arena which would, to use Michael Ignatieff s memorable phrase, ‘narrow the 

range of permissible lies’. Cloaking these narratives as stories seemed then, to offer the 

most suitable and safe method of truth-telling in such a climate. Determined also that the 

Theatre of Witness would be a healing venture and aware that she was privileged to a lot of 

information that involved or implicated others, Sepinuck told me how she relied on her own 

judgement on many aspects of the participants’ stories during the editing process to protect 

people.

With many of these people, not just in the show but in the audience, there is a lot of
back story that they have shared and stuff that I would never put in because it would

221be hurtful to somebody.

The realisation that our memories are often tied into the remembrances of others creates an 

ethical responsibility towards how the retelling of the stories may affect those who are not 

only imbricated in recollections but also who bear witness to the testimony. This concern was 

matched by Sepinuck's own artistic awareness that these narratives would form the script for 

a dynamic theatrical experience and she acknowledged that this too was a steering principle 

in the editing process.

Well I shape them because I like to think that how I’m shaping is coming from a place 
not necessarily my own personal story but my own sense as an artist — what’s going to 
work [...] my own eyes of practice.

This dual existence of an ethical and artistic responsibility is one faced by any artist who is 

charged with representing memory in a public forum and it forms a central aspect in my 

investigation into the creation of the Omagh memorial. In this particular Theatre of Witness 

project, the element of trust between director and teller was a particularly important aspect. 

The knowledge that their story would be shaped and edited for performance, and an 

awareness that aesthetic necessity would play an important role in this aspect, was clear to all

220 Michael Ignatieff, The Warrior’s Honour: Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience (New York: Henry Holt 
and Co., 1997), p.174.
221 Ibid.
222 Ibid.
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the participants in the project, and commented on by Victoria when she spoke to me about the 

scripting of her own story.

When you meet her you understand her grace and that she wouldn't want to hurt 
anybody. She wouldn't want to do anything to taint this creation she was sculpting 
|... | She wasn't a journalist trying to get a story, she was an artist trying to bring 
together pieces of something so much bigger than all of us [...] and there were parts 
that never made it in because they were too personal or they weren’t relevant.

This tension between the ‘personal- and the ‘relevant’ is one that illustrates how conditions of 

reception are set up in a Theatre of Witness production. It highlights how the practice of 

editing and shaping the script was not only a creative and ethical endeavour but, in this 

instance, also had political connotations. This prompts a query into why editing decisions 

were made and what the resulting effect would be on the teller and the body politic as a 

whole.

The Theatre of Witness philosophy demands that to allow accessibility for, and 

communion with, the audience, theatrical conventions such as mime, music and film 

projection must intervene in the stage presentations of narrative to allow a more dramatic 

retelling. Therefore, in this particular project, the performed script as one that ‘enables a more 

meditative reflection on the magnitude of an event that has been lived through-224 could be 

said to be one that was specifically written and directed to elicit such a reaction. The opinion 

of South African playwright, Yael Farber is that ‘memory is seldom effortlessly accessible, 

linear, comprehensive or even necessary compelling when told’.22^ The potential for the 

theatrical space to demonstrate how the individual is situated within the communal and how 

the personal impacts upon the political and vice versa demanded a suitably dramatic script 

that facilitated this. Victoria described how Sepinuck constructed the scripts or ‘parts’ as they 

were referred to, for everyone:

22' Taken from interview.
224 Stuart Fisher, ‘Trauma, Authenticity and the Limits of Verbatim’, p.l 18.

Stuart Fisher, Introduction’, in Theatre as Witness, p.l9.
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She took lines from the various conversations that we had on various days and from 
various moods and just pieced them together.226

She recognised how this process of editing and shaping extracted from her story an insight

that allowed for a symbolism and a resonance that would speak to a wider audience.

There were things fin my script] that 1 totally forgot 1 had said or, you know, I had 
said in passing that I didn t realise and when you take that sentence out of context and 
you hold it up and listen to it and you think, wow, that’s profound, it’s beautiful or it’s 
poetic or it’s so revealing.227

Victoria's acceptance that her personal narrative would be ‘beautified’ within the editing 

procedure allowed her to see the complexity of her own remembrances when shaped for 

public consumption. However, recognition of this aspect of the process must call into 

question the authenticity of the personal narratives prepared for performance.

It c ( allied Your Secrets, in following the pattern of Sepinuck's previous 

productions, used living testimony to construct a script that would be re-performed by the 

\ciy people who lived it. Working with ‘real people who have no interest in performing but 

who have a story to tell',228 highlighted a further tension between the focus on reality and the 

desite for the aesthetic that occurred through a process that Sepinuck described as ‘writing 

their parts .2‘ ’ Having collected a wide range of stories, thoughts, opinions and imaginings 

from a series of meetings, the final script was always going to be an amended draft of real 

and inferred meanings that demonstrated the collaborative relationship between 

narrator/performer and interviewer/director - a relationship that further muddles the issue of 

authenticity. Victoria explained how her script materialised as a literal and figurative 

transcript of her interview sessions with the director.

226 Taken from interview.
227 Ibid.

I eya Sepinuck, I heatre of Witness in Northern Ireland Bringing People Together’, November 2009 
<http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/Seminars> [accessed 4 April, 2010],

Taken from interview.
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Not all of my part were all my own words. Teya picked up on [whatj was a significant 
part oi me. She put it all together and she wasn’t afraid to include words that weren't 
necessarily uttered from my lips but that weren't untrue to me in that they didn’t go
against me - they weren't. Those words were still honest even though I hadn’t said 
them.

The relationship that was formed between the director and performer within a project that 

developed over many months was an obvious factor in producing this situation. In my own 

artistic practice, my decision to move into Shandon Park for the duration of the project was 

also an effort to forge a relationship with the people who would assist in my research and 

retell their stories in a theatrical performance. Throughout the collecting and preparing of 

testimony for performance, the conditions that would arise because of my present residence 

in the estate and my own personal history of growing up there were factors that affected this 

particular part of my research project. Because of this, I had to ask myself many times if my

project would be a reinforcement of my own memories of the place or a facilitation of the 

memories that others owned.

According to Susan Brison, ‘[t]o gain control over traumatic memories, to feel 

empathy with the traumatised self, a survivor may wish to ‘rewrite the plot and then enact 

it and this brings up the question of how much ownership the narrator/performers had over 

the writing of their own story in the process of creating fVe Carried Your Secrets. During the 

editing and shaping process of this project, Sepinuck described how she used a combination 

of intuition and handwritten notes based on individual interviews and group sessions to write 

each performer’s part. Referring to the beginning of this action as a ‘magical point’,232 she 

acknowledges that it is ‘obviously crafted...but it’s a very fluid thing’.233 However, she also 

explained that at various stages throughout this process, performers had opportunities to 

make changes to their script so that they had an ownership over the story they would perform

Ibid.
232 ^usan ^r'son> Aftermath (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002) n.76 

Taken from interview. ’
Ibid.



on stage. Victoria explained to me the working relationship with Sepinuck throughout this 

part of the process:
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I changed a number ol things. Because it just didn t sound right or because there was 
a word in it that I telt 1 wouldn’t have said, or maybe Teya took it down differently.

1 here were also things that I added in [...] and there were also things that I tried to add 
in but 1 eya didn t and 1 understood. She knew what she was doing.* 2 * ’4 * *

This particular editing method highlights how the creation of a life story is, in fact a

collaborative process that involves a reciprocal creativity. It also serves to demonstrate one of

the three levels of witnessing outlined by Dori Laub - ‘that of being a witness to oneself

within the experience’.235 Yet in the end, it could be said that the ultimate guiding force for

the choice of stories and their re-writing concerned the nature of personal narrative and its

theatrical destination. Amanda Stuart Fisher attests that ‘[djespite being based on true events,

testimony does not come with a natural dramatic arc. This must be worked and shaped'.236 In

We Carried Your Secrets, the apparatus of theatre was charged with the task of staying true to

the personal experience and shaping it in a way that could be accessed by an audience,

facilitating the second level of witnessing, or what Karen Malpede calls ‘social witnessing

[which] focuses on the seeing of others’.2 ’7

( arrying Secrets: A Performer’s Perspective

Too much of ourselves, we say, is attached to the past, as if it could be unattached2™

* he concept of embodied memory suggested by the title of the production illustrates how the

heatre of Witness project belongs to the testimonial theatre genre which has been described

234 Ibid.
2 ”Felman and Laub, p.75.
■’(> Stuart Fisher, ‘Introduction’, in Theatre As Witness, p.20.
->37 ‘

Karen Malpede, I heatre of Witness: Passage into a New Millenium’, IVew Theatre Quarterly 12 (1996)
pp.266-278 (p.276).

Blau, Heibert, I heatre and History: A Conspiracy Theory’, Performing Arts Journal 5 1(1980) 9-24 
(P-16).
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as a theatre o! life in the body ' In IVe Carried Your Secrets, self and story were offered in 

the most immediate way with people not only performing their own narratives but presenting 

theii physical selves, demonstrating how the body van be viewed as an alternative text in the 

transmission of history. In the performance of their life stories, the performers in this 

pi eduction provided information on a level that went beyond historical fact, with the 

communication of experience through gesture, posture and vocal intonation providing access 

to an understanding of how memory identifies us and contests previously accepted scripts. In 

this section of my case study, I explore how Victoria's involvement in this project concept 

allowed her the opportunity to stimulate her inherent knowledge and how her body memory 

in performance acted 'as a source of meaning making and a process of negotiation'.240 

Demonstrating how the re-enactment of a past event can reclaim and re-contextualise a 

memory in the present, Victoria was able to explore her present feelings about her past 

actions, while also coming to terms with her current role in the project.

Victoria s picsence in the production oi IVe C arried Your Secrets personified the 

perspective of the new generation who carry the emotions and convictions of their elders and 

struggle to contextualise them. She spoke of a life of secrecy and unspoken emotion dictated 

by her father's occupation as a serving RUC officer. She recalled her own memories of the 

Saturday afternoon in Omagh in August 1998. when from her garden across the road from the 

town s hospital she watched the dead and injured being brought from the bomb site in the 

town. She spoke ol how she thought of her father who was on duty in the town that day, of 

how he recovered bodies wondering if any of them were his own daughters and she talked 

about how they had never shared their respective experiences of the event. In her attempt to 

confront the unanswered questions from her past. Victoria explained how she accessed the

Joanna Goodwin, The Productive Post-Show: Facilitating, Undertaking and Optimising Personal Narratives 
in Audience I alk Following a Personal Narrative Performance’, Theatre Topics 14.1 (2004). 317-338 (p.317).
- M Sandra Lee, ‘Dys-appearing Tongues and Bodily Memories: The Aging of First-Generation Resident 
Koreans in Japan’, Ethos, 28 (2000), 198 223 (p.206).



memories that she carried, how she accessed them throughout the performance and how she 

recalled the feelings of the past, sometimes at the expense of factual details.

[Y]ou have emotional memories. You have memories of experiencing emotion even 
it it’s not the one that you sensed and you don’t know why. You don’t know the story 
of what went on but you’ll remember the particular day for the particular feeling.241

Throughout a monologue in which she described her childhood Victoria’s act of dressing 

herself in her father’s RUC uniform echoed a personal childhood game that, for Victoria, 

would arouse emotions of the younger self. However, the re-enactment of this on stage 

represented a highly charged political memory of a past police force that would stir emotion 

in the audience, as well as recall a personal memory for Victoria. She explained to me how 

this past action allowed her to identify herself as her father’s daughter:

The photo of me in the uniform was taken when 1 was about four and I remember the 
boots coming up to my thigh. They were huge and you know, as a child, seeing your 
lather put on this uniform and his routine and the pride he took in it. And the 
polishing of the boots was from me watching my father polish his boots and when he 
did that it was like a military operation, you know? You are taught to do that to 
absolute perfection and he would have helped me with his school shoes and 1 can 
always remember polishing my school shoes like that.242

I he re-enactment of the childhood game had obvious personal and political connotations, but

within the context of the project itself, it also had a poignant and difficult resonance. A

controversial act considering the present place of Northern Ireland, Victoria’s ritualistic

performance was highly symbolic within the present atmosphere of the space of the project

itself Representing a huge part of Fionnbhar’s trauma and his opinions of the RUC as a force

that boie responsibility for the murder ol his father, this aspect of Victoria’s performance was

not a comfortable experience for her:

| Pjutting on the uniform I was scared. I was very scared how that could be 
misunderstood.243
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In performing her life story, relaying her struggle to find her place in a segregated 

community, Victoria recollected aspects of and actions from her past that were, to use Paul 

Connerton’s words, ‘sedimented’ and ‘sustained’244 in her body. She explained to me how 

performing an action from the past allowed her to access and re-live a personal history that 

articulated her identity in the present. Victoria’s re-enactment of her father’s ritual of dressing 

in his uniform became a defining moment for her.

[ I Jhe first time putting on that uniform was harrowing actually - I was absolutely 
shaking. I was shaking the whole time and just crying but I was determined to do it 
because I knew I had to and because I wanted to, more so. I wanted to do it because it
was kind ol like coming out - this is me. But it was like that. This is what made me 
me. ’

In carrying out this action. Victoria was well aware that she was enabling a recollection of a

communal memory of Northern Ireland's troubled and contentious past but what was more

interesting was her connection with this performance on a personal level. Victoria

communicated her identity through accessing an incident from her past and this aspect of her

performance encompassed the very essence of performing memory.

I watched my lather put on that uniform every day - it was a ceremony. It represented 
a history in my mind of being so curious [over] the care that was taken. I don’t know 
what people saw in the audience but when I was doing the buttons and doing the tie it 
was from memory. I was projecting all these things onto the colour of the trousers I 
remembered that colour and having looked at that as a child and I hadn’t looked at the
nil properly before. It was actually my father’s uniform that we used - the same one 1 
wore when I was four.245

In her interview with me, Victoria took me through her thought process while carrying out 

this physical re-enactment of a childhood game on the public stage. Performing this memory 

on stage, she began to access her remembrances of acting out her father’s ritual, and 

demonstrated the concept of‘experiencing the other’ and inclusive remembering that was the 

ethos behind the Theatre of Witness project

24, Paul C°nnerton’ How Societies Remember {Cambridge-. Cambridge University Press 1989) n 172 
Taken from interview. ’
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1 lie fir si thing I put on were the trousers. I was really thinking what it would have 
been like lor my lather to put this on. What he would have been thinking when he was 
putting it on. Because I wouldn't have noticed that there was a wee clip. There was 
the zip and then you have a wee clip. So I was thinking, ‘Ok, so he would have done 
this.' You know? Stepping into your lather’s shoes in a way that is so literal and 
getting an idea of the time that it took to do it like. ’I have to be at work for 8 o clock 
in the morning so I get up at 7 and have my shower and I have to allow 10 minutes to
get dressed ....and just thinking when he was putting this on, sometimes he would
put it on in a rush, sometimes he would have put it on slowly. And if it’s something 
you are doing kind of without thinking, you don’t have to think about what you are 
doing so you le thinking about your day, you re thinking about what’s coming and 
what he would have been thinking about. And, of course I'm listening to Robin 
talking about how it all impacted on his life and on his mental state and I’m tying a tie 
around my neck and he s talking about how they lost so many men to suicide and I 
wondered, ‘did my father ever think about suicide?’ and there’s a point of putting on 
the jacket and you hear the medals and there’s the weight of the jacket and I’m 
wondering, 'Did he ever think about what these medals were for? Did he ever want to 
take them oil and just throw them away?’ You’re doing the buttons on the cuffs and 1 
always remember him fixing the collar. And there’s all these little things that family 
pick up on - people’s ways of doing things and 1 did.246

In recalling her own memories, Victoria accessed her father’s, acting as a witness to his story 

while bearing witness to her own. She re-contextualised the thoughts and impressions she 

remembered from conversations she had with her father over the years and the insight she 

gathered thiough more recent conversations with a fellow performer and serving police 

officer, Robin. In performance, Victoria conjured up a mixture of projecting and knowing, 

tacts and imagination. She became, in my view, the concept of‘person as palimpsest’ - an 

embodiment of layers ol knowledge, experience and inherited stories that demonstrated how 

the body can act as another kind of text that works outside the realms of language.

1 here s all these thoughts that never get voiced and in putting on the uniform I started 
to tap into the thought processes in a way I never allowed myself to.247

By literally stepping into her father's shoes, Victoria recalled her four year old self, actively 

accessing her own memory: ’I remembered the boots coming up to my thighs’248and
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throughout the performance of this ritualistic act of dressing her questions had become her 

father’s questions.
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It's like the adult in you is thinking: ’What was he really thinking when he was 
putting on the uniform?’ and particularly the whole thing with the tie - do you put it 
in extra tight? Do you make it loose? What kind of mood are you in? Are you angry 
that you have to go to work and face knowing that one of the guys from work has 
been shot or that someone found a bomb under their car last night? Do you take that 
out on your tie? ‘1 don't give a fuck about this - I don’t give a shit about this job’ Do 
you think about leaving the job? Do you think about how this could be my last day? I 
heard they’re stepping it up, you know there’s been more attacks out by Carrickmore. 
What if it's me? What if I don't come back to my family tonight? What it? And I 
never helped Victoria with her homework last night - 1 said I would but I was called 
out.’ Because there’s all these thoughts that never get voiced and in putting on the 
uniform you start to tap into the thought processes in a way that you never allowed 
yourself to.249

In her performance, Victoria presented a communal history while accessing a personal 

memory. In the exploration oi'these questions during the present performance of a past act, 

Victoria demonstrated how the past can be viewed as a ‘force that has deposited itself in the 

body leaving a set of residues or traces there so that the individual is a summation of the 

whole history that has preceded him or her'.2'’0 In tackling her own personal history she 

forced a confrontation with a past that enabled an opportunity to empathise with an ’other’ 

through the exposure of the complexities of an inner life that contributes to an historical 

knowledge previously untapped. In this way, Victoria came to understand the philosophy of 

witnessing as a challenge of recognising the other. She exhibited how the witnessing 

experience is ‘visceral, [as] information resonates inside the body’2"'1 and how' bearing her 

testimony allowed her to reclaim her own sense of self that reverberates within the experience 

of society. Victoria’s performance also presented the layer of remembrance that allowed her

Ibid.
Katherine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone, eds.. Contested Pasts: The Politics of Memory (London: 

Routledge, 2003), p.46.
’’ Karen Malpede, ‘Teaching Witnessing: A Class wakes to the Genocide in Bosnia’, Theatre Topics, 6.2 
(1996), 167-179 (p.167).



to access the written script and in this she displayed that even when delivering a script, the 

body’s memory still encroached.
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An examination ol Victoria's performance showed how the performance of memory 

for the purposes of a theatrical production works on different levels of remembering. In 

discussion with me, she took me through the memories of her performance and how she was 

able to access the memories of a past experience while remembering her 'part' within the 

production as a whole. However, this analysis took place several weeks after the project 

ended and so Victoria’s recollection of her experience on stage has to be seen as a re

presentation of the past filtered through all subsequent experience and prompted by my

questions. So her remembrances of her performance of memory demonstrated yet another 

level of remembering.

I he Theatre of Witness project promises a ’truth’ that suggests an authenticity in 

pei formance, but how much this can be a state of existence in a theatrical set up was 

investigated in my own practice by questioning the use of a prescribed script in the 

pei formance of memory. Recognised as a safety net for inexperienced performers and 

described by Sepinuck as the 'scaffolding’2'2 that protects them, the script can also be seen as 

being a gloss on the past that translates the marginalised stories into a publicly acceptable 

narrative. With the issues around ownership that the aspect of this aesthetic finish raises, the 

community celebration of Shandon Park, when placed against the theatricality of the Theatre

of Witness project, investigated the balance needed between ethics and aesthetics in this type 

of production.

Taken from interview.
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Performing the Self: Authenticity or Artifice?

According to Carole-Anne Upton, who has written recently on the Theatre of Witness project 

in Northern Ireland, the use of real people to perform their own stories in this particular 

production presented 'a device used for emphasis, a construction of the unchallengeable 

authority of the first person account - a sign of absolute authenticity^.253 However, this raises 

questions over the difficult issue of what comprises the ‘self on stage and how far the 

performance of memory with the aesthetics of art can be situated within the realms of reality 

and theatre. In the performance of IVe Carried Your Secrets, the audience were confronted 

with the physically present selves of the narrators, and the subjects of lives lived in the midst 

of a troubled history. The insistence of Sepinuck that real people perform their own stories in 

a Theatre of Witness production seems to ensure that the narrative relayed and the identity 

presented is a truthful one. Yet, the framing of this narrative within the context of an 

institution that is inherently and essentially artificial is not one that is conducive with claims 

o! authenticity. Coupled with an added layer that narrative memory in itself is a creative 

process then the reality of what was presented on stage is called into question.

In the I heatre oi Witness genre, the presentation of the self is a crucial aspect of its 

make up that offers the possibility to experience empathy for the self and the other. Using 

theatrical conventions to express what is actually embodied, the dramatic action ‘takes form 

which reconnects self to deeper, previously hidden layers of self, connects self to the other 

and provides a renewed connection to the social world’.254 However, the presentation of self 

in any situation and particularly in performance is always a considered one. It is wrapped 

around a process of interpretation that is created through an interaction with others and in this 

way becomes an opportunity to reinforce or even re-create the sort of person he or she is.

n pe0ple as act0rs ~ Act0,S as real pcople!’Studies in Theatrc and Performance'

' Karen Malpede, Teaching Witnessing, p.276.
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1 herefore, performing the sell is a multi layered process - a collaboration between knowledge 

and imagination that, according to Deirdre Ileddon.

adds a iuithci problematic layer to notions of 'truth' because in the act of representing 
the self there is always more than one self to contend with....There is the self who was 
and the sell who is. 1 here is the self who is performed and the performing self.2'^

In the performance of testimony in We Carried Your Secrets, the identity that was presented 

was an amalgamation of the past self with present commentary, reconstructed events and re

enacted experience. 1 he narrative that was relayed on stage steered the participants into 

playing a role that was ‘not themselves [andj not not themselves’256 and throughout the run of 

the show, the repetition of a rehearsed script and the accompanying actions in front of an 

audience meant, it could be argued, that at some point, these real people actually became 

actors. 1 his duality of the self was recognised by Victoria who explained:

We weren t performers until we were on stage and then we weren't immediately not 
performers after we came off.257

Sepinuck’s casting strategy, she has said, has always been prompted by a need to achieve an 

authenticity in the work she produces, stating ‘I always think that actors are playing a part, as 

opposed to real people'.^ In performance, the knowledge that people were presenting their 

own stoiies was a strong authenticating signifier, yet even Sepinuck concedes that this was 

situated within an awareness that the performers' self was communicated via a number of 

theatrical devices and sophisticated imagery -what she referred to as ‘tools'.259

| 1 |he tools are that you have music, you have cues, you have stage directions and 
lights and all ol that is there. 1 hat is just the form. What is most important is that 
people are having an experience of being real and open and vulnerable and they are

^ Deirdre Heddon, Autobiography and Performance (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). p.27.
Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology (PW\\ade\pW\a\ University of Pennsylvania Press 

1985), p.6.
Taken from interview.
Upton, ‘Theatre of Witness’, p. 106.
Taken from interview.



71

letting it happen and that all these other things are the scaffolding - otherwise it 
wouldn't work for the audience [...] by then the words are just the scaffolding.260

As part of this process, the individual narrative was shaped, edited and re-written to present a 

version of identity that was always interpreted and often used as a device to illustrate the 

communal story. In this way, the fictionalisation of a personal history for communication that 

possibly began in the first interview, meant that the self was only partly composed in the 

actual on stage performance and that telling stories about one’s self is always a process of 

interpretation. In We Carried Your Secrets, the physical presence of the testifiers and the 

acknowledgement of autobiography did indeed serve to indicate the stamp of authenticity that 

ran through this Theatre of Witness production but, in the end, the transformation of raw 

experience into a theatrical document meant that the authentic story was mediated by another.

Theatre as a Witness: The Audience Perspective

The past always needs blood donors. The theatre is a means of transfusion2^

According to director Karen Malpede, the last few decades with a ‘weight of violence [that] 

threatens completely to overwhelm our own abilities to cope’, requires a re-imagining of 

theatre into what she calls ‘a necessary theatre - rough, dangerous, holy, immediate’.263 In 

bearing witness to a traumatic past, the staging of testimony allows a reflection on the past 

that encompasses a history that was lived through and confronts history from below and 

memory from within in a way that theatre never expressed before. In her interview with me, 

Sepinuck described the practice of individual and communal witnessing that she facilitated 

through the Theatre of Witness process:

Tm really looking at this as a chance to be yourself, to share the deepest story and 
have people bear witness and when it works, the performers are also bearing witness

261 Blau, p. 16.
21,2 Malpede, Teaching Witnessing, p.266.
262 Ibid.
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so they’re also bearing witness to their own story at the same time. So I would like to 
think of'it as an experience and a moment when, if people are open, if the tools that 
we have created work well enough then it supports that. It supports a moment of 
communion between an audience and the performer, between the performers and each 
other and between each performer and their own story itself.264

The most potent aspect of the theatrical experience here is the presence of an audience and 

how it is drawn into the testimonial process. In putting before an audience the action of 

witnessing itself, the responsibility on the audience as part of the entire process demonstrates 

the importance of the presence of a listener in the telling and acknowledging of testimony - 

what Heddon describes as ‘the responsibility to response-ability’.26^ By implicating an 

audience in the witnessing process, the theatre exercises its power in engaging aesthetic and 

symbolic structures to allow something new to emerge. However, the spectator in their 

engagement with the transformative possibilities that witnessing presents, is presented with 

the possibility of being involved in what Salverson calls ‘conflicted listening’,266 where ‘a 

story may either remain outside the experience of the listener as the exotic and impenetrable 

but vicariously viewed "other,’ or it will be collapsed and assimilated by the listener as "just 

like me’.267 The variety of opportunities put in place for audience feedback on the 

performance of We Carried Your Secrets seemed to validate the Theatre of Witness process 

as a unique procedure in the struggle to address Northern Ireland’s contentious past. 

Questionnaire forms were available to complete at each venue and every performance was 

followed by an after-show discussion with the cast and director, and audience responses made 

available on the website and via the film documentary were hugely positive and emotional. 

One responder expressed thanks for a ‘real history lesson’ and an audience member after

64 Taken from interview.
26> Heddon, p.57.
266 Julie Salverson, ‘Performing Emergency: Witnessing Popular Theatre and the lie of the literal’, Theatre 
Topics, 6.2 (1996), 181-191 (p.183).
267 Ibid.
268 From Theatre of Witness website.
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one performance said, ‘I could say that this is the most stunning piece of theatre, but it wasn’t 

really theatre. It was people telling the truth set to music’.269

The opportunity for this kind of theatre to engage a number of voices and destabilise 

ingrained viewpoints and positions reflects what Baz Kershaw describes as ‘the potential that 

theatre may have to make the immediate effects of performance influence, however minutely, 

the general historical evolution of wider social and political realities’.270 Bearing witness to 

the life and stories of others affords an access to the past that adds another layer to our own 

historical knowledge. Within the performance of IVe Carried Your Secrets, this access also 

came with the possibility of transferring an individual healing on to the audience in a 

representation of the collective healing of the body politic. In taking its place within the 

debate surrounding a truth and reconciliation process, IVe Carried Your Secrets demonstrated 

its necessary place within this discourse and within society itself. In an introduction to a 

publication of South African testimonial plays. Archbishop Desmond Tutu declares:

Theatre is the ambitious sister of testimony. It strives to heal through truth. Yet to tell 
the same story night after night, as though for the first time requires great skill and 
devotion from a performer. Likewise the structuring of random facts and details into a 
trajectory from which a powerful theatre experience can emerge, demands much from 
a playwright and those with whom she is collaborating for a story to be powerfully 
and truthfully told.271

In bringing the Theatre of Witness project to Northern Ireland, the Derry Playhouse, in hiring 

Sepinuck, introduced the possibility of broaching the truth of the past that would be refracted 

through the optics of theatre. In this way, the project harnessed and framed the elements of 

creativity and remembrance. Sepinuck's role as a self aware outsider, not just as a resident in 

the place but as an artist to the participants was, in the end, she claimed, an advantage in the

269 Declan Keeney, We Carried Your Secrets: A Documentary Film, Derry; A Dumbworld Production in 
association with the Playhouse Theatre and Holywell Trust. Widescreen DVD Duration 54 minutes (2010).
270 Baz Kershaw, The Politics of Performance (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 1.
271 Sir Desmond Tutu, ‘Foreword7 in Yael Farber, Theatre As Witness: Three Testimonial Plays from South 
Africa (London: Oberon Etooks Ltd., 2008). p.7.
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endeavour to explore the tricky aspect of a contentious past in the public forum of 

performance.

I think that this is the only way that this could have been done at this point in time. 
Pretty much everybody actually in the cast told me they wouldn’t have done this if I 
was from here because they would have felt that I already had an agenda. 1 really 
knew nothing and in a way, knowing nothing is a really great place to be....you 
obviously have to know enough. In most of the things. I’m listening with pretty fresh 
ears. I’m just listening to the stories as human stories. So I think being an outsider?

272I’m always the outsider.

This ‘outsider’ status meant that Sepinuck could approach this project without 

preconceptions, interviewing people without judging their actions. This was a position, she 

felt, which also allowed her to work more freely as an artist. In her interview with me she

[A]s the director, I’m responsible tor making it work tor an audience

and, in this, she clearly related her role as an artist with that of a necessary outsider. In 

preparing for IVe Carried Your Secrets, Sepinuck did, however, have insider assistance. 

Attached to the Playhouse Theatre in Derry, the project came with a local production team 

who were able to facilitate the interview process but Sepinuck was clear that her role was 

engaged in assessing the testimony, enabling her to focus on her role in gathering, editing and 

shaping these human stories for dramatic impact.

Conclusion: A Mediated Truth?

We wouldn 7 need the theatre if experience served us belter. 274

Through its ability to collaborate creatively with the past and our perceptions of the present, 

The Theatre of Witness presented the concept of theatre as a memorial. Within the process of

72 Taken from interview. 
27‘’ Taken from interview. 
274 Blau, p.10.
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constructing memory the format considered how the medium of theatre can challenge 

dominant assumptions of history and play its own role in interpreting and re-presenting the 

past. Understanding the theatrical space as one 'where the individual exists within the 

communal, where the political impacts upon the human’,27:5 the Theatre of Witness project 

demonstrated the importance of the presentation of alternative narratives and presented the 

format’s creative capacity for an interchange between reality and imagination.

It could be argued that We Carried Your Secrets was not so far removed from such a 

truth seeking process where the public telling of complex and contradictory individual stories 

can make the testimonial space a theatre. However, the structure of exchange between 

performer and listener that was set up within this project through the artistic transformation of 

the personal story demonstrated the artistry involved in the act of recall. Throughout every 

stage of the project from the interview process to the final public performance, the narrative 

that was presented was, in effect, a 'mediated truth" and in the end, it could be argued that the 

project was governed by artistic and political needs that favoured the communal theatrical 

experience over a personal ownership.

In the midst of Northern Ireland’s crisis in tackling a contentious past, it could be said 

that the dramatic and aesthetic distance established through We Carried Your Secrets allowed 

an experience of reality and a communication of the truth at the only level that it could have 

been accessed at this time in this place. However, critics of the Theatre of Witness project 

seem to find it difficult to accept the genre either as an instrument of truth or as an effective 

theatrical experience. The strategy of placing real people on stage prompted allegations of 

manipulating people’s life experiences to produce 'a level of orchestrated intensity"276 and 

there have been questions over the ability of the performers to cope with the (sometimes very

7> Malpede, Teaching Witnessing, p.266. 
76 Upton, 'Real People as Actors’, p.216.
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obvious) discomfort of exposure. Belfast dramatist, Tim Loane has been a vociferous critic of 

the Theatre of Witness model and at a conference in 201 1 he dismissed the concept as therapy 

claiming that the theatre was the wrong space for this to happen and he denounced the 

voyeuristic and exploitative nature of We Carried Your Secrets as ‘Troubles Porn’.277 1 le has 

since icpeated this phiase in a recently published article by claiming that the format ‘in 

oversimplifying real human tragedies to create manageable mouthfuls of public performance’ 

allowed for ‘a gushing audience that was clearly feeding off the pain of it all’. 278 Carole- 

Anne Upton has also declared that the stories performed in We Carried Your Secrets were 

’strangely calcified’279 by the time they reached the stage, writing that the performance 

seemed -ritualised and rehearsed’.280 Commenting that the edited and fixed nature of the 

script condemned the performers To repeat the same traumatic ritual of pain, loss and 

remorse like Pirandello’s six characters perhaps’,281 calls into question ethical issues of 

ownership in a format which edits and re-writes real stories. This comparison of We Carried 

) ow Secrets to Pirandello s play about incomplete characters in search of an author to finish 

their stories also suggests that, in this production, the artist’s control went beyond that of 

editing the narratives to shape and reform the tellers themselves.

In the process of presenting the self through personal story in performance, the 

particular challenges in the editing and adaptation of testimony within my practice concern 

how ownership, authorship and authority are reconciled with the aesthetic demands of 

theatrical presentation. In testing the limits of the methodology of the Theatre of Witness

I he conference, held on 23 March at the Ulster Museum, Belfast, was entitled ‘Culture After Conflict' 
Between Remembrance and Reconciliation.’ Organised by the Institute for British and Irish Studies based at 
University College, Dublin in conjunction with the Arts Council, NI, the day- long conference involved a 
variety of artists from different backgrounds and practices. Among reflections on the complexities of the 
c 11 lei ent approaches to conflict-resolution and reconciliation, Loane spoke about his own work and the role that 
theatre could play as a practice of remembrance.
!! Dav,d Grant and Matt Jennings, ‘Processing The Peace: An Interview with Teya Sepinuck’, Contemporary 
Theatre Review 23.3 (2013), 3 14-322 (p.3 17). H *
279 Upton, ‘Real People as Actors’, p.2!6.
280 Ibid.
281 Ibid, p.215.
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process through an interrogation of the format itself, Shandon Park explored how the 

expression of personal response and lived experience is altered when it is situated within such

a framework and how the structure itself is a factor when negotiating the transformation and 

transmission of narratives of a personal past. My own role in conducting my practice 

presented its own challenges and benefits. As a former resident, my identity is already tied up 

in Shandon Park and I have my own memories of the place. My insider status and knowledge 

may have helped me logistically in carrying out my research, but whether or not it 

compromised my artistic role in making the performance of memory work for an audience is 

considered within the evaluation.

Sepinuck’s work demonstrated not only the theatre’s main process as a force capable 

of exerting control over how the past is viewed, but even more than that, she confirmed the 

potential power of the artist in the conscious formulation and interpretation of the past in 

creating contemporary meaning. In the next chapter, 1 will continue to investigate how the 

role of the artist, in selecting and shaping the past, can become embroiled in accusations of 

participating in a "top-down' transmission of memory. In an analysis of the experience of 

Sean Hillen in creating the Omagh memorial. I examine how the aesthetic quality demanded 

by the performance of memory can overpower the very memory it seeks to represent.
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CHAPTER THREE: Case Study: Constant Light

Chapter Overview

The past, from which the soul thought it had ransomed itself stood there again with its 

demand, not as a recollection, hut more terrifying than ever by having conspired with the

future.282

I his chapter explores the artistic and political issues which arose from the construction of the 

memorial monument Constant Light, built to remember and honour those killed in the bomb 

attack in Omagh in August 1998 and unveiled in the town during the tenth anniversary 

commemorations. After describing the events leading up to the memorial’s commission and 

creation, 1 explore how it became representative of the cultural shaping of the town and 

reflected Omagh s symbolic place within the recovery of post-conflict Northern Ireland. 

Situating the memorial within this context, I explore how the memorial, subject to the 

conditions of a new and emerging political situation, illustrates Ricoeur’s theories 

surrounding the ethics ol memory’28 where the ratio between remembering and forgetting 

become particularly resonant. I discuss the controversy that surrounded the memorial’s 

unveiling which highlighted the challenges that confront the act of publicly reconciling 

individual and collective remembrance in a society in transition. 1 also explore how the 

memorial displayed the selective reconstruction of remembrance in articulating a specific 

identity that was required for a particular present. This case study of Omagh’s memorial 

monument establishes the context of remembrance applied to my home town and frames my 

practice which aimed to commemorate the past of a community that is enveloped within this 

context ol memorialised history. 1 hrough the performance of the hidden pasts of the

Soi cn K ierkegaard. Eighteen Upbuilding Discourses, ed. and trans. by I toward V. Hon" and Edna 11 I tong 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), p.344.

Pan! Ricoeur 'Memory and Forgetting’, in Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Continental 
/ hilosophy, ed. by Mark Dooley and Richard Kearney (London: Routledge, 1999). pp.5-1 I (p.5).
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ordinary, the local, the lived and the everyday, my practice presents a remapping of the 

hegemonic identity of the town to explore an identity based on family and home.

This chapter includes excerpts from an interview I conducted with the artist who 

created Constant Light, Sean llillen, who explained the sense of responsibility he felt to 

reconcile a community’s memory work with his own artistic needs alongside the immediate 

desires of a post-conflict society. In the fusion of public art and popular culture, historical 

memory and political consequences, the Omagh monument was required to perform as a site 

of historical occurrence and creative practice. Amidst the political exploitation of memory 1 

investigate how the Omagh memorial presented a prefabricated narrative of progress, how it 

failed on a local and artistic level to remember Omagh and how aesthetic design ultimately 

had consequences for the public memory of the place.

The Omagh Bomb

On 15 August 1998 at approximately 2.00pm a red Vauxhall Cavalier284 packed with five 

hundred pounds of explosives was parked outside a clothes shop, S.D. Kells, on Market 

Street in Omagh. It was a Saturday afternoon, two weeks before the start of the new school 

term and the town was crowded with shoppers and tourists waiting for a carnival parade that 

was also due to take place. At approximately 2.30pm the UTV newsroom in Belfast received 

a phone call warning that a bomb left at Omagh's courthouse, which is located on High Street 

in the centre of the town, would detonate in thirty minutes. Another phone call three minutes 

later, citing the location of the bomb as 'Main Street,’(which does not exist) cut the warning 

time to fifteen minutes and set in motion a police evacuation of Saturday shoppers away from 

the Courthouse at the top of the town to Market Street at the bottom end of Omagh’s central 

street. Gathering at a safe distance from the named landmark, the crowd assembled outside

2SI The car had been stolen two days previously in Carrickmacross, Co. Monaghan in the Irish Republic and its 
license plates had been changed to a Northern Irish registration.
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S.D. Kells while the police searched around the courthouse for suspicious vehicles. At 

3.10pm a huge bomb detonated in the midst of the waiting crowd. The massive explosion 

showered people with molten shrapnel killing twenty eight people immediately and maiming 

and injuring hundreds of others. Casualties were taken to the town’s hospital five minutes 

away where some of the most severely injured were taken onward to Belfast hospitals via 

helicopter. Three days later, the attack was admitted by the Real Irish Republican Army 

(RIRA), a splinter group of the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) who was opposed 

to the Good Friday Agreement. The group alleged that the target was commercial and blamed 

the then RUC’s failure to respond to the warnings for the huge loss of life.

In the following days, the attack was condemned by political leaders on both sides of 

the border and President Bill Clinton who expressed his ‘hope that the culprits [would] be
TOC . .

brought to justice quickly’. On the Saturday after the bomb, a memorial service attended by 

60,000 people and led by church leaders was held on the steps of the town's courthouse. The 

event included a minute’s silence at precisely 3.10pm which was also observed in towns and 

cities throughout the country, refiecting the depth of shock and sorrow that ‘Omagh’ elicited. 

Days later, the Omagh Fund was set up by the Omagh District Council to accept donations 

from all over the world and, over the next decade, £6million was raised and distributed to a 

variety of victim related groups in Omagh and throughout Northern Ireland with 

approximately £250,000 marked specifically for the creation of a public permanent 

memorial.2X6 The Council also established the Omagh Bomb Memorial Working Group 

(OBMWG) to oversee the planning and building of the memorial and this group included 

representatives from community groups, churches. District Council officials and local 

businesses.

285 Quoted in David McKittrick, Seamus Kelters, Brian Feeney and Chris Thornton, Lost Lives (Belfast: 
Blackstaff Press, 1999), p.1442.
286 Omagh Fund, "Final Report of Trustees and Accounts’, (Omagh: Omagh District Council, 30 September, 
2008).
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1 he responsibility lacing the OBMWG prompted intense debate and discussion 

around the form that this memorial would take and the complexities of the task at hand 

required the appointment of an advisory panel to the working group that included, among 

others, representatives of the Northern Ireland Office, the Irish and Spanish Governments, the 

Northern Ireland Centre for Trauma and Transformation and the Victims Commissioner. In 

April 2007, the group launched a competition to design an appropriate memorial that would 

be in place lor the tenth anniversary. 1 he exhaustive discussions by the wide range of 

interested parties indicated the significance that remembering Omagh would have for the 

country as a whole. In contextualising the events of the 15 August 1998, the brief 

acknowledged the wider implication of the bombing:

1 heie aie events which mark a deep cleavage both in their own time and in the overall 
history °f a country. I he Omagh bombing was such an event in the context of the 
history ol Ireland, North and South. The timing of the bomb, coming as it did shortly 
after ^c signing ol the Good friday Agreement, was a crucial factor in making the 
event so significant.287

As the first major post-conflict artistic memorial of the Troubles, Omagh’s memorial was to 

be considered as a benchmark for measuring Northern Ireland's progress. In this way it offers 

an intriguing insight into the evolution of memory spaces in a post-conflict context and how 

they can be considered as ‘surrogate environments upon which political, ethical and artistic 

concerns are projected (and fought over)’.288 In Northern Ireland, memorials marking the 

sites of violent deaths over the last forty years are dotted across the urban and rural 

landscape. Until the cease-fires, the most common urban memorial was the street mural and, 

since then, more permanent memorials have been put in place and include plaques, crosses, 

obelisks, cenotaphs and gardens ol remembrance. In her survey of the landscape of conflict

Co^r:em°nal W0rking Gr0Up’ Design ComPetition: Project Brief {Omagh: Omagh District 

Julian Bonder, "On Memory, I rauma, Public Space, Monuments and Memorials’, Places, 21.1 (2009), 62-69



82

commemoration in contemporary Northern Ireland, Jane Leonard289 found that memorials to 

the casualties of the conflict between 1969 and 1997 conveyed specific political messages 

which contributed to landscapes and practices that, according to Graham and Whelan were 

marked inevitably by criteria of inclusion and exclusion\290 reflecting the ideologically, 

spatially and socially divided nature of the province itself. Remembering ‘Omagh’ however 

presented a unique set of characteristics that would have consequences on how it was to be 

memorialised. The Omagh bomb caused the single largest loss of life in any incident of the 

I roubles since they began in 1969. Victims came from across the religious spectrum, were of 

different ages and from a wide geographical area291 and its occurrence in a mixed community 

prompted its recording in Lost Lives292 to read:

1 he Omagh fatality list reads like a microcosm of Troubles’s deaths and left no 
section of Irish life untouched.293

I he attack also occurred in a different time during the history of the conflict and during a 

period of transition when efforts were being made to deal with differences through negotiated 

and peaceful means. Any memorial in Omagh would therefore have to encourage the town to 

•reflect backward on the pain of the bombing while at the same time [enable] the society to

Jane Leonard s report entitled, ‘Memorials to the Casualties of Conflict’ was commissioned by the Northern 
Ireland Community Relations Council and the Arts Council of Northern Ireland in 1995 as a background 
document on options for a peace memorial. Including case-studies on the commemoration of civil wars and 
m e.nal conflicts in other parts of the world, the report surveyed what Leonard called ‘partisan memorials’ to 
those killed since the beginning of the Troubles in 1969. Her survey included documentation of the plethora of 
outdoor memorials in the province and included murals, plaques and crosses across the urban and rural
HshCivil Wa'r IdTfi I?1''3" m,em°7alS eCh°ed m WOrding and desiSn th°se erected to remember the
iish Civil War 1916-1923 while many Loyalist murals link paramilitary casualties with the 36th Ulster

Division s losses in World War I and use phrases and emblems associated with that conflict such as 'lest we 
forget’ and poppy motifs.

Brain Graham and Yvonne Whelan, ‘The Legacies of the Dead: Commemorating the Troubles in Northern 
Ireiand , Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 25 (2007), 476-495 (p.479).

01 the twenty nine killed (including a woman seven months pregnant with twins), seventeen were Catholic
h h "k 7s Mormon. Eighteen adults died alongside eleven children and of over four’
hundred injured, one bundled and sixty five were seriously wounded
- - Los, Lives: The Stones of the Men, Women and Children Who Died as a Result of the Northern Ireland 

c uhles chronicles details of every death which occurred during the conflict. Including over 3 600 entries the
par0amilitaCri,esPrehenS,Ve °CUment °f a" V'CtimS °f the Troubles including civilians, security forces and ’ 

1999)Vpd|43C7KittriCk’ SeamUS KClteiS' Br'an Feeney and Chr'S Thornton- ^ Lives (Belfast. Blackstaff Press,



83

look forward toward a peaceful future'.™ The bomb lodged in the public's consciousness in 

ways different to previous acts of terror and the town's recovery from it would possess a 

nattona] import as well as a local impact. Any monument therefore would also be charged

with a symbolism that would have to reconcile the need to respect a community in mourning 

with the requirement to satisfy a nation in progress.

The Memorial Project Competition: Rc-dcsigning the Past

Launched nine years after the bombing, the competition design brief for Omagh’s public

memorial encompassed a broad specification that stipulated how the past could exist in the 

future:

i W Je must move forward in a positive and progressive manner but all the while 
remembering the atrocity inflicted and the carnage suffered. To this end, we need to
be reflective and reverential but positive, optimistic and forward looking in however 
we mark the event. 5

The duality inherent in the stipulation that the memorial would have to simultaneously 

acknowledge the past and reference the future, was further complicated by the requirement 

thatthe memonal be sPHt ovei' two separate locations that had significant resonance for the 

town. Any design for the Omagh memorial was required to incorporate the site of the car 

bomb on Market Street and the temporary Memorial Garden 300 metres away that had been 

set up in the aftermath of the bomb and which had become a place to visit and mourn for the 

town during the rebuilding of the area around the bombsite. With the project insisting on 

both sites being treated in an integrated manner in respect of the memorial ....[and]... that 

both sites reference the other’,296 the prospect of remembering Omagh therefore not only

presented a political challenge due to the climate of the time, but in the outline of its opposing 

desires also presented an artistic one.

295 J°hnst;on’ The Contours of Memory in Post-Conflict Societies’ p 237
Ibid7 ^ Mem°rial WorkinS Gr™P Design Competition: Project Brief, (p.2).
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The dual aspirations contained in both the metaphorical and geographical 

requirements of the design of the Omagh memorial was a symbolic reminder that the 

divergence of views which had been part of Northern Ireland's troubled history was set to 

continue in attempts to deal with that history. The oppositional identities that had formed 

Northern Ireland’s narrative were going to have to be reflected in Omagh's memorial and this 

was also going be governed by conditions imposed not only by the place that the memorial 

would occupy, but also the time in which it would be constructed. The complex conditions 

imposed on the construction of the Omagh memorial demonstrated a recognition that it would 

have to display a consciousness of the different denominations and nationalities affected by 

what was an indiscriminate attack on a -mixed' town. It was asked to consider a wide range 

of opinions and beliefs of those affected in various ways by the bomb attack and it was also 

asked to realise the need to reference the past in a society that was actively moving on from 

it. James Young writes that ’[bjoth a monument and its significance are constructed in 

particular times and places contingent on the political, historical and aesthetic realities of the 

moment " and the memorial in Omagh was being required to perform within a number of 

paradigms -historical and political, local and national - on top of its artistic responsibilities.

1 he call to reconcile the construction of Omagh's memorial with the needs of a post

conflict community attracted thirty two international entries. From a shortlist of five that were 

displayed in the town’s Arts Centre for the public to view and comment upon, the task was 

aw aided to the artist and architect team, Sean Hillen and Desmond Fitzgerald who proposed 

to tackle the two aspects ol this memorial by presenting plans for a landscaped memorial 

garden and a glass monument. Using a sophisticated light tracking system, the two sites 

would be linked by sunlight reflected from mirrors in the garden on to a sculptured heart set

297
James E. Young, The Texture of Memory, p.80.



85

into the monument. In his interview with me, Hillen spoke about his initial responses to the

design brief:

The idea was about letting light in where there was darkness - that is the key to it and, 
you know, it being a heart and those other images you know, that the pillar is meant to 
look like a ray of light. The heart is meant to be held up in the ray of light and the 
light stands for love, you know? Love is what supports us. It’s what makes us 
worthwhile.298

As an artist, Hillen has a reputation among the art world of combining the nostalgic with the 

futuristic in his work and he has explored the coexistence of dual realities in a series of 

photomontage collections for which he is most well known.299Throughout his artistic career, 

he has tackled the complexities of history through the juxtaposition of images of places and 

times, reality and fantasy that would serve him well in approaching the dual demands of the 

brief for the Omagh memorial. In interviews about his photomontage work, Hillen has 

spoken about what he felt was the ‘duty’ of art and how he channels that through his work:

Firstly it has to provide in the realm of beauty and sensuality. It also has to do its 
thing in the realm of ideas and morality. And finally it has to deliver in the spiritual 
realm.300

It was from this particular artistic background that Hillen, in partnership with the architect 

Desmond Fitzgerald presented the project, Constant Light, as one that could accommodate 

the opposing desires in keeping with the weight of meaning that the Omagh memorial project 

demanded.

29S Taken from interview with Sean Hillen, Dublin 3 March 2010.
299 Born in Newry in 1961, Hillen has worked with many media and art forms from photography, illustration, 
sculpture, video and graphic design. In his collection of photomontage collages, his juxtaposition of 
documentary visuals and familiar touristic pictures with iconic religious and comic book images from his 
childhood create an idea of a place that exists between the realms of the real and the fantastical. In an early 
compilation entitled LondoNewry:A Mythical Town, he superimposed photographic elements of the conflict in 
Northern Ireland onto picture postcards of London to represent the conflicting identities in Northern Ireland. His 
latest photomontage collection named Irelantis displays the existence of nostalgic Ireland alongside ancient 
world heritage sites, natural wonders and contemporary architecture by transforming familiar rural and urban 
settings into a new exotic landscape by merging pictures from John Hinde’s kitsch tourist postcards with cut out 
images of present day phenomena.
00 Kieran Owens, ‘Sean Hillen: Creator of Irelantis and Master of his Own Destiny’, Dublin Event Guide, 

January, 1997, p.10.
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Constant Light: The Metaphorical and Environmental Challenges

Based on the model of reflection stipulated in the brief, the proposed memorial outlined a 

powerfully symbolic concept encompassing a system of mirrors that would channel sunlight 

as a way of connecting the two sites. Consisting of a 4.5 metre glass obelisk which contained 

a Tyrone crystal glass heart sculpture at the site of the bomb (Plate I), the complete memorial 

would also include thirty one mounted mirrors, each representing one of the dead standing 

around a pool of water in the newly landscaped garden on the Drumragh Avenue (Plate II 

Figure 1). The proposal outlined how the sun would be tracked via a computer controlled 

mirror, known as a heliostat, on to the thirty one reflectors - each one engraved with the 

name of a victim of the bomb attack. These would in turn, direct the sunshine onto the 

obelisk, creating the powerful image of a heart, suspended in a beam of light as a way to 

represent the outpouring of love and compassion demonstrated towards Omagh in the days 

after the bomb (Plate II Figure 2). Millen described his design concept for the site to me:

I wanted to make something genuine and human [...] I was intent, you know, that 
there was going to be something on the spot (where the bomb exploded] and I was 
determined that whatever I was going to put on the spot was going to be amazing.301

The powerful message that this proposal promised, at once reconciled the reverence and hope

requested by the brief. The association of the obelisk to the shape of the Great War cenotaphs

and the suggestion of prehistoric Celtic monuments such as Newgrange through the symbolic

use of light, meant that the memorial concept encapsulated a coexistence of oppositional

traditions that existed in Northern Ireland, leading Fintan O’Toole to describe the memorial

as demonstrating ‘why we need public art to do what politics struggles to achieve’. The

Taken from interview.
'"2 Fintan O’Toole, ‘A Monument That Casts a Human Light’, Irish Times, The Arts-Culture Shock, 22 
September, 2007< http://www.omaghbombmemorial.com/Fintan O'Toole 1 Times 2.htm>[accessed] II June 
20111
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PLATE I

The light effect in the heart from sunlight brought from the Memorial Garden 300 
yards away. (Taken from The Omagh Bomb Memorial website: 

www.omaghbombmemorial.com)

A close-up view of the crystal glass heart. (Taken from The Omagh Bomb Memorial 
website: www.omaghbombmemorial.com)
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PLATE II: MEMORIAL GARDEN PLAN

Figure 1: Mirrors around a pool of water. (Taken from The Omagh Bomb Memorial 
website: www.omaghbombmemorial.com)

Figure 2: Direction of the beams of light. (Taken from The Omagh Bomb Memorial 
website: www.omaghbombmemorial.com)
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inspiration drawn from the ancient past harnessed through the use of the latest sun tracking 

equipment, meant that the memorial would articulate the ‘then’ and 'now' element stipulated 

in the brief through the presentation of a powerfully universal message. The concept also 

allowed Hillen to capture the essence of the design brief in its focus on a representation based 

not on tragedy but on humanity, which demonstrated for Hillen, ‘a gesture towards 

redeeming human values in the face of the atrocity’.3" ' In answering the practical conditions 

of the brief in its linking of the two designated sites, Constant Light therefore provided a 

powerful response to the metaphorical and environmental challenges that the memorial 

presented. Universally accepted as a symbol of hope and rebirth, the use of light within the 

memorial was particularly symbolic due to the location of the site of the bomb within the 

town, as well as the geographical position of Omagh itself. Through his own research, Hillen 

had discovered that Omagh was the place that received the least amount of sunlight in the 

country and the architectural features of Market Street where the monument itself would 

stand on the site of the bomb meant that this street in particular was almost permanently in 

the shade. Directing light onto this particular location and the accessible message that would 

be communicated by Hillen’s concept for the memorial monument, presented a design that 

had spiritual, emotional and physical dimensions, appealing to aesthetic sensibilities in a way 

that was both locally particular and universally relevant. I lillen’s artistic vision, in answer to 

the needs of a place in time, demonstrated his determination to ‘put a symbol of love at that 

point’.304 The psychological damage wrought by the bomb in Omagh, the political harm it 

caused to society as a whole and the requirements set down by the organising committee, had 

demanded much of the memorial. The work’s uncomplicated objective incorporated a simple

303 Press Release: ‘Design Competition launched for Omagh Bomb Memorial’ Tuesday, 17 April, 2007 
<http://www.omagh.gov.uk/the_council/press releases/item.php?id=396> [accessed 4 June 2011]

<l4 Quoted in Victoria O’Hara, ‘Garden Shines a Ray of Hope On The Broken Heart of Omagh’, Belfast 
Telegraph, 15 August 2008. p.5.
<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/victims/docs/newspapers/belfast telegraph/ohara bt l50808c.pdf->[accessed 11 June 
201 11
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message and the artist was determined that it would 'be something redeeming and positive for 

the victims, for the community at large and for Omagh in particular’.301

The desire of the Council to commission a memorial that was ‘reverential and 

optimistic’,306 was intended to fit in with the urban reshaping of the town. The glass obelisk 

monument, in taking its place amongst the newly built commercial outlets would became part 

of the ‘repackaging’ of Omagh as a major new retail centre and in this way, the bombsite 

would perform as a locus of memory and a symbol of the redevelopment that was happening 

throughout the province. In its stipulation that the spot where the bomb exploded would have 

to be incorporated into any memorial proposal, the brief acknowledged the important role that 

a remembrance of past tragedy would play in the future everyday life of the town but this 

desire also came with a contrary demand. The brief explained that the redeveloped bombsite 

left insufficient space to accommodate a large memorial yet it also warned that ‘[t]o 

commission a memorial which is not significant in scale would be tantamount to understating 

the significance ot the event’. The desire to acknowledge the importance of the past in the 

present life of the town, while recognising the limited space to do that, serves to exemplify 

the complexities inherent in the issue of memorialisation within Northern Ireland’s post- 

conflict society as a whole. How much of the past should be allocated a place through 

remembrance and what form this should take within our present is a crucial one in the 

construction of an identity in the future. In Omagh, a place where that past would not only be 

preserved but transmitted, the memorial would come to represent the struggle of the past to 

perform an appropriate role in the present. The obelisk that Hillen designed to stand as a 

marker on the newly paved street would merge sparkling sun-filled glass with smooth walled 

shop fronts painted in a uniform pale yellow to represent Omagh as a place that could

306 Omagh Bomb Memorial Working Group, 'Design Competition: Project Brief, p.2.
307 Ibid.', p.2.
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incorporate its past into a bright and brand new present. The re-designed corner of Market 

Street however, presented such a marked physical change to what had previously been a 

multi-coloured collection of local businesses that it succeeded in displacing the town’s former 

physical identity. In what was an attempt to repackage the past into a shiny symbol of the 

future, the glass obelisk look its place within this rebuilt urban landscape to stand as a 

depiction of the glossy new political situation and a testament to the present process that 

promoted peace. In this way, the monument offered itself as, in the words of Roger 

MacGinty, ‘an empty vessel filled with new technologies of governance: cold institutions and 

sterile political mechanisms that prioritise stability and conformity’.308 The repair of Omagh 

and the transformation of its town centre existed alongside a desire to present a definitive 

understanding of the past so that the town could move on from it. The deployment of the 

artist to broach the gap between private remembrance and public memory had bestowed 

Hillen with the dual task of responding to the community’s need to honour its dead and 

encapsulate the political desires of a society in post-conflict transition. In answering a diverse 

conceptual challenge the monument, in its symbolic message, may have appeared to 

overcome the crisis of representation that faced any demonstration of public memory of such 

a traumatic event, but its artistic communication of the past caused conflict and divide. The 

Omagh memorial was supposed to be a symbol for a reconciled and brighter society in its 

journey towards peace but instead became a focus for some of the families’ dissatisfaction 

with the failed police investigation into the bombing and a reluctance to acknowledge the 

'truth' of the past. In the end. the memorial represented a strategic resource in the progress of 

the town within the wider peace process and its construction became mired in controversy 

surrounding how the past would be 'written,' remembered and memorialised.

Roger MacGinty, ‘Six Observations on the Northern Ireland Peace Process’, Presented at the School of 
Politics, Queen’s University Belfast, June 2008
<http://www.academia.edu/201203/Six_observations from the Northern Ireland peace process>[accessed 
July 18, 2011 ].
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The ‘War Over Words’: Rewriting the Past

When the competition to design the memorial that would stand in Omagh’s reconstructed 

urban landscape was announced, the detailed brief stated that a narrative to accompany any 

proposed structure had not been decided upon. Any wording incorporated into a memorial 

was invited to be included in a project proposal but it was subject to a list of requirements 

that were outlined in the guidelines. Entrants were advised that any wording would have to be 

clear on what was being commemorated and where this narrative would be placed within the 

memorial. It was stipulated that any narrative would be translated into three languages - 

English, Spanish and Irish - in recognition of how the bombing affected people from a 

number of nations and that overall, any applicant who included a suggested inscription 

‘should consider the possible impact of [...] proposed wording on those who were injured and 

bereaved by the bomb and be sensitive to the needs of these victims. In such cases they 

should seek to integrate wording which has the potential to promote healing’.309 The design 

brief recognised that Omagh’s monument would be read both literally and figuratively. This 

would be a major indicator of its social and political relevance, yet the complex stipulations, 

outlined by the design committee, set up conditions for a battle that escalated over the issue 

of wording throughout the following months. In the run up to the tenth anniversary 

commemorations, the Omagh Memorial Working Group clashed with the Omagh Support 

and Self Help Group in attempts to construct a narrative that would be unveiled as part of the 

permanent memorial. The family-led support group insisted upon the retention of a phrase 

which had been engraved on an original tribute stone that had been installed in the 

remembrance garden for almost ten years. The narrative stated that the victims were 

'murdered by a dissident republican terrorist car bomb" and during discussions on the 

narrative for the new memorial this phrase, according to the family-led group, met with

(* Omagh Bomb Memorial Working Group, 'Design Competition: Project Brief, p.5.
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disapproval by some members of the council established Working Group amid allegations 

that the Sinn Fein dominated council was not prepared to acknowledge that republicans were 

responsible for the bombing.310 Omagh District Council appointed an independent team to try 

to resolve the issue of the wording that would accompany the memorial and more than eighty 

meetings with individuals and groups affected by the bomb were held to try to reach a 

consensus.

The negotiation surrounding how Omagh was to be ‘written,’ displayed the ‘just 

allotment'’" of memory to forgetting that Ricoeur claims is inherent in any memory act 

where we are obliged to remember the past and revive hope for the future. The memorial 

monument was therefore falling prey to what Savage has described as ‘the desire to purify the 

past of any continuing conflict that might disturb the carefully crafted narrative’.3 l2In any 

society coming to terms with its post conflict status, the accommodation of the past in the 

establishment of a future identity has social, political and ethical consequences. The argument 

over the narrative that would appear within the Omagh memorial represented how much a 

society in transition becomes involved in the selection of appropriate information that would 

serve society in the future. The ethical question presented by this situation set a description of 

Omagh’s traumatic past against a recontextualisalion of that past. The desire to engrave the 

new memorial with the original inscription demonstrated the wish expressed by many of the 

families for what they considered the truth about the past to be told and inscribed forever at 

the site of the bomb but. within the context of the present, these wishes conflicted with a 

resolve to transform the perception of Omagh in keeping with its physical progression. The 

facilitation team’s report, submitted after a huge number of meetings with all interested

As reported in Rachel Stevenson ‘Omagh Marks I0"' Anniversary of Deadly Bombing’, Guardian.co.uk, 15 
August, 2008< http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2008/aug/15/northernireland.uksecurity> [accessed 23 August 
2011]

11 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, p.xv.
1 Kirk Savage, 'The Past in the Present’, p.2.
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parties, acknowledged that there was a diversity of opinion over how the event would be 

written:

Some people wanted the perpetrators named but disagreed about the designation to be 
used. Others strongly resisted naming them, saying that they did not want the names 
of their loved ones associated with those who killed them. Nor did they want those 
organisations given any publicity. Some wanted them named and shamed while 
others said that, in the absence of a conviction, the issue was unresolved. '1'

The decision over what and where the narrative would be, would ultimately decide where 

Omagh would be placed within the continuum of healing that was being negotiated through 

the peace process as a whole. The role of the memorial was to be, according to Johnston, The 

inauguration of a new birth, a post-ceasefire town whose identity might move away from a 

leitmotif of segregation and division’.314 However, the row over the wording that would 

accompany Omagh's memorial demonstrated the balancing act required by Northern Ireland 

to remember the past in the light of present needs. In an illustration of what Derek Alderman 

described as "the contested nature of authoring a public memory’,3' "the dispute highlighted 

how Omagh’s identity would be, in Ricoeur’s words, "constituted [...J by taking up narratives 

that [would] become for them their ‘actual history’.’16 Tyler Me Graw has asserted that the 

power to contribute to public discourse about the past is ‘at the heart of claims to public 

space’, suggesting that monuments and ‘control of their sites, forms and inscriptions is 

control of the meaning of local history’. The struggle over the use of language in Omagh’s 

public commemoration became the struggle over the rights to tell the story of the place.

313 The Omagh Independent Facilitation Team. Report to Omagh District Council. Thursday, 6 March, 2008. 
<http://www.omagh.gov.uk/download_files/Report_of IFT.pdf>[accessed 5 June2011] p.4.
,|4 Johnston, "The Contours of Memory’, p.247.
313 Derek H. Alderman, ‘Surrogation and the Politics of Remembering Slavery in Savannah, Georgia (USA)’, 
Journal of Historical Geography, 36 (2010), 90-101 (p.9l).
’I(’ Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Volume III, p.247.

M. Tyler-McGraw, ‘Southern comfort levels: Race, Heritage Tourism, and the Civil War in Richmond’, in: J. 
Horton and L. Horton eds.. Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory (New York: The 
New Press, 2006). pp. 151-167 (p. 157).
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As the tenth anniversary approached, what Michael Gallagher called the 'dancing 

aiound woids , concluded with the inclusion of three sets of narrative contained within the 

memorial to commemorate what happened in Omagh. The obelisk on Market Street bears no 

inscription, but a plaque on the wall nearest to where it stands states the time and date of the 

bombing and how ‘lt]his act of terror killed thirty-one people, injured hundreds and changed 

forever the lives of many.' Another dedication on the wall leading to the memorial garden 

calls ‘to honour and remember’ those who were ‘killed' ‘injured' and ‘changed’ by the 

Omagh bomb and in the garden itself, surrounding the circular pool of water amidst a detailed 

narrative of the bomb and its aftermath, is the inscription preferred by the support group. The 

appeal "[t]o honour and remember, 31 people murdered and hundreds injured from three 

nations by a dissident republican terrorist car bomb is etched in stone, complete with 

inverted commas, and attributed to the Omagh Support and Self Help group suggesting an 

interpretation of the past that is a feature of the memorial as a whole. In an explanation of the 

inclusion of the three narratives, former Presbyterian Minister, Reverend John Dunlop who 

headed the facilitation panel said:

We decided we were going to put a long story about what happened in the context of 
the day, and in the context of the politics, and in the context of what happened 
afterwards.319

I he explanation that a longer narrative at the garden allowed as many people’s views as 

possible be taken into consideration when writing the history of the day was an identification 

of how personal needs intersected with political ones in remembering Omagh. The 

acknowledgement that there had to be two stories to describe the events of the day, represents 

the conflict ovei memory that pervades in Northern Ireland's attempts to deal with the past

Quoted in ‘War of Words over Omagh Memorial’ Newsletter. 19 Sep 2007,
http://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/regional/war-of-words-over-omagh-memorial-1 -1859178>!accessed 23

August 2011]
'l<> Omagh Bomb Memorial Row Resolved 6 March, 2008.
< http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/northem_ireland/7282536.stm> [accessed 23 August 2011]



96

and demonstrated that the province was a long way from sharing an accepted version of its 

history. In marking out a communal response to the bomb, the publicly shared determination 

to create a collective symbolic response to terrorism disrupted private memory. In the rapidly 

developing political climate of the peace process, Omagh's past was therefore redefined ‘in 

the context of what happened afterwards.’320 The eventual accommodation of all narratives 

demonstrated how the remembrance of Omagh was not only a product of a place but of a

time and illustrated the opposition between personal needs and political requirements of the 

day.

Remembering Omagh: Private Grief v Public Duty

I he dispute surrounding the narrative which would form part of the memorial illustrated the 

conflict between the personal and political requirements of remembering Omagh and resulted 

in a snuggle to accommodate all those with differing views on how their memories should be 

presented and commemorated. The disagreements that occurred between the various 

collectives who, although they shared a remembered past, differed over how that past was to 

be icmembered, resulted in the occurrence of two separate memorial services to mark the 

tenth anniversary of the bomb. While discussions had been taking place over the narrative 

that would form part of the memorial, some of the families refused to allow the name of their 

lost loved one to be inscribed on it and, in the weeks leading up to the tenth anniversary, it 

was reported that several members of the families had announced that they would not be 

attending the olfleial ceremony oi remembrance. The ’war over words’ prompted some of the 

families to state that they would organise their own memorial service and this ceremony was 

organised by the family-led Omagh Support and Self Help Group to take place two days after 

the official remembrance ceremony. In its report to Omagh District Council, the Independent 

facilitation team had outlined its hope lor a communal remembrance service:

320 Ibid.
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Our aim will be to attempt to produce a recommendation that everyone can support so 
that, on the 10th Anniversary of the bomb when the Memorial is dedicated, all the 
people of Omagh will stand together and the Memorial itself and the unity, faith and 
hope of the people will be the most eloquent, powerful and enduring response to those

321who planted the bomb.

However, the support group, who had been in charge of organising the yearly memorial 

service to occur on the Sunday nearest to the anniversary date, was adamant that it would 

continue with this tradition. Some of the relatives also pointed out their difficulty in being at 

an official service at which certain politicians would also be present. The attendance of 

members of the Irish and British Governments, who had pledged and failed to bring the 

bombers to justice, became a given reason for the separate service. Michael Gallagher as 

spokesman for the support group said:

We'll have the families’ service the way we see fit, so the council and all the bigwigs 
and the politicians can come along and have their speeches and ceremony, but we will 
be remembering our loved ones the way we have been doing over the past ten

322years.
Carol Radford, whose brother Alan was killed in the bombing, gave her reason for not 

attending the official service, saying: T will attend the family service on Sunday because I 

think that’s right for me [...J There’s simply too much hurt and I want to be with the families, 

that’s where I find my comfort’.323 The feelings of frustration and isolation fell by the 

families intensified when an invitation to the Sunday service was turned down by the four 

main church leaders in the town, who had said they would be attending the official Friday 

ceremony. The church leaders had always attended the support group organised memorial 

service that had quietly taken place in the town each year and their choice to forgo this one 

and instead attend the official service added to the controversy surrounding how Omagh was 

to be remembered, threatening to overshadow the anniversary and shake the carefully

’2I Omagh Independent Facilitation Team Report Report, p.6.
Quoted in Tracey McVeigh, 'Ten years on, and Omagh is far from over for us', The Observer, 13 July 2008, 

<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/victims/docs/newspapers/observer/mcveigh obs 130708.pdf>[accessed 9 February 2012] 
'2’ Mark McKelvey, 'Families Boycott Anniversary Service’, Tyrone Constitution, 14 August 2008, p.3.
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choreographed show of public and political unity. However, days before the weekend’s

events Monsignor Joseph Donnelly announced that they would attend both ceremonies in a

statement that highlighted the divisiveness that remembering Omagh was creating.

We had originally put our weight behind the council ceremony in the hope that it 
would be a unified event. But it has become clear in the last few weeks, some families 
would have found attending that extremely difficult. It is not for us to question what 
they are going through. This is a very difficult time for them.324

The service organised by Omagh District Council on 15 August, was attended by politicians, 

church members and other dignitaries and demonstrated the public duty of the council, 

presenting an opportunity for the expression of civic solidarity. Side by side with the people 

of the town, Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness, the Taoiseach of the Republic of 

Ireland, Brian Cowen and senior members of the Northern Ireland Office, the Spanish 

Government and the U.S. Consul, withstood the pouring rain for the forty-five minute 

service. The ceremony included readings, speeches and incorporated a minute’s silence as the 

courthouse clock marked 3.10pm. The assembled crowd stood on the road adjacent to the 

newly built memorial garden, listening to several invited speakers including former Lebanon 

hostage, Terry Waite, in his capacity as special envoy for the Church of England. They 

watched, via a series of giant television screens, a ceremonial scattering of flower petals at 

the bombsite 300 metres away and witnessed the formal opening of the garden and the 

ceremonial switching on of the sun-tracking heliostat that would bring light to the obelisk. 

This official service focused on a public and reverential remembrance. It allowed politicians 

from all the main parties to express the ethos of unity that was being promoted in the new 

political situation and it announced the presence of the permanent physical memorial that 

would stand as a symbol of that past and a message for the future.

’’4 Seamus McKinney, ‘Three names withheld from bomb memorial’, Irish News, August 9, 2008, 
<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/victims/docs/newspapers/irish news/mckinney in 090808.pdf> [accessed 9 February 
2012],
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Two days later, on the 17August 2008, a 'short service of music, prayer and 

reflection',32'^ became representative of a private and personal grief that stood in direct 

opposition to the formalised procedure of the public, civic event. The Sunday ceremony 

provided for a remembering of the past which recalled the private tragedy that it was felt had 

been re-appropriated for a public closure. The need for the public and the private memorial 

was acknowledged by Michael Gallagher when he stated:

The question is not why has there been two services but rather, why would there not?
We will continue to do what is right for us.326

Held in the newly landscaped memorial garden, after written permission was sought by the 

support group and granted by the Council, the service represented for those who attended it, a 

reclamation of place for private memorialisation and a refocus on what was being 

commemorated. For those who supported the Sunday service, the Council-organised civic 

ceremony on Friday had transformed a remembrance of what happened into a political photo 

opportunity. In explaining his reason for attendance at the Sunday service, Stanley 

McCombe, whose wife Anne was killed in the bomb stated:

What IT1 be doing on Sunday is commemorating those murdered on the street [...] 
What's happening on Friday, to me, is just a big facade about the great job they (the

327council] think they’ve done.

The families’ service displayed an ownership over a memory that was felt by many of the 

relatives to have been hijacked in what amounted to a laundering of the past. The unveiling of 

the new memorial had, for some of the relatives, succeeded in altering the place of memory in

323 From the Notice in Tyrone Constitution, 14 August 2008, p.7.
'lh Quoted in David Young, 'Omagh Families stunned over clergy boycott’, Newsletter, August 9 2008,
< http://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/regional/omagh-families-stunned-by-clergy-boycott-l-l 873696> [accessed 
23 August 2011],

27 Quoted in Auslan Cramb, ‘Omagh Bombing Families to Boycott 10th Anniversary Service’, The Telegraph, 
15 August 2008<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2535306/0magh-bombing-families-to-boycott-10th- 
anniversary-service.html>[accessed 23 August 2011] 15th Aug 2008.
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an act that Nuala Johnston described as ’transforming the site of death into one that narrates 

an official, mythical view of the history of that event'. ’28

I he Aesthetic Transformation of Omagh: A Formalised Site of Memory

The grand glass and mirrored monument that was already politically entangled in its 

depiction ol Omagh s cultural landscape became ’ethically suspect’329 in its representation of 

a symbolic closure on the past. However, continual criticism of the memorial has surrounded 

the aesthetic transformation of the town’s material surroundings. The obelisk that stands on 

the bomb site seemed in many ways to encompass the dual concerns outlined in the brief — its 

traditional structure and the modern material used to construct it overcoming the crisis of 

representation that faced the commemoration of such a traumatic event. However, the 

stateliness ol the monument s physical reference to the war memorial and its grandeur amidst 

the shops has been accused of overwhelming the space and the spectator, with townspeople 

reportedly calling it ’invasive [...] vulgar [and] a monstrosity’.330 The symbolism of bringing 

light to the shaded stiect presented a potent and accessible message which offered a powerful 

metaphor for linking Omagh s past to its future identity, as well as answering the logistical 

challenge presented by the integration of two separate sites of remembrance. However, the 

expansive installation ol mirrors in the memorial garden, set on elevated metal poles that 

tower over the town, demonstrate the epic scale of the technology required to track the sun.

I his has succeeded in transforming the once meditative space into what amounts to a 

memorial signpost. Laurence Rush, who lost his wife Libby in the bomb, has always made 

his feelings clear on the proposals to erect a monument to the dead. His fears that 'Omagh

’ ’K Johnston, "Cast in Stone’, n.51.
329
330 Andreas Huyssen, ‘Monumental Seduction’, New German Critique, 69 (1996). 181 -200 (p. 189). 

Quoted in Doric Henderson, 'Bruised, Battered and Broken’. Belfast Telegraph, May 13 2008.
<http:' "www. high beam.com/doc/1P2-17005384.html>[accessed 23 August 2011],
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will he invaded by macabre bus stop tourists'”1 articulated the opinion of those who were 

opposed to a physical monument. Displaying a concern over the place that Omagh might 

occupy in the history of Northern Ireland and the public and political role it would be 

expected to perform, the monument seemed to encapsulate Nora’s accusation towards history 

and its ‘mission [...] to suppress and destroy [memory]’ In his damning verdict on the 

finished memorial Rush branded it ‘grotesque’ and his opinion on the newly landscaped 

memorial garden demonstrated that he felt his own memories, and the privacy he required to 

remember them, had been sacrificed to provide a symbolic place for the public memory of 

that place.

It obliterates anything that is compassionate. It is not a place for reflection. The 
whole thing is a tourist attraction that is not in keeping with the serenity or gentleness 
of my wife.334

To the people of the town, the potent aesthetic representation of light and love that the 

memorial was intended to communicate had become overpowered by the political power 

relations that governed the product. Hillen spoke frankly to me about his awareness of the 

significant political implications that this memorial would incur on his artistic vision and 

spoke about what he felt was the ‘bruising’ process of creating the memorial:

The process was quite fraught because of the huge political pressure and the terror of 
making any mistakes or being seen to make any mistakes - to be seen to be doing 
anything wrong, to be seen to be spending money inappropriately |...] I was quite 
overwhelmed.336

In the creation of monumental art. Hillen concurs that his work is bound up with complex 

state-sanctioned remembrance.

” Mark McKelvey, ‘Families Boycott Anniversary Service, Tyrone Constitution , 14 August 2008, p.3.
Nora, p. 13. 

r''’ Ibid.
334 Ibid.

Taken from interview.
336 Ibid.
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The tradition of monuments is from a society where continuity is a prime requirement 
and was the future of a society from the top down [...] Part of the function is to state 
the unchanging attributes of the power structure. ’7

He was aware, throughout the process, that as an artist he was participating in emphasising a

hegemonic order that is inherent in public displays of collective memory and he told me that

this made him feel 'part of the establishment’.338 While building the monument on site, Hillen

came into contact with residents of the town, many of whom had been injured in the bomb

and he recalled one particular encounter:

There was an older lady talking to some of the builders and they were kind of 
shuffling their feet and I go up to her - well I feel obliged to talk to anybody - I am 
engaged with taking responsibility for it. Well I could see that she wasn’t exactly 
happy and well, I didn't have to say anything because she laid into me and at some 
length for about ten or fifteen minutes and I just stood there and listened to her telling 
me that it was a shame and a disgrace and an absolute insult to the memory of the 
dead..and 'it’s rubbish, it's rubbish, it’s junk.’ 1 felt obliged to stand there and take 
whatever she had to say, but she went on about it at some length and told me what 
rubbish and junk it is and said, well, you know that it was a shame and disgrace that 
money was spent on this when people couldn't get, you know, their legs or their 
hearts seen to. And that was ironic because it had a heart in it, you know? - It was all 
about the heart. "9

I lillen’s vision for the monument was that it would be a ‘powerful |...] wonderful, beautiful, 

inspiring piece of work’,340 but the reaction of this woman expressed the frustration felt by 

the town at the lack of judicial progress and its symbolic promotion of Omagh as a place that 

was now healed. The political and cultural meaning attached to the monument meant that it 

also became a focus for the frustrations of those whose appreciation of its symbolism would 

always be wrapped in an association with the burial of the truth of what happened in Omagh. 

Hillen stated:

" Ibid.
338 Ibid.
339 Ibid.

iu;,i
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I don't know of any memorials that speak the truth because they are always put in 
place by the wrong people.341

Yet in a way, it could be argued that the monument does stand to represent the reality of the 

situation in Omagh and a 'truth' inherent in the subject of memorialisation within Northern 

Ireland’s particular and current situation. Hillen explained to me that the onsite building of 

the monumental pillar was besieged with difficulties from the start as underground street 

plans he was given of Market Street did not correlate with what actually lay under the 

pavement. 1 he artist’s need to dig down in order to secure the foundation of the monument 

was thwarted by a number of services, including telephone cables, that were not recorded on 

the map he was given. Describing this as 'a huge circumstance that was disastrous for us’,342 

the positioning of Hillen’s monument had a knock-on effect on the light reflecting mirrors in 

the gaiden of remembrance. The fact that what lay below Omagh's streets was preventing the 

memorial from working in the way it was intended is hugely symbolic. Fifteen years after the 

Omagh bombing, the tamilies continue to fight on for a public enquiry into the attack, 

challenging the Government’s attempts for closure over the incident and five years on from 

its construction, the memorial does not reflect the sunlight and direct it on to the obelisk. The 

fact that it does not technically work also represents the memorial’s metaphorical failure to 

bring the light of hope and rebirth into Omagh. The transmission of the message that 

Constant Light was designed to convey in the town and within the wider society has been 

widely criticised and the glass monument and the mounted mirrors that stand in the memorial 

gaiden have, foi many in Omagh, transformed a previously private place of remembrance 

into a formalised site of memory that has actually destroyed its capacity as a place to 

remember. Its replacement by its reflection of present and future identity politics is now seen 

by many, Hillen included, as having destroyed a direct connection with life.

'4 Ibid.
’4~ Taken from interview.
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It makes me want to weep [...] it’s a sterile, miserable - it’s not what it was supposed 
to be at all. [My fear| is that it will be a piece of "not working gimmicky art'’. It really 
needed to be more understated - it didn't need to be forty metres high and it's not 
supposed to be like that. It's too big a gesture!...] 1 thought it was for the present and 
future inhabitants of Omagh who have paid a terrible price and I wanted to give them 
something wonderful and my heart is broken actually that it isn’t something 
wonderful.343

Since its instalment, there have been many discussions on the memorial’s aesthetic efficacy. 

The simplicity of the message that was to be conveyed through the concept of light had 

proved very difficult to execute and local newspapers have carried sporadic stories over the 

years reporting on the memorial’s failure to deliver its artistic promises. The proposal for 

Constant Light had drawn attention to the lack of sunlight received by the town and its pledge 

to design a memorial that would bring light to the shaded bombsite, was an environmental 

task that also promised so much metaphorically. I lowever the failure of the memorial to do so 

has promoted a sense of disappointment about the entire memorial project. Kevin Skelton, 

whose wife Philomena died in the bomb, claimed: 'It's not working, it never worked from 

day one and it will never work’344 and it seems that despite the highly sophisticated 

equipment erected and directed to catch the sun, the light will never fall on Market Street. 

Instead of reflecting the sense of hope that this would represent, the Omagh memorial has 

demonstrated a failure of the artistic design that now stands for the breakdown in any 

progress to achieve justice for the town. In commenting on the incompetence of the workings 

of the light-reflecting memorial, the SDLP councillor Seamus Shield remarked how 'lots of 

people just think it’s an awful lot of equipment for very little result’.’4^ In what seems an 

ironic manifestation on the drawn out legal process following the bombing and in a poignant 

statement on the technical ineffectiveness of the memorial’s claims, Michael Gallagher’s

Ibid.
’14 Quoted in Ryan McAleer, ‘Omagh Memorial has never worked’, Ulster Herald, 28 July 2011, 
<http://ulsterherald.com/201 l/07/28/omagh-bomb-memorial-has-never-worked/>[accessed 23 August 2011]. 
345 Ibid.
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statement that 'the system has never worked and it's highly unlikely that it ever will’,346 

endorses the memorial as the ultimate manifestation on how the town of Omagh was, in the 

end, failed by those who had promised to represent it.

Conclusion: Re-Placing Memory

The Omagh memorial was constructed in remembrance of an event that, to this day, is the 

subject of calls for an official inquiry. Commenting on the possibility of achieving ‘true' 

remembrance for the victims of Omagh, Neal Acherson observed that ‘[tjhey were civilians 

and the commemorators, those who centralize memory into metropolitan national 

monuments, are not much concerned with civilians’.347 The memorial’s entanglement with the 

dominant text of the present has meant that the artist’s initial objective has become lost. T he 

disparity between the artistic aspirations of the work and its actuality in situ has meant that it 

has failed literally and figuratively to reflect and transmit a reverential remembrance. In a 

demonstration of the transformation of the past into a symbol of an official mythical image of 

history that satisfied larger political concerns, the potent aesthetic representation of light and 

love has become overpowered by the political power relations that governed the product. In 

making a 'public statement about what the past has been and how the present should 

acknowledge it',3 lx the Omagh memorial represents, through its ineffectiveness, how the past 

is not being appropriately dealt with in the present. In presenting a past that is ‘sealed off,349 

it illustrates James Young’s statement that '[t]he finished monument completes memory 

itself, puts a cap on memory work and draws a bottom line under [it]’.330 The glass cenotaph

17 Neal Ascherson, ‘The Centralisation of Memorials and Memory,’ Commemorating Ireland: History, Politics, 
Culture zd. by E.Bort (Irish Academic Press; Dublin, 2004) p.201-212 (pp.20l).
’ Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone, Contested Pasts, p.12.

Kirk Savage, p.2.
"" James E. Young, 'Memory and Counter-Memory’, Harvard Design Magazine Special Edition,
'Constructions of Memory: On Monuments Old and New, 6.13 (1999), p.2.
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is far from ‘mute'1"1 in the town that is still struggling to come to terms with the legacy of its 

past and it could be argued that its role in performing the conflict of the past in the present is 

what is truly reflected in the crystal heart on Market Street. Heiner Muller, in speaking about 

the monument in the city of Verdun, states that ‘[t]he staging of locations kills emotion.

These monuments are expressions of an art for the dead, a gigantic art but worth nothing. 

Truly great art is created for the living’.02 In conducting my praxis in Shandon Park, I aimed 

to show how the performance of everyday life can provide an alternative ‘lieu de memoire’353 

in the collective memory of the town to which it belongs. In examining the potential for 

personal narratives to destabilise the grand narrative that has come to identify a place, my 

practice aimed to commemorate the past of a community that is enveloped in the 

memorialised history of its town through the performance of the hidden pasts of the ordinary, 

the local, the lived and the everyday. Set in a housing estate within the town, the performance 

of these memories is offered as a ‘counter-monument,’ bridging the gap between reality and 

representation and the relationships between personal and collective memory, national 

identity and belonging. In the exploration of my practice as a counter-memorial, the 

narratives articulated by the residents of Shandon Park presented the "unresolved process’ of 

memory as a challenge to the ‘finished act’3'’'1 that is represented by the monument. Within 

the private domain of the home and within the embodied knowledge of the local community, 

the work presented an alternative story and another identity of Omagh.

This chapter has explored how the past has been remembered and passed on in a town 

that was required to symbolise a recovery from the past through the state sanctioned 

remembrance of that past. In examining how this community has acquired an identity in the

James E. Young, The Texture of Memory, p.97.
Howard Marchitello, What Happens to History: The Renewal of Ethics in Contemporary Thought (New York 

and London: Roulledge, 2001). p.2l.
Pierre Nora, p.7.

oJ Savage, 'The Past in the Present’, p.2.
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collective consciousness, 1 have explored how it became entwined with a traumatic event that 

has earned the town its place in the troubled history of Northern Ireland and how, within the 

performance of its memory, it is still identified with conflict. According to Doreen Massey, 

the identity of a place is bound up not only with the histories that are told of them but *how 

these histories are told and which history turns out to be dominant.’3'’" In a town like Omagh, 

which is still struggling to come to terms with its legacy, my practice aimed to present an 

alternative to the narrative that has been used to ‘write’ Omagh by telling different stories or 

ones from different perspectives.

Doreen Massey, ‘Places and Their Past’, History Workshop Journal, 39 (1995). 182-192 (p.186)
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CHAPTER FOUR: Preparation for the project, Shandon Park.

Chapter Overview

This section of my thesis assesses how Shandon Park worked to present the retelling of 

personal narrative as a process of memory and interpretation within the place of performance 

and evaluate the issues of ownership, authority and authorship which worked within the 

creative and collaborative process of crafting a narrative. Set up as ‘counter’ to the monument 

Constant Light, which stands in Omagh's town centre, 1 examine how oral preservations of 

tradition can provide other means of transforming and transmitting history in a way that 

‘mocks the traditional monument’s certainty of history’.336 Built upon the critical frameworks 

of oral history and site-specific performance, Shandon Park explored how the performance of 

lived life connects people to place and allows them to become agents in commemorating their 

own story. The situation of the performance of these memories in the place from where they 

came also investigated the relationship between the ‘actuality’ of people and place and the 

aesthetics of art, suggesting that the articulation of memory in action affected, or was affected 

by, the theatrical framework established within the reality of Shandon Park.

The tension between remembering and forgetting that presented itself within the oral 

history interview and the degree to which memories are censored in both the private and 

public sphere are investigated within the performance, Shandon Park. The construction and 

presentation of personal narratives in a theatrical frame within a public arena also placed 

what Michel de Certeau calls 'a second poetic geography on top of the literal'07 as the 

performance of stories displayed elements of nostalgic sentiment within their retelling. The 

responsibility to honour memory and reflect it back truthfully and with artistry also called up

06 James Young, The Counter-Monument: Memory Against Itself in Germany Today’, Critical Inquiry, 18 
(1992). 267-296 (p.295).
”7 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 105.
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my own role within the whole process as a past resident and present artist. My awareness of 

how the project was ultimately filtered through my own experiential memories of the place 

was therefore a constant throughout the project. The reflection of my position within the 

whole process as both an insider and outsider channelled and challenged my own past and, in 

el feet, commemorated my own life story. Shandon Park therefore represented my own 

identification with and relationship to the past of the place, in dialogue with the 

remembrances of others.

fins chapter outlines and analyses the processes that were involved in recording and 

editing personal narratives for the performance of Shandon Park. In establishing the concept 

of 'homc‘ as the overarching theme of my work, I begin by locating the place of my research 

within the housing situation in Northern Ireland which led to the building of estates like 

Shandon Park in Omagh, where I lived with my family until I was sixteen. I also outline my 

initial preparation for the research before providing a summary of all stages of the project and 

introduce the main participants and their stories. The main focus of this chapter is to describe 

and analyse the period of preparation which led up to the performance of Shandon Park. 

Including detailed description of the interview process, it also examines the collaborative 

editing procedure involved in shaping the stories and preparing the tellers for performance.

Shandon 1 ark, Famlaght Road. Omagh, County Tyrone, Northern Ireland

1 he notion of home is one which played a complex role in Northern Ireland’s history. In the 

late 1960s, around the time my parents were engaged to be married, the issue of housing was 

a key issue in the Civil Rights movement358 as public housing, mainly allocated by the local

I he Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) was created to campaign for social justice and 
piotcst against discrimination on a variety of issues ranging from council house allocations to the weighted 
voting system. I he organisation held marches, pickets, sit-ins and protests which were initially peaceful, but 
which soon descended into violent clashes between unarmed protestors and the police force. The Association 
continued to organise inarches against human rights abuses including internment and on 30 January 1972
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councils, demonstrated evidence ol discrimination in housing allocation against members of 

the Catholic community. This was an unsettled time in Northern Ireland. The Stormont 

Government was in power (before direct rule from Westminster was introduced in 1972) and 

housing was a public political issue due to voting legislation which attached votes in local 

elections to business and pioperty. Regarding private homes, only the occupier or owner ol a 

house and their spouse was eligible to vote and at this time Protestants owned or occupied 

most of the houses. As a consequence of this, many Catholic families lived in cramped and 

inadequate housing, their private need for a house being secondary to the public need of the 

Unionist Government to maintain power. In areas such as South Tyrone, which had a high 

peicentage of the Catholic population dependent on rented accommodation, the number of 

dwellings built was pitilully low to cope with the number ol people living in substandard 

housing. 1 he N1H 1 operated a points system for determining housing need and within this, it 

was generally recognised that an element of discretion was used in determining whether 

applicants could join the system . Shandon Park was one of the housing estates built in 

Omagh to cope with the chronic shortage of suitable rentable accommodation and in 1970 my 

aunt and uncle moved into number 27, lollowed a year later by my parents into number 37.

The circumstances surrounding the allocation of housing in Omagh at the time, and 

the location and layout of Shandon Park made this particular estate a very desirable place to 

live. 1 hroughout the 1980s Shandon Park played its part in the yearly community festival in 

Omagh by hosting a Fun Day in the summer. I hese days of organised games, outdoor 

discos, fancy dress competitions and street parties were held in each of the four main council 

housing piojects built in the early 1970s. 1 leld in a different estate every week of the summer,

Nit RA took park in a mass anti-internment march in Derry where fourteen unarmed demonstrators were shot 
and killed by British troops during the march, in an event which became known as Bloody Sunday.

Martin Melaugh, 'Majority, Minority Review 3: Housing and Religion in Northern Ireland' Section 2'
Housing Policy and Public Reaction 1945 To 197H <cain.ulst.ac.uk/csc/reports/mmm32 htm> [accessed 8 
September2011],
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these celebrations culminated in a town centre parade where Shandon Park would enter a 

themed float for competition. The ‘Fun Days’, which form part of my fondest memories of 

living in Shandon Park, were recalled by many of the residents 1 spoke to within this project, 

who remembered the outdoor occasions as a celebration of community spirit. For many 

residents in the estate it has been their home for most of their lives and today many of the 

original tenants remain alongside their children who have grown up and settled there with 

their own families. For those who left who I spoke to, the memories associated with Shandon 

Park has meant that their past residency still plays a huge part in their present identity. I left 

Shandon Park with my family when I was sixteen, but the place remains an integral part of 

my identity - it is my past and, through this project, it has become my present work. 1 moved 

into 27, Shandon Park in June 2010 for the duration of the project, living again within the 

community that held so many personal memories for me. In this way, 1 lived through the 

project as a past and present resident, interviewing a variety of people whose connection to 

me varied from old neighbour to new acquaintance. During the months of planning and 

researching, living again within the place that geographically prompted so many of my own 

memories, 1 probed the community to tell me theirs.

Preparatory Interviews

I began my journey into remembrances of the past of Shandon Park by holding an initial 

group remembering session with members of my family. Entwining their past lives with 

present remembrances, their stories and anecdotes at this gathering were ‘organised around 

dialogue, with evaluative comments at strategic points’. ’6" In their description of past events, 

new insights and explanations contextualised their stories, serving to point out how these 

experiences had influenced their later life. This session revolved around comparing moving

"'u Neal R.Norrick, Conversational Narrative: Storytelling in Everyday Talk (Amsterdam and Philadelphia:
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2000), p. 197.
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day stories, birth of children, socialising in each others’ houses and the general routines of 

day to day life. The history of how Shandon Park came to be built, in the cultural climate of 

the time when new housing estates in the early years of the Troubles were overwhelmingly 

segregated spaces, was explained to me from personal viewpoints.

In those times, the Catholics went to Shandon Park, the Protestants went to the 
Hospital Road, although there was a few from the Protestant side who were living in 
Shandon Park as well. But that was generally the way. We’d never have been offered 
a house on the Hospital Road. ’61

The local political climate and the points system in place was also explained to me and my 

father explained:

When the first child came along you were down for a house. You automatically went 
through for a house so it was an automatic move when you had a child, that you got a 
house then. So when you were born, we got a house in Shandon Park.362

Through these tellings 1 became reacquainted with Shandon Park through my own history as

told by others, placing me back there in the everyday world of my childhood and this would

prove to be a crucial element of the research. This session also prompted a sense of nostalgia

amongst those I spoke to, as they had long since moved away and this was also to become a

feature of the work ahead. Helen Nicholson states that ‘communities of location are often

romanticised, harking back to an imagined era in which homogeneity, unity and shared

values formed the basis of social interaction’.363 My family spoke of home births and

unemployment, rent strikes and lack of money yet they all said that they wished in some way

that they had never moved. The session with my family became my historical research into

Shandon Park, in a way that other researchers might search written records. It was very

important preparatory work although this project was not going to be about my own personal

61 Taken from interview with Sean (formerly of 17 Shandon Park), Omagh 10 July (2010).
?b2 Taken from interview with Vincent (formerly of37, Shandon Park), Omagh 10 July, (2010).
"" Nicholson, p.86.
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history, but about the historical experience of others with whom I shared locational identity. 

Before I moved into Shandon Park to begin my research. I had been able to approach some of 

the residents about the possibility of coordinating a performance of place inspired narratives 

and remembrances. I was advised to approach the now installed Residents Committee, who 

coordinated various initiatives in the estate including the yearly Halloween celebrations, the 

weekly lottery syndicate and numerous other issues arising within the community. A 

description of my project and a request for volunteers was printed in Shandon Park’s monthly 

newsletter and delivered to all one hundred houses. However, most of the residents who 

agreed to take part in the initial interview process came from personal recommendations and 

introductions in the day to day business of the life of the estate.

The Oral History Interview: The First Performance

All the oral history interviews took place in the first few weeks of the project. Conducted in 

the residents’ houses, the intimacy of the domestic setting allowed for the sharing of 

experiential memories about the place where people had made their homes, and the kitchens 

and living rooms where we talked provided for some mnemonic triggers for remembrance. 

Each interviewee signed the consent form agreeing to the recording of the interview and I 

also discussed with them at this stage as to whether or not they would be prepared to re-tell 

their story within the forum of public performance. Many of those I spoke with in the first 

few weeks were adamant that they would not take part in a public performance but they were 

very happy to speak to me and have their narratives recorded. Thus, it was evident from the 

start which narratives, along with their tellers, would continue through the process of editing 

and shaping for re-presentation in the final performance. Some of the interviewees, with their 

recollections of times and people, led me to others who agreed to take part in all aspects of 

the project. Of the twelve interviews I carried out, four people agreed to take part in the final 

performance. Biddy, who had lived in Shandon Park since 1993 spoke to me about how she
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first moved into the Hats at the bottom of the estate with her baby daughter before being 

allocated number 42, the house where she now lives. Eugene, who had lived at number 23 

since the estate was built in 1970, was one of the longest residing tenants in the estate. Mark, 

who had not been resident in Shandon Park for more than fifteen years had grown up at 

number 27, where his parents still lived and Rosie, who was the oldest of the interviewees, 

had lived on the site of the estate before Shandon Park existed. Having been moved from the 

area when building began on the new estate, she had since moved back to live in one of the 

small bungalows at the front of the estate.

Each interview began with establishing how each of the residents came to live in 

Shandon Park. Focusing on how they considered the place as home, the interviews were 

constructed around the subject of family and friendships and centred on their relationship to 

the physical geography of their houses and surrounding area within the estate. All of my 

interviews were approached with varying degrees of knowledge about the people who agreed 

to speak with me. Some of the recorded interviews took place after a preliminary meeting 

with the interviewee and so were more structured, while others came from a position of 

familiarity and one particular interview was conducted within five minutes of the first 

meeting. However with all narrators, the editing and shaping process afforded more meeting 

opportunities and because of the strengthening relationship between myself and the residents, 

the narrative changed according to the build up of trust between us.

The oral history interview was the starting point in the process of creating a narrative 

of Shandon Park in recognition of the practice as one that is built around people. According 

to Paul 1 hompson, ‘fojral history [...] can give back to the people who made and experienced 

history, through their own words, a central place"*’4 and serving as my main methodological 

tool in gathering evidence, 1 utilised it as a concept where the narratives of ordinary people

364 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Second Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.9.
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can articulate an alternative and valid history, representing a shift ‘from anonymous 

structures to personal agency and from the national and the general to the local and the 

particular’.36^ As a subjective record of the past, oral history is an interactive methodology 

that presents not just a way of accessing facts about what happened, but how that information 

was internalised and how it comes to be interpreted in the present. In this way, the interview 

presented the first opportunity for the narrator to present themselves through an articulation 

of the self and established the element of control over the narration of the past - a central 

focus within the project.

Through the method of the oral history interview, I wanted to examine the processes 

by which images of place become woven into an individual’s sense of self. The diversity of 

the narrators involved, although it happened in a way that was largely out of my control, 

presented a resource for examining a range of gender and generational factors that can affect 

the processes of remembering. Thompson asserts that '[t]he exploration of oral history must 

incorporate gender as a defining category of analysis, for women often remember the past in 

different ways in comparison with men’.366 The most important feature in oral history is not 

necessarily the stories that people recall but how they remember these particular events and 

why they recollect them in the way that they do. According to Jerome Bruner, ‘women are 

less likely to be able to produce self narrations that privilege the independent self because a 

woman is always aware that she belongs to a group that has been defined by the dominant 

male or patriarchal culture’367 and to a certain extent this held true in the original interviews 

with Rosie and Biddy. These two women from differing generations recalled within their first

Bain Atwood, ‘In the Age of Testimony: The Stolen Generations Narrative: “Distance” and Public History’, 
Public Culture, 20.1 (Duke University Press, 2008), p.79.

Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past; Ora! History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p.8-9.
J. Bruner and C. Fleisher Feldman, ’Group Narrative as a cultural context of autobiography’, in 

Remembering Our Past: Studies in Autobiographical Memory, ed. by D.Rubin (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), p.53.
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interview their lives as daughters, wives and mothers demonstrating how their embeddedness 

in familial life shaped their view of their world.

Biddy, a forty-five year old home-maker spoke with me in the kitchen of her home on 

14 July 2010. She began her narrative about her relationship to Shandon Park by recounting 

her life as a young single mother moving up from the flats at the bottom of the park to 

number 42. She spoke of how her father’s approval of her new house reaffirmed her sense of 

belonging to the place and her central story of how she met her husband when he called to the 

house one evening to collect his mother who was visiting with Biddy and she illustrated her 

connection to her home through these family links. When I first met Biddy, it was in the 

midst of these trappings of family life. She was making dinner for the family while her eldest 

daughter, a trainee hairdresser, was styling her visiting Grandmother’s hair. With three 

generations in the house, our conversation was interrupted at various stages by interjections 

by the others and clarifications and corrections were sought and offered. Within this 

atmosphere in the house, the stories told revolved around the issue of family. Biddy’s 

interview was conducted at her request within this situation as she didn’t want to be 

‘formally’ interviewed and she was happier to perform the rituals of her life while speaking 

to me.

Rosie, an eighty-three year old widow, recounted her past with detailed stories about 

her early life as a young girl, when she was 'adopted out’368 to a local family. She spoke at 

length about her unhappy marriage, the births and deaths of her children and the various 

homes that she has lived in over the years. "Interviewing is a process of recording the reality 

the narrator reveals,’369 according to Futrell and Willard and, in Rosie’s case, the life that she

368 Taken from interview with Rosie, Omagh 16 July, 2010.
’6', A.W.Futrell and C.A.Willard, ‘Intersubjectivity and Interviewing’, in Interactive Oral History Interviewing, 
ed. by Eva M. McMahan and Kim Lacy (Hillsdale, New Jersey and Hove: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 
1994). p.84.
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recounted came from her present view of self- as that of a survivor. Rosie's story recounted 

her experience through times of great poverty. She provided a fascinating insight into the 

housing conditions in Omagh which led to the building of estates like Shandon Park and 

therefore her testimony was not only a recollection of her own personal experience, but an 

expression of culture and a representation of society. In this way, Rosie represented a 

projection of the interviewee as 'a historian as well as the source’.370

The two men involved in the project also presented a generational differentiation 

within it. In conjunction with my own personal history and links to Shandon Park, Mark, who 

is my cousin and one month older than me, represented a recollection of remembrances that 

would recall a time which would acknowledge my own remembrances of the place. Mark's 

memories intersected with my own in a way that saw his narrative existing in parallel to 

mine. Our interview, which revolved around encounters with various areas in the estate, 

highlighted his freedom to play in parts of the estate where I wasn't allowed to go and his 

identification with Shandon Park, therefore, became more geographically varied than mine. 

Eugene’s role in the project represented one of my fondest memories of growing up in 

Shandon Park and the summer evening discos that he held during the 1980s. Already 

somewhat of a public figure within the estate, and a key figure in my own remembrances of 

the place, his involvement in the project represented an articulation of the spirit of the place 

as 1 remembered it while at the same time presented an opportunity to explore the history of 

a life that had an impact on my own.

Marianne Hirsch declares that ‘memory is deeply involved in creating communities 

and a sense of belonging”71 and through my artistic research I wanted to focus on how places 

belong to people and how people belong to places. All the oral history interview sessions

1 Robert Perks and Paul Thompson, eds.. The Oral History Reader (London: Routledge, 1998), p.ix.
' 1 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative of Post Memory (Caxnbndgt Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1997), p.269.
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began with establishing the facts surrounding each person coming to live in the estate and 

thioughout the sessions the memories and stories recalled revealed interconnections between 

place and self that became very powerful, developing on a parallel with my own growing 

bond with the place. Shandon Park was always going to be more than a backdrop for the 

peiformance ol memory in this project. As a place which played a central role in the 

narratives ol identity, it was physically inscribed with evidence of this and therefore stood as 

a marker to the icsidents sense of belonging. 1 hese issues were most prevalent through 

Biddy’s narrative, where her sense of her place in Shandon Park was visually apparent in the 

decoration of her home, and her surety that she had found a place to which she belonged led 

her to declare in the interview: ‘I think I'll be taken out of here in a box.’372

Biddy: 42, Shandon Park

Biddy revealed within her interview her instant bond with Shandon Park and this manifested 

itsell in the situation of number 42 where its almost rural setting compared to her childhood 

home in the countryside with ‘hearing the cows and sheep in the back field’.373 This gave her 

an instant connection to the house with her own more distant past. The location of the house 

also represented to her the sense of security that she was looking for at that time in her life 

and the sense of community that exists around the actual site of her house.

We’re on the height in a wee cul-de-sac and up here it’s like a wee family unit [...] I 

know that if anything happened to me I can run to anybody in this park.374

I hroughout the oral history interview, Biddy was able to use her surroundings as a mnemonic 

prompt, even in describing what was no longer there. Often during the interview we went to 

the window to look out at how the landscape had changed, in particular the field that had

’ ; Taken from interview with Biddy, Omagh 14 July (2010).
' Ibid.
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since become another housing estate. Biddy was surrounded by evidence of her present 

identity as a mother and home maker and her family’s physical imprint upon the house 

formed a major part of her narrative. From the physical changes that her husband had made to 

the kitchen which reflected their growing family to the photographs on the walls, Biddy’s 

physical surroundings presented evidence of how her life had progressed. Biddy’s narrative 

frequently contextualised her present situation in the light of her past. Within her renovated 

kitchen Biddy often mentioned how she ‘moved up here with nothing [... | there was 

absolutely nothing. But that's what I moved in with"7"and while she spoke, her surroundings 

manifested her pride in her progress. Biddy’s oral history testimony revealed a connection to 

her home in Shandon Park that was based on its past geographical features and present 

physical make up. Her house spoke of her present identity and helped her recall memories 

that were important to whom she considered she was. The physical extension built on to her 

house represented how her family had grown and Biddy’s public performance within this 

structure presented Casey’s assertion that ‘it remains the case that where we are - the place 

we occupy, however briefly — has everything to do with what and who we are (and finally 

that we are)’.376 

Rosie: 98, Shandon Park

The connection between narrative and place was also one that was embodied in the narrative 

of eighty-four year old Rosie whose stories were specifically located within memories of the 

different houses that she had lived in. Rosie’s story also held important traces of an older past 

in regards to housing in the town of Omagh and illustrated circumstances, attitudes and 

behaviours that highlighted a more collective history. Gaston Bachelard has written about

’ 5 Taken from interview.
’ 6 Edward S Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), p.xiii.
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377how the life of the mind can be given form from the places where human beings dwell and 

in Rosie’s story, the places in which she had lived influenced her memories, thoughts and 

feelings. The first time I met Rosie, she was hanging out her washing in her garden. Taken to 

meet her by another resident who knew she had a story to tell, it was known in the estate that 

Rosie had lived on the site of Shandon Park before it was built:

I was out here when there was no houses at all. I was the first here.

Moved from her cottage in the late 60s, so that it could be demolished to make way for the 

new estate, Rosie spoke about how she desired to move back to the area and how she finally 

got her wish thirty years later. In her oral history interview, Rosie ordered her life’s 

memories around the houses in which she and her family had lived over the years. From the 

home of her adoptive parents through the many dwellings in Omagh where she lived with her 

family, Rosie’s story demonstrated how ‘[t]he places in a person’s world are more than 

entities which provide the physical stage for life’s drama. Some are profound centres of 

meaning and symbols of experience. As such, they he at the core of human existence.’ I 

began Rosie’s interview, like all the others, by asking her the circumstances which led to her 

living in Shandon Park and she asserted her authority on the place by pointing out that her 

home actually pre-dated Shandon Park.

I lived out here in the cottages so 1 do know a wee bit about it |...] Ach, back then it
was all bogs just and there was fields...you wouldn’t believe me that I was out here

3 xnbefore anybody came out here.

In beginning her testimony by describing the landscape upon which the estate was built and 

her remembrances of the area that existed for her before Shandon Park even ‘became’, Rosie

377 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994).
' s Taken from interview.
' 7 Michael A Godkin, ‘Identity and Place: Clinical Applications based on notions of Rootedness and 
Uprootedness’, in The Human Experience of Space and Place, ed. by Anne Buttimer and David Seamon 
(London: Croom Helm, 1980), pp.73-122 (p.73).
'80 Taken from interview.
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immediately articulated an authority over the site and communicated her 'place' in Shandon 

Park and therefore a central role in the history of the estate.

Rosie’s testimony was a narrative that referenced many areas in and around the town 

of Omagh. Born in Enniskillen, she then moved to the outskirts of Omagh when she was 

'adopted out to a family who came from away about Knockmoyle’.™1 In her recollection of 

her wedding day she talked of how she walked from her 'wee room on Castle Street’382 which 

was where she had moved to after a row at her parents’ home. She told me about her wedding 

reception at her new sister-in-law’s home in 'a wee house down the back road there’383and 

the conversation that took place about their concerns over Rosie’s married life:

ROSIE: We went to his sister’s, by the name of O’Donnell and she had a wee house 
down the back road there and she had a wee bit of a cake. There was no drink now, 
sure there was only four of us at the wedding at that time like. What’s it she said to 
him?

‘Elave you any place to take Rosie to? Have you a house got?’

‘Oh’ he says, 'I have a lovely wee house.’

We walked out the Dromore Road and where did he take me? The hay shed for a 
week! You know a barn where the cows were and everything! He took me there and 
kept me there for a whole week. He would have went away to the town and left me in 
the daytime and I was scared stiff because there were rats and all in it.

MY: And was he working out there at the time?

ROSIE: No, he just didn t know where to go. I hat was a nice honeymoon (laughs). 

MY: And how long were you out there for?

ROSIE: About a week or so.

382 Ibid.
383 Ibid.

MY: And where did you go after that?
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ROSIE: Well I told him I wasn't staying with him unless he got a room for us some 
road. And we got this auld room then above a chip shop. Wasn't that clean like - sure 
1 was fed up in it. And that's when we left and got the wee house in Brook Street.384

One ot the central stories retold in the public performance revolved around Rosie’s residency

in Brook Street - a slum dwelling in the centre of Omagh that typified the kind of housing

that led to the building of estates in the town. In this story, Rosie’s individual memories

provided a crucial witness to the experience of a whole generation who preceded and directly

led to the existence of places such as Shandon Park. Rosie’s memories of the poor state of

this home were alarmingly vivid and the story of how her baby son died due to a rat bite was

evidence of the ongoing struggle that Rosie had in keeping her children safely housed over

the years. Rosie’s role as a mother defined her life’s journey and in her narrative, she

explained how the houses she lived in meant that there were times when her children were

not able to live with her. In an echo of her own childhood, her children were fostered out until

she found suitable accommodation and it was only when she was allocated the cottage on the

site of the yet to be built Shandon Park that her children were returned to her:

My children was lifted for three years because of the bad houses that I had. but then I 
got a cottage out here [...] Ah now it was exciting to get them all back again. [...] They 
were all jumping on me they were that bad to get back home.385

After residing in a cottage on the Tamlaght Road for six years, Rosie was moved out and the

cottages were demolished to make way for the building of Shandon Park but she spent the

rest of her life wanting to move back to the area.

Had to come back [...] because I told them that I'd like to be out [on the Tamlaght 
Road] for I'd been out here before do you see. So I got back out and happy. Oh 
happy! For it was where I was when the children were all wee, do you see?386

It was this event that tied Rosie to the site ol Shandon Park - a happiness that she associated

with the reunion of her family to the place where that had happened.

384 Ibid.
385 Ibid.
386 Ibid.



Eugene: 23, Shandon Park

This strong connection between a house and the family was also a notable component of
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Eugene’s testimony. A widowed father of seven, Eugene has lived in number 23 since the 

estate was built, having moved in with his wife and new-born daughter. Eugene had applied 

for a house in the new estate of Shandon Park in order to seek better living conditions for his 

young family. Unlike Biddy’s first connection with her house, Eugene did not appreciate the 

geographical place of the house within the estate.

If I had to do it today, I would have turned it down because of where it was sited. You 
go down from the road - it’s underneath road level and it’s very rarely you get sun in

^87the front window, if you know what I mean - and the sloping garden.....!

However, Eugene’s memories of his now deceased wife and the births of six of his children 

in the upstairs bedroom reinforced his strong connection to the place over the years and 

despite his initial reservations about the physical site of the house he was now emotionally 

tied to it in a way that has meant he will never move. He recounted a time in Shandon Park’s 

history when the council conducted a series of renovations and improvements to the houses in 

the estate. Families were relocated to new homes nearby for several months while the work 

was carried out and were offered a choice to remain where they were when the work in 

Shandon Park was complete.

There was a time whenever the last renovations were and we had to move out of 23 
and we were given a house in 8. Tammy Drive as a temporary measure until the 
renovations in our own house were complete [... | Anyway, the Housing Executive 
which was formerly the Housing Trust - we got the letter from them one day, 'Would 
you like to stay in 8, Lammy Drive or do you want to come back to 23, Shandon 
Park?’ So the dilemma was then, 'what are we going to do?’ 1 was out for ajar one 
night - and 1 had a good jar or two and I dandered back out the Tamlaght Road, 
taking both sides of the road. I went out to Shandon Park and they had this big lump 
of board over where the front door was propped up with a plank. I threw it all away 
and 1 went in and there was a pile of rubble in the middle of the living room floor and 
1 propped myself down on top of the pile of rubble and maybe smoked two or three

Taken from Interview with Eugene, Omagh 8 July 2010.



124

cigarettes and there and then I made up my mind that we would move back into 
Shandon Park. Because that's where the memories were. That’s it - that's where my 
weans were born and that was just home [...] I'll be carried out of it. I wouldn't want 
to leave anywhere else for the last time, if you know what 1 mean. ’<s<s

Eugene’s relationship with his home opened out to the wider neighbourhood and he is a well

known character around the estate for his involvement in a number of community events

during the 'Fun Days’ in the 1980s. Gillian Rose states that 'one way in which identity is

connected to a particular place is by feeling that you belong to that place |...] part of how you

define yourself is symbolised by certain qualities of that place’.’89 Eugene identified himself

as a father, a neighbour and a community worker. He is known to everyone in the estate and

he has been known to be referred to by people of the town as ‘Mr Shandon Park’ because of

his identification with the place. During the public performance of his story on October 3

2010 when Eugene recounted the particular story about his decision to return and stay in

Shandon Park, the round of applause that he received demonstrated his contribution to the life

of the park and recognised the community spirit that he embodied.

Barbara Allen writes that 'narrators lay the groundwork for communicating their 

perspective on the past, by couching their descriptions of historical events in terms of key 

components of community identity, particularly the relationships among the members that 

bind them together as a community’. ’90 Within his interview, Eugene’s recollection of the 

day of the bomb in Omagh formed one of the key events in his narrative in the oral history 

interview and the fact that he framed his memory of that event by referencing it as a 

community festival day illustrates this perspective on history.

■’ss Ibid.
,89 Gillian Rose, "Places and Identity: A Sense of Place’, in A Place in the World: Places, Cultures and 
Globalization, ed. by Doreen Massey and Pat Jess (Milton Keyes: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp 87-118 
(p-89).
"’l,° Barbara Allen, "Re-creating the Past: The Narrator’s Perspective in Oral History’, The Oral History Review, 
12 (1984), 1-12 (p.7).
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August 1998. The theme of the Shandon Park float that year was The 3 Tittle Pigs- 
the fairytale and we had the float done and it had to he between a quarter past and half 
3 that we were leaving the park, unaware of anything that had happened in the town. 
And men were walking alongside the lorry putting the finishing touches to the float 
and 1 was in the cab of the lorry with Sammy Me Cutcheon and we had put on the 
speaker system and music was playing out of it and people were coming up the 
Tamlaght Road and we were waving to them. And then on reaching what is now the 
Great Northern retail park, there was a roundabout there. We seen people very upset 
and tears and something was wrong and somebody mentioned a bomb and Sammy 
turned the lorry back round to Shandon Park and on reaching Shandon Park I learned 
that my daughter, Alison had been injured in the bombing in Omagh and a journey 
that should have taken 1 5-20 minutes took well over an hour for me to get out to the 
County hospital and I experienced tunnel vision. I was just so set on finding Alison, 1 
was just so focused on finding Alison and as 1 was directed to go into the building 
where they were taking the injured, just as 1 was about to go into that building 
somebody grabbed my right wrist and I looked around and there was Alison standing 
and she was fine. She had a nick over her forehead which didn’t require a stitch but 
her clothes were saturated in blood. It was other people’s blood, there’s no doubting 
it. And that was a girl who went out to do her shopping with her partner and was very 
lucky to have survived that. I safely could say that 1 never left her again until I got her 
home. As the day wore on and the number of fatalities kept rising, the reports, and 
people were just out in the park chatting to each other. Y’see the parade was all to 
come from Killyclogher that day and the Shandon Park float was late. We knew 
nothing about the bombing until we got down to the roundabout and we knew 
something was seriously wrong, (pause) Alison has recovered remarkably from that 
and has, I have to say, no repercussions. She met with Bill Clinton out in the Leisure 
Centre, she was compensated £750 or something like that. That's all I can tell you 
about that day. That was 1998. I don't think there’s been another float left Shandon 
Park since that.391

Mark: 27, Shandon Park

In his interview, Mark’s identity with Shandon Park widened even more the perception of 

home as he described his relationship to various sites within the estate. Although we grew up 

as members of the same family and only six houses apart, the freedom that Mark was 

afforded because of his gender meant that his childhood experiences in regards to the place 

he grew up stretched the boundaries of my own. Mark’s remembrances centred on the games 

played at various locations throughout the estate and the various names given to areas that

39 I Taken from interview.
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still exist to this day. llis narrative exemplified the 'ongoing reciprocal relationship between 

people and the places they inhabit (showing how] people produce places and yet they derive 

identities from them’, as he recalled the names given to various places within the estate. He 

described how he played and traded marbles at 'The Marley Pitch1 and how he made huts and 

hideouts at the top of the 'Curley Wurley’, a twisting footpath at the entrance to the estate. lie 

recalled the places that no longer bore the identifying features that prompted their name, like 

the ‘Sandpit’ (now the Green), the 'Digger Field" and the 'Barley Field’ (both now housing 

estates) and he traced his current love of music back to his experience of listening to band 

rehearsals in a nearby shed.

Mark's narrative was the one with little focus on the actual house where he lived. He 

recalled many events that happened to him outside the confines of the house, including the 

time when he ran away:

Ach it was just that it was just shite and I wanted something different and I had this 
idea of going to Bundoran with the dog and making a new life for myself. 1 didn't like 
school- I just was unhappy at that particular time. 1 was eight or nine - I can't 
particularly remember but I was at primary school at the time so maybe nine or ten. 
And I took the Trocaire box and whatever money was in the house, Paul's 
confirmation money and his confirmation outfit in a case and the dog. And only Alec, 
or your man Donaghy who lived on the corner here - he passed me and then he seen 
me Ma and said, ‘I saw your son walking up the Dromore Road there.’ I’d got up as 
far as the Orange I lall. That’s where I was spotted.393

Mark’s remembrances of number 27 reflected his perceived identity back then as a rule 

breaker and a rebel and he was originally reluctant to talk about this past for the purposes of 

this project because of what he called 'a lot of badness’.394 After taking some time to think, 

he agreed to be a part of the project ‘cos the more I think about it the more I remember the 

good stories and the craic and everything that we used to have‘yb and in his testimony and

’v” Mike Pearson and Michael Shanks, Theatre /Archaeology (London: Routledge, 2001), p.4. 
y,J Taken from interview with Mark, Omagh 3 July 2010.

-’95 Ibid.



127

performance he concentrated on remembering places in the estate where he recalled pleasant 

memories. Mark’s decision to remember and then recall only the ‘good’ demonstrated 

Svetlana Boym’s analysis of how nostalgia can act as a ‘defence mechanism’.396 His desire to 

positively evaluate his past therefore meant that only a small selection of particular memories 

would be chosen for performance.

Mark was the only interviewee who related any aspect of his life to the dominant 

political narrative of the time. A teenager through some of the key events of the Troubles, he 

recalled throwing stones at the soldiers and police who used to patrol the estate and hanging 

out black flags during the 1 lunger Strikes. He remembered that the most popular childhood 

game of the time was 'War' and told how he made guns from the wooden and wire fences 

around the estate. The fact that most of the games he played as a child were based on 

violence was not lost on him:

And at that time, 1 remember going into Wellworths in Omagh and the amount of toy 
guns and action man stuff and toy guns was crazy. Now if you go into a shop you 
don’t hardly see any toy guns. Y’know it was during the Troubles and there were 
soldiers on the streets and the police were armed and it was like every council estate 
had an arsenal of toy weapons, [laughs] Y’know, me and Paul between us had loads 
of toy guns and caps. You used to get the roll of gaps or the gun, a 38 special and 
they’d have the circular caps that you just popped in. And the smell of them. You 
could get a whole pile of them and put them inside a bolt with a nut - that was another 
one. And you could make a really loud bang then.397

Mark's recollections about this period of his life were coated in a nostalgia that reflected his

initial reticence to recall his memories for the purposes of this project. His testimony in the

oral history interview demonstrated how place and its landscape can become a part of one’s

identity and memory but his forgetting of certain aspects of the past can declare just as much

about how that identity can exist in the present. This self censorship or a ‘glossing over" of

the past was an element in all of the interviewees and their awareness that their narratives

,9h Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), p.xiv. 
9 Taken from interview.
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would be retold to the wider community became the overarching understanding. The 

performance of stories by the interviewees themselves also added another aspect to the 

element of censorship that became a feature of the editing process and in producing a product 

that honoured the roles played by my participants, the process of shaping the stories for the 

purposes of public performance called for effective yet responsible editing.

The Editing Process: Speaking With, For and About the Community

Each interview was transcribed immediately after the interview. When this was completed, 

another meeting with the interviewee was arranged where they had the opportunity to read 

their story in preparation for editing. In the case of one of the residents (Rosie), who could 

not read, the interview was narrated back to her for consideration of which elements would be 

re-shaped for performance and this particular aspect of the process is discussed in more detail 

later within this evaluation. Once initial changes were made to their story, amended 

transcripts were again checked with some of the stories remaining in a state of constant 

evolution right up until the final performance. Changes were made to the stories to clarify 

details, elaborate on events and correct mistaken dates and times. All of the interviewees cut 

sections from their original testimony when they read or heard it played back to them and this 

happened for a variety of reasons. Some people thought particular aspects of their stories 

insignificant for public performance while others refused to let certain elements of their life 

experiences be made public. In the weeks between the interview and the performance, 

changes were made according to who would be in the audience and after checks were made 

with other people who were mentioned in the testimony. On the day of the performance, 

other adaptations and omissions were made. One participant cut a complete story from their 

testimony and re-edited their narrative throughout the performance itself and this is discussed 

in the next chapter in detail.
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The editing of the oral history transcripts represented an extension of the creation of

meaning that began with the oral history interview as well as reflecting the particular stories

that people indicated they would re-tell. Within this project, the sharing of this particular

phase with the participants presented an opportunity for an ownership over the narratives and

how they would be presented, a condition that would be extended through all parts of the

process. However, in articulating the physical and emotional place that home has in their

lives, the degree of editing required for the construction of the script for performance

revolved around not only the usual ethical concerns that come with making the personal

public, but also responded to aesthetic needs necessitated by the theatricality of the project

itself. In assessing how individuals organise their life stories when relating their lives to the

public domain, the process of shaping the stories with the narrators allowed me to investigate

how Frisch’s concept of'shared authority’398 works in practice. Promoted as a model in the

collection of oral history narratives, Frisch’s concept focuses on the relationship between the

interviewer and subject in generating memories and in determining where ‘interpretive

authority [is] located'.’99 The concerns surrounding the collaborative nature of the editing

process in this particular project led me to tackle issues around the ownership of the material.

Whose story was it? Who would have the final decision on which stories to make public?

How far would these decisions affect the history that would be told within the final

performance? During the process of editing and shaping the script for the performance of

Shandon Park, the concept of‘shared authority’ was negotiated at different levels with each

participant and reflected the balance required by the artistic and ethical responsibilities

inherent in this project. Rcbccca Jones, in discussing the role of the oral historian, has pointed

out that '[w |e must acknowledge that although we have a clear responsibility to the narrator

and to preserving the meaning of their story, our sphere of responsibility also extends to clear

’,s Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: 
Sate University of New York Press, 1990), p.3.

Ibid p.xx.
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communication to the intended audience’.400 The fact that three of the narrators performed 

their own stories meant that they were part of this process and all the participants were 

involved in the editing of their own scripts to different degrees. The editing procedure was 

built on an awareness of the implications of stories being made public and in this way I too 

became part of their story in a reflection of our shared history of place. Amanda Stuart Fisher 

has stated that ‘[f]or this to be a truly ethical transaction between playwright and host 

community, both parties must be perceived as artists contributing in different ways to the 

weaving of the tale.’401 Because all of the participants took part in the public performance of 

their narratives, this was a perception that I implemented. Generally speaking, the narrators 

knew better than me what might have an undesired impact on their world and Mark’s degree 

of editing within the oral history interview itself indicated that he would choose to ‘forget’ 

some memories in favour of remembering others.

Well there was some madness and some badness but when I look back now there was 
some very funny things happened in Shandon Park. [...] Well I suppose there was a lot 
of badness.... No, there’s nothing about it.402

This feature of his narrative meant that his reading of the complete transcript of his interview 

was a positive and pleasant experience for him. After reading his complete transcript, Mark 

had no issue with anything that he had said in his interview and so the editing of his narrative 

was based on artistic and dramaturgical needs rather than ethical concerns. The decision on 

which of Mark’s stories would be retold in the public performance was based on moving the 

audience around the estate. Various sites within Shandon Park had acted as mnemonic 

devices for Mark’s narrative and this feature of his remembrance was celebrated within the 

final performance. By placing his narrative in an order that would lead the audience around

4110 Rebecca Jones, 'Blended Voices: Crafting a Narrative from Oral History Interviews’, The Ora! History 
Review, 31.1 (2004), 23-42 (p.40).
401 Amanda Stewart Fisher, The Playwright in Residence: A Community’s Storyteller’, The Drama Review, 48. 
3 (2004), 135-49 (p.139).
402 Taken from interview.
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the estate throughout the performance, the editing of Mark’s script was able to articulate his 

memories, communicate his identification with Shandon Park and contribute to the 

dramaturgy of the piece as a whole.

Biddy also employed a process of self editing in her original interview by announcing

that a story she would tell me within the interview would not be one she would share in the

public arena. She also indicated that details which she had included within the interview

process to clarify her stories would be left out in the final performance due to who may be in

the audience. She also highlighted certain details in stories that she wanted to include in the

performance with remarks like, ‘put this in if you want’ and ‘you can put this in’.40' Biddy’s

awareness of the fact that her narrative would be retold in the public arena had affected the

content and structure of the interview and this continued in the editing process where the

control she asserted covered not only what stories would be told, but how they would be told.

When presented with the transcript of her interview, Biddy made immediate corrections to

dates and times that she had mistaken but the main editing impulse came for her, from an

understanding that she herself would be performing her story in public. A sometime

performer in local amateur dramatic productions, Biddy wanted the selected stories ordered

into a script that included headings and stage directions so that she could approach the

performance like she would do if she were playing a character in a play. Her belief was that

this would help her to remember the stories that she wanted to tell and stop her going off

track in presenting an identity to the public that she was comfortable with. This shaping and

fixing of a life story echoed the process used by Teya Sepinuck in writing scripts that her

performers would learn. Sepinuck had told me that this provided a ‘scaffolding’404 that

allowed her cast to feel safe within the theatrical format and Biddy’s insistence that she have

a script to learn illustrated her need to protect herself not just in how much of her ‘self she

40' Taken from interview.
404 Taken from interview.
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would reveal but also demonstrated her desire to give a good performance where she would 

not forget her lines. The approach by Biddy to the editing and retelling of her story 

encapsulated the aesthetic/ethical balance recognised by participants in the project. She 

understood the project as a play about Shandon Park and she wanted to put on a good 

performance. But her approach also connected with Foucault’s theories on discourses of 

truth, discussed in Chapter 1, when they coincide with the speaking subject40'^. Biddy’s 

editing decisions showed how we construct and live a narrative and that while sometimes a 

narrator uses stories to reinforce the self, more often than not they use them to create the kind 

of person they are.

With the two older participants, Eugene and Rosie, the process of editing their life 

stories for the purposes of the performance presented much more complex issues, choices and 

decisions. Eugene’s testimony involved memories of his deceased wife and his relationship to 

his children, many of whom still lived in and around the estate. During his interview, Eugene 

told me ‘you can use this as much as you want'4<)(’ and during the editing process we worked 

together in ordering and shaping a script that he would re-perform in public. The main editing 

tool used in Eugene’s case came directly from his identification with music and his role as a 

community youth worker in the past. Eugene wanted to identify himself with the mobile 

disco business in Omagh in the past and this impetus combined with my own reminiscences 

of his identity in Shandon Park. The opportunity to present Eugene’s narrative identity 

through a performance that I associated with growing up there presented the prospect of the 

re-presentation of my own past, and Eugene and I worked on the shaping of his script to 

revive this role around certain songs that reminded him of the time he recalled.

Michel Foucault, Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault (Amhurst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1988).
406 Taken from interview.
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The idea to structure Eugene’s narrative this way was therefore an indicator of his 

past identity and my own remembrance. It also came directly from his interview when 

Eugene frequently recalled the popular records he used to play and ultimately it meant that in 

performing stories from his past, Eugene could also resurrect his past identity in a 

performative way. The choice of particular stories to re-perform from Eugene’s extensive 

narrative relocated the narratives of his own self into the narratives of community. The 

process produced much discussion over what stories he would retell in the public arena. 

Eugene’s already established public persona within Shandon Park, because of his 

performance background, meant that at certain times his candid ways prompted me to 

consider the ethical implications of retelling certain stories on his behalf. My concern centred 

around the fact that Eugene’s testimony would be performed in the most public way complete 

with microphone and PA system and in this way, with none of the intimacy of the other 

narrative performances, his stories would be in a fuller public glare and that in turn would 

have implications for his family. Several stories about his wife were checked with his still 

grieving children as Eugene’s testimony raised issues over how an individual’s memory can 

affect those of others and in some ways contest them and Eugene’s daughter asked her father 

not to recall one particular story in public. In the end, the negotiated editing process with 

Eugene forced me to face up to a genuine responsibility that I had to remove material that 

may have been fascinating and relevant to my project but which may have damaged the 

narrator and this need to protect the well-being of my participants was an overarching 

concern, especially with my oldest participant, Rosie.

Rosie’s testimony recalled a more distant past, producing a very detailed transcript 

that stood as a testimonial to her life. The major ethical issue in editing Rosie’s script for 

retelling was that she would be the only resident who would not be re-performing her own 

story in the public domain. Rosie did not read her story back once I had transcribed it
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because, as she told me, I can t read too well ,4( 7 So in order to hear her transcript. Rosie had 

her story read back to her by Cara who became involved in the project at this stage. The first 

reading took place in Rosie’s living room where she listened intently to the story which was 

an exact transcript of what she had told me five days previously. At certain moments in the 

narrative, Rosie commented ‘that’s true' reinforcing the veracity of the details of her life and 

she nodded her head throughout the reading. This situation set the tone for the whole editing 

process as regaids to Rosie s story which became a completely oral procedure. At every stage 

ol the editing and rehearsal period, Rosie had a say in how her stories would be retold in 

performance and at every listening, she chipped away some of the details that she had 

included. Rosie’s narrative took me through her life and marriage right up to the present day. 

Stories of her difficult childhood and unhappy marriage were already known to some 

members ol the community and she related many of her experiences to me in harrowing 

detail. However, throughout the duration of the project she remained clearly in control of 

what stories could be re-enacted in performance and vetoed much that she told me.

I he editing of Rosie’s transcript represented a joint construction of a narrative 

between the narrator and the interviewer but it was also, from an early stage, in collaboration 

with the performer. Through the production of a public text from Rosie’s life, it was 

important that she regained authorship over the scripting of her memories especially as she 

was not the one who would be performing them in the public domain. As 1 was living in the 

estate all summer, I was in touch with Rosie on a regular basis and each time I saw her as the 

performance day got nearer, she made another edit to the narrative. Rosie continuously asked 

me to edit out details in stories where she recounted her marriage and her relationship with 

her now deceased husband when often weeks had passed since she had last heard the script 

perlormed to her. Of course, Rosie’s memories were engrained in her psyche, but she also

Taken from interview.
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remembered in detail the particular memories she had shared with me and she could recall 

specific details oi'her interview transcript that she wanted to edit out for the public retelling. 

Concerned that some of her children may come to the final performance, Rosie didn't want 

her sons to hear any negative stories about their father and her reluctance to speak ill of the 

dead led her, after recounting one experience where she was mistreated, to say 'he’s dead 

now. I’m saying nothing bad about the man but 1 hope he’s in heaven’.408

Rosie’s reinterpretation of her past throughout this process gradually shaped the 

identity that she would allow to be projected in a public performance and her narrative was 

carefully constructed to focus on herself as a survivor and not a victim. The one story that 

Rosie was adamant would be told was that of the death of her baby son over fifty years 

before. The memories that she had of him were still strong and she explained to me how she 

wanted people to know that he had lived, so the story of his birth and death became a central 

account in her testimony. The performance of Rosie’s narrative became not only an 

articulation of her own identity but a powerful re-enactment of how memory can become part 

of a present and living experience. The communication of Rosie’s memories, refracted 

through the pen and then the voice of another, transferred a narrative previously located in 

different times and places through Cara to the community and the retelling of the story of the 

short life of her son became a memorial, in the performance of her narrative, to him.

The Rehearsal Process

The rehearsal of the scripts that would be performed in Shandon Park took place in a variety 

of places and were organised around the needs of each person and how their narratives would 

be performed. I was not working with actors so rehearsals were not formally structured but 

because 1 was living in the estate for the duration of the project, they were relatively easy to

408 Taken from interview.
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arrange. I never met with Biddy outside of her home and so the preparation for the public 

performance for her narrative took place in her kitchen or back garden. Mark's rehearsal took 

place through walks through the estate and the editing and shaping of his script worked 

alongside this process. Rehearsals with Eugene were the only ones that always took place 

outside the coniines of Shandon Park. Held at a location in the town, the space was needed to 

set up the disco equipment that he would use as part of his performance. Preparations with 

Cara, for the re-telling of Rosie’s story took place at Cara’s home and revolved around a 

more formal learning of a script. In the days leading up to the final performance, Cara 

rehearsed with Rosie in the garden where the story would be staged.

Conclusion

The preparation process for the performance of Shandon Park was a crucial part of my 

research into how commemoration of the past is unavoidably linked to our sense of identity. 

The oral history interview process allowed narrators to shape and present a sense of their 

selves in what was both a social and an artistic process. The stories that were told within this 

part of my research provided me with information that went beyond historical fact. In a multi

layered communicative process, the reality that each narrator revealed was one that could not 

be refiected appropriately within the transcript. By placing responsibility for how the 

narratives would be presented on the narrators themselves, Shandon Park provided the means 

by which 1 conducted my central investigation into issues of ownership in the performance of 

memory. How this condition affected the performance and narratives themselves is evaluated 

in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE: The performance of Shandon Park

Chapter Overview

1 he performance oi Shandon Park conducted an investigation into the narrative of self in the 

performance of a place. As a presentation of memory in action and the practice and art of 

recall in all its immediacy and inconsistency, my practice as research conducted an 

examination into the performance of memory as a creative and ethical process. The 

expression of personal, lived experience was offered as a contestation to the official memory 

conferred on the town through the stasis of monumental memory, both in process and 

creative product, and examined how, in Elizabeth Tonkin’s words, ‘history as lived is 

connected to history as recorded'.409

In Shandon Park, the residents of the estate became performers of their own life 

stoiies and the presentation of these narratives of embodied experience within a theatrical 

framework demonstrated the complexities involved in performing the self. The procedure of 

transforming the private remembrance into the public story allowed for an exploration into 

the process of interpretation that is inherent in the way we view the past. This chapter 

assesses the ways in which the work was ‘directed' by the location it sought to explore and 

considers how the narrative of performance interacted with the narrative of everyday life.

Shandon Park, 3 October 2010

Staged on 3 October, 2010, Shandon Park was performed amidst the continuing ‘real' life 

of the estate for an audience of family and neighbours who were invited by performers and a 

number of inhabitants and visitors who joined (and left) the journey at various points.

C omprising of a series of monologues spoken by four main performer/residents at a number

Elizabeth I onkin. Narrating Our Pasts: 
University Press, 1992), p.12.

The Social C onstruction of Oral History (Cambridge: Cambridge
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of sites throughout the estate, the audience encountered particular people in their home 

domains, hearing personal stories about what brought them to Shandon Park and what made 

them stay. Interspersed with a number of installations which represented a number of shared 

memories and experiences, the audience were guided from place to place by various resident 

storytellers, participating in a literal and storied tour of the place. The performance of 

Shandon Park began in the back garden of Rosie’s house. With Rosie seated on one of her 

kitchen chairs at the step to her house, Cara performed her story in the presence of its owner 

and the assembled audience (see Plate 111). At the end of this performance, Mark began his 

story from his position in the crowd and directed the audience to move with him to a site of 

resonance for the childhood games he used to play. Moving with him to another location, the 

audience listened to Mark's particular memories of these sites from within the place itself.

One of the children from the estate then interrupted the story with a call to attend a disco in a 

re-enactment of the way that information was passed throughout Shandon Park in the past.

The shouts for the audience to move location recalled a time when the estate would 

participate in an outdoor disco coordinated by Eugene and how the children of Shandon Park 

would publicise it. The audience were then led through the estate to another location where 

Eugene had set up his mobile disco in a reprisal of his role within the estate’s history and he 

performed his narrative in between playing records of the music that provided a soundtrack to 

his life. As the last song played out, the audience were again moved to listen to another of 

Mark's reminiscences at the door to his childhood home before being called again by the 

children’s announcement of a jumble sale41" and towards another story told in situ. The last of 

Mark's narratives took the audience to one of the locations within the estate that has 

physically changed the most. The green that is now' used for the annual I lalloween

410 A childhood tradition from my own time in the park, a jumble sale held on the doorstep to your house was set 
up to sell and swap unwanted toys and books with other children in the park. This tradition still exists within the 
park and while I lived there during the summer months, I witnessed some of the children holding such sales and 
they re-enacted this within the body of the performance as representative of a past memory and a present 
occurrence in Shandon Park.
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bonfire was once Shandon Park’s playground and Mark’s narrative there recalled the absent 

structure through the articulation of his memories. The last of the children's call to watch the 

fancy dress parade that re-enacted those held by residents in the past, brought the audience to 

the final location where Biddy recounted the events that happened in her home.

Alongside this narrative tour was the occurrence of some ‘set up' installations that 

recalled some of the shared remembrances of those who spoke to me. The children-centred 

installations of the jumble sale and the fancy dress parade recalled customs that 1 remember 

from my own childhood and which still happen in the estate today, while others reflected 

shared remembrances of the particular history of the place. A few of the residents had lived in 

the flats in Shandon Park before being allocated a house within the estate. Their descriptions 

of relocating from one residence to the other often involved other members of the estate 

helping to move furniture and this collective memory was re-enacted alongside the 

audience’s journey. Another common memory was displayed through the installation of a 

‘dancing couple’ who were viewed through a living room window as the audience moved 

around the estate (see Plate IV). Due to the circumstances of parenthood, financial pressures 

and the geographical location of the estate outside the town centre, many of the residents in 

the interview process of the project recalled their experiences of socialising within the estate. 

The 'dancing couple’ represented, how for many residents, their homes became the centre of 

all aspects of their lives and they directly reflected particular shared memories of life in 

Shandon Park. The last installation performance recalled the visits to the estate by a well 

known Elvis impersonator whose costume maker lived there. Now retired, this event was re

presented again by another resident who, complete with costume, recalled this particular 

shared memory. The performance, ending in Biddy’s garden, took the audience 

geographically from the front of the estate to the back and from the first resident who had
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lived on the site to the person who had lived there for the least amount of time. The whole 

event concluded with a firework display which, although it was based on a specific 

recollection, also represented the sense of occasion of the project, a celebration that continued 

on into the evening. When the performance of Shandon Park finished, the audience returned 

to the site where Eugene had performed his narrative earlier in the evening. With his disco 

equipment still set up, an impromptu party was held. Old photographs of residents and times 

gone by were projected onto a makeshift screen and in the darkening evening, the residents 

gathered for refreshments and a disco. Recalling the ‘Fun Days’ of the summers of the past, 

an event which he had recalled within his testimony, Eugene held a disco, the recreation of 

which for the purposes of the performance prompted its happening again ‘for real,' in the 

present life of Shandon Park.

Re-membering the Past: Performing Place

According to Della Pollock, 'the most important meanings of any story or history are 

emergent in the performance of that event'.411 The performance Shandon Park was an 

effort to realise the performative nature of these stories and show how oral history is not just 

a basis for collecting information but is an occasion for communication that can reverberate 

far beyond the interview. Shandon Park shared and transferred memory and allowed for an 

insight into how memory works in action, in the present and emergent from bodily memory. 

Staged in the place that acted as a prompt for these memories as well as a signifier of identity, 

the performance of these memories, framed within the sphere of everyday life, explored a 

literal and symbolic dimension to the sense of community that was evident within the oral 

history narratives of all the participants. Central to the practice of oral history and the 

recollection of memory is the process of remembering itself. Alessandro Portelli states that

411 Della Pollack, ‘Telling the Told: Performing ‘Like A Family’, The Oral History Review, 12 (1990), 1-36 
(P-35).
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‘memory is not a passive depository of facts but an active process of creation of meanings’412 

and this became essential to the way in which my research was delineated within the 

performance ot'Shcmdon Park. Throughout the performance itself, the transience of memory 

with all its flaws and mutability demonstrated a continual revision of memories in the 

retelling of them and in this way, the performance of personal narratives in Shandon Park 

represented how history is enacted as well as formulated.

The performance of memory in Shandon Park was a demonstration of'the process of 

making an explicit performance (staged in public) out of an implicit one (the oral history 

interview)’.413 The focus on the self as a possessor and processor of memory presented the 

ways in which the distinctions between acting, identity and performance can become 

intertwined. Shandon Park presented examples of Schechner’s view of performance as 

‘restored behaviour [whereby performers] get in touch with, recover, remember or even 

invent’ behaviour in performance and this ‘invention’ occurred most notably with Mark. In 

his case the narrative assembled through the oral history interview, before being shaped and 

ordered into a script, was reinterpreted within the performance of Shandon Park through the 

adoption of a ‘persona’ and illustrated the continuous construction of identity and how the 

self, like memory itself, is in a constant state of negotiation. Mark’s performance presented 

his ‘self almost like a tour guide on his journey around various sites of interest around the 

estate. During the editing process of his testimony, a monologue for each site was created and 

Mark rehearsed this by walking through the site, leaning his lines and performing for me as 

his audience. He approached his 'role’ as if he were learning a part, and although he didn’t 

learn any lines from the script created from the interview as he told me, ‘it is at the end of the

ll- Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History 
(Albany: State of University of New York Press, 1991), p.52.
11 Lynn Abrams , Oral History Theory (Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 139.
114 Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985), pp.35-36.
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day, my story , he was aware that within the performance, he would be being himself while 

pei forming his self , illustrating Schechner’s observation that performers are ‘not themselves 

I and I not not themselves ,m In rehearsal, Mark's narrative was delivered as a stream of 

consciousness, wandering the estate and stopping at specific sites that stirred a memory and 

retelling his story before moving on (See Plate V). However in the performance, with an 

audience, Mark’s delivery was transformed and in a direct illustration of how a public 

icpresentation ol memories is provoked by audience involvement, he altered the way in 

which he told his stories. Waiting for the audience to assemble around him at the various 

stops, Mark introduced each site by explaining its significance to the past life of the estate 

and he peppered his narrative with phrases that emphasised his adopted role of tour guide.

As you can see....

Now this is where the sandpit used to be...

Over here is the Barley Field...

II you just look over here.417

By focusing his attention on the audience, Mark developed a role in performance that he felt 

responded to the needs of the audience at that time, and in this way he demonstrated what 

Nicholson explains as ‘Foucault’s analysis of the authority of the spectator’s gaze to suggest 

the locus ol power is not with the performers but with the audience’.418 Eugene’s role in 

Shandon Park resurrected a role that he had played for many years. Using 'props’ such as his 

sound desk and microphone, Eugene had, more than anyone, a sense of self and how to 

project himself under performance conditions. Eugene’s life in Shandon Park will forever be 

associated with his outdoor discos and, in a merging of his identity and my remembrances, 

Eugene s public persona became the vehicle by which he performed the hidden narratives

L Taken from rehearsal discussion with Mark.
416 Ibid p.6.
" From the performance of Shandon Park.
118 Nicholson, p.81.
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that identified him as husband and father. Eugene’s sense of the performative was evident in 

the stories that he chose to retell and in the delivery of those stories. The attachment of each 

story to a piece of music reflected not only his own remembrances419 but also provided him 

with a dramatic device with which to present aspects of his identity. The start of Eugene’s 

performance illustrated this clearly when he used the last chorus of the opening song as the 

beginning of his own narrative:

Those were the days, my friend. We thought they'd never end. We’d sing and dance 
forever and a day. We lived the life we chose we thought we'd never lose, those were 
the days, oh yes those were the days.420

Eugene’s act of playing this song as an introduction to his performance and his decision to 

articulate its final lines as a way into his own narrative reminiscences was not only a 

dramaturgical decision made by Eugene, but a choice he made to establish his identity 

through a recollection of a past that involved singing and dancing. The fact that this dramatic 

device also presented his past role as a disc jockey was just another example of the layering 

of self as a performer which Eugene embodied. Retelling events from his life and being able 

to enhance and frame his stories with music appealed to his sense of the theatrical. He 

approached the performance of his ‘self as a ‘getting into character' and his insistence that 

the audience be seated for his show added to his understanding that he was entering into a 

performance of which he was the subject and the actor. In preparing to revive his role with 

his open air disco, Eugene asked that chairs be put out for his audience and that he have a 

gazebo covering to protect the equipment. When he held a disco in the past, it was in the open 

air and people sat on the ground. Eugene’s ‘dressing’ of his set, including the demarcation of 

his own stage area for his performance, illustrated his own transformation of his everyday 

ritual into a theatrical event and demonstrated how the telling of his past, had present

419 Eugene’s playlist was made up of songs that he associated with the times he recalled in his narrative. From a 
song by Status Quo, to I'll lake you Home Again Kathleen which reminded him of his late wife, to Have 
Yourself a Merry Little Christmas, the playlist was chosen to explain and highlight key events in Eugene’s life. 
120 From Those Were the Days by Mary Hopkin.
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requirements (See Plate VI). Eugene’s narrative of one particular story illustrated his sense of 

the dramatic arc in the performance of a story. Relating the unfortunate circumstance he 

found himself in when a TV rental company came to his house to reclaim the television, 

Eugene began the story by setting a poignant scene:

I’m going to tell you a story and it happened on a Christmas Eve to a family in this

Park.421

His retelling of the story was recounted in the third person and not only demonstrated his 

awareness of this duality but also revealed his desire to end on a dramatic note.

For the head of that household was me.422

Eugene’s performance illustrated a presentation of what Eric Booth has termed 'the everyday 

work of art’423 which has been defined as the condition where 'the aesthetic lies not 

necessarily in an escape from reality but often a return to it’.424 Reviving a role he played in 

the past, Eugene used his DJ persona as a device to perform his memories as well as re

establish a past identity in the present. The conflict between this performance of the past and 

a present performance showed through in Eugene’s presentation at various times when he 

articulated to the audience his awareness that he was performing, or had stopped performing, 

to find his place in his script.

I forgot my lines...wait.

I’m just going to let this play ‘til I get myself together.124

421 Taken from performance of Shandon Park.
422 Ibid.
42 ’ Eric Booth, The Everyday Work of Art: Awakening the Extraordinary in Your Daily Life (Lincoln, NE: 
Sourcebooks, 1999).
124 Monica Prendergast and Juliana Saxton, eds.. International Case Studies and Challenges for Practice: 
Applied Theatre (Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2009), p. 191.
42’ Taken from performance of Shandon Park.
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At certain points in the performance of his narrative, Eugene veered from the script that we 

had jointly constructed from his transcript to elaborate on details for members of the 

audience, while sections of stories he left out altogether. Eugene's performance was due in 

some part to nerves as his confrontation with a seated audience became much more daunting 

in the reality of the performance. But there were slippages in his performance which seemed 

to occur because of the huge level of layering and remembering that occurred in Eugene's 

efforts to construct a performance. His revisiting of a performative role demonstrated, at the 

same time, his past 'self that he was now using as a present dramatic device.

Biddy’s retelling of her narrative demonstrated this continuous dialogue with memory 

in that throughout her performance, she remembered the events she recalled and not the script 

we created from her interview testimony. During the editing and rehearsal part of the process 

and in the construction of her script Biddy rearranged her stories into chronological order so 

that 'they would make sense’ for the audience and also help her to remember. In performance 

she reconstructed her narrative once more, abandoning her attempts to recall the script at 

some points and instead re-membered the stories she chose to tell at that moment. In this w'ay, 

Biddy’s performance illustrated the physical embodiment of memories re-experienced 

phenomenologically in the here and now and she heralded her own active remembering 

throughout the performance of her narrative.

And another thing I remember...

And I remember one time too...

But 1 remember one thing about moving into this house...

I mind too...

That’s the first memory I have of Shandon Park...

And that’s my favourite memory of Shandon Park.426

L<’ Taken from performance of Shandon Park.
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I his act of altering and renewing memories related directly to the identity that Biddy 

reeieated for the purposes of this performance and the audience to which she was presenting 

her life. Biddy’s performance took place within the confines of her own back garden and in 

this way demonstrated very strongly the importance of the living place, the inhabited space of 

those involved in the project. The audience were witness not only to the testimony of Biddy’s 

strong emotional tie to her home and the memories that bonded her and her family to the 

place that they lived, but they also saw the physical impact that Biddy’s family made on the 

material home they occupied. 1 he raised garden area on which she stood in front of an out 

building on ground beyond illustrated how Biddy’s life in number 42 had evolved. In this 

way, Biddy s piesentation demonstrated a superimposing of real and representational space 

that Shandon Pat k became lor the duration of the performance — the place wherein she lived 

and where she re-presented her life - a situation that characterised the entire project.

Place/Home: Identity as Territory'

Through an exploration of how images of place become woven into an individual’s sense of 

self, the site of performance, layered by lived experience and saturated with narratives 

became not just the backdrop but a performing subject in the piece. The site-specificity of the 

pioject firstly icllected the importance of the project to explore memories and identities that 

are profoundly influenced by their material conditions, but ultimately the sites around 

Shandon Park, resonant with signifiers of the past, represented the past/present continuum 

that demonstrated the natuie of the performances themselves. Mike Pearson states that 

[p]ei formance generates two orders of narrative: the narratives of the watchers and the 

watched’427 and during the performances of individuals’ memories in Shandon Park, the 

audience and the residents who carried on with their own lives became co-creators in the 

overall performance of the place. Throughout the hour long performance throughout the 

Mike Pearson, ' I heatre/Archaeology’, The Drama Review, 4 (Winter 1994), 133-161 (p. 143).
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estate, the audience fluctuated in numbers as people left and rejoined the journey. Some 

stopped to speak to neighbours whose houses they passed, others took phonecalls and some 

householders who initially came out to see what was going on, entered into conversations and 

stayed with others as the audience group moved on. Cars drove into and out of the estate and 

a number of people left at certain moments to check on preparations for the tea and 

sandwiches that would be served after the show.

Within the performance of Shandon Park, the self was also presented as being bonded 

to and indeed intrinsically tied up with others and in Shandon Park, in a performance where 

performer and spectator shared space and time, this was an arena where the two also shared 

language, stories and experience. It was a place where, as Helen Nicholson describes, 

■|l]iction and reality, self and others are not in opposition or isolated from each-other but, as 

narrative constructions, they are interrelated and mutually embedded.'42fi In any performance 

event, the relationship between performer and spectator is a crucial one and in this project the 

audience became an active part of the creative process as seen above with Biddy and Mark. 

Recounted in the presence of the embodied knowledge of the local community, the creation 

of useable narratives illustrated how stories connect us to each other and reflected the 

community as an intricate network of experiences and relationships. The deliberate way in 

which the piece was staged involved the audience for whom it was created. The way that 

Shandon Park was structured as an outdoor promenade through the estate meant that the 

relationship between the performer, the audience and everyday life was presented, explored 

and played out amongst narratives of identity and belonging. The interaction between the 

audience and ‘performer,’ neighbours who lived within each others’ lives on a daily basis, 

displayed "a suspension of the ordinary rather than a suspension of reality and thus

428 Nicholson, (2005), p.65.
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constitutes more of a heightening of reality in which it is recognised that ordinary people can 

become extra-ordinary tor a period ot time’.

As part of the audience’s experience, the variety of installations played out in the 

estate re-created a range of shared memories of the past that were remembered by many 

residents and which demonstrated the life and lives of the estate. The series of happenings 

occurred along the performance route and on the audience’s walk through the estate and 

allowed for a confrontation with visual re-enactments that were part of the past and the 

present life of the place. The sight of three boys carrying furniture from the Hats through the 

estate was not only a re-enactment of Biddy’s moving day memories (which she told later in 

her own performance), but was a history shared by others in the estate who had lived at first 

in the Hats before being relocated to a house within the estate. This particular installation 

demonstrated a reflection of how individual memories also served as community stories. The 

display of the couple dancing through the window in their living room presented the 

experience shared by many past and present residents who reminisced about evenings 

dancing at home when it was just too expensive to go out. The situation of the house to the 

pathway that the audience were following meant that they could easily hear the music and see 

the action inside the house. While other installations may have passed by, and been passed 

off by the audience as everyday ‘normal events’ of living in the estate, this particular 

installation was watched and applauded when the dance ended. The appreciation given by the 

audience to this particular installation illustrated not only an acknowledgement of a 

communal memory but an appreciation for the sharing of a private one.

Other installations such as the jumble sale and the appearance of an Elvis 

impersonator included my own reminiscences of growing up in Shandon Park and the fancy

t29 Frances Harding, 'Presenting and Re-presenting the self: From Not-Acting to Acting in African 
Performance’, The Drama Review, 43.2 (1999), 118-135 (p.l 19).
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dress parade recalled a more recent past with the children performing their own memories of 

Halloween. The communal, even nostalgic, appeal of these episodes in their coexistence 

alongside the rituals of everyday life that carried on throughout the piece presented how the 

actuality of such people's lives existed alongside the performance of them. This relationship 

required a balance to be struck between my ethical and creative responsibilities to the people 

and the place.

Shandon Park as a Creative and Ethical Process: Rosie and Cara

The responsibility for and authorship of the final narrative was, in effect, co-owned by myself 

and the participants and the concept of‘shared authority' was a guiding principle throughout 

the project. Essentially, the project presented a relationship between my own shared history of 

the past in Shandon Park with facilitation of the stories of others and a concern that the 

process would not be overly shaped through my own subjective or even artistic interpretation, 

was an issue that governed the entire project. Throughout the interview process, I was 

constantly contemplating my methodological approaches and considering the ethical 

implications of transforming the personal exchange between the narrator and myself into a 

public statement. My own consciousness about the role I would play in the production of 

meaning resulted in a continuous shift between what would work for the performance and 

what would be comfortable for the performer to retell. This constant negotiation in what 

Rebecca Jones calls ‘the continuum of shared authority’,430 was most evident in dealing with 

the narrative ol the oldest participant, Rosie. 1 he usual ethical principals surrounding the 

methodology of oral history within this project, including informed consent, non-deception, 

privacy and accuracy, was further complicated by the fact that people’s lives would be re

performed to the local community. The premise established by the fact that people would be

' " Rebecca Jones, ’Blended Voices: Crafting a Narrative from Oral History Interviews’, The Oral History 
Review, 31.1 (2004), 23-42 (p.41).
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retelling their own stories in performance was not going to apply to Rosie in this project, as 

her story would be performed by Cara. So the performance of her story by another resident in 

the estate meant considering representation and ethics as interrelated discourses in this 

instance. The choice of seventeen year old Cara to perform Rosie’s story was made early on 

in the process to allow a relationship to build between them that would foster an atmosphere 

of understanding and trust. This relationship also came to directly influence the shape and 

content of the script that was recounted in performance.

From Cara’s first meeting with Rosie, where she read aloud the interview transcript 

that Rosie could not read for herself, both women were involved in the editing and shaping of 

that script right up until performance. The relationship which built up between Cara and Rosie 

centred on the fact that Cara would be solely responsible for sharing Rosie’s story in a public 

forum, but my role within this relationship was also significant. Any editing of the script was 

carried out at Rosie’s behest but the shaping of it became my task and the restructuring of 

Rosie’s script, at times, came down to making it easier for Cara to learn. Rosie’s life 

experiences were therefore put into a chronological order while other cuts and additions that 

were made to the script came from Cara’s questions to Rosie for clarification. The inclusion 

of Rosie’s story in the overall presentation oi'Shandon Park focused on the ethical dilemma 

presented when oral history narratives are performed by others and the responsibility to relate 

someone’s memories without violating that person’s view of the past. The reality of this 

situation was that Cara was re-presenting the real life of an individual who, it could be argued, 

was vulnerable and marginalised from the dominant narrative because of her age and the 

situations described within her narrative. Cara as a second-hand teller took on a responsibility 

that came from a power inherent in making what had been told in private public and a 

growing friendship between the two women occurred because of this. This relationship also 

meant that some of the details that Cara had picked up from conversations with Rosie



155

throughout the project made it into the final performed narrative. Therefore the stories which 

were told in the final performance illustrated how Cara was not ‘the passive consumer of gifts 

received but [...] the active participant in a cycle of reciprocity.’431

With the process of transforming Rosie’s testimony from the interview to the 

performance, the demands inherent in the whole project to find a balance between aesthetics 

and function were more particularly evident. Cara’s performance came with the added 

responsibility as a teller of someone else’s narrative and that required some theatrical 

scaffolding to assist and frame her telling. Also, as the only narrative that wasn't going to be 

performed by the person who owned it, it was important to me that Rosie still retained an 

ownership over her narrative at this point in the project. It was decided therefore that Rosie’s 

voice should be heard within the retelling of her story by Cara and a recording of Rosie’s 

voice was to be played at the start of the presentation of her story in a demonstration of her 

authority over the performance that followed. The extract from our original interview from 

where the recording came, was additionally, a crucial piece of evidence that encapsulated the 

entire ethos of the project. The following conversation was played over a loud speaker as the 

audience assembled around Rosie’s back garden,

ROSIE: Does this record all I’ve said? This wee thing here? And when that is 
recorded will anybody hear it?

MICHELLE: Well I’ll hear it for I’ll write it all down then.

ROSIE: All what I’ve said?

MICHELLE: Yes. And if you want me to I’ll bring it all down and you can read it. Do 
you want me to do that?

ROSIE: Naw, I can't read too well anyway. Naw

MICHELLE: Or if you want, I'll put it all on to a CD you can play it

ROSIE: Oh aye. Sure that doesn’t play CDs, you see.

1 ’ Della Pollock, ‘Telling the Told’, p. 15.
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MICHELLE: Well Ell get something lor you and get it all put on to a CD for you and 
I 11 give it to you and I’ll bring down something for you to play it on.

ROSIE: Oh aye and hear my voice playing it on it.

MICHELLE: You can hear your stories and the way that you....

ROSIE: Lived, aye.432

In the opening story of the whole performance, Rosie’s voice would be the first to be heard as 

an important exercise of her ownership over her own story. Yet, when it came to the actual 

evening of the show, Rosie’s presence at the performance came to be a more powerful 

display ol ownership and even more so because it was entirely choreographed by her. Rosie 

had always wanted to witness the telling of her narrative and to sit in the garden to do so. In 

the weeks leading up to the performance we had discussed where the audience would gather 

to watch the performance and we had discussed instructing them to stand around the sides of 

the gaiden, leaving a designated chair for Rosie who did not want to stand. However, the day 

before the show, Rosie asked if people could be guided to stand outside the fence to avoid 

damage to her flowers and she asked if her chair could be moved closer to her back door so 

she wouldn t have to walk so far. As the audience assembled outside Rosie’s fenced garden 

for the piece to begin, Rosie waited with Cara in her kitchen while I took my place among the 

audience. As the recorded voice-over began to play, signalling the start of the performance, it 

occurred to me that Rosie hadn't come out of the house, but halfway through its playing she 

emerged from the doorway to take her seat which placed her firmly within the performance 

aiena and on stage . Rosie’s act and the powerful position which she occupied both 

physically and emotionally within the performance reflected the ownership she emanated 

over her own story and over the process of bringing it into the public domain. While Cara 

played her part, Rosie took centre stage in her garden. Her physical presence, her

4'2 Taken from interview.
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acknowledgement of the assembled audience and the shared glances with Cara throughout the 

piece demonstrated her consent, possession and consistent involvement in the presentation of 

her identity. The particular staging of Rosie’s story presented this ‘cycle of reciprocity’4 ’ ’ in 

action and the circumstances which facilitated this particular aspect of Shandon Park 

exemplified a crucial aspect of my enquiry into the ownership of the transmission of memory.

Cara’s performance in Rosie’s back garden while hanging washing on the line, 

allowed Cara not only to inhabit Rosie’s story but the tasks of her everyday life and telling 

her story in first person narrative added to this sense of the embodiment of Rosie’s life. The 

life story that Cara performed was the result of a creative and ethical editing process that 

involved Rosie at every stage. Ethical concerns about the content of the final script that Cara 

would perform were raised by Rosie hersell'based on the amount of detail that she had 

included in some of her recounts and creative decisions were taken on her certainty about the 

identity of her ‘self that she wanted portrayed to the audience. The order in which Rosie’s 

life was transmitted to the audience may not have been exactly the way she relayed her past 

in the oral history interview, but the identity that Rosie revealed to me throughout her 

interview and the identity that she wanted portrayed, necessitated this reordering in order to 

communicate her identity as that of a survivor. The decision to begin Rosie’s story with her 

residency in the cottage on the Tamlaght Road was a dramaturgical one that allowed the 

piece to begin with a personal history of the area before the park was even built, as well as 

demonstrating Rosie’s ‘place’ in the history of Shandon Park. However, this decision also 

proved to be very important in encapsulating the central purpose of my research and the sense 

of ownership that permeated the performance.

The rearrangement of Rosie’s narrative after this opening section into a chronological 

order, based on the homes around Omagh that she had occupied, allowed the audience to get a 

43’ Ibid.
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sense oi Rosie s life journey that took everyone up to the present day. Ending the story with 

Rosie in her final abode brought her life full circle and allowed for her story to end with 

Rosie’s present identity in place. The creative ordering of the script of Rosie’s life was 

therefore based on a sense of duty I felt towards her and how she wanted to be portrayed. I 

wanted to honour Rosie’s past and give due attention to the identity she had constructed for 

herself in the present. The sense of hope embodied by Rosie and my desire to do her future no 

harm in the retelling of her past meant that the end of Rosie’s story focused on herself, not as 

a wile of a mother but her on remembrances as a single girl in the past and those aspects of 

her 'sell that she still embodies today. In her original interview, Rosie told stories of her 

social life before she was married and we talked about the social activities she was involved 

in today including her "days out' to a local senior citizen’s centre. Her own comparison with 

her life then and now was one that I wanted to portray within the performance alongside the 

performance of her 'then' by Cara and her present presence within the performance. Her 

description of how her hair had changed was one that she made in the light of a recent hair cut 

to me in her original interview and the fact that she half joked with me that the curls she once 

had would grow back displayed a sense of optimism that she still possessed. This was an 

important part of who Rosie was, how I regarded her and, more importantly, how she saw 

heisell in the present. It was pertinent that the memories Rosie had of herself as ‘good- 

looking [...] I had lovely hair and all'4’4 were connected to her present hope that her curls 

would grow back and the decision to end Rosie’s narrative on this aspect of her story was a 

cieative decision that was also based on an ethical responsibility to represent an identity that 

Rosie wanted to portray.

I he performance of Rosie’s story Cara, who, at seventeen, presented a start of a life as 

much as Rosie piesentcd an end, was a creative choice but one based on ethical concerns.

4,4 Taken from interview.
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With the situation of having someone take responsibility for telling another’s story, it was 

important that an ongoing collaborative relationship between the 'owner' and the 'player' of 

the testimony would be established and, as neighbours, Cara and Rosie were able to sustain 

this. The project’s aim to foster ownership of individual memories existed alongside the 

insertion of these individual memories into a communal narrative. Cara's retelling of Rosie’s 

story exhibited how memories can be relocated in the bodies and minds of performers and 

then an audience. The collaboration between us all in constructing the narrative of Rosie’s life 

illustrated how stories that had been situated in another specific time and place could belong 

to all generations, and in re-placing them in the present, allow the past to unite with the future.

Memory in Process: Real Remembering? Eugene

In the process of the oral history interview, narrators will always provide information that 

goes beyond historical fact, recalling not only past events but an interpretation of these events 

which reflects their reality of that past at that present moment. Recreating this condition 

within the process of performance was one aspiration of the project, Shandon Park. With 

participants performing themselves and recalling their memories of the memories recalled in 

the interview at a particular moment for a particular audience, it could be argued that in many 

ways, the performance part Shandon Park, created the conditions for this to happen. Terry 

Eagleton declares that ‘a dramatic production does not 'express,’ 'reflect’ or ‘reproduce’ the 

dramatic text on which it is based but it 'produces’ the text, transforming it into a unique and 

irreducible entity’.40 In the performance Shandon Park the performers demonstrated a 

continuous dialogue with memories within the place that prompted them. The layers of 

remembering produced by recalling the scripted reconstructions of these memories were 

added to and embellished in response to the here and now of the event. In this way Shandon 

Park illustrated how the theatrical performance of oral history can function in an environment 

' ” Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literature Theory (London: Verso, 1976), p.64.
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of memory in process. However, were these slippages in performance enough to exemplify a 

'real’ or 'authentic’ remembering?

According to Schechner, the model of theatre where people perform their own stories 

for people of their own community is a form of'believed-in-theatre’.* * 4 ’6 Owned by those who 

created it, the performance oi'Shandon Park in and around the homes that people articulated 

through their narrative, presented actual lived experience in a way that offered direct access 

to the real. As locations of identity and belonging, the homes in Shandon Park in Omagh’s 

suburbs also became sites of private and personal memory in a way that contested the 

political and national identity expressed in the memorial monument in the town’s centre. My 

investigation into Shandon Park as exemplifying Nora’s definition of real environments of 

memory’ involved a confrontation with the concepts of truth and reality. However, in an 

effort to commemorate everyday life in an assertion of local community and identity, I have 

to consider \iShandon Park, in the end, presented a nostalgic evaluation of the place, 

invoking a positive view of the past 'in response to a deficient present world’.438

It could be argued that the production and performance Shandon Park was 

authentic in the sense that it was, in every clement, conceived and raised in the site. The 

performers were 'authentic’ in the sense that they acquired their identities, speech patterns 

and gestures in the place that they were situated, both in reality and performance. Their 

performances were not just reconstructed slices of life but multilayered interpretations that 

combined a sense of history, an awareness of the relationship between the audience, the 

material and the performance of it, as well as of the place itself. The recollection of memories 

by the people who made and carried them, showed how the past lives within us and is 

constantly revisited in embodied practices that sustain and communicate identity. The

4,6 Richard Schechner, ‘Theatre Alive in the New Millennium’, p.5.
1' Nora, p.7.
4'8Tannock, p.454.
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performance of Shandon Park presented the body 'as another sort of text, a genre of 

i cpi esentation that can be communicated and passed down to the next generation. The 

structure of the narratives, enhanced by intonation, dialect, gesture, bodily stance and facial 

expressions all added to the performance in a way that reflected the embodied memory in 

action, retelling their stories physically and emotionally as well as cognitively and 

verbally’.440 The balance within the project between the content of the stories and the way 

that the stories were told highlighted how, in the performed testimonies of Eugene, Mark and 

Biddy, Shandon Park presented not only the verbal communication of a story but the non

vocal articulation of identity performed by the body itself. This aspect was most notable in 

the performance of Eugene, who narrated his story while playing his records in a re

enactment of a past ritual and a tradition in the history of Shandon Park. The physical act of 

cueing up the music, the ritual ol bending and straightening and adjusting the volume 

throughout his narrative were all signifiers of his projected identity as a disc-jockey.

Pearson has asked; ‘|i]s authenticity about tradition? Is it about creativity and 

spontaneity?’441 Throughout the testimonial offered by Eugene, the tradition of a past ritual 

became rccontextualised through a performance of that ritual when he added embellishments 

to his iccollections and reacted to conditions of the here and now. The restaging of Eugene’s 

disco was an enactment of a past that many of those who lived in the estate would have 

recognised yet within this ‘restaging,’ the delivery and subject matter of his testimony was in 

itself an unrealistic occurrence. However, at various times during the performance of his 

narrative, Eugene strayed from his script, creating a new text in a spontaneous response to the 

audience in the moment. 1 his was most notable when he spotted people he knew in the 

audience and embellished the story he was telling with extra details or even recalled another

l.ynn Spillman and Brian Conway, "Texts, Bodies and the Memory of Bloody Sunday’, Symbolic Interaction 
30.1 (2007), 79-103 (p.94). * "uauion,
4"’ Nicholson, p. 105.

Pearson, Mike and Shanks, Michael, Theatre / Archaeology’ ( London: Routledge, 2001), p. I I
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remembered event that he knew would be shared by a particular spectator. Of course, Eugene 

also added details to other stories ‘for those who might not remember this particular man'442 

and these occurrences illustrated R. Kenneth Kirby’s statement that ‘[p|henomenology 

actually predicts that oral history informants should change their story with successive

... , 443retellings .

In one particular moment in his performance, however, Eugene transmitted his 

experience through the removal of the narrative of a story itself. Just before the moment of its 

retelling, he decided not to articulate an event which he had planned to tell, yet he 

communicated his experience of it in a powerful way. The story was about the day of the 

bomb in Omagh and Eugene’s description of travelling to the hospital to find his daughter 

was a story which he had recounted to me in his interview. This was to be narrated over the 

playing of a particular record. Broken Things, a song that was performed by local singer, 

Juliet Turner during the memorial service which was held in Omagh the week after the bomb. 

Over the years, this particular song has always evoked memories of the days following the 

bomb in the town, not just in Omagh but throughout Northern Ireland.444 Eugene’s telling had 

been rehearsed to time with the song but in the live performance, while he introduced the 

story by naming it ‘the day of the Omagh bomb’,445 he made a decision to stop his narration, 

cut the story short, sat down and remained silent throughout the rest of the music. The 

recollection of that event within the shared experience of the assembled crowd was 

transmitted through Eugene’s silence and his obvious emotion. Portelli has pointed out that it

442 Taken from performance of Shandon Park.
44 ' R.Kenneth Kirby,Thenomenology and the Problems of Oral History’, Oral History Review, 35.1 (2008), 22- 
38 (p. 130).
444 Broken Things was written and originally performed by American singer-songwriter, Julie Miller. It was 
performed by local singer, Juliet Turner who was asked to perform as part of the memorial service that was held 
in Omagh the week after the bomb - a ceremony that was televised and internationally broadcast. The song, for 
many people would be associated with the town and its events. Although Turner never released it as a single, 
she recorded it for a special benefit album, Across The Bridge of Hope which included local artists and choirs 
and was released to raise money for the Omagh fund set up in the wake of the bombing.
444 Taken from the performance of Shandon Park.
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is often the silences and omissions in stories that are the most revealing, stating that ‘Itlhe 

most precious information may lie in what the informants hide and in the fact they do hide it 

rather than in what they tell.,446 Eugene’s decision not to articulate this particular story to the 

assembled audience demonstrated an enactment of a private memorial in a public place and 

also illustrated how narrative memory can be halted by historical trauma. However, Eugene’s 

act also presented a powerful symbol of the silence imposed upon Omagh’s past and in a 

place where the recovery of the families is being stalled by a Hop down' refusal to talk about 

the past, Eugene’s silence represented a regressive history of more silence.

In an analysis of Eoucault s theories on embodiment, Helen Nicholson surmises that 

he 'acknowledged that the body both is imprinted by experience which he calls the ‘stigmata 

of past experience' and by the immediacy of‘feelings, desires, errors.’ As such, he argues, 

the body is a site of conHict between the past and the present'.447 Eugene’s in-the-moment 

decision to change how he communicated this particular story represented this conflict 

between his experience and the here and now of performance. This condition was presented 

in other ways by other performers in Shandon Park who, despite having reshaped, and in 

some cases, rehearsed their structured stories, presented altered narratives in the public 

performance that emerged not from a ‘script’ but from actual memory of the event itself. This 

was evident in the performed narratives of Biddy and Mark who reworked their narratives 

while in the presence of the audience. A confidence gained by Biddy provoked her to add in 

details to her story that she had previously said would not be included, as she actively 

remembered the event she was telling. The story, about her father, had been edited to leave 

out details about her smoking - a habit that he never liked, but within the performance, Biddy 

reinserted this aspect of her narrative because, as she told me later, 'it was long enough ago.

"" Portelli, The Death ofLuigu Trastulli, p.53. 
44 Nicholson, p. 101.



164

so I could say it now’.448 This reworking of the past in the present moment demonstrated how 

Biddy felt comfortable enough to ‘come clean" and presented a creation of a self that 

demonstrates how the past is constantly being negotiated and reinterpreted.

In her analysis of a search for an unmediated ‘truth’ in narratives of self and 

community, I lelen Nicholson states that '[t )he use of the term ‘authenticity’ in the context of 

performance equals to a yearning for greater honesty, truthfulness and importantly, a greater 

correspondence to reality’.449 But with the charge against nostalgia as a ‘romantic yearning 

for a harmonious integrated past that never existed’410 and ‘bad history,’411 the validity of the 

truths that Shandon Park presented is called into question. How much this was affected by 

my own nostalgic tendencies must also be called to account.

My Role: Art, Truth, the Past, Nostalgia

Shandon Park was a project in which individual and communal identity was explored,

performed and negotiated. Participating in a presentation and exchange of past experience

and present interpretation, the community became authors and agents of their own history in

an examination of how performance can be a memorial that challenges a fixed and dominant

monumental hegemony. Through an exploration of the past from below and from the inside,

individual narratives from a personal past presented an alternative story to collective or

official memory conferred upon Omagh in a society coming to terms with its history.

Throughout the project, the presentation of the home as the central location of memory and

identity also recalled my own memories of the estate as my childhood home. The

performance of Shandon Park demonstrated an effort to destabilise the dominant

representation of Omagh and its historical and political narrative. The collaborative effort

44S From discussion with Biddy in the evening after the show.
441 Nicholson, p.86.
' 0 Ray Cashman, 'Critical Nostalgia and Material Culture in Northern Ireland,’ Journal of American Folklore, 
119.427 (2006), 137-160 (p.140).

451 Ibid., p. 139.
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which stressed the local and the particular narratives of a specific place also revealed my own 

emotional attachment to Shandon Park. In this way, the piece encompassed my own desires 

and bore features of‘restorative nostalgia'4^" which has been described by Svetlana Boym as 

the reconstruction of emblems and rituals of the lost home that appears to present a longing 

for home but which actually demonstrates a longing for a different time.

The performance of everyday and ‘ordinary’ stories, all presented ‘a geography of 

belonging, an identity forged in a specified landscape, inseparable from if ,4:” as the residents 

articulated their belonging to the place where they live. By performing their version of a past 

that remembered and reinforced their identification with the place, these acts enforced the 

local and the particular by controlling how their own stories are told. However, within this 

project and despite my establishment of a format that would allow an ownership over the 

stories and the place, my own role in the facilitation and situation of these tellings, must be 

evaluated within this nostalgic framework. Nora asserts that ‘[tjhe quest for memory is the 

search for one’s history’,4^4 and throughout the process of re-creating Shandon Park to 

demonstrate the power of memory over history, how far the telling of personal narratives 

became part of a re-contcxtualising of the place as my home, is an issue I must confront. The 

element of nostalgia was a feature of the narratives ot Shandon Park, and its definition as the 

longing (algia) for home (nostos), seems to imply a yearning for that which no longer exists. 

Yet, through the narrative tour of people's lives in the houses where they still reside, the 

continuity of life within the place was visually signified as well as directly articulated. In 

analysing how this nostalgic component was so strongly present within the performance of 

Shandon Park, I returned to the oral history interview transcripts to investigate the stories that 

made it to the performance stage, and those that didn’t. The choices made by all of the

4,2 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), p.41.
45:' Ibid.
451 Nora, p. 13.
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interviewees who picked specific stories for performance, presented an effort to project a 

specific identity, for a present time, within a particular frame. Particular narratives were 

reinforced through their performance, others were discarded because of possible effects on 

others, while some were considered too private, or too distressing to re-tell in public.

Through her narrative, Biddy chose to focus on the ‘sense of community' which kept 

her in Shandon Park. Most of the stories she recalled revolved around good deeds done by 

neighbours and the support she received when her husband was working away in England. 

While Mark had edited out any ‘bad' aspects of his past before he even came to the interview, 

Rosie, who shared some harrowing aspects of her childhood and particular memories of her 

marriage, asked that some of the stories would not be re-told in public as she was conscious 

of the effect that may have on her children. Benefitting from having her story read back to her 

within a few days of telling it to me in the interview, Rosie got the opportunity to hear her 

story in a way that the other participants did not. This allowed her an opportunity to 

experience how her story would sound to others and she edited the spoken narrative as she 

heard it. Immediately after the first hearing she cut out elements where she would be seen to 

speak ill of her children’s father, in case they would be at the performance. Eugene’s 

narrative was also edited due to the effect they may have on his children and in some 

instances, they asked for the cuts. Eugene had shared some memories of his late wife in the 

interview that he knew he would find too upsetting to re-tell in a public forum. He also 

checked key aspects of his narrative with his children, who said that they would find certain 

stories difficult to hear. The inclusion of specific music in his narrative therefore became a 

way for Eugene to pay tribute to his wife in non-narrative ways. He chose particular songs 

that he associated with his late wife which allowed him to include her in his testimony in a 

form that was also recognised by their children. In this way Eugene’s performance, which
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seemed the most public due to his set up with the microphone, included some of the most 

private transmission of memories.

It could be argued that the desire to project a certain identity and to tell ‘good' stories

mimicked the similar impetus of the council to revere the past and re-edit its narrative within

the construction of Omagh's memorial. In this way, Shandon Park became a metonymic

memorial in Omagh and to the memorialisation of Omagh in promoting a sense of a revised

and almost mythical past in response to present needs. In facilitating this transmission,

although I encouraged maximum ownership over the stories told and the process of telling

them, Shandon Park reconstructed a place that reinforced my own recollections of

community and continuity that I remembered from when I lived there over twenty years ago.

An undertaking to reassert Omagh’s alternative identity as a home-place became my mission

to 'reconstruct the lost home’455 and this manifested itself as an emotional search as much as

a performative one. In evaluating my own role in influencing this within this project, I again

return to the oral history interviews and the restatement of this process as a collaborative

procedure. Abrams states that '[ w]e should always remember that at the heart of our practice

are real people: the researcher who is asking the questions, and the respondent doing his or

her best to answer them [... | All the features that distinguish oral history stem from this one

element’.456 All the people I interviewed knew that I was a past resident of the estate, some of

my family still live there and although my previous knowledge of the residents who spoke to

me varied, often the reason for their involvement came from this fact. My memories of

growing up in Shandon Park were often the first topic we discussed within the interview

session and stories were related to me through an establishment of my own shared knowledge

of certain events. The ’reality’ of my own identification with Shandon Park and my own

memories of the past were recollected every day throughout my present habitation and for the

1 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), p.354.
4:16 Lynn Abrams, p. I 8-19.
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duration of the project. This meant that even though I tried to shift the power relationship, 

inherently with the interviewer/director of any oral history performance piece, my own 

memories and identification with Shandon Park permeated the project. I was living in the 

estate as a present resident, and I and my project became part of the community’s day to day 

life. Just as my emotional memories of the place made me part of its past, my physical 

presence within the park made me and what I was doing, part of its present story too - and the 

performance of it.

Before the first story was performed by Cara in Rosie’s garden, I wanted Rosie’s 

voice to be part of the performance and in broadcasting part of my interview with her, my 

voice was also heard. In the section 1 had chosen to be transmitted via loudspeaker, I was 

explaining how her story would be heard and I was also inserting my own voice and my own 

role in the project from the start of the piece. My present role in Shandon Park as well as my 

historical link with Shandon Park was also articulated later in the piece by Eugene within his 

narrative when he 'took a minute’ to address the crowd. Before he began his ‘performance’, 

Eugene announced, unbeknownst to me, that 1 was doing a PhD and he wanted to wish me 

well with my studies, acknowledging that Shandon Park was part of my work towards this. In 

a break with what would normally be considered performance etiquette, Eugene brought me 

directly into the performance through this acknowledgement. In doing this, Eugene harked 

back to the days when he would announce birthday or other special requests during his disco 

and in this way, his dedication to me was what he always did but it also illustrated another 

example of the liminal space occupied by all the performers between their ‘real' and 

■performing’ selves.

The performance of Shandon Park became part of the history of Shandon Park, and 

the project became part of the narrative of the resident's lives. My role in coordinating the 

work also made me a part of the narrative of the place and my role in the performance of it
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was further enhanced by being involved in the narratives of those performing. The 

acknowledgement of the narrators of their place within Shandon Park and the recognition that 

they were taking part in a performative celebration of the estate, all worked towards marking 

my own place within the history of Shandon Park, as well as in the performance of it.

Through the performance of personal narratives that reinforced its identity as a 

‘home,’ Shandon Park offered an examination of a sense of the past that lives within us and 

by sharing these stories of everyday life, the piece explored issues of society, culture and 

belonging that made the ordinary extraordinary. The uncovering of a hidden history into the 

arena of public performance, asserted the value of individual remembering and allowed 

people to become instruments in the commemoration of their own life stories. Most crucially, 

this project presented an alternative to the traditional way of transmitting historical 

knowledge. Connecting to history through the recollection of personal memories provoked 

people to make sense of the present in 'real time.’ The presence of the narrators themselves 

therefore shared an experience that considerably enhanced the communication of narratives 

through 'the principal medium of memory’s transmission'4^7 and the communication of this 

presented the action of remembering and the reworking of memory that was offered as an 

alternative and living memorial to the past.

45( Colin Counsell and Roberta Mock, Performance, Embodiment and Cultural Memory (Newcastle Upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009), p.7.
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CHAP I ER SIX: Conclusion

Only (he ephemeral is of lasting value458

Ionesco

I his study investigated the creative and ethical issues surrounding the performance of 

memory in an engagement with the concepts of memorialisation and the individual 

experience. I he location oi my research in Omagh recognised how the town, because of its 

traumatic past and Northern Ireland s hope for the future, became a designated ‘site of 

memory’. I explored how the place has been invested with an enduring symbolism which 

enacts a hegemonic aspiration in a climate of post-conflict transformation and discussed how 

artists have reflected and negotiated this. The aesthetic and political requirements in 

remembering Omagh within a proposed objective of recovery in post-conflict Northern 

heland existed amidst accusations that the personal was appropriated for communal effect.

My investigation, underpinned by Nora’s proposal that the artificial landscape of a national 

and cultural memory contrasts with environments of memory, was explored within my 

practice through the performance of a series of stories told about, and in, the housing estate 

where I grew up in Omagh. Embedded in the experience of everyday life, from underneath 

the historical narrative and from within the community itself, these stories and their 

performance were presented as a counter-memorial. As an exploration of how issues of 

authority and authorship of memory were negotiated in relation to the theatrical construction 

of oral history, the location of my research within a place which also held my own memories 

also confronted my role as artist-outsider and resident-insider in an engagement with notions 

of ownership, empowerment and artistic value in memorial practice.

Quoted in A. Clinton, Printed Ephemera: Collection, Organisation and Access (London- Clive Binelev 
1981), p.84. b
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Jay Winter acknowledges ‘commemorative monuments alongside acts of witnessing 

and healing as the most public features of the ‘memory boom’419 which he defines as a 

contemporary preoccupation with the past viewed through public representations and 

practices of memory. 1 his thesis situated my research within these paradigms and their 

icpresentation of current artistic memorial practice applied to the remembrance of Omagh. 

My examination of the testimonial Theatre of Witness project’s We Carried Your Secrets, 

explored how the format offered itself as a public forum for a renegotiation of history within 

the agenda of presenting marginalised narratives and in a reflection of Huyssen’s recognition 

°f how much of contemporary discourse focuses on the personal in an attempt to establish a 

sense o! the experiential and authentic . However, as a concept which bears witness to 

the past in the form of dramatic representation, the resonance created by the teller and the 

validity of the testimony, which comes from their authority as the speaker, is called into 

question by the aesthetic feature of the practice. In We Carried Your Secrets, the artist s 

translation of‘extreme experience into the materiality of the theatre’,461 made use of poetry 

and metaphor in a way that undercut the real with the theatrically represented. Rather than 

facilitating the equation between experience and truth, it could be argued that the format 

appropriated the individual experience and encouraged a recreation of a self that was 

symbolic, representative and representational. Although the project exploited the current 

debates around the implementation of a truth recovery process in Northern Ireland, its 

dramaturgy, as I discussed in Chapter 2, removed any possibility of hearing the real truth and 

demonstrated the aitist/diiector s role in appropriating the individual for communal effect.

I lowever. the concept of ordinary people retelling their stories in a public arena illustrated the 

importance conferred on the hearing of unheard stories in dealing with Northern Ireland’s

' Winter, p. 12.
See Andreas I fuyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford. California: 

Stanford University Press, 2003), p.8.
Anna Harpin, 'Intolerable Acts’, Performance Research. 16.1 (2011), 102-111 (p.108).
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past. It could be argued that the dramatic and aesthetic distance employed in the performance, 

IVe Carried Your Secrets allowed for an experience of reality and, consequently, that the 

format actually ‘openled] up the possibility for an authentic reflection’462 for the audience. In 

view of this, Shandon Park and its presentation of memories that fell outside the official 

narrative of Omagh, the focus on the individual and the local in my practice provided an 

opportunity to hear about the reality of life in an Omagh estate but called into question its 

ability to translate this beyond the boundaries of the estate itself.

In my examination of Omagh’s memorial to the victims of the bomb, I explored the 

tension that existed between the private remembrance of loss and the public exploitation of 

this for political ends. Standing at the intersection between public art and political memory, 

Constant Light demonstrated the publicly shared determination to create a bold symbolic 

response to terrorism and. in this way, contributed to the creation of Omagh’s place identity 

as one that was required in the interests of the collective. In symbolising an un-remembering 

of the past or a selected version of it, the memorial proposed a re-remembering for the future 

by fashioning a communal memory that legitimised a political and cultural identity for a 

particular time in Northern Ireland. In its demonstration of memory as ‘a responsibility for 

tomorrow ,46 Constant Light carried out political work in the present by asserting a 

hegemonic version of the past and the artist became embroiled in this situation which he 

described as a state where he had 'all of the responsibility but none of the control'.464 James 

Young states that ‘[b]oth a monument and its significance are constructed in particular times 

and places contingent on the political, historical and aesthetic realities of the moment’.465 The 

Omagh memorial illustrated how the commemorative site, in telling a story of the past

462 Amanda Stuart Fisher, ‘Trauma, Authenticity and the Limits of Verbatim’, Performance Research (2011) 
I 12-122 (p.l 19).

Jacques Derrida, ‘Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression’, Diacritics, 25.2 (1995), 9-63 (p.36).
464 Taken from interview.
4<” James Young, The Texture of Memory, p.80.
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through its text and artwork, also reflected the story of who the memorial was created for and 

for what purpose. In this way, the memorial does not so much represent past history but 

reflects the role that it plays in the current time. For Omagh, the memorialisation of the past 

was viewed as an opportunity to galvanise efforts to hope for a peaceful future, illustrating 

how sites of memory narrate history in selective ways that not only represent a remembrance 

but also a process of forgetting. In ‘overlaying a public narrative of healing'466 upon the grief 

of the bereaved which was wrapped up in their being denied the truth of what happened, the 

memorial represented a closure in the ongoing narrative of progress. It represented a 

'completion'467 of memory and illustrates what Nora states is a propensity to ‘organise and

468fix the past’ in a way that ‘crystalises memory to promote a sense of historical continuity’.

As a local initiative within the context of the wider political development, Shandon 

Park presented a form of commemoration that asserted a specifically local community and 

identity and explored what Hirsch terms as the "living connection’469 between past and 

present. In an exploration of the central place of the private home in the town's landscape of 

remembering, my practice employed community theatre practice to challenge the central 

identifying story of a place and placed the interior worlds of individual thought in opposition 

to collective or cultural systems of shared meaning.

My practice investigated the memorialisation of a particular place, by presenting the 

commemoration of everyday life in an Omagh housing estate as ‘counter’ to the memorial 

situated in Omagh's town centre. Through the retelling of personal stories, Shandon Park 

also interrogated the role of testimonial theatre, as presented in IVe Carried Your Secrets, 

within this paradigm itself. The transformation of memory into the public interactive

466 Johnston, p.240.
467 Nora, p.8.
468 Ibid.

I ', Marianne Hirsch, 'The Generation ofPost Memory’, Poetics Today, 29.1 (2008), 103-128 (p.104).
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performance of Shandon Park presented the fluidity and changeability of history in the face 

of its solidification. The system that was used to shape and restructure the narrative 

remembrances in IVe Carried Your Secrets presented a narrative that became static and 

unchanging, transforming the real people into actors who kept to a script. The monumental 

representation at the site of memory at the bottom of Market Street, succeeded in 

transforming the town into an entirely symbolic place. Shandon Park allowed for the 

communication of the past as a 'lived through’ experience and my practice provided a space 

which facilitated not only the passing on of experience, but the perception and interpretation 

of the event in the moment in which it takes place. The methodology inherent in community 

theatre practice - where the performance would be communally created - was further opened 

up by me to create opportunities for participants to create their own material at every stage of 

the process. The balance between the artistic realisation of the dramatic narrative and the 

negotiation of empowerment was specifically created to allow the responsibility of 

representation to be owned by those who spoke for themselves, returning to people, the 

ownership of identity and how that is presented. In this way, Shandon Park was a celebration 

of people who told their own personal histories that was matched by an appreciation of how 

they chose to tell them.

Shandon Park explored how memory becomes remembrance through its performance 

and how, when it is narrated, it becomes a shaper of identities. In what Pollock describes as 

'the fraught negotiation of subjectivity, temporality, memory, imagination and history’,470 the 

participants in the performance of the place used the process to determine, maintain and even, 

at times, alter the identity they wished to present within the public realm. In this way, my 

practice explored how ownership over the performance process due to the lack of script

470 Della Pollock, ‘Moving Histories: Performance and Oral History’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Performance Studies ed. by Tracy C Davies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 120-135
(p. 128).
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allowed for people to say what they wanted and whether this control enabled more 4real" 

stones to come out. Shoshana Felman has argued that uttering these ‘bits and pieces of 

memory [...] that have not settled into understanding and remembrance’, situates ‘one’s own 

speech as material evidence tor truth .471 Shandon Park presented a story of a place and 

identity told alongside another, or in Omagh's case, a story not told. Therefore, it could be 

said that the ‘truth’ in the performance of personal narratives in Shandon Park does not refer 

to accuracy but instead relers to disclosure - that which was revealed through the 

performance. In the performance of personal narratives, the tellers testified to the meaning of 

events rather than their exact details and in this way presented oral history as a reflection of 

events lathei than a record ol the past. I he utilisation of community based theatrical practice 

as a ‘performed document of oral history’ meant that ‘it should not be accepted as an absolute 

truth but rather as a subjective presentation of the truth which tells the story of the stories that 

the people in the community tell to themselves about themselves’.472

Shandon Park explored how the ownership of lived experience could exist within an 

effective dramatic structure. Overlaid with an ethics of practice that was both ‘reciprocal’ and 

•responsive’,47-’ I had to ensure that 1 would allow people to speak for themselves while also 

finding a way to develop and present an interpretation of their lives that would allow others to 

relate to it. My impetus, Frisch’s concept of‘shared authority’, did not just inform my 

methodology but it also became part of the story of the overall project itself and this was 

piesented in performance as a privilege of community ownership of the content over the form 

ol the final piece. Giving back to people ’their own history, showing them it was valued and

Shoshana Felman, ‘Education and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching’, in Trauma: Explorations in 
Memory ed. by C athy C aruth (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1995), pp. 13-60 (p. 16).

Shu,anilth Lev Aladgem, 'Public Theatre, Community Theatre and Collaboration: Two Case Studies’ New 
theatre Quarterly 26.4 (2010), pp.369-382 (p.372). ’
ronn'n31,1^ fTnV ' 'he PlaywriSht in Residence. A Community’s Storyteller’, The Drama Review, 48 3
(zUU4), 1 j>5-I49 (p.137).
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stimulating their own contributions’,474 allowed me to test the limitations of Frisch's concept, 

but this collaborative work in the end does have its limits. The driving force behind Shandon 

Park meant that the locus on individual ownership had an effect on its ability to translate 

beyond the specific locality of its performance. The aesthetic qualities inherent in the 

memorial practices 1 discussed within this thesis demonstrated how their construction 

depended, to some extent, on an ability to speak symbolically to a wider audience, and within 

my case studies, 1 examined the role of the artist in facilitating this. However, the 

appropriation of the personal in order to achieve this level of communication was one I 

wanted to counter through the methodology of my practice in Shandon Park and this 

engendered questions around the audience for such work. The role that memorial practice 

plays in a post- conflict society provokes significant questions and how this can be pressed 

into service, and for whom in post-conflict Northern Ireland is a crucial issue of the time. 

Within my discussions with Teya Sepinuck and Sean Hi lien, both artists stated that the 

impetus for their work was lor those who had suffered in the past and they offered their art as 

a healing venture. However, in both cases, their artistic desires clashed with political and 

societal concerns and the individual experience became appropriated or poeticised for a 

communal, symbolic effect. Shandon Park, as a work made up of the activities carried out 

and owned by the community itself and, rooted in shared understandings, was to be 

something that was actively created and not passively consumed. Gay McAuley has stated 

that the ‘creative agency of the spectators' in community situated theatre work means that 

they -bring their own knowledge and memories of that place to the performance’ and that this 

’unleash)esj a dynamic and volatile meaning making process’.475 In Shandon Part the 

piesence of the audience was more about their actual re-enactment of past estate events which

475 Paul ThomPson, The Voice of the Past; Ora! History (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1978) p 15

P‘rforma"c‘: ***** **“"** * * <A"" ^ u"™-'y of
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had occurred in the past and were now revived in the present. In the recreation of Eugene’s 

disco, for example, the gathered spectators contributed to my attempt to recreate all aspects 

ol the event again, including the resident audience, and it meant that everyone was 

contributing to the story of the place - the show being the latest instalment in that story. 

Celebrating the audience as part ol the "meaning making process’476 and not as passive or 

appiopiiated receptors ol the work was partly due to my resolve to counter all aspects of the 

artistic performances of memory which were shaped for public communal consumption. I did 

not wish to measure the product itself but examine it as a stage within the process of creation. 

But, ol course the work did require an audience and, in the end that was myself in an 

illustration of "the arts based researcher-as-her-own-audience’.477 Tom Barone and Elliot 

Eisner state that "[w]hen it comes to projects of social enquiry, the arts based researcher may 

be simultaneously specialist and layperson, participant am/onlooker’.478 The complex layers 

of personal engagement in Shandon Park were evident on the part of both the artist and the 

performers and the work in both subject and process connected with issues pertaining to their 

and my own identity. My position as insider in the story of Shandon Park and outsider in 

facilitating the icpiesentation ol it was lurther complicated by my return to live in the estate 

and this provided for the appearance of elements of nostalgia within the piece.

My practice offered a perspective on how issues of identity and belonging are 

attached to a place. In an exploration of the connections to place, understanding, self and 

community, Shandon Park presented a work that emotionalised history and reasserted the 

ideal ol a local community in the midst ol present societal attempts to deal with transition. 

Pierre Nora’s observations on the relationship between memory and history highlight how, in 

the lace ol dislocation caused by unprecedented change, we are driven to preserve as many

478 ^ °m ,5aionc anc* E^'ot W.Eisner, eds., Arts Based Research (Thousand Oaks CA and London 2012) n 64 
Ibid, p.65 ’ K' '
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traces of the past as possible. In my relocation to the estate where I grew up for the purposes 

of this project, many of the conversations 1 had with residents were definitely coloured by 

sentimental remembrances in a reflection of Marianne Hirsh’s description of nostalgia as 

looking back to a place or time in the past to refiect a relationship 'with a lost “world of 

yesterday””.47'' In Omagh, a town which has had to deal with loss, this nostalgia was 

conjured by both myself as the artist and with the performers, who wished to present 

themselves as prevailing over or surviving difficult circumstances. In this way, Shandon Park 

presented nostalgia as ‘not only an aspect of life... [but]... crucial to the very formation of 

identity.’480 The practice of nostalgia is recognised as a useful means of therapeutic recovery 

in traumatic or post-traumatic contexts and in a housing estate in Omagh the assertion of the 

individual’s ownership over the past and how it was presented resulted in the community’s 

impulse to ‘put its best face forward’ through the stories they decided to recount in the 

reassertion of the individual experience over the public narrative.

Located within the ‘post-conflict struggle for memory’481 in Northern Ireland, this 

thesis examined how Omagh has been pressed into service as an overdetermined site of 

memory in a way that was required by a society in transition. As displayed by its memorial 

monument, the ‘will to remember’482 Omagh has been at the mercy of present and future 

national concerns and this has been reflected within artistic memorial practices. The use of 

the personal narrative as a ‘bottom up" approach to dealing with the legacy of the past in 

Northern Ireland was therefore explored within my practice as both a challenge to the fixing 

of Omagh’s past and as a mode of investigation itself in telling the alternative story of the 

place. My practical enquiry was designed to validate and disseminate popular community

Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, ‘We Would Not Have Come Without You: Generations of Nostalgia", 
American Imago, 59.3 (2002) 253-76 (p.256).
,MI Jennifer Delisle, ‘Finding the Future in the Past: Nostalgia and Community-Building in Mhlophe’s "Have 
You Seen Zandile?"’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 32.2 (2006) 387-401 (p.392).

Elizabeth Jelin, State Repression and the Struggles for Memory (London: Latin American Bureau, 2003) 
p.73.
1X2 Nora, p. 19
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based knowledge in order to counter the political and artistic structure that imposed how a 

town was to be identified and memorialised. Through the continual recreation of narratives, 

Shandon Park explored the mutability of memory and illustrated Joan W. Scott's assertion 

that '[w]hat counts as experience is neither self-evident nor straightforward'.483 In presenting 

Omagh as a microcosm of the difficulties facing Northern Ireland in memorialising the past, 

my practice therefore acted as a metonym for the difficulties of remembering and negotiating 

our own experiences of the past. As a community project based on the performance of oral 

history narratives, my practice offered insights into how history from below and personal 

testimonies can complement the official history of a place by commemorating an alternative 

past which celebrates the details of everyday life and place. In reasserting an identity of a 

place that has been politicised for a communal effect, Shandon Park offered the potential for 

nostalgic elements of this type of work to be recognised in its ability to reassert a 

commonality of experience. What Shandon Park teaches us about community practice in 

post-conflict Northern Ireland is that the choice made by community members to present a 

nostalgic past represents a feature of the ordinary that needs to be rediscovered in a society 

recovering from trauma. Stories of ritual events, family traditions and local characters can 

celebrate a shared experience which can stand alongside other community theatre projects 

which work with the interests of conflict transformation and peace building that have become 

a feature of artistic practice in post-conflict societies. Emphasis on individual lives and 

experience rather than the narrative of traumatic memory defies the rhetoric of suffering and 

commemorates a commonality and familiarity in a society that has been divided by the ways 

in which we remember the past.

In a practice that was structured to maximize community ownership and 

participation Shandon Park acknowledged the function that community-based engagement

,x' Joan W. Scott, p.797.
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has in dealing with the past. In regards to other artistic endeavours which play key roles in 

disseminating experiences ol the past through performative practices, Shandon Park also 

explored the role and influence of the artist in such work. My personal connection as a past 

resident of Shandon Park meant that an element of trust was pre-established which allowed 

me m and meant that people opened up to me. However, my role as present artist placed me 

at the intersection between ethics and aesthetics in this type of work and the balance between 

my duly t0 members of my own community and my responsibility as an artist needed to be 

constantly negotiated. Any artist who works within their own community in this type of 

practice will always be influenced by their own remembrances of the place. This must be 

balanced with the needs of the participants and the requirements of the project to ensure that 

the work is meaningful to an audience and this is not always a balance that can be achieved.

I his thesis explored how the gap between the past and the remembrance of it provides 

a space tor artistic, cultural and personal enquiry. In an investigation of how all forms and 

constructions of history are unavoidably selective, my analysis of a specific artistic memory 

products applied to Omagh alongside Shandon Park explored how memorial practices 

reproduce a past in the present. In the constant negotiation between the real and the staged, 

remembering and forgetting, the literal and figurative all working within a matrix controlled 

by the performer, the narratives, audience, time and place ot'Shandon Park presented a 

unique and significant investigation into how memory works to negotiate and memorialise a 

people and a place. In an exploration of the ongoing exchange between people and their 

historical markers, my practical investigation offered a closer perspective on the issues of 

identity and belonging attached to a place and how the performance of that identity can be 

owned. In contributing to the examination of memory as a product which reflects the agenda 

and location of those who call upon it, this thesis explored how memories required to be
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understandable 484 and 'acceptable' exist alongside individual testimony as an essential 

component in providing a historical account of Northern Ireland's conflict. In presenting a 

challenge to official narratives and as a way of democratising history, this is the balance that 

is needed to make any form of memorialisation both personally resonant and publicly

relevant and this lies at the heart of remembrance of a past for a society that needs to move on 

from it.

Paul Ricoeur, Memory and Forgetting’, in Questioning Ethics: 
R Kearney and M. Dooley (London: Routledge, 1999). p.7. Contemporary Debates in Philosophy ed. by
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