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Abstract 

In 1998 the Good Friday Agreement heralded a new era within Irish and British 

politics. Bolstered by the validation offered by referenda both north and south, the 

prospect of a shared future was greeted with great hope and optimism. The 

involvement of the Clinton Administration created a greater international dynamic to 

the agreement with media outlets readily reporting the success as a template for other 

global conflicts. However, when the bright lights and media frenzy had moved on, 

difficult legacies of the conflict remained to be addressed. In particular, the growing 

community of victims and survivors suffering psychological trauma and social 

exclusion from the effects of over thirty years of political violence.  

There is now general acknowledgment that adequate government support was 

seldom put in place to tackle issues of conflict-related trauma across a broad spectrum 

of victims and survivors. In the absence of such support, the work of filmmakers has 

increasingly sought to address this phenomenon by highlighting issues concerning 

transitional justice; a task complicated by contested interpretations of what defines 

justice. For Unionism, an emphasis on the application of law, order and security tends 

to take precedence in these debates, while nationalists invariably stress the 

requirement of parity and social justice. Such agreements are further complicated by 

the role of the media, which for over thirty years has been far from an impartial 

arbitrator between the political ideologies of both traditions, habitually presenting a 

legacy of dominant narratives shaped by state censorship and control, both north and 

south. 

Developing a practice-based approach, this PhD project analyses and 

demonstrates how documentary filmmaking can address, investigate, and act as an 

advocate in debates that are often simplified and marginalized by mainstream film 

and broadcast media. Through the process of researching, writing, producing and 

publically screening a feature documentary on the politics of state collusion with 

particular reference to the case of the Glenanne Gang, the project examines issues 

relevant to both the relations between documentary film practice and questions of 

advocacy, human rights and post-conflict recovery, as well the necessity of a practice-

based approach to creative research in this area. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction: Post-Conflict Trauma and the Documentary Image 

 

This research project can be situated within the context of documentaries produced in 

Ireland and elsewhere between 1998-2018 that have highlighted traumatic 

experiences within post-conflict societies. In both its creative and critical practice, it 

draws on the films of contemporary documentary filmmakers and investigates how 

their work engages with debates, issues, and controversies related to questions of 

transitional justice and the psychological legacy of war, often referred to as post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In adopting a practice-based methodology, the 

project also examines the audiences for these types of productions, and their critical 

reception and social impact. In order to better understand and further analyse the role 

of documentary as a form of advocacy for those seeking truth and/or justice within 

post-conflict societies, the project’s creative practice dimension is an instrumental 

part of its research questions and scope, and the project’s wider concern with three 

key legacy themes: Testimony and Truth Recovery; Transgenerational Trauma; and 

Victims’ Rights. The social and economic exclusion of former political prisoners is 

also considered within the project’s examination of the needs of victims and 

survivors.  

Within recent years there has been an increased interest in the relations 

between documentary film and political advocacy. This is undoubtedly a consequence 

of the ‘digital revolution’ and the democratisation of filmmaking technologies – 

although, the relative ease of production can also mean a reduction in distribution 

opportunities. In essence, Darkness in the Shadows: Post-Conflict Trauma and the 

Documentary Image attempts to situate a particular documentary filmmaking 
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experience within the wider context of established scholarly and practice-based 

approaches that are influential and relevant in today’s political climate. The 

production strand of the project is grounded in my extensive knowledge in the field of 

documentary practice and human rights filmmaking. The core thesis in this project is 

not that the state colluded with criminal gangs in the killing and subsequent cover-up 

of innocent civilians but rather that documentary film practice, informed by research 

into the relevant historical and human rights contexts, can make an intervention that 

facilitates the process of conflict transformation. While the creative research has been 

informed by work in the fields of political science, sociology and criminology, its 

core methodology and research findings are not derived chiefly from these 

disciplines. It is a PhD in documentary film using a practiced-based approach to 

examine a number of wider questions.  

 

Research Questions and Conceptual Framework 

As a practice-based PhD that endeavours to situate contemporary issues in social 

justice and human rights within the context of the post-conflict experience in the north 

of Ireland, this project draws on a wide range of disciplines, perspectives, and creative 

processes. Its principle practice element is a documentary feature film, Unquiet 

Graves, with the main focus of the research and filmmaking on the activities of the 

Glenanne Gang and the failures of the state to acknowledge collusion and to facilitate 

meaningful truth recovery and respect victims’ rights.  

Throughout this project a number of core research questions have influenced 

both the literature studied and the forms of documentary practice that ultimately 

shaped Unquiet Graves. For example, how are documentary filmmakers investigating 

the complexities of post-conflict politics, and the gaps that often appear between 
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political expediency and judico-legal integrity? How effective are documentary 

images in promoting public knowledge of human rights abuses perpetrated by the 

state, and what constraints – both political and creative – tend to exist? Have 

documentary filmmakers invariably been too pre-occupied with stories that ‘entertain’ 

at the expense of investigating the structural complexities of state collusion and the 

politics of memory? Can filmmakers, by constructively engaging with victims and 

survivors contribute to conflict transformation, and to what extent can documentary 

film give voice to those whose experiences of injustice and marginalisation are being 

effectively silenced by the state? 

Central to this entire research project is the argument that creative practice – 

which in this case has involved the production of a documentary film – has a vital role 

to play in investigating and articulating the realities of state collusion and post-

conflict trauma in the north of Ireland.  

 

General Research Contexts 

The intellectual and methodological context for the creative practice component of the 

project is framed by political conflict literature, traditional documentary scholarship, 

as well as a variety of documentary representations that explore comparative contexts 

and issues involving the core themes of the thesis. Put simply, the practice-based 

research sits within the converging fields of documentary film practice and 

‘transitional justice’, an area that is itself increasingly shaped and informed by a 

variety of academic disciplines. The term ‘transitional justice’ has been traditionally 

used to define how societies emerging from conflict address the legacy of past human 

rights abuse. The field surfaced in the post-Cold War era in response to the collapse 

of regimes across Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, as well as post-
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colonial experiences in the Third World and Latin America.1 Originally viewed as a 

sub-category of political science, ‘it now attracts serious scholarship from lawyers, 

anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, and of course criminologists’.2 As Anna 

Bryson notes: 

The focus on transitions from military dictatorships and authoritarian regimes 

soon expanded to include consideration of (quasi) democratic regimes 

emerging from periods of sustained conflict or violence, and indeed settled 

democracies struggling to come to terms with the legacies of institutional 

abuse, racism, colonialism, or other historical wrongs.3 

At the core of all efforts in bringing about reconciliation in societies emerging from 

conflict is the thorny question of how to deal with the violent legacy of the past. In 

order to access this ‘past’ numerous truth recovery mechanisms have been deployed 

by various post-conflict societies around the world. The International Criminal 

Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), The International Criminal Tribunal for 

Rwanda (ICTR), and the International Criminal Court (ICC) are just some examples 

of the international community’s commitment to such measures, with the South 

African Truth and Reconciliation Commission previously lauded as a template for a 

formal truth recovery process in the north of Ireland. The question of such a process 

within the contemporary Irish context has been on the agenda from the signing of the 

1998 Good Friday Agreement, but as Christine Bell notes: ‘the Belfast Agreement 

was fashioned as to avoid the need for a societal narrative and this has continued to 

																																																								
1 Samuel P. Huntingdon’s The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century 
(Oklahoma, University of Oklahoma Press, 1993) is still a useful point of reference within this context.  
2 McEvoy, Kieran, Dudai, Ron, and Lawther, Cheryl. ‘Criminology and Transitional Justice,’ in Alison 
Liebling, Shadd Maruna, and Leslie McAra (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Criminology (London: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 391.  
3 Bryson, Anna. ‘Victims, Violence, and Voice: Transitional Justice, Oral History, and Dealing with 
the Past’. 39 Hastings International & Comparative Law Review. 39 (2016), p. 303. 
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underwrite developments relating to the past’.4 This was reflected in the avoidance of 

formal truth recovery mechanisms as part of the political settlement, instead leading 

to a lesser – and ultimately, problematic – ‘piecemeal’ approach.  

However, there have been a number of government-sponsored ‘truth recovery’ 

initiatives, such as the establishment of the Serious Crime Review Team5, the 

Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains (ICLVR), as well as a 

series of judicial inquiries into the role of the security forces, such as the Saville 

Inquiry.6 A number of unofficial truth recovery processes have also been established, 

such as testimony-based initiatives along with cross-community projects that have 

been constructive in the empowerment of marginalized voices.7 In the absence of 

overarching truth mechanisms, a number of transitional justice scholars have 

emphasised the need for greater openness to what Kieran McEvoy and others have 

termed ‘transitional justice from below’.8 This particular approach emphasizes ‘from 

below’, ‘the subaltern’, ‘actor-orientated’, ‘grass-roots’, or legal-pluralist 

understandings of the intersection between politics, governance and law’.9  McEvoy 

and McGregor argue that many national justice systems themselves are ‘too aloof, 

corrupt, tainted, ineffective, overwhelmed or otherwise incapable of responding 

properly to the needs of transition’.10 Under such circumstances, it is advocacy 

groups, community organizations, human rights and non-governmental organizations, 

church bodies and others that have been the catalyst for change. In his article, ‘Letting 

																																																								
4 Bell, Christine. ‘Dealing with the Past in Northern Ireland’. Fordham International Law Journal. 26 
(2003), p .1144.  
5 This later became the Historical Enquiries Team (HET) which was eventually closed down in 2014. 
6 See, Brewer and Hayes. ‘Victimhood and Attitudes towards Dealing with the Legacy of a Violent 
Past: Northern Ireland as a Case Study’. British Journal of Politics and International Relations. 17. 3  
(2015), pp. 512-519. 
7 See, http://healingthroughremembering.org 
8 See, McEvoy, Kieran and McGregor, Lorna. (eds.) Transitional Justice from Below: Grassroots 
Activism and the Struggle for Change. Portland: Hart Publishing, 2008.  
9 McEvoy, Kieran and Bryson, Anna. ‘Justice, Truth and Oral History: Legislating the Past from Below 
in Northern Ireland’. Northern Ireland Legal Quarterly. 67. 1 (2016), p. 68. 
10 McEvoy and McGregor, Introduction. Transitional Justice from Below, p. 3. 
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Go of Legalism: Developing a Thicker Version of Transitional Justice’, McEvoy 

argues that transitional justice has become controlled by what he calls the ‘dominance 

of legalism’, adding that there is a ‘tendency for transitional justice legal scholars and 

practitioners towards seeing like a state’.11 American political anthropologist, James 

C. Scott holds a similar view, stating that ‘top-down’ or ‘state-centric’ grand schemes 

often fail because they over-simplify: ‘Such failures, often justified in the name of 

efficiency, professional expertise or simply getting the job done, may in turn lead to 

incompetence, maladministration and encourage grass roots resistance to such state-

led initiatives’.12 Closer to home, Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern have also 

offered an insightful critique of dominant interpretations of key transitional justice 

concepts while also advocating a victim-centred approach to conflict transformation: 

‘From their origin, therefore, participatory approaches have formed part of the 

critique, emerging from the underdeveloped world, of the perceived failure of North-

inspired and directed centralized, top-down or ‘blueprint’ approaches to 

development’.13  

For nationalists and republicans, engaging with such mechanisms can be 

viewed as a continuation of resistance towards the state. However, in a country where 

the term ‘transitional justice’ is itself hotly disputed, the bottom-up approach 

advocated by some, can be seen by others as a rationalization of political violence.14 

While the concept of a formal truth process has been advocated by Sinn Fein and the 

Social and Democratic Labour Party (SDLP) for example, the views of the main 

																																																								
11 McEvoy, ‘Letting Go of Legalism: Developing a Thicker Version of Transitional Justice’. In. 
McEvoy and McGregor, Transitional Justice from Below, p. 16. 
12 Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven CT:  Yale University Press, 1999), p. 56. 
13 Lundy, Patricia and McGovern, Mark. ‘Whose Justice? Rethinking Transitional Justice from the 
Bottom Up.’ Journal of Law and Society. 35. 2 (2008), p. 279.  
14 See, Edwards, Aaron and McGrattan, Cillian. ‘Terroristic Narratives: On the (Re) Invention of Peace 
in Northern Ireland’. Terrorism and Political Violence. 23.3 (2011), pp. 357-376.  
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unionist and loyalist political parties and associations – the Ulster Unionist Party 

(UUP), Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), the Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV), the 

Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) and the Ulster Political Research Group (UPRG) – 

have been much more negative, and their responses less than forthcoming. Cheryl 

Lawther comments that this rejection by Unionism is predicated on a ‘very specific 

understanding of the conflict in ‘Northern Ireland’ – one in which they bore no 

responsibility for its events’, in what she terms the ‘myth of blamelessness’. 15 In her 

2011 article, ‘Unionism, Truth Recovery and the Fearful Past’, Lawther argues that 

‘Unionist reluctance to countenance their own role in the conflict is a fundamental 

barrier to their engagement with the truth recovery debate’.16 This is a view broadly 

shared by Bill Rolston, whose work has considered the reasons for loyalist reticence 

towards supporting a truth commission, ‘including their belief that the call for truth 

serves a Republican insurgent agenda, their conviction that they have been abandoned 

by the state to which they have been loyal, and a general sense of confused political 

identity within loyalism’.17 Rolston’s research includes interviews with a number of 

Loyalist ex-prisoners with most sharing the common view that ‘seeking truth is 

nothing less than a Republican method of carrying on their war against the state by 

other means’.18 As with Lawther’s five key themes that structure Unionist/Loyalist 

opposition to truth recovery, Rolston identifies six reasons for similar rejections of 

engaging with truth recovery mechanisms.19 

 

																																																								
15 Lawther, Cheryl. ‘Unionism, Truth Recovery and the Fearful Past’. Irish Political Studies. 26.3 
(2011), p. 363.  
16 Lawther details five key themes that structure Unionists and Loyalists opposition to truth recovery. 
See Lawther.  ‘Unionism, Truth Recovery and the Fearful Past’, pp. 361-382. 
17 Rolston, Bill. ‘Dealing with the Past: Pro-state Paramilitaries, Truth and Transition in Northern 
Ireland’. Human Rights Quarterly. 28.3 (2006), p. 652. 
18 Rolston. ‘Dealing with the Past’, p. 665. 
19 Rolston. ‘Dealing with the Past’, pp. 665-75. 
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The Rights and Needs of Victims 

Since the signing of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement the problem of how to address 

the rights and needs of victims has become a continual stumbling block within the 

peace process.20 Issues around who could be considered a ‘legitimate’ victim, the 

allocation of funding for victim groups, and even the choice of the Victim 

Commissioners, have been at the centre of numerous (re)-negotiations over the last 

number of years. Brewer and Hayes note the early government response to this issue, 

in the form of the Bloomfield Report (1998), which sought to use an inclusive 

definition of victimhood, ‘suggesting at some level every citizen could be considered 

a victim of the Troubles, although his failure to address the issue of victims of state 

violence angered many nationalists and republicans’.21 Christopher Connolly also 

writes that the Bloomfield Report dedicated only two paragraphs of its sixty pages to 

victims killed by state actors, 22  and makes no recommendations on how 

accountability for past state violence could be addressed. The report goes on to further 

‘explicitly affirm the innocence of policemen, soldiers, employees of the prison 

service, and other state agents who died in the conflict’.23 This attempt at categorizing 

victims was seen a concerted campaign by unionists at distinguishing innocent 

victims from those engaged in what they see as being involved in ‘terrorist 

activities’.24 Brewer and Hayes argue that such demands allow people to impose a 

‘hierarchy of victimhood’ in which it is claimed that that ‘certain bereaved or injured 

people should not be entitled to victim status; only ‘innocent victims’—portrayed as 
																																																								
20 See, Smyth, Marie Breen. Truth Recovery and Justice After Conflict: Managing Violent Pasts. 
(London: Routledge, 2007), pp. 91-142. 
21 Brewer and Hayes, ‘Victimhood and Attitudes Towards Dealing with the Legacy of a Violent Past’, 
p. 515. 
22 See, We Will Remember Them: Report of the Northern Ireland Victims Commissioner, Sir Kenneth 
Bloomfield, April 1998. Belfast: Stationery Office NI (1998), p. 133. 
23 Connolly, C. K. ‘Living on the Past: The Role of Truth Commissions in Post-Conflict Societies and 
the Case Study of Northern Ireland’. Cornell International Law Journal. 39 (2006), p. 422. 
24 See, Smyth, Truth Recovery and Justice After Conflict: Managing Violent Pasts (London: Routledge, 
2007), pp. 95-96. 
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those who represent victims of terrorism—should be considered as ‘true’ victims’.25 

Furthermore, Brewer and Hayes also call into question the claim that victims should 

constitute the ‘moral beacon’ in post-conflict societies against which other people 

measure their own capacity for forgiveness or revenge. McEvoy and McConnachie 

also note that a phenomenon is apparent in many transitional justice societies that 

only those designated as ‘innocent’ who may lay claim to the term victim:  ‘A 

hierarchy of victims is often apparent, where those who consider themselves or are 

considered by others to be ‘innocent’ victims dispute the ‘deservingness’ of other 

‘bad’ or ‘impure’ victims to recognition’.26 

 

The Notion of Voice 

As early as 1998, the report into victims and survivors commissioned by the then 

Secretary of State, Marjorie ‘Mo’ Mowlam, highlighted the value of ‘telling the 

story’.27 Many practitioners of conflict transformation have long since recognized the 

art of storytelling as an effective tool for dealing with the past. Anna Bryson, for 

example, has noted that, ‘affording space for the complex, contradictory and 

sometimes inchoate nature of individual experience, oral history can arguably produce 

a "truer" and more rounded account of victims' experiences’.28 Bryson goes on to 

advocate for an oral history archive to provide a central place for people from all 

backgrounds to share experiences and narratives related to the Troubles. She notes the 

significance of this on a number of levels: 

Firstly it holds the potential to broaden the canvas on dealing with the past in 

Northern Ireland, to include consideration of vitally important themes such as 
																																																								
25 Brewer. ‘Victims as Moral Beacons’, p. 77. 
26 McEvoy, Kieran and McConnachie, Kirsten. ‘Victims and Transitional Justice: Voice, Agency and 
Blame’. Social & Legal Studies. 22 (2013), p. 500. 
27 McEvoy. ‘Justice, Truth and Oral History’, p. 83. 
28 Bryson. ‘Victims, Violence, and Voice’, p. 342. 
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gendered and rural dimensions of conflict. Secondly it can provide an 

alternative outlet for those victims who either do not wish to engage with the 

proposed prosecutorial and truth recovery mechanisms or who may be 

frustrated by their limited ability to deliver justice and truth. 29 

McEvoy and McConnachie, meanwhile, discuss ‘voice’ as a central tenet in the 

literature on the iconic South African Truth and Reconciliation Commision (TRC).30 

They note the work of the Deputy Director of the TRC, Alex Boraine, as he explains 

the care that was given to assisting victims in ‘breaking the silence’ of their pain. In 

his own book, A Country Unmasked: Inside South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (2000), Boraine describes how one victim, Nomonde Calata, whose 

husband, Fort, was murdered by a South African death squad, broke down and how 

‘her spontaneous wail from the depths of her soul . . . caught up in a single howl all 

the darkness and horror of the Apartheid years’.31  

McEvoy and Bryson also note that in many ways the piecemeal nature of 

government efforts in the north of Ireland in dealing with the past have increased the 

significance of local storytelling and oral history projects: ‘In the absence of an 

overarching truth mechanism, academic and community oral history and story-telling 

projects in Northern Ireland have provided some of the few available options for those 

who want to have their experiences and their consequences recorded’. 32  They 

proceed to list the work of local advocacy groups, such as WAVE Trauma Centre 

Victims’ Group, which developed a range of story-telling projects to capture the 

experiences of those who were either bereaved or injured as a result of the conflict.33 

																																																								
29 Bryson. ‘Victims, Violence, and Voice’, p. 351. 
30 McEvoy and McConnachie. ‘Victims and Transitional Justice’, p. 8. 
31 Boraine, Alex. A Country Unmasked: Inside South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 102. 
32 McEvoy and Bryson. ‘Justice, Truth and Oral History’, p. 84. 
33 Projects include: ‘Injured on that Day’; ‘Don't You Forget About Me’, and ‘Unheard  Voices’. See: 
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The work of Republican ex-prisoners is also detailed with projects illustrating many 

stories of their prisoner experiences, linking this to outreach, reconciliation and 

support work.34 Lundy and McGovern also discuss the importance of such projects in 

offering an example of the success of the Ardoyne Commemoration Project (ACP), 

which challenged the notion of a ‘hierarchy of victimhood’ as this designation tended 

to reinforce the marginalizing of victims of state violence: 

It was against this backdrop that an ad hoc group in Ardoyne of victims’ 

relatives, interested individuals, and community activists decided, after a 

series of public meetings, to produce a book that would contain the 

testimonies of the relatives, friends, and eyewitnesses of the area’s victims. 

This was designed to provide recognition to those who had been killed and 

(particularly in terms the victims of state violence) to challenge what was seen 

as a ‘hierarchy of victims’.35 

Within many post-conflict societies, where real human experiences and suffering can 

become forgotten amidst intensely legalistic and criminological debate, the arts – 

especially, community-based arts – has emerged to play an important role in 

articulating and magnifying personal stories, and bringing these stories to the 

attention of  international audiences: ‘Truth commissions, particularly the South 

African one, have also filtered into popular culture, becoming a topic of films and 

novels’.36 Cahal McLaughlin has also explored the notion of voice in his work, 

particularly in his Recording Memories from Political Violence: A Filmmaker's 

Journey (2010), where he addresses the importance of ethics in the collaboration 

																																																																																																																																																															
<www.wavetraumacentre.org.uk/about-us/wave-projects/unheard-voices> accessed  10th of February, 
2019. 
34 See, McEvoy, Kieran and Shirlow, Peter. Beyond the Wire: Former Prisoners and Conflict 
Transformation in Northern Ireland. London: Pluto Press, 2008. 
35 Lundy, Patricia and McGovern, Mark. ‘Whose Justice: Rethinking Transitional Justice from Bottom 
up’. Journal of Law & Society. 35 (2008), p. 285. 
36 McEvoy, Dudai, and Lawther. ‘Criminology and Transitional Justice’, p. 392. 
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between filmmaker and subjects and the effect of location on the accounts of those 

recuperating memory. McLaughlin draws on the diverse fields of cultural studies and 

film, as well as nearly twenty years of production experience where each chapter 

details the collaborative challenges of filmmaking on a range of human rights issues 

both locally in Northern Ireland and in South Africa.37  

 

Theorising Documentary Practice 

In terms of the relationship between the creative arts and the politics of transitional 

justice, it is instructive to also examine approaches and insights derived from 

documentary film studies, especially work by figures such as Bill Nichols, John 

Corner, Stella Bruzzi, and Michael Chanan who offer established theories on 

competing modes of documentary representation, often within the context of political 

activism.  While Nichols’ earlier work can still be said to represent a very influential 

approach to identifying different styles or forms of documentary, even – updated – 

categorization of six principle modes: Poetic, Expository, Observational, 

Participatory, Reflexive, and Performative, has been challenged by figures such as 

Stella Bruzzi, who has argued, for example, that this categorization of documentaries 

have been undermined by hybrid, eclectic modern films that prove difficult to 

compartmentalise. She notes that documentary, if anything, ‘is a perpetual negotiation 

between the real event and its representation […] the two remain distinct but 

interactive’.38 For Nichols, differentiating documentary from fiction (or ‘narrative 

film’) is underpinned by audiences sharing a ‘common, self-chosen mandate to 

																																																								
37 McLaughlin, Cahal. Recording Memories from Political Violence: A Filmmaker’s Journey. Bristol: 
Intellect, 2010. 
38 Bruzzi, Stella. New Documentary: A Critical Introduction. 2nd ed (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 9. 
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represent the historical world, rather than imaginary ones’.39 While documentary film 

has never had a precise classification, many practitioners revert to some version of 

John Grierson’s famously provisional definition, as the ‘creative treatment of 

actuality’. Following Bruzzi, Paul Ward argues that ‘people will make films and 

programmes that follow specific conventional structures, or they will endeavour to 

subvert these, or create interesting hybrids, and so on’.40 This increased hybridisation, 

particularly following the flowering of the cinéma vérité movement during the 1950s 

and 1960s, provoked important debates within documentary scholarship. A common 

assumption is that any use of narrative or dramatization questions the veracity of the 

filmmaker’s claim to truth. Use of contemporary devices, such as reconstruction, re-

enactments or stylisation is criticized on the grounds of its limited proximity to the 

indexical image. Moreover, Steven Lipkins, for example, charts Nichols’ work as 

developing three reasons to preclude non-indexical representations as a legitimate 

attempt to create a window to the past: 

 First, re-created material allows a false sense of connectedness to the world. 

 Second, re-creation is indexically linked to the present, rather than the past it 

 purports to represent. Third, given the nature of its ‘evidence’, dramatic  

 re-creation can only interpret, rather than argue.41 

On the other hand, Linda Williams argues that ‘documentary can and should use all 

the strategies of fictional construction to get at truths’.42 

Stella Bruzzi notes the efficacy in deploying personal testimony with 

reference to landmark documentaries, such as Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985). 

																																																								
39 Nichols, Bill. Representing Reality: Issues and Concepts in Documentary (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1992), p. 14. 
40 Ward, Paul. Documentary: The Margins of Reality (London: Wallflower, 2005), p. 27. 
41 Lipkin, Steve. Real Emotional Logic: Film and Television Docudrama as Persuasive Practice 
(Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 2002), p. 35. 
42 Williams, Linda. ‘Mirrors Without Mirrors: Truth, History, and the New Documentary’. Film 
Quarterly. 46. 3 (1993), p.17. 
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Bruzzi’s influential New Documentary: A Critical Introduction (2001; 2006) details 

numerous theories and concepts of documentary filmmaking, and how they apply to 

contemporary films and genres, discussing the relationship between recent ground-

breaking examples of the genre and the more conventional canon of documentary. 

Likewise, Brian Winston’s recent anthology of essays on the documentary offers a 

wide-ranging study of ethics, ideology, authorship and form.43 Moreover, other recent 

key texts that offer a more nuanced understanding of audio-visual testimony 

(especially, within the context of post-conflict reconciliation and transitional justice), 

include Sarkar and Walker’s Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of Suffering 

(2009), which explores through ten essays archives of social suffering from places 

such as, Cambodia, Chiapas, Darfur, Indonesia, India, New Orleans, Norway, 

Rwanda, and South Africa.44 This book, along with Michael Chanan’s The Politics of 

Documentary (2007), looks in particular at the role of documentary film in countering 

state historiography by contesting official narratives or hegemonic versions of 

history.45 The role of film as advocacy is explored as filmmakers investigate new 

ways of making the past present, such as the recuperation of memory through 

reconstruction amongst other modes of production. Irish film scholars (Lance Pettitt, 

Brian McIlroy, Ruth Barton, Martin McLoone, and John Hill amongst others), offer 

further ‘local’ contexts for delineating the forms, categories, and functions of 

documentary filmmaking with a more defined understanding of indigenous 

representations.  

More recently, Nichols has noted that documentary filmmakers share a 

common, self-chosen mandate to represent the historical world rather to imaginatively 

																																																								
43 Winston, Brian (ed.). The Documentary Book (London: BFI, 2013). 
44 Sarkar, Bhaskar and Walker, Janet (eds.). Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of Suffering 
(London: Routledge/AFI, 2009).  
45 Chanan, Michael. The Politics of Documentary (London: BFI, 2007). 
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invent alternative ones, stating that the historical perspective that was generally 

missing from observational and participatory filmmaking in the 1960’s was 

reinvigorated by a wave of new representations dedicated to a more socially-

committed ‘Griersonian tradition’ within documentary filmmaking’.46 For Paul Ward, 

this underscored the changing face of historical documentary, listing a number of 

films that offered interventions and redressed imbalances.47 Also relevant in this 

context is Robert Rosenstone’s argument that cinematic representations clearly 

challenge the historical game by producing an alternative historical understanding of 

the past, as opposed to works of literature for example48, noting also that film’s ability 

to ‘emotionalize, dramatize and personalize history’, using all the creative devices 

available to do so best places it in sensitively dealing with the past.49  

The role of documentary film, and its perceived obligations to the realms of 

objectivity is scrutinized by the works of a number of film scholars who examine the 

growing trend towards subjective representations, particularly following the canon of 

observational and participatory films during the 1960s, and in the essayistic or 

personal documentary form. For Chanan, these claims to authenticity raised by the 

cinéma vérité and direct cinema movements were no more than an illusion of 

objectivity, further stating that the new wave of documentaries since have become 

more personal, and thus subjective, which if anything makes them not less – but more 

persuasive.50 Mike Wayne also discusses the relationship between a so-called fallacy 

of objectivity and socially committed (documentary) filmmaking: ‘To say that there is 

a world independent of our experiences of it and practical activities within it is not at 

																																																								
46 Nichols, Bill. Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington: Indiana University  Press, 2010), p. 15. 
47 Ward. Documentary: The Margins of Reality, p. 51. 
48 Rosenstone. Robert A. History on Film/Film on History: History, Concepts, Theory 
and Practice. 3rd ed (New York: Routledge, 2018), p. 138. 
49 Rosenstone. Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our Idea of History (London: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), p. 171. 
50 Chanan, The Politics of Documentary, p. 6. 
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all the same thing as arguing that we can be independent of the world, that we can rise 

above the social interests coursing through our social locations and identifications’.51  

Wayne also suggests that this is perhaps one reason why the claim of objectivity tends 

to be associated with institutions, such a mainstream media, closest to dominant 

economic and political power blocks. Stuart Hall called this a ‘false symmetry’, 

stating that ‘this symmetrical alignment of arguments may ensure the broadcaster’s 

impartiality, but it hardly advances the truth’.52 

In engaging with documentaries dedicated to themes of transitional justice, the 

comparative paradigm developed in this practice-based research project is clearly 

informed by – and at times, in dialogue with – the work of both Irish and international 

filmmakers. In developing and deciding on the filmic and expressive aspects of 

Unquiet Graves, for example, I was very conscious of work by established socially-

committed documentary filmmakers (Patricio Guzmán, Rithy Panh, Joshua 

Oppenheimer, and Errol Morris amongst others), and how their films offer a counter 

narrative to the hegemony of mainstream representations from former or current 

conflict zones, such as Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Chile, Indonesia, Lebanon and 

Palestine. While the needs of victims and survivors vary between many post-conflict 

societies, the desire for legal redress from past actions of the state dominates much of 

the critical and creative interventions of indigenous filmmakers.  

 

Creative Practice Research & Auto-Ethnographic Filmmaking 

In recent years creative practice has emerged as a major focus of academic research 

within the media and screen arts. While practice-related research has been an accepted 

methodology within various disciplines, such as design, or engineering and medicine 
																																																								
51 Wayne, Mike. Marxism and Media Studies: Key Concepts and Contemporary Trends (London: Pluto 
Press, 2003), p. 226. 
52 Qtd. in: Ward. Documentary: The Margins of Reality, p. 61. 
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for example, there has been an understandable anxiety within more traditional 

humanities-orientated academic disciplines around the idea of adapting and adopting 

these laboratory or studio-based methodologies. As a filmmaker endeavouring to 

contribute to debates and issues around the field of transitional justice, it is essential 

that any screen production is underpinned by informed and rigorous research, and that 

any such enquiry can make an intervention within the relevant scholarly discursive 

context. Although the production of Unquiet Graves might appear to have taken on a 

life of its own (particularly in the latter stages of my doctoral research), and given the 

extent to which the relevant political and social ground has been shifting in recent 

months, it should be emphasized that this project is exploring areas and addressing 

questions posed by the convergence of creative practice and documentary film 

studies. The merging of – and inter-relations between – these approaches is 

imperative to this PhD project, and its potential to enhance and inform the wider 

debates, both within and beyond academia. 

While many disciplines outside the arts employ established research methods, 

as well as qualitative and quantitative methodologies in the social sciences, there has 

been resistance within wider academic circles to creative research as a method of 

enquiry, with the term ‘creative practice’ at times dismissed as an oxymoron. There 

has been a number of reasons for this attitude, including what Robin Nelson claims is 

simply distrust that ‘an even more radical innovation may undermine the 

respectability recently achieved’.53 Desmond Bell, for example, contends that this 

sorry state of affairs is due to the customary scholarly engagement with library and 

archive-based research generally associated with the work of humanities and social 

science academics. ‘Within the ordered world of bibliography-based humanities 
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(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 24. 
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research, the studio or field often seems a messy place, prone to excesses of 

subjective enthusiasm, creative instinct intuition … and sheer chaos’.54 In advocating 

practice-as-research, Bell discusses the deployment of creative research as a new and 

innovative approach to more conventional research methods: ‘Creative arts practice 

implicitly questions the accepted disciplines and barriers erected within 

institutionalised research culture and begins to destabilise the dominance of forms that 

knowledge takes in a traditional enquiry’.55 If there is a weakness in Bell’s argument, 

it is not that he is wrong to promote the intellectual complexity and educational value 

of creative research in contemporary higher education, but rather that he tends to 

simplify – and perhaps caricature – ‘forms of knowledge associated with traditional 

enquiry’. Arguably, a lot of contemporary arts and humanities-based research 

nowadays hardly conforms to his dated version of academia, a mythical world of 

ivory towers and sacred groves. Again, this rhetorical tendency – evident on both 

sides of the debate – to polarize and polemicize the methodological and 

epistemological issues is something my work is attempting to avoid.   

Creative research in screen or media practice will usually produce two 

outcomes: a film, and an accompanying piece of written critical and reflective work. 

‘The written explication of the research, a dissertation or exegesis, has been seen as 

necessary because it may not be obvious to those who analyse the creative work what 

or where the contribution to new knowledge is’.56 With particular reference to 

documentary, Bell speaks of the fusion between both practice and theory, where he 

sets out the necessary requirements for his PhD students. Aside from a review of the 

																																																								
54 Bell, Desmond (ed.). Mind the Gap: Working Papers on Practice Based Doctoral Research in the 
Creative Arts and Media (Dublin: Distillers Press, 2016), p. 181. 
55 Bell, Desmond and Stoneman, Rod. In Bell (ed.), Mind the Gap, p. 23. 
56 Batty, Craig and Kerrigan, Susan (eds.). ‘Introduction’. In: Batty and Kerrigan (eds.). Screen 
Production Research: Creative Practice as a Mode of Enquiry (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 
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relevant body of film work, Bell discusses his expectations for the accompanying 

dissertation: 

Our student will be expected to draw on the current critical issues debated in 

documentary film theory by authors, such as Bill Nichols and Stella Bruzzi to 

facilitate a critical contextualization of her practice and to explore issues like 

the problematic boundary between the actual and fictive elements in the 

contemporary documentary film.57 

Batty and Kerrigan state that ‘for some, the over-arching methodology “creative 

practice research” is most suitable as it signals very clearly that the creative work (the 

screen work/film/documentary) sits at the centre of the research project, regardless of 

how it is undertaken/made/developed’. 58  I found this definition helpful in 

contextualising my own work, whereby the outworking of this dual approach places 

the practitioner-researcher in a stronger position to coalesce, interpret and produce 

informed and innovative results that might not otherwise become available to 

someone solely interested in broadly historical and theoretical questions. According to 

Ross Gibson, the practitioner-researcher differs from a theorist in their ability to 

become ‘adept at extracting maximum intelligence from both modes of enunciation: 

from the aesthetic as well as the discursive’.59 Furthermore, Gibson – who has 

produced a substantial body of films and installation art works – offers an insight into 

his own experiences of drawing from what he coins the two cognitive modes of 

‘practice and research’: 

																																																								
57 Bell, Desmond. ‘The Primacy of Practice: Establishing the Terms of Reference of Creative Arts and 
Media Research’. In: Batty and Kerrigan (eds.). Screen Production Research, p. 57. 
58 Batty and Kerrigan (eds.). ‘Introduction’. In: Screen Production Research, p. 7. 
59 Gibson, Ross. ‘The Known World’. Text. 8 (2010), p. 11. 
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Artist-researchers have the chance to woo two modes of knowing: the implicit 

and the explicit. They have the chance to entwine the insider’s embodied 

know-how with the outsider’s analytical precepts. The attraction between 

these two modes of knowing must be both felt and spoken. And as the world 

blooms in the artist’s consciousness, the mutual commitment of the two modes 

can abide and provide. 60   

Kim Munroe also argues that an inclusive and broadly-conceived approach to 

research can only be strengthened by the process of critically reflecting through actual 

practice: 

What I mean by that is that the documentary practice creates a site for 

enacting theoretical approaches in a way that textual analysis of films does not 

allow. Making documentary as a way of testing out a methodology is a way to 

apply the filmmaking as research in an iterative dialogue between the theory 

and the practice.61 

Gibson, in discussing his own creative work, notes that ‘the work we do as 

filmmakers in the academy is pre-eminently the work of knowledge production rather 

than the work of film production’.62 As filmmaker-researchers, we have been drawn 

to academia for various reasons, not least by the desire to gain new knowledge and 

insights in the hope of influencing critical understandings within our own particular 

field. However, in defining a methodology for one’s own work, practice-related 

research can become obscured by competing terminologies, with some often afforded 

conflicting definitions by various academics. Batty and Kerrigan define screen 
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production (filmmaking) research as that which ‘can include theory driven practices 

that use the screen to do research (e.g., research-led practice), and systematic 

reflection upon a production to gain rigorous insights into how a work was made (e.g., 

practice-led research)’.63 According to Kerrigan, filmmaking draws from a number of 

modes of enquiry, including practice-led research, practice-based research, practice-

as-research and research-led practice. While Batty and Kerrigan do state that in many 

cases the over-arching methodology ‘creative practice research’ is the most 

appropriate as it signals more concisely that the creative work sits at the centre of the 

research project, regardless of how it is undertaken/made/developed, they do identify 

clearly how creative practice research projects can develop either to illustrate findings 

or to generate questions: 

Methodologically, creative practice research demands that the creative work is 

either the result of research and therefore performs the research findings 

(practice-based research, practice-led research), or is used as a site for 

systematically gathering reflections on the process of doing/making, in order 

to contribute knowledge to the practice of doing/making (practice-led 

research, practice-as research).64 

Skains contends that what transpires from the above is the outworking of something 

much more personal from the filmmaker than a solitary piece of writing or the 

submission of a completely practice-based film/documentary. ‘What emerges, then, 

from this methodology, is the exegesis that accompanies the creative work: that 

knowledge that has remained implicitly within the artist, made explicit and seated 

within the context of the scholarly field’.65  
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In focusing on the work of a number of scholars dedicated to examining the 

role of documentary practice as a mode of enquiry throughout my own PhD research, 

I am clearly concerned with the range of methodological challenges facing practice-

based arts research. These initial concerns drew on a number of questions around the 

scope of my proposed methodology: How might my documentary film practice 

contribute to the continuing debates within transitional justice? What intervention 

does this work make within these debates? Is it simply illustrative of other people’s 

views, positions, and testimonies or does it have an integral role to play within 

broader academic research? Can it produce new knowledge? And more importantly, 

can the research outcomes be achieved without a practice-based approach, or does 

documentary film practice shape and enhance these outcomes? In advocating the role 

of documentary research, for example, Alastair Cole writes that ‘creative 

documentary film’ research: ‘Through its use of editing, storytelling and evidential 

audio-visual material, documentary film can […] offer a unique academic research 

tool, fostering new trans-disciplinary academic insights both for practice-based PhD 

research in the creative arts and for social science’.66 Kim Munro and Paola Bilbrough 

have also usefully commented that ‘the increasing movement of filmmakers into the 

academy as a way to continue to make work within a supported framework has 

afforded a level of critical engagement that an independent or industry-based practice 

does not facilitate’. 67  Interesting figures like Jean Rouch remain important 

touchstones in these debates and, as Johannes Sjoberg comments, in charting the 

social impact of creative practice as a functional methodology, it is important to look 

at the examples from ethnographic film culture, which has a long history in this area: 
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Rouch stands out as one of the few anthropologists that actually succeeded in 

applying artistic and social scientific approaches in a productive combination, 

which is why his work provides a relevant precedent to develop a discussion 

about the use of fiction and drama in ethnographic filmmaking, especially in 

relation to contemporary creative research practices.68 

The quality of such ‘critical engagement’ is evident in the work of a number 

contemporary international documentary filmmakers, work that informs the wider 

research context for my own project and which has been essential in drawing up a 

comparative paradigm that can include both Irish and international filmmakers whose 

documentary work focuses around the theme of transitional justice, and attempts to 

advocate, pressurise, and campaign in support of social injustice and human rights 

abuses. In a number of these films, the creative practice has been bolstered by 

informed and rigorous scholarly research, with some included in the UK’s Research 

Excellence Framework of 2014 (REF2014). Arguably, the inclusion of ‘research 

impact’ as a criterion in REF2014 meant that researchers had to provide evidence that 

their research made a significant contribution to areas beyond the higher education 

sector. Much of this work is now underpinned by a number of practice-as-research 

case studies that advocate how film practice research can have impact, also 

illustrating new ways in which this information can be presented. Obviously, the REF 

has many critics and as a mechanism for allocating public funds for higher education 

research, it is ideological and inevitably reproduces the uneven distribution of 

educational resources and opportunities but in the field of practice-as-research it has 

served to encourage creative practitioners to discuss more widely the research 

imperatives behind their creative work, and how the impact of that work is described.  
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An Impact Case Study submitted to REF 2014 by Southampton Solent 

University (‘Tales of Narrative and Identity: Challenging Public Discourses Through 

Documentary Film’), for example, describes at how the documentary films of David 

Alamouti have made an impact on ‘civil society’, ‘cultural life’ and ‘public discourse’ 

in the socio-political domain via innovative approaches to the documentary genre. In 

a summary of the impact for the description reads: 

His contribution to diaspora studies is internationally recognised and 

evidenced by several awards. Public benefit is claimed through stimulating 

public discourse, new approaches to creative practice, contributions to public 

fora policy debates, economic benefit via the creation of an acclaimed film 

production company: Contra-Image.69 

The study goes on to support this claim by listing screenings of his work by major 

broadcasters, such as the BBC, Al Jazeera, Sky and Russia 24, in addition to 

numerous film festivals. Likewise, another creative research impact case study (this 

time submitted by University of Southampton),  ‘Los Niños: Life Histories of Child 

Exiles of the Spanish Civil War’ sought to add a new voice to the ‘discourse around 

conflict and migration, and in doing so has brought a forgotten chapter of Spanish 

Civil War history to the attention of the public and media’. In summarising this 

project’s impact, the REF document states: 

The insights gathered have found resonance locally, nationally and 

internationally, as people across three generations gained greater awareness 

and understanding of the experience of exile. Outputs have been widely 

disseminated through a digital archive of life stories, a popular oral history 
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book, a virtual and a touring exhibition, a set of online education resources 

and two documentary films.70 

However, perhaps the highest profile film submitted to REF2014 was The Act of 

Killing (Joshua Oppenheimer, 2013), which was nominated for an Academy Award in 

2014, and has received numerous international awards. The film began its life as an 

AHRC-funded research project before attracting widespread international support for 

victims and survivors of human rights abuses by the Suharto government, during the 

1965-66 Indonesian genocide. This resulted in a change to public discourse around 

the historical events depicted in the film, ‘including a report by The National 

Commission on Human Rights, condemning the genocide and recommending a truth 

and reconciliation process’.71 In citing the work of Oppenheimer in The Act of Killing, 

Kerrigan and Callaghan offer a compelling insight into both the international impact 

of the work along with the importance of the film’s research standing: 

Filmmaking research pushes at the boundaries of both industry filmmaking 

and traditional research methodologies and methods by adopting unique 

approaches to professional and critical practices pursuing forms of content 

creation that might otherwise fall outside of industry production modes and 

dissemination, where commercial exigencies dominate.72 

The co-producer of the film, Michael Uwemedimo also submitted the film as a REF 

impact case study, describing his own research into re-enactment in non-fiction 

filmmaking as having ‘contributed to the development of innovative methods and 

approaches to documentary practice as a means of precipitating critical national and 
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international reflections on histories of political violence’. 73  The research was 

substantial as it not only influenced critical understandings of documentary practice, 

but also took the form of book chapters, journal articles, conference presentations 

(including, Experimental Repetitions, Contemporary Arts Centre, Utrecht, 2008; and 

master classes (including, CPH:DOX New Trends Master Class).74  

As demonstrated from these various case studies, the propensity for maximum global 

social and political impact offers greater standing when conducted in scholarly 

fashion through the process of creative practice research. Furthermore, as Ciara 

Chambers attests:  

The academy should remain a site of intellectual and social revolution, and 

creative practice, in the way it may potentially revolutionize academic outputs, 

is part of this ongoing struggle. In this context, academic practice must remain 

a rigorous, politicized, rebellious and above all, cerebral pursuit.75 

In their article, ‘Future Experiments from the Past: Third Cinema and Artistic 

Research from Below’, Alejandro Pedregal and Miguel Errazu also consider the 

radical influence of creative practice and its potential as an instrument of change. 

Drawing upon Third Cinema as a model, they suggest that current creative art practice 

should position itself closer to an empathetic understanding of class struggle. By the 

deployment of social and political artistic work, they note that real radical change 

‘can be understood as a call to rethink the possibilities of modern academia to 

radically resist and dispute, through research and praxis, the social order established 

from top-down, and all the naturalised assumptions that derive from it’.76 Chambers 

																																																								
73 Callaghan and Kerrigan. ‘The Impact of Filmmaking Research’, p. 235. 
74 Case Study: The Act of Killing, p. 1. 
75 Chambers, Ciara.  ‘Researching Creative Practice: Terminology, Policy, Models’. Alphaville: 
Journal of Film and Screen Media. 17 (2019), p. 9. 
76 Pedregal, Alejandro and Errazu, Miguel. ‘Future Experiments from the Past: Third Cinema and 
Artistic Research from Below’. Alphaville: Journal of Film and Screen Media. 17 (2019), p. 54. 



	 27	

notes that ‘through the adaption of a Third Cinema’ politics, Errazu and Pedregal 

make a strong case for the emancipatory potential of the arts both within and outside 

the academy’.77  

In evaluating such work, it becomes clear that the basis for a stringent method 

of enquiry, while necessitating a comprehensive piece of filmmaking, must be 

informed by succinct scholarly research at all times. The success of any project, 

including the potential for social and political global impact, would not be possible 

without the dedicated scholarly examination that informs and precipitates the 

practicalities of documentary practice. The ability to redress and unpick official 

historical narratives comes with an immense sense of responsibility and the 

researcher-practitioner must have the means to defend his/her research robustly at all 

costs. Within my own work these responsibilities are compounded by the sensitivities 

around the process of conflict transformation, which is often complicated by the 

thorny question of how to deal with the violent legacy of the past. Situating my own 

work within a victim-centred approach to transitional justice places it as an important 

and alternative form of truth recovery for victims and survivors. Moreover, as 

evidenced by the international impact of other documentary representations, such as 

The Act of Killing, as well as notable recent films focussing on Irish issues and the 

legacy of the conflict, such as No Stone Unturned (Alex Gibney, 2017, Jigsaw 

Productions); A Mother Brings Her Son to Be Shot (2017, Sinéad O’Shea, 

Cats&Docs), or The Ballymurphy Precedent (2018, Callum Macrae), documentary 

practice is now widely considered one of the most significant forms of advocacy for 

victims and survivors in post-conflict Ireland.  
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Auto-Ethnographic Perspectives 

In addition to contextualising my creative practice within these debates, I am also 

very aware of the ‘auto-ethnographic’ dimension to this project, and how my journey 

towards becoming an activist filmmaker, who is trying to develop original approaches 

to theorizing documentary practice, has been influenced by my personal experience of 

the conflict and its impact on my family and community. In outlining the 

methodological framework for this project, I think it is essential that this subjective 

aspect is discussed in some detail, and is understood as being integral rather than 

simply incident to this particular project – its subject matter, form, and potential to 

constitute an intervention.  

 

Figure 1 

March 1988 is recorded as one of the bloodiest periods of the recent conflict. 

In two weeks of violence, twelve people were killed in a chain of events sparked by 

the 6th March killings of three unarmed IRA members in Gibraltar. Less than two 

weeks later the community of West Belfast would be at the centre of worldwide 

attention with the killing of two British Army corporals (Fig 1) who had veered into 

the funeral procession of a victim killed by a loyalist only three days before. The dead 

man, also an IRA member, Caoimhin Mac Bradaigh, was killed along with two other 

civilians, John Murray and Thomas McErlean, while trying to apprehend the Loyalist, 

Michael Stone, who had attacked the funeral of the IRA members killed in Gibraltar. 

While British news coverage of the conflict had often been ‘criticized for reporting 
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violence at the expense of context, background and explanation’,78 the contrast 

between the media coverage of the attack at Milltown Cemetery to that of the 

Corporals’ killings had once again reinforced the belief that broadcast media’s 

primary role was to reinforce the state narrative at the expense of other victims of the 

conflict.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

 

The killings in Gibraltar had focused attention once again on the British government’s 

‘Shoot to Kill’ policy that had previously occasioned the arrival of the Deputy Chief 

Constable of Manchester, John Stalker, who had been asked to go to Belfast in 1984 

to investigate the alleged policy by RUC officers systematically executing suspected 

Irish republicans. With a team of six experienced police officers he spent two years 

conducting three murder enquiries. On 5 June 1986, just before Stalker was to make 

his final report, he was removed from his position in charge of the inquiry. The 

inquiry was taken over by Colin Sampson of the West Yorkshire Police and its 

findings were never made public.79  
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However, the story of Gibraltar holds a much more personal resonance as well 

as being a significant violent chapter in the conflict. One of the IRA members killed, 

Danny McCann, was my godfather, and a close cousin of my father. His death had a 

profound affect on me, as I was close to him growing up. My father was jailed for 

political convictions in 1981 and it was Danny McCann, along with my grandfather, 

who became father-figures during his incarceration in Long Kesh, until his eventual 

release in April 1987. The treatment of Danny McCann’s body by the Gibraltarian 

authorities80 and the later gun and bomb attack on his funeral constituted a further low 

point in the conflict that had already cost the lives of almost three thousand people. 

As he was being buried at Milltown Cemetery, I was close to his coffin when the gun 

and bomb attack began and vividly recall being pulled to safety by Sinn Féin leader, 

Gerry Adams, as the first grenade exploded close by (Fig 2).  

The horrific events of that day and the deaths that followed are forever etched 

into the psyche of the West Belfast community, while also becoming a significant 

milestone within my own life. The course of my journey into documentary 

filmmaking owes much to this period as the unprecedented media response to the 

killings made a considerable impression on me at the time. Eyewitnesses who had 

seen the killings quickly contradicted the assertions by the British government that the 

three IRA members were imminently going to push a wireless detonator in order to 

cause an explosion nearby. However, it was a documentary by independent 

investigative journalist, Roger Bolton that made the greatest impact and sent 

reverberations to the highest levels of the British government in categorically 

undermining the official narrative of what had happened that day. As an eleven-year-

old, I recall the long awaited broadcast of Death on the Rock (Fig 3), a film that 
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Margaret Thatcher had attempted to ban during the preceding months in what 

subsequently became the first documentary to be the subject of an independent 

inquiry, in which it was eventually vindicated.81                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

The smearing of eyewitnesses by the British tabloid press underscored a campaign 

that was controlled by elements of the government82 in order to spread disinformation 

and undermine the work carried out by the team at Thames Television. In a major turn 

of events, the then Foreign Secretary, Geoffrey Howe, phoned the Chairman of the 

Independent Broadcasting Authority, Lord Thomson, to call for a postponement of the 

documentary as it might prejudice an upcoming inquest into the killings. However, 

the Chairman was resolute: ‘Sir Geoffrey Howe did his duty and I did mine, and if 

you do not like the sort of conflict of duty between government and broadcaster, then 

you should not be Chairman of an Independent Broadcasting Authority’. 83 These 

attacks mirrored a similar campaign against the community of West Belfast in the 

aftermath of the corporals’ killings and the eventual release and success of Bolton’s 

documentary offered some hope in an otherwise immensely dark period.  

																																																								
81 See, Death on the Rock. Bolton, Roger. (1988, UK., Thames, 43mn.)  
82 A government sub-committee was set up in order to counteract the program’s findings.  
83 Bolton, Roger. Death on the Rock and Other Stories (London: WH Allen & Co, 1990), p. 232. 
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Around the same time, the work of a small number of underground activist 

filmmakers attempted to convey the stories of the West Belfast community with a 

greater sense of empowerment. Arthur MacCaig (Fig 4), an American documentary 

filmmaker, was one such advocate for a community that had been subjected to a 

sustained period of censorship and misinformation since the outbreak of the conflict. 

His oeuvre spanned a period of almost thirty years from his iconic feature 

documentary The Patriot Game (1979) until his death in Belfast in 2008. When the 

British Foreign Office warned its embassies that The Patriot Game, a documentary 

that highlighted the activities of the Provisional IRA, was ‘damaging and highly 

critical of “Her Majesty’s Government”, MacCaig welcomed it as ‘the best review I 

ever had’.84 

 

Figure 4 

A graduate from the French film school IDHEC, with assistance from Chris Marker’s 

radical film collective Iskra, the filmmaker’s work became an important source of 

alternative storytelling during my childhood, where pirated VHS copies were often 

exchanged between family and friends. These films were viewed as propaganda 

documentaries by the RUC or British Army, who would often search through the 

family’s VHS collection in many of the nightly house raids. In one such raid, as in 
																																																								
84 https://ifi.ie/the-patriot-game 
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many others, my mother, my two siblings, and myself were awoken in the middle of 

the night by the front door being taken off its hinges by an incoming British Army 

raid. Once they had gathered the family into the living room, they began to search the 

upstairs. As we were sat together under house arrest, they would line the VHS tapes 

up, on-by-one, and continue to play each through in the hope of finding evidence of 

Republican propaganda videos. I recall that one of MacCaig’s films was pirated 

within a copy of Casper the Ghost, which began forty minutes into the feature-length 

cartoon. As a child, I watched anxiously as the British soldier played thirty minutes 

into Casper before finally exchanging it for another video. That sense of 

empowerment as a child, of having that knowledge over the soldiers was something 

that always stayed with me, such was the authority of MacCaig’s work, and by 

extension, the power of documentary film.  

In the months following the release of Roger Bolton’s Death on the Rock, 

Arthur MacCaig released Irish Ways (1988), a film that focused on the daily 

confrontations between the British Army and Irish Nationalists. It highlighted the 

discrimination in housing and employment during this period, while focusing on the 

laws that permitted arbitrary arrest and imprisonment of Irish nationalists. The film 

also investigated the pervasive atmosphere of fear and mistrust - constant surveillance 

of neighbourhoods and business districts, television advertisements encouraging 

citizens to report suspicious neighbours to British troops, and the daily occurrence of 

bombings and shootings. In many ways, the film could be considered as the single 

greatest influence on my own work as, for the first time, I was afforded a chance to 

view the stories of family and friends through the prism of my own community. The 

documentary was made in collaboration with a French television crew and detailed 

the personal stories of combatants from all sides, including Loyalists, Republicans 
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and the British Army.  To witness these stories unconstrained was a major revelation 

during a period that was characterised by new forms of government censorship, with 

the recent enactment of the Broadcasting Ban by British Home secretary, Douglas 

Hurd on the 19th of October 1988.85 

 

 

Figure 5 

As a French production, the film at first sets out the historical context of the founding 

of the ‘Northern Irish’ state before the viewer is exposed to images of British Army 

foot patrols and the burning of vehicles from the daily riots of the period. Footage of 

heavily fortified army barracks along with towering observational posts leaves the 

viewer in no doubt as to the imposing nature of the British military state that now 

occupies the daily lives of the local communities. Voiceover introduces the first 

interviewee as Brendan Hughes, a former IRA prisoner who discusses his role during 

the early 1970’s before his imprisonment in 1973, where he served thirteen years 

behind bars. Hughes is filmed watching footage of an IRA active service squad (Fig 

5) who are preparing an attack on an RUC mobile patrol unit, while explaining the 

complexities of carrying out such an operation without the support of the local 

community. This is quickly followed by the camera crew’s journey with another RUC 

patrol, where a police officer discusses the dangers faced by gun and bomb attacks by 

the IRA. This opening sequence immediately personalizes the lives of opposing 

																																																								
85 See Miller. Don’t Mention the War, p. 14. 
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combatants and sets the film up for a more diverse understanding of the conflict, free 

from the official accounts of broadcast media. 

The documentary strength of the film lies in both MacCaig’s unfettered access 

to opposing factions and the sensitive and uncensored nature of the interviewees’ 

stories. In an interview with a former leader of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), 

Gusty Spence, the loyalist states his reasons for joining the illegal paramilitary group: 

I had been in the British Army and taken an oath with the army that I defend 

Her Majesty from enemies foreign and domestic, and the IRA in my 

estimation in those days were domestic enemies, and I see that oath as a 

continuation of my service. (Irish Ways 00:12:19) 

Former IRA prisoner, Patricia McDaid (Fig 6) follows with her own rationale in 

becoming involved in the conflict, claiming that had it been in times of peace she 

would never have been involved in such actions: 

I’m not a murderer, I’m not a terrorist, I was a political prisoner and a soldier 

and anything the British try to dish up to me, to try and label me as a terrorist, 

or some sort of a maniac for carrying a bomb, just won’t wear because this is a 

war situation. (Irish Ways 00:13:41) 

 

 

Figure 6 

Bobby Harker, an ex-British Army soldier was also interviewed on his experiences of 

serving during the conflict, giving an honest and open account of the misleading 
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information given to young soldiers upon joining, along with stories of his time 

served in Belfast: 

The first thing that hits you when you arrive in Belfast is the appalling and 

atrocious conditions in which the Irish working class people have to put up 

with, and I mean this is in protestant areas in the Shankill as well as the Falls 

and Ballymurphy areas and that. (Irish Ways 00:15:35) 

MacCaig frames the film in a way that debunks many stereotypes around the 

‘Northern Irish troubles’, foregoing the common template of broadcast 

representations, where the chance to explore the political impulses behind individual 

actions is cast aside for a less nuanced, more official narrative of the conflict. Instead, 

the film explores the rationale behind the motives and objectives of all those involved, 

thus widening the scope for greater political debate on the causes of conflict. In 

retrospect, upon viewing such work from within the contemporary field of transitional 

justice, Irish Ways could be considered a documentary many years ahead of its time. 

The work of both Arthur MacCaig and Roger Bolton had instilled within me 

an unwavering admiration for documentary film’s ability to effect social and political 

change from an early age, as a form of ‘voice-giving’ and counter-hegemonic 

potential. The commitment of both filmmakers, along with their films’ capacity to 

challenge and overcome the state narrative, has certainly influenced my decision to 

approach questions of transitional justice, post-conflict trauma and victims’ rights 

from a creative practice perspective, involving – instead of excluding or self-

censoring – my own relationship to the conflict, and how that motivates my desire to 

produce work that reaches a wide audience and has a demonstrable cultural and 

political impact while at the same time being underpinned by rigorous and informed 

scholarly research.  
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By charting my personal relationship to my own film practice, I also hope to 

offer a vantage point from where my experiences can be understood within the wider 

context of my work. Moreover, what I propose is a methodology that offers a sharper 

analytical focus to my research, a self-narrative that eschews the simplistically 

biographical for an auto-ethnographic understanding of my filmmaking within the 

milieu it describes and explores. For Norman Denzin, for example, the important 

characteristic of such work is that the filmmaker does not embrace the notion of some 

‘objective outsider’, a convention common to established ethnography, instead opting 

for the filmmaker’s  ‘own biography and personal history’, adding that ‘such an auto-

ethnography would be descriptive and interpretive’.86 Over the course of two years of 

filming I have fostered an emotional connection to many of the subjects interviewed 

as part of the Unquiet Graves project. While there have been a number of broadcast 

documentaries on the issue of state collusion, they have tended to be journalistic in 

their approach while – inadvertently or deliberately – privileging the ‘few bad apples’ 

theory at the expense of a more rigorous investigation into collusion as integral to the 

state’s counter-insurgency policy. In other words, British soldiers or members of the 

RUC are foregrounded as rogue elements within a system that was under severe 

pressure from a terrorist campaign and that resources were often stretched, therefore 

limiting an effective lawful approach to regular policing. The narrative around this 

anti-terrorist paradigm is rarely challenged or indeed contextualized within wider 

British colonial counterinsurgency campaigns.  

For Mark McGovern, the key to understanding state deployment of such 

organized violence lies within the works of canonical writers on British 

counterinsurgency theory: Charles E. Callwell, Charles Gwynn, and Frank Kitson; 

																																																								
86 Denzin, Norman K. Interpretive Autoethnography. 2nd ed (London: Sage Publications, 2014), p. 34. 



	 38	

adding that each has been selected for a number of reasons. Firstly, their careers cover 

the span of a century of counterinsurgency theory and practice, and their writings are 

regarded as central to a tradition of theorizing ‘irregular warfare’.  Secondly, their 

work illuminates a series of themes essential to understanding such theory and how 

this may underpin a practice such as collusion. Moreover, ‘this challenges two long-

standing myths of British irregular warfare, that it is characterized by a commitment 

to “minimum force” and constrained by an adherence to the rule of law’.87 In the 

digital era, the means to challenge and redress official discourse around collusion has 

been made easier by the rapid advance of social media networks and digital platforms, 

where audiences are much more accessible and better informed than during the 

conflict. Audio-visual documents, once indexical to broadcast platforms, such as 

photographs, archive footage and sound recordings, offer documentarians a vast 

reservoir of expressive means to interrogate and reconstruct our own understanding of 

history. 

In her influential study, Stella Bruzzi states that  ‘the documentary has always 

implicitly acknowledged that the document at its heart is open to reassessment, re-

appropriation and even manipulation without these processes necessarily obscuring or 

rendering irretrievable the document’s original meaning, context or content’.88 Within 

my own work, iconographic imagery, such as (Figs 1 & 2), offer a connection to past 

and present and the expressive means to subjectively chart political history through 

their reflexive interrogation. Conventional tropes of historical narrative are 

reformulated where the social, political and cultural power of the past is given new 

meaning. The marginalized voices of victims are at once offered a platform, where the 

																																																								
87 McGovern, Mark. ‘State Violence and the Colonial Roots of Collusion in Northern Ireland’. 
Race & Class. 57. 2 (2015), p. 6.  
88 Bruzzi, Stella. New Documentary: A Critical Introduction. 2nd ed (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 12. 
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opportunity to speak of a loved one has the capacity to begin to address the trauma of 

the past. For many families, didactic representations by current affairs programmes 

that propose to address allegations of collusion can be considered counterproductive 

in their attempts to do so. The targeting of specific perpetrators within such 

documentaries emboldens the ‘bad apple’ theory and a common response is that 

collectively holding the state to account holds greater importance than the prosecution 

of the individuals involved. For many, the foregrounding of the victims and survivors 

own stories over these investigative representations hold greater relevance than 

recycling many of the conventional tropes associated within broadcast documentaries.  

The task of communicating such sensitivities has required a disciplined 

approach to filming, whereby the building of trust has been key to ensuring a good 

relationship with each of the interviewees. Formally, my approach has been to create 

a visually expressive documentary that explores the experiences of a central character, 

Alan Brecknell, whose father was killed by the Glenanne Gang in December 1975. He 

has also been a leading researcher with the Pat Finucane Centre for a number of years 

and has been a tireless advocate for the families affected by the gang’s actions. While 

there are scores of families that have suffered in a similar way to the Brecknells, the 

task of limiting interviewees to a manageable figure was one of the most difficult 

undertakings during filming. My primary objective has been to reassure all families 

that this was purely a creative decision and that all killings would be addressed as part 

of the overall production. This was in order to allay fears that the film was 

inadvertently projecting a monopoly on each of the killings, thus further 

compounding the grief of many of the victims. A meeting was held at Benburb Priory, 

just outside Moy, County Tyrone in October 2015, where I also impressed upon the 

families my objectives in targeting a worldwide audience upon the film’s release, with 
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particular focus on the British market. I explained that this was of major importance, 

as to apply maximum pressure on the British government, adding that long term 

government and media disinformation had created a culture of apathy within the 

general public. I argued that the film had the potential to disrupt this status quo, 

offering examples of other cinematic representations that have recently been major 

advocacy tools in challenging official state narratives of the past.89 

Early contact in the production was also made with actor and human rights 

supporter, Stephen Rea, in order to hopefully acquire his services for a short montage 

envisaged as part of the final edit. On the 24th of August 1975, two friends made their 

way back from that year’s All-Ireland Football Semi-Final in a thrilling game 

between Dublin and Derry. As Colm McCartney (aged 22) and Seán Farmer (aged 

32) crossed the border they were stopped by a fake army patrol and executed by 

members of the Glenanne Gang. Colm was a cousin of the late poet and Nobel 

Laureate, Seamus Heaney, who penned a poem entitled ‘The Strand at Lough Beg’ in 

his memory.90 In a few short lines, he reflects on the friends’ last journey together:  

What blazed ahead of you? A faked road block? The red lamp swung, the 

sudden brakes and stalling Engine, voices, heads hooded and the cold-nosed 

gun? 

Rea agreed to recite the poem as part of the montage under the condition that the 

Heaney family had agreed to its use. In another turn of events my desire to bring the 

poem to life via Rea’s narration, coupled with the deployment of animation, had been 

boosted by the agreed participation of award-winning illustrator, Peter Strain, and 

news of the Heaney family’s approval had finally ensured that a major creative 

feature of the production had now been put in place.  
																																																								
89 See, The Act of Killing. Oppenheimer, Joshua. (2013, UK.,115 mn.), and No Fire Zone. Macrae, 
Callum. (2013, UK. 49 mn.) 
90 See Seamus Heaney’s collection, Station Island (London: Faber and Faber, 1984).  
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Michael Rabiger has commented that ‘a documentary becomes compelling 

when we see meaningful effort expended against opposition’.91 By all accounts, the 

Glenanne story holds true to such sentiments and is symptomatic of many movements 

who campaign for state redress within post-conflict societies. However, as a 

storyteller, one must convey something fundamental within the human spirit in order 

to elicit that raw and emotional bond to a universal audience. While interviewing Fr 

Raymond Murray (Fig 7), he related that he had written a poem entitled ‘The Cavern’, 

which reflects on a bar explosion in County Armagh in February 1974. The priest was 

one of the first to attend the aftermath where two men had been killed, Patrick 

Molloy, a Catholic, and his Protestant friend, Jack Wylie. I asked him if he would like 

to recite it to camera and what transpired was a testimony of events that conveyed 

both profound desolation and a man burdened by an overwhelming sense of loss. 

Recalling the moment he found the two men’s bodies, he wrote: 

 

Resting in peace, 

Dressed in grey dusty shrouds,  

Over the dryness of death. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 

A number of weeks later, I was to learn of a similar poem written by Fiona Ryan, who 

																																																								
91 Rabiger, Michael.  Directing the Documentary. 5th edn (Oxford: Elsevier, 2009), p. 112. 
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lost her mother in the Dublin Bombings in May 1974, where I again asked if she 

would like to take the opportunity to read the poem to the viewers. As with the others, 

a deep sense of loss pervades each line and the experience of Fiona’s lost childhood 

makes for very emotional reading:  

By some strange twist of fate, 

Mammy decided to go to town, to collect daddy on her way. 

But her good deed was costly, her timing all wrong – her life was taken, 

God, it’s hard to stay strong.92 

The recital of both poems underscores the importance of filmmakers in providing a 

platform for victims and survivors alike. The need for redress and the 

acknowledgement of the suffering of all is key to any meaningful process of conflict 

transformation. The culture of a ‘monopoly of victimhood’ prevalent throughout the 

conflict holds even greater resonance in the ‘battle of narratives’ now being fought 

over twenty years since the Good Friday Agreement. What was initially seen as one 

of many difficulties during a period of peaceful transition has now become a barrier to 

a lasting settlement. However, the role of independent or activist filmmakers can 

provide a rebalancing of the old status quo, where disenfranchised voices have a stake 

in a shared future, free from institutional constraints. In this new dispensation, it is my 

hope that documentaries such as Unquiet Graves can urge the viewer to critically 

reflect on their own understanding of history in order to educate and prevent a new 

generation from making the same mistakes again. 

 

 

																																																								
92	Due to editorial pressures, neither of the poems appeared in the final cut of the film – despite being 
influential in the creative process. However, both will feature in the updated website for Unquiet 
Graves .	
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Project Overview 

This introduction has outlined the various strands to this project, with particular 

reference to its creative practice methodology and the role of documentary 

filmmaking within transitional justice contexts. The written component of the thesis 

also includes three other chapters, which examine in more detail the key themes of the 

research. 

Chapter 2 discusses the question of ‘Testimony and Truth Recovery’, 

examining the role of testimony as a vehicle for social and political change, especially 

within a documentary film context.  It discusses how such mechanisms also offer 

victims and survivors alike the opportunity to counter the historical disinformation of 

state media, thus redressing a major injustice suffered by many in cases of state 

killings. Some of the examples in this chapter are drawn from my previous work, such 

as Ballymurphy (2014), while also exploring the wider issues of truth recovery 

through the work of international filmmakers, such as Chile’s Patricio Guzmán. 

Assessing both critical reactions to Guzmán’s work along with debates around the 

director’s formal and aesthetic approach to documentary testimony. A comparative 

approach contrasts the work of Guzman and other international examples and 

conclusions are drawn regarding some of the lessons that can be learnt in relation to 

conflict transformation within an Irish context.   

Chapter 3 examines the relations – or inter-relations – between political 

realities on the ground and their representation in mainstream documentary and news 

media. Outlining the historical legacy of state interference in broadcasting and the 

politics of censorship. The chapter highlights a number of television and current 

affairs documentaries, which were characterised by a lack of engaged and editorially 

informed debate around the wider issues and reasons for past conflict. Again, the 
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project’s comparative paradigm draws contrasts between a number of international 

documentary films and the work of indigenous filmmakers in Ireland, where a study 

of these documentaries continues to raise important questions about the role of 

mainstream outlets and the techniques they deploy. The chapter also examines how 

the shaping of public opinion can lead to a passive society where the sanitising of 

conflict and political violence becomes accepted as the norm. Within the context of 

the north of Ireland, the chapter discusses how local broadcasters have often 

engineered a similar effect on public opinion, in that the various ways of categorising 

victims has led to a monopoly of victimhood within society.  

This takes us to the third aspect or context of the research, Transgenerational 

Trauma and Psychological Legacy Issues, which looks at the phenomenon of post-

conflict trauma and the effects that over thirty years of war has had on the population. 

This section outlines the lack of government support and how this has been countered 

by both the work of advocacy groups and activist filmmakers, while discussing the 

direct and indirect interventions that advocacy groups offer to victims and survivors. 

The final chapter focuses on the production of the practice component of this 

project, a feature documentary film, Unquiet Graves. The chapter provides a detailed 

summary discussion of the production histories and reception contexts for an 

assessment of the film and the extent to which has contributed to a greater public 

awareness of state collusion in loyalist violence, and encouraged debate in those areas 

currently vacated by the political process.  
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Chapter 2  

Documentary Practice and the Legacy of Conflict 
 

As the Good Friday Agreement heralded hope of political stability, both the Irish and 

British governments were keen to emphasise the economic benefits associated with 

the transition from violent conflict to peace, the so-called ‘peace dividend’. As 

foreign capital flowed into the north of Ireland, huge transformations were evident, 

particularly in Belfast, where corporate retail and hospitality chains transformed the 

cityscape from the international pariah that it once was.  A new property boom 

reinforced much optimism and the economy grew from strength to strength. However, 

according to Greg McLaughlin and Steve Baker there was a disturbing paradox in the 

extraordinary transformations that were now taking place: these changes had been 

‘attended by the truncation of political debate and the impoverishment of the cultural 

imagination’.93 The new political dispensation had quashed politically engaged film 

and television productions, encouraging a malign pacifism towards issues, which 

arguably now required focused political enquiry more than ever. Prominent themes 

began to emerge within public discourse that had not been afforded the attention of 

mainstream media outlets during the Troubles. One such issue related to the question 

of how best to investigate the role of the British state during the conflict. While 

broadcasters focused on the role of paramilitaries, clear disparities were evident in 

how media scrutiny did not seem to be applied to actions of the state in cases of 

civilian deaths along with allegations of collusion.94 

 

																																																								
93 McLaughlin, Greg, and Baker, Steve. The Propaganda of Peace: The Role of Media and Culture in 
the Northern Ireland Peace Process (Bristol: Intellect, 2010), p. 13. 
94 See, Cadwallader, Anne. Lethal Allies: British Collusion in Ireland (Cork: Mercier, 2013) for a 
seminal discussion of the role of the British state in incidents of collusion involving Loyalist 
paramilitaries.  
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Against this backdrop, my creative practice has been looking at particular historical 

events in order to explore how victims continue to be affected by exceptional 

traumatic experiences. Central to this work has been the exploration of historical 

accusations against the British state in areas where hegemonic versions of the past 

have been contested. In societies burdened by the legacy of violent conflict the need 

for an effective truth recovery process must be facilitated by a mosaic of complex 

narratives involving all parties to the conflict. This includes protagonists, victims and 

survivors alike. As the monopolizing hold of institutional media outlets dwindle, the 

abundance of digital platforms now offers alternative forms of exhibition for 

independent filmmakers. The emerging proliferation of social media now bypasses 

the codes and conventions of broadcast protocols, encouraging the projection of 

narratives previously marginalised by the political mainstreams. For some, this has 

been best illustrated by a departure from established media representations to a more 

pragmatic approach to transitional justice. While the potential success for such films 

may have been previously constrained by corporate monopolies, the growth of many 

new multimedia platforms, and the gradual move to online exhibition, has 

transformed audience reach to unprecedented levels. Commercial multiplexes, 

traditionally associated with the distribution of Hollywood blockbusters have 

gradually conformed to the idea that indigenous documentaries are equally as 

commercially viable. At the centre of these new and emerging films is the search for 

historical truth, where narratives driven by witness testimony have now set the 

benchmark for a growing documentary culture. 
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Bruzzi cites two filmic representations around the killing of JFK, Rush to Judgment 

(1967) and the Zapruder assassination footage, in order to contrast the role of witness 

testimony over the filmed representation of real events: 

The difference between the Zapruder film and Rush to Judgment is the 

difference between the event and memory, between a filmed representation of 

a specific truth and…memory presented, within its prosecutorial framework, 

as testimony…the human eye replaces the mechanical eye as the instrument of 

accurate or convincing memory.95 

Witness testimony allows audiences to interpret evidence in order to fill gaps in the 

audio-visual record. In reference to eyewitness testimony, Bruzzi notes ‘that what can 

too easily be revealed is a series of truths…not a single, underpinning truth’.96 Laub 

details the story of an Auschwitz survivor who revealed that she had seen four 

chimneys being blown up as resistance to the extermination process that the Nazi’s 

had been implementing within the camps. Months later, as historians, psychoanalysts, 

and artists gathered to reflect on the series of interviews from the Video Archive of 

Holocaust Testimonies, a debate ensued as to the accuracy of the woman’s claims. 

Historians interjected that the testimony was not accurate, that the number of 

chimneys was misrepresented. Historically, only one chimney was blown up, not four. 

This raised questions around the fallibility of the woman’s memory and by extension 

the veracity of her testimony. Laub, a psychoanalyst who interviewed the woman, 

profoundly disagreed: 
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The woman was testifying…not to the number of the chimneys blown up, but 

to something else, more radical, more crucial: the reality of an unimaginable 

occurrence. One chimney blown up in Auschwitz was as incredible as four.97 

However, concerns over the fallibility of witness testimony are reduced when the 

cross examination of historical documents are corroborated against the stories of those 

being interviewed. This has been the case in many instances in representations 

dedicated to redressing issues of past state wrongdoings during the conflict in the 

north of Ireland, whereby government documents among other findings have been 

crucial in undermining official versions of events. The accumulation of new evidence, 

including the revisiting and unearthing of historical archives has been the driving 

force behind a new genre of post-conflict documentaries that have been dedicated to 

re-animating the past within new political frameworks. While style and approaches 

may differ, what holds a number of these illustrations together is their dedication to a 

victim-centred approach to filmmaking, where narrative is driven by witness 

testimony. In this new and emerging post-conflict era Cahal McLaughlin claims that 

‘there appears to be a consensus that the public telling of stories about past traumatic 

events has a potential to contribute to the healing of survivors psychic and community 

wounds’.98 He goes on to cite the work of Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern who 

wrote that ‘evidence from other countries emerging from political violence shows that 

public recognition is cathartic’.99 Truth telling has now become a crucial element in 

dealing with the past.  

 

																																																								
97 Laub, Dori. ‘Bearing Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening’ in Felman, Shoshana, Laub, Dori. 
Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (London: Routledge, 
1992), p. 60. 
98 McLaughlin, Cahal. Recording Memories from Political Conflict: A Filmmakers Journey (Bristol: 
Intellect, 2010), p. 21. 
99 Ardoyne Commemorative Project 2002: 1 
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In the search for historical truths, the reconstruction of the past is also fundamental to 

much of the work of indigenous filmmakers within a post-conflict society. 

Rosenstone writes that ‘it becomes clearer to even the most academic of historians 

that the visual media are the chief conveyors of public history in our culture’.100 In an 

interview with Errol Morris, filmmaker Adam Curtis claims that: 

All history is a construction – often by the powerful. What I do is construct an 

imaginative interpretation of history to make people look again at what they 

think they know. I like to ask people, ‘Have you thought of this?’101 

Channan goes further, emphasizing the critical importance of filmmaking to 

contributing to our knowledge and understanding of recent history as an alternative to 

official versions of events: 

Documentary is ready to take up the political challenge because politics is in 

its genes, though not always expressed. But the documentary camera is always 

pointing directly at the social and anthropological, spaces where the lifeworld 

is dominated, controlled and shaped by power and authority, sometimes 

visible, mostly invisible but often palpable.102 

Documentary filmmakers serve to highlight the conventions and limitations of written 

history in order to find new ways of representing the past. Rosenstone argues that film 

can do what the written word cannot: 

Film emotionalizes, personalizes and dramatizes history. Through actors and 

historical witnesses, it gives us history as triumph, anguish, joy, despair, 
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adventure, suffering, and heroism – using all the creative devices available to 

do so.103 

In a society coming to terms with over thirty years of conflict, one where a complicit 

broadcast media has imposed the dominant narrative, the reconstruction of our recent 

past by filmmakers has been crucial to the ongoing process of conflict transformation. 

Placed within the field of transitional justice, the work of documentarians has been 

increasingly recognized as an important truth telling mechanism for victims and 

survivors, where the foregrounding of the personal cost of war has been fundamental 

to eliciting a victim-centred approach to redressing the past. The monopolizing 

exposure of paramilitary killings over those committed by the state during the conflict 

has left a deep scar on the nationalist community, creating a monopoly of victimhood 

which continues today, where ineffective investigations into killings, allegations of 

collusion and instances of shoot to kill have created a culture of mistrust in a media 

who serve only to offer a one dimensional interpretation of the conflict.104  

The increasing platforms afforded to disenfranchised voices since the end of 

armed hostilities has seen the personal stories of victims of state violence conveyed 

through a plethora of community schemes, academic research projects and 

documentary films. Transitional justice scholars have emphasized the importance of a 

victim-centred approach to storytelling, where victims and survivors are free from the 

conventions of institutional adjudication. Bryson writes that ‘affording space for the 

complex, contradictory and sometimes inchoate nature of individual experience, oral 

history can arguably produce a ‘truer’ and more rounded account of victims’ 
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experiences’. 105  In a review of David Park’s The Truth Commissioner (2016), 

McEvoy advocates the role of storytelling within literature and the arts as an 

important approach to truth recovery: 

Anyone who works in or writes about this area will recognize that feeling. In 

the midst of field work, or reading lifeless case-files or highly theorized 

literature, one story or one vignette within a story pierces the professional 

shell and hits you in the solar plexus. For an instant at least, something 

touches your basic humanity. This is the whole purpose of the truth recovery 

project.106 

 

Fig 1 

 

In 2014, I released a documentary Ballymurphy (Fig 1), detailing the killing of eleven 

unarmed civilians in Belfast over a three-day period in August 1971. The film indicts 

the actions of the British Army who carried out these killings before again killing 

thirteen unarmed civilians in Derry just five months later in what has now become 

known as ‘Bloody Sunday’. Central to the treatment of this event are the testimonies 

of family members and survivors with commentary from a number of leading 

politicians. The film charts the families’ journey from the time of the killings to the 
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present, providing newly released information previously unavailable within the 

public domain. Personal stories are intercut between archive footage, personal 

photographs and historical documents that now provide important information to the 

families’ legal team (Fig 2). Details of the killings are chilling but provide public 

information previously ignored by a media, who – as the film attempts to show - were 

complicit in vilifying the dead as gunmen and gunwomen. The families’ lawyer, 

Padraig O’Muirigh, also provides information concerning the obstructions created by 

the state to deny the families the truth, noting that in ‘the struggle between official 

versions of events and unofficial versions of events, the law, and by extension the 

criminal justice agencies are used by the state as a tool to deny what had happened.’ 

(Ballymurphy 00:26:47) 

 

Figure 2 

The film does not stray outside the standard conventions of documentary filmmaking, 

deploying two reconstructions, offering a visual and dramatic connection to the period 

while also breaking up the sequence of talking head interviews by family members. 

As there were eleven family members it was necessary to afford everyone an equal 

amount of time to recount stories of their experiences, bearing in mind that it had 

been over forty years since they had an opportunity to do so to camera. In a break 

from the sequence of stories, for example, it was necessary to interview an 

eyewitness, Bobby Clarke, who had been injured on the first day of shooting. In the 

hope of pulling Bobby to safety from the field where he had been shot, two men (a 
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Catholic priest, Fr Mullan and Frank Quinn) were shot and killed coming to his aid. 

The interview was conducted at the scene of the killing where the field had now been 

replaced by modern housing. The camera tracks Bobby as he recalls that fateful day, 

panning closer as he explains the guilt he feels for surviving. ‘I see it everyday, I 

blame myself everyday. Good days I can accept that I wasn’t doing anything wrong, 

that I was only helping somebody, but on a bad day I would say that I was responsible 

for their deaths’. (Ballymurphy 00:34:48) 

Ballymurphy was an independent documentary film that offered an alternative 

version of events to the wider public, unconstrained by institutional editorial control. 

This was helped by the success of the film being screened internationally in the US, 

Canada and around Europe. Public screenings were commonplace in public halls in 

towns around Ireland, where family members who engaged in public debate 

facilitated the screenings. For some, the ability to speak about their loved ones to a 

wider audience, while reawakening the trauma of the past, assisted the grieving 

process, particularly as the disinformation and lies spread by the media had weighed 

heavily on family members for over forty years. The film, while countering the 

official government version of events, could now be deployed as a lobbying tool in 

order to illustrate a visual narrative to both eye witness accounts and recently released 

information, leading to interest from international media outlets such as RT News, 

who relayed clips of the film followed by a panel discussion on the wider effects of 

state killings in Ireland.  

On the 10th of May 2015 the filmed screened as part of the ‘Impact of 

Conflict’ programme at the Queen’s Film Theatre in Belfast. The post-screening 

debate was attended by solicitor, Padraig O’Muirigh, Alliance politician Trevor 

Lunne, and John Teggart from the Ballymurphy Support Group. Much of the 
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discussion centred on the role of the media in the days following the killings of the 

unarmed eleven civilians, while also discussing the hopes for the families’ current 

legal campaign. My role as curator of the ‘Impact of Conflict’ programme was to pull 

together a strand of film screenings, events and conversations exploring the 

repercussions of conflict and the multiple ways they have been represented in and 

through film. The day before the screening I organized the attendance of Callum 

Macrae, a director from London whose film, No Fire Zone (2013), had been screening 

that evening. I asked if he would also like to attend the Ballymurphy screening as his 

work had many similarities to my own. In a later discussion, we spoke about the 

film’s reception and Callum made known his astonishment that he had not been aware 

of the killings in Ballymurphy in August 1971. We reflected upon the limitations of 

my own film, considering the lack of finance in producing it, and the need to convey 

the story to a much wider audience. This led to many weeks of deliberations before I 

arranged for a meeting with Callum and the families two months later. What 

transpired was the culmination of a process that eventually would see the production 

of The Ballymurphy Precedent, a documentary that was released in 2018 with the 

financial support of Channel 4 and RTÉ. This followed the release of another film, No 

Stone Unturned (2017), which detailed the killing of six civilians by Loyalist 

paramilitaries at the Heights Bar in Loughinisland in June 1994. By the end of 2018, 

the release of Unquiet Graves had brought together three critically acclaimed 

documentaries that now debunked the official narrative of Britain’s role in Ireland. 

Stories of state collusion and extra-judicial killings by government forces had now 

found new audiences in commercial and independent cinemas around Britain and 

Ireland.  
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The completion of The Ballymurphy Precedent also saw a television cut for Channel 

4, which was transmitted on the 8th of September 2018. The broadcast of Massacre at 

Ballymurphy saw unprecedented public reaction via social media platforms to an 

English transmission of an Irish conflict-related documentary, with high profile public 

figures along with Channel 4’s own Director of Programmes, Ian Katz, weighing in to 

the debate: 

Ashamed to say I knew nothing about the Ballymurphy massacre - the 1971 

killing of 11 men and women by the British army in Belfast - till I saw Callum 

Macrae’s meticulous and shocking reconstruction of it.107 

The opening sequence details the arrival of the British paratroopers onto the streets of 

Ballymurphy on the 9th of August 1971. A reconstruction of the deployment is 

narrated by a number of talking heads of family members and friends, before the final 

words of a local priest, Fr Des Wilson, informs the audience of the feelings of the 

local community. ‘The people who were there to protect us were in fact taking the 

sides against us’ (Massacre at Ballymurphy 00:00:21). Narrator, Callum Macrae, 

gives further historical context to the massacre by positioning it within the later 

killings in Derry in January 1972, an event that drew a huge international media 

reaction at the time. ‘The same regiment, which less than six months later shot dead 

thirteen unarmed people on Bloody Sunday…but unlike Bloody Sunday this massacre 

happened away from the cameras and away from the eyes of the world’ (Massacre at 

Ballymurphy 00:01:12).  
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Titles inform the viewer that the reconstructions in the film are based on 

witness statements, survivors’ recollections, official depositions and autopsy reports 

before further historical context charts the violent reaction to the peaceful civil rights 

campaign that followed institutional discrimination against catholics in employment, 

housing and education. Archive footage highlights the social depravation in 

Ballymurphy at the time as Fr Des Wilson proclaims how he was horrified when he 

first arrived in the mid 1960s. ‘I was very angry about the level of poverty and neglect 

of people’. (Massacre at Ballymurphy 00:03:12). Local opposition to imposed British 

Army curfews is illustrated through the deployment of further archive footage as 

narration states the importance of women in emerging as the first line of nationalist 

community resistance. Army documents detail these developing events as something 

that should not be taken lightly, while commanding a stringent response by the rank 

and file. ‘It is important to take a robust (perhaps even oriental) attitude to this 

problem…and to lay into the area of one’s women with vigour’. (Massacre at 

Ballymurphy 00:13:05). 

A timeline charts the arrival of the British soldiers before the film converges 

into a chronology of events over the three-day killing spree by the British 

paratroopers. This is driven by the witness testimonies of family members and 

friends, where each of the killings is forensically reconstructed in order to offer a 

visual connection to the eyewitness statements of the period. This was motivated by 

the absence of both archive footage or photographic stills at Ballymurphy as opposed 

to the abundance of broadcast and photographic images available during the events on 

Bloody Sunday. Bruzzi notes that ‘reconstruction can perform a liberating function, 

particularly to a historical subject for which no archive is readily available’108, while 
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Brink discusses the critical importance of such methods in order to ‘significantly 

advance our understanding of history and in particular enhance our insight into acts of 

violence and war.109 Massacre at Ballymurphy deploys this strategy well, where 

official army records and the spread of disinformation by the media is slowly 

unpicked by new unfolding evidence.  

While the killing of each of the victims offers a shocking indictment of the 

actions of the British army, new evidence of the murder of 18-year-old Noel Phillips 

reinforces the thesis that the soldiers had been acting without much restraint over the 

course of the three days. Kevin Phillips details the shooting of his younger brother 

and the emerging evidence that corroborates the gruesome nature of his death. While 

Noel fell injured after the first shot, a new eyewitness testimony by an eleven-year-

old boy at the time debunks the official version of the young man’s death. ‘He kept 

crying as he was in so much pain. One of the soldiers had a side arm gun and he 

pulled it out and said: “Fuck up you cunt” and then shot him dead’. (Massacre at 

Ballymurphy 00:54:30). Kevin further details the autopsy report of Noel’s death, 

which illustrates that one of the bullets had entered the left side of the neck below and 

behind the ear, while another bullet had entered the right side of the neck. Voiceover 

further confirms that a 9mm bullet was recovered, consistent with the claims that 

Noel was shot with a pistol or side arm.  

The film’s closing sequence offers viewers information on the families’ 

preparations for the upcoming inquest into the killings, some 47 years after the deaths 

of their loved ones. The documentary then poses the question that killings in Bloody 

Sunday might not have occurred if accountability had been administered following 
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the deaths in Ballymurphy. Richard Rudkin, a former member of the Royal Green 

Jackets, makes known his view on this claim:  

 

If steps had have been taken to look at what happened in Ballymurphy, admit 

what had gone wrong, Bloody Sunday would never had occurred. And if 

Bloody Sunday would never had occurred I would suggest that many more 

deaths after that would never had occurred. (Massacre at Ballymurphy 

01:07:57). 

The film’s denouement offers a poignant reflection by Briege Voyle, whose mother 

was killed on the first killing spree on the 9th of August 1971. Her sentiments 

highlight the frustration felt by many victims of unionist violence and cuts to the core 

of the current legacy debate around the monopolising of victims by the British state: 

Everybody’s pain’s the same. If a soldier gets shot, his family and his parents’ 

pain is the same as mine. What makes people think that their pain is any worse 

or less than mine? We are all suffering the same thing, so the truth needs to be 

told. That’s the only way you can draw a line under the past…tell the truth! 

The quest for truth is also echoed in the work of Alex Gibney’s No Stone Unturned 

(2017) as the families of the victims’ of the Loughinisland Massacre challenge the 

twenty-three-year cover up of their loved ones’ murders. Again, the film opens with 

the reconstruction of the night of the fatal killings as dramatic tension is built through 

the juxtaposition of images of football fans enjoying a world cup game with that of 

the impending arrival of the gunmen’s car. The tranquility of the rural setting serves 

to illustrate the isolation of the small tight-knit community as the slow air of an Irish 

flute casts a mournful melody over an ominous dusk sky. The score fades as the 

gunmen enter the bar and the joyous scenes of the Irish fans contemplating their 
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team’s unexpected success is suddenly broken with the sound of heavy automatic 

gunfire. Slow motion images of each of the rifles’ dispensing rounds temporarily slow  

the pace of the gunmen’s attack, allowing viewers to digest the horror of the 

unfolding massacre. This sequence sets the scene for a forensic examination of the 

circumstances around the 1994 attack, where the families and their legal 

representatives play the central role in unearthing the government’s involvement 

behind the killings. As to the Massacre at Ballymurphy documentary, witness 

testimony drives the narrative forward between eyewitness accounts of those who 

survived the attack along with personal acts of bearing witness by loved ones.  

A shot of a holdall being thrown over a hedge into a grass verge is followed 

by an image of an AK47 rifle resting within bushes in a country field. This suggests to 

the audience that the weapons used had been dumped shortly after the killings. Emma 

Rogan is introduced, the daughter of 34-year-old Adrian Rogan, who was killed in the 

attack as she speaks of being informed of her father’s death. She recalls both her and 

her brother being woken from their sleep as her two uncles stood downstairs. ‘I just 

remember my mummy saying to us that bad men had came into the pub, and they had 

guns and shot six people, and daddy was dead’. (No Stone Unturned 00:04:30). This 

is followed by an interview with Emma’s mother, Clare Rogan, who speaks about the 

night her husband left home to go to the bar, before she shortly followed. As she 

becomes visibly emotional she details being met by a local man who warned her not 

to enter the bar: 

He said don’t go in there, there’s been a shooting! And for some reason I 

thought that, there was a few boys around here would have went out and shot 

rabbits or whatever, and I thought that somebody has went in with a gun and 

it’s went off accidentally. And he said, no, no, don’t go in. It’s terrible, we 
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need a clergyman! So I did come in, and what greeted me will haunt me until 

the day that I die. (No Stone Unturned 00:05:00). 

 

Clare’s testimony is delivered from the site of the shooting at Heights Bar in 

Loughinisland in a scene that clearly reignites traumatic memories of that fateful 

night. McLaughlin advocates such an approach to storytelling, where initiative is 

returned to those affected by past traumatic events. This ‘allows both participant and 

director to build up a relationship that informs what is to be remembered, how it is to 

be articulated, and when and where what might be recorded’.110 He also cites the 

work of Cambodian filmmaker, Rithy Panh, whom he says ‘displays one of the most 

effective uses of location that results in heightened performance in the recording of 

trauma story-telling’.111 In an interview with filmmaker, Joshua Oppenheimer, Panh is 

asked about his use of locations within his work: 

You don’t need to show it’s a wide shot… Memory is like a territory and the 

surprise, with regards to Nath finding the pen on the floor in S21 building, is 

more than a coincidence after you were filming. So the buildings, the location 

is part of the human story because it contains the memory.112 

The memory of the massacre is not confined to Clare’s testimony of what was 

witnessed in the aftermath. Aidan O’Toole, the only barman working that night 

speaks anxiously about what he remembers of the shooting. As he recalls the doors of 

the bar opening, only five minutes after Ireland’s goal, he becomes visibly shaken as 

he details his own recollection of events: 
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I just heard cracks of the gun and I ran up the bar to get away from it. I knew 

something was happening. There was six innocent men, you couldn’t have 

hand picked anymore innocent. I was hit in the kidneys. Shot in the kidney, 

where I spent a week in hospital. I was one of the lucky ones, if you can call it 

lucky. (No Stone Unturned 00:07:13). 

A collage of news reports of the attack informs the viewer of the names of those 

killed before an on-location interview with the Northern Ireland Secretary of State, Sir 

Patrick Mayhew, attempts to reassure the public that the killers will be caught. Clare 

Rogan, in response to a visit by policemen to her husband’s wake begs to differ with 

Mayhew’s assertion, and in an emotional scene delivers the film’s opening crescendo: 

I’ll never forget their words; we will leave no stone unturned until we get the 

perpetrators of this, and those words ring in my ear to this day, because I don’t 

think they ever lifted a stone, never mind turned it. (No Stone Unturned 

00:13:30). 

Narration by Gibney delivers historical context to the ‘Troubles’, which includes new 

and unseen archive footage of the period, before offering closer scrutiny to the 

organisation behind the killings, the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF). Loyalist leader, 

Billy Hutchison speaks about his role within the organisation while a former RUC 

intelligence officer, known as Noel, describes the sectarian nature of its modus 

operandi. A montage of photographic images and archive footage charts a chronology 

of events throughout the conflict before the audience is introduced to one of the film’s 

central characters, Barry McCaffrey. He speaks of his reasons why the killings at 

Loughinisland had always struck a chord with him: 

There have been hundreds of fatalities and massacres on all sides, but for 

some reason there was so many unanswered questions with Loughinisland. It 
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just never went away, it was always there in the back of the head. (No Stone 

Unturned 00:21:55).  

 

Barry’s journalistic tenacity begins to unravel the many inconsistencies around the 

1994 attack. Details emerge that the getaway car had been found seven miles away 

the next day. The significance of this find was that the car had not been burnt out, an 

important development according to former RUC detective; Jimmy Burns: 

I’ll be honest, I thought it was fantastic. We were going to be able to work on 

something from the car. You had hair samples, you had fingerprints, and even 

in those days it had been a forensic gift, a gold mine. (No Stone Unturned 

00:27:15). 

Within six weeks the rifle that was used to kill everyone in the attack was found not 

far from where the getaway car was abandoned by the perpetrators. A holdall was also 

discovered nearby containing handguns, gloves and balaclavas, one of which 

contained a hair follicle. McCaffrey declares that this pointed to a wealth of forensic 

possibilities and in the weeks that followed the number of arrests that were made led 

family members to believe that charges against those responsible were imminent.  

However, the declaration of ceasefires within six weeks of the atrocity overshadowed 

any developments and the massacre slowly became another forgotten event in a litany 

of so many others during the conflict. The only people to remember Loughinisland, 

the film declares, were the families and the loved ones.  

On the tenth anniversary of the attacks the documentary details the lack of 

progress into the investigation and a new drive by the families and their legal team 

slowly uncovers many unanswered questions around the killings. In a meeting with 

the police team investigating the massacre, the families’ lawyer, Niall Murphy, is 
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informed that the car used by the perpetrators had been destroyed. Gibney announces 

that ‘the car wasn’t the only thing that disappeared. All the transcripts of the initial 

interviews of suspects had also been destroyed’. (No Stone Unturned 00:27:15). The 

narration is intercut with a reconstruction of the physical destruction of the car at a 

breakers yard, a recurring motif throughout the film. The second act of the 

documentary charts the alleged cover up by the authorities where the campaign is 

declared via stock images of family members and their lawyer, Niall Murphy. The 

role of RUC Special Branch begins to come under increasing scrutiny as more 

information emerges of their involvement in obstructing investigating officers along 

with new knowledge that a police informer was one of the attackers. The office of the 

Police Ombudsman becomes a central feature in the film as Phil Denison, a senior 

investigator, adds veracity to the families’ claims of collusion with the release of new 

and important information that further indicts the role of government agencies in a 

cover up.   

No Stone Unturned concludes with the preparation of the families’ gathering 

for the long awaited Ombudsman’s Report that might shed new light into their loved 

ones’ deaths. As Dr Michael Maguire, Police Ombudman for Northern Ireland, makes 

his journey to Loughinisland to deliver his final verdict, the community gathers for 

the long awaited report. The local hall is packed to capacity as Maguire delivers his 

judgment:  

I’m going to tell you my conclusion and then I’m going to tell you how I 

arrived at that conclusion based on the information we’ve received. When I 

looked at all the information, in which I will spell out this afternoon, I have no 

hesitation in saying collusion was a significant element in relation to the 

killings in Loughinisland. (No Stone Unturned 01:34:45). 
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Emma Rogan and her mother Clare, who are sitting in the front row with their lawyer, 

Niall Murphy, become visibly emotional as the verdict is read out. ‘That’s all we ever 

wanted, was for someone to tell us the truth. That’s for every single person in this 

room; all we wanted was the truth of what happened’. (No Stone Unturned 01:36:10). 

The film draws to a close as Gibney identifies the three men involved in the killing, 

including details of where they can now be found. Covert camera footage shows the 

lead gunman working along with his wife at their extermination business almost 

twenty-two years after the killings in a scene that encapsulates the level of impunity 

afforded to the perpetrators. In a proclamation that resonates with many victims of 

state violence, Moira Casement, niece of victim Barney Green, delivers the families’ 

final verdict on where accountability now rests for the Loughinisland massacre. ‘I 

think it goes higher up, we really do believe that. It goes as far as right to the top’. (No 

Stone Unturned 01:45:30). In a visual metaphor that symbolizes the film’s central 

theme, the destruction of evidence and the withholding of information from the 

families’ is denoted through the destruction of the killers’ car. As the vehicle is 

unrecognizably crushed Gibney offers his parting words: 

Year after year the past is set aside to make room for the future, but for 

families of victims that’s hard to accept. They need to dig back and reckon 

with what happened and why. Surrounded by mountains of records with many 

of the answers, government officials decide each day what they think is good 

to remember and what is better to forget. (No Stone Unturned 01:47:40). 

While there has been an increasing appetite for a growing indigenous documentary 

culture, a number of recent international representations highlighting themes of 

traumatic memory have been successful in both galvanizing the campaigns of victims, 
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while also addressing the underlying issues faced within post-conflict societies. A 

number of these illustrations have been influential in shaping my own creative 

practice, particularly when one assesses their critical importance within the field of 

transitional justice. Many examples can be drawn from the work of Cambodian 

director, Rithy Panh, and Joshua Oppenheimer. While the formal innovation of both 

directors’ work differ, there are parallels, most notably the ability of their work 

(through the recuperation of memory via testimony) to petition the concerns of 

marginalized voices to an international audience. Panh’s S-21: The Khmer Rouge 

Killing Machine (2003) and Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing (2013) have also come 

under scholarly debate for illustrating the testimonies of perpetrators, rather than 

exclusively conveying the narratives of victims and survivors.  Panh, himself a 

survivor of the Khmer Rouge regime (who was placed in forced labour at age eleven 

before escaping at fourteen) feels the involvement of former combatants is necessary 

as a condition of collective healing. ‘We the victims also need the words of the 

perpetrators to tell their side of the story.’113 Both films summon traumatic memory 

by way of constructing re-enactments in what Bhaskar characterizes as Panh’s ability 

‘to make time past visible and present’.114 S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine 

explores the events of Pol Pot’s regime, where nearly two million people, a quarter of 

the country’s population, were systematically starved, tortured and executed. As with 

Oppenheimer’s later film, the theme of genocide and the culture of silence 

surrounding it, is investigated and the ghosts of Cambodia’s past are reawakened in 

order to redress many of the institutional wrongs of the past. As with many post-

conflict societies, the issue of how best to achieve adequate justice for many victims 
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and survivors dominates the political atmosphere. As in the case of Indonesia, when 

murder is committed in such an industrial scale, questions of retribution against 

former leaders are conflicted with the desire for some to forget the past and move on. 

However, as with many documentaries that are foregrounded in personal 

testimony, these films urge us not to forget. ‘We must give our memory a fair and 

dignified trial in order to understand the past. I’m not bothered about the sentences 

that would be handed down. Only truth can free us – the whole truth, however 

horrific’.115 It took the director over three years to both find and encourage a number 

of perpetrators to take part in the film. Eventually, he obtained the involvement of a 

number of former guards, interrogators, a photographer, a typist and a doctor to speak 

about their own roles within the regime. In a highly emotive piece of filmmaking, 

both perpetrators and victims come together to compare eyewitness accounts at S-21, 

the code name for Tuol Sleng, the high school in Phnom Penh that was used as a 

prison, where it is estimated that up to 17,000 people were tortured and executed. 

Vann Nath, one of only seven people to survive comes face to face with former 

torturers who were involved in the brutal treatment visited upon him and many other 

victims (Fig 3).  

 

Figure 3 
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As they stand outside a room that was used to torture many of the victims, Nath asks 

the former guards, ‘Do you see yourselves as victims? I would like your opinions’. In 

an attempt to absolve himself from personal responsibility, one of the guards replies, 

‘No one can say he wasn’t’. Nath rebuffs this assertion with the words, ‘If you were 

victims, what about prisoners like me’? In what serves as a microcosm for many post-

conflict societies, the scene encapsulates the complexities in attaining a sense of 

justice for many varying parties to the conflict. It poses the fundamental question of 

how societies touched by the horrors of war can achieve justice for some without 

retributive measures creating further victims.  

In Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing, many of these questions are 

implicit throughout. Themes of accountability and the consequences of impunity are 

explored through the unconventional crafting of fictional re-enactments with the 

personal testimonies of perpetrators who committed murder on a mass scale. By 

revisiting many of these scenes by way of the killers’ involvement in re-enactment, 

Oppenheimer propels them to move beyond the fictional to relive their past. Bill 

Nichols asserts that ‘What is another person’s historical evidence is another person’s 

fiction’116, a claim that runs to the heart of Oppenheimer’s thesis by attempting to 

reconstruct a hegemonic view of Indonesian history. By reviving past memory, the 

director makes the past present in order to engage with public consciousness about the 

actions of the state.  

In the opening frame of the film a quote from Voltaire declares ‘All murderers 

are punished, unless they kill in large numbers, and to the sound of trumpets’. The 

quote serves as a stark reminder of the institutional impunity that permeates 
																																																								
116 Nichols, Bill. Representing Reality: Issues and Concepts in Documentary (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1991), p. 161. 
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Indonesian society in what Brad Simpson views as the government and its 

paramilitary accomplices holding onto a ‘deep stake in preserving a national narrative 

that posits them as saviours from a possible communist takeover decades earlier’.117 

Assessments at the number of people killed between 1965 and 1966 are estimated to 

be anywhere between 500,000 and over one million people. Those who declared 

themselves Communists or were suspected of being so were massacred at the hands of 

paramilitary groups and criminals recruited by the government with full knowledge 

and backing of Western powers. This was also the case for the minority Chinese 

community who by their very ethnicity suffered a similar fate. One might imagine 

that after forty years the ghosts of Indonesia’s past would be a cause for national 

shame. Instead the killers and subjects of the film are revered and heralded as national 

heroes. What’s captivating about Joshua Oppenheimer’s work is his ability to 

summon traumatic memory by exposing the perpetrators to the sites where they 

murdered their victims (Fig 4).  

 

Figure 4 

The film begins with the sight of dancers emerging from a giant artificial fish 

followed by a shot of two men at the foot of a waterfall, one of them dressed as a 

woman in a light blue gown. As the subjects are being directed by a loud hailer they 

are being asked to ‘smile, smile…. and natural beauty…this isn’t fake’! These 

																																																								
117 Simpson, Brad. ‘The Act of Killing and the Dilemmas of History.’ Film Quarterly. 67. 2 (2013), p. 
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chilling words a pretext for a film blurred between the artifice of cinema and the 

reality of culpable genocide. The central figure, Anwar Congo takes pride in his past, 

noting his methods of killing were sometimes inspired by American gangster films of 

the era. As he is being interviewed on a local TV station his disregard for his victims 

is evident as he declares, ‘After we interrogated the Communists we decided they 

shouldn’t be alive… In the movies they would strangle the guy in the car and dump 

the body – so we did that too’!   

In what would be considered a murder confession within any democratic 

society, visceral claps from the audience compound the glaring admission and it 

becomes clear that there is a much deeper problem to Indonesia’s past. As the chat 

show host asks Anwar what would happen if the children of the victims decide to take 

revenge, another paramilitary leader sitting onstage declares, ‘we will exterminate 

them all’ (Fig 5).  In conventional Hollywood fashion the murders that the men so 

unapologetically speak about are re-enacted for the audience with all the components 

of a gangster/noir classic that adorned the cinema screens of the time. Low-key 

lighting creates an ominous effect as Anwar plays the role of one of his victims being 

tortured in a romper room, a recreation of an actual event. As the torture nears its end, 

a metal wire is placed around the victim’s neck as to complete the killing in all its 

gruesome fashion. However, the experience for Anwar is too unsettling as he gestures 

for his accomplice to stop the re-enactment. As the wire is removed and the blindfold 

unfurled his face carries a frightening look of despair, declaring that, ‘He can’t do it 

again’. What the viewer witnesses for the first time is that the killer is faced with the 

ghosts of his victims. The camera captures through the eyes of Anwar the helpless 

plight of those he murdered. 
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Figure 5 

As the scene is played back to Anwar at a later date he intently stares at the footage 

before asking Joshua, ‘Did the people I tortured feel the way I did here? I can feel 

what the people I tortured felt’. The director’s response creates a moment of 

revelation for Anwar, ‘Actually, the people you tortured felt far worse – because you 

know it’s only a film. They knew they were going to be killed’. Anwar’s reaction is 

immediate and with a look of pain etched across his eyes declares, ‘I did this to so 

many people Josh’. Whether this can be considered as a final act of remorse or a 

clever tactic to sway audiences is finally left to the discretion of the viewer and herein 

rests the power of Oppenheimer’s work.  

While both films have come under some criticism for focusing on the stories 

of perpetrators, they have undisputedly been a major source of comfort to those 

pressing for state redress in both Cambodia and Indonesia. BBC’s Nick Fraser 

challenged Oppenheimer on the film’s crude aesthetic, charging the film as ‘porn for 

liberals’, further labelling the documentary as not enhancing our knowledge of the 

Indonesian genocide’,118 while Jill Godmilow criticized the film on its avoidance of 

contextualizing the genocide within the US’s greater cold war policies in Asia, thus 

omitting a crucial factor which led to the extermination of thousands of Indonesians. 
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‘It is irresponsible, even obscene, to take up the current abysmal Indonesian political 

condition without laying out the history of who was complicit in the military 

overthrow of President Sukarno and the massacre that followed’.119 However, Brad 

Simpson has pointed as out that The Act of Killing has helped to invigorate popular 

discussion in Indonesia about the profound and troubling legacy of the 1965 killings. 

‘Human rights activists, networks of former political prisoners, and others have 

organized scores of screenings across Indonesia, though the film is effectively banned 

from public viewing’.120 Victims groups throughout the country have now been 

pushing for both acknowledgement and redress. More importantly, for the first time, 

Indonesia’s National Human Rights Council (KOMNAS HAM) issued a lengthy 

official report labeling the 1965-66 killings as ‘state-sponsored crimes’. The 

international success of films, such as The Act of Killing, has illustrated the power of 

testimony in both providing a voice for the marginalized and constructing a history 

that might not otherwise exist. In recuperating traumatic memory through the stories 

of victims and survivors, the voices of the dead live on. To bear witness is to archive, 

preserve and maintain the legacy of the past and thus ensure they may never be 

repeated. While reflecting on the culture of Cambodia’s collective amnesia regarding 

its recent past, Rithy Panh states that, ‘the survivors must tell their stories and ensure 

that the memory of what happened is handed down from the past to the present. We 

owe a debt to the dead and we have an obligation to our children’.121  

Such sentiments also profoundly resonate in the work of Chilean activist, 

Patricio Guzmán , a documentarian and writer who has been to the forefront in 

																																																								
119 Godmilow, Jill. ‘Killing the Documentary: An Oscar-Nominated Filmmaker Takes Issue With The 
Act of Killing’. IndieWire. March 5, 2014. http://www.indiewire.com/2014/03/killing-the-
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June 2016]. 
120 Brad Simpson. ‘The Act of Killing and the Dilemmas of History’, p. 13. 
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challenging the collective historical memory of Chile’s past. His work questions the 

role of film in disrupting and re-appropriating the general understanding of Chilean 

national conscience following the death of former president Salvador Allende in 

1973, and the subsequent repression of political opponents of the military junta that 

followed. The trajectory of Chilean history during this period was marked by a 

number of Guzmán’s works that have received widespread international acclaim 

despite the director’s eventual exile. Documentaries, such as Battle of Chile/La 

Battala de Chile Part 1 (1975), The Pinochet Case (2001) and Salvador Allende 

(2004) detail both a chronological account of the Allende era and the legacy of the 

coup d’état that followed.   

  However, it is in Guzmán’s later work, such as, Nostalgia for the 

light/Nostalgia de la luz (2010) that we see a focus on Chile’s institutional failure at 

dealing with the past. In a poetic testimony to a lost generation, Guzmán expresses a 

philosophical critique of the legacy of Pinochet’s dictatorship. The military junta’s 

campaign of repression, including the disappearing of its political opponents, leads 

the director to the desolate and barren plateau of the Atacama Desert where an 

overwhelming emptiness pervades the dry arid land (Fig 6). The film looks at the 

parallel searches of the families of the disappeared, whose relatives’ secrets lie hidden 

beneath the earth, and the astronomer’s search for the nature of the origins of the 

universe. What holds both these unlikely groups together is Guzmán’s 

epistemological enquiry into our profound understanding of the temporal passage of 

time.  
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Figure 6 

An important illustration of this dialectic occurs in the film when Guzmán asks a 

young astronomer, Gaspar Galaz, how long it takes for the sun’s light to reach our 

eyes. His reply was ‘eight minutes’, adding that ‘the present doesn’t really exist…. 

that’s the trap’. Guzmán’s reply is symptomatic of much of his work, ‘So we don’t 

see things the instant we look at them’? A clear metaphor is drawn between the work 

of the astronomer and the work of Guzmán himself, suggesting that the past cannot be 

removed by the present, a challenge to a generation untainted by the brutal hand of 

the dictatorship, to never forget. Later in the film, an older scientist states that ‘here, 

the past is more accessible than anywhere else in the world’, an assertion that 

resonates greater with images of Violeta and Vicky digging deep into the arid sand 

dunes of the Atacama. Both women search tirelessly for loved ones disappeared by 

the military régime, and through a sequence of slow panning shots Guzmán illustrates 

the overpowering sense of loss to both women. Images of the desert evoke a 

desolation that is consumed by the howling wind that offers its only sound, 

permeating the testimonies given by the women. In an unconventional sense, Guzmán 

conducts the interviews close to where the women search, giving both greater 

emotional resonances to their personal stories while highlighting the isolation of his 

subjects (Fig 7).  
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Figure 7 

The director’s focus on the passing of generations is concluded with the story of 

Valentina Rodríguez, a young astronomer, and daughter of two disappeared parents. 

For Guzmán, Valentina is an embodiment of hope to future generations and offers the 

film what Blaine terms an attempt at ‘narrative of recovery’.122 She declares that her 

work for the leading astronomical organization in Chile has given another dimension 

to her pain. ‘I tell myself it’s all part of a cycle, which didn’t begin and won’t end 

with me, nor with my parents or my children’. Valentina’s words echo the sentiments 

of Guzmán throughout the film; she connects the personal, the astronomical and the 

historical. Her interview is intercut with images of four generations of her family 

beginning with her grandparents who raised her as a child (Fig 8). Both look solemnly 

into the camera with words replaced by ominous silence only survivors of the 

despotic years of military rule could understand. In one short sequence, Guzmán 

illustrates the silence of the generation who bore witness and the indomitable hopes of 

a new generation determined to steer a better path.  
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Figure 8 

A dispassionate account of contemporary Chilean history is incomplete without the 

work of Patricio Guzmán. The Battle of Chile (1975) illustrates both an innovative 

cinematic depiction of Chilean political culture and an analytical historical 

representation of its past. The film’s success in preserving an accurate account of the 

Allende years bears great historical significance given the government’s attempts at 

erasing much of it from Chilean national conscience.123 Guzmán’s evolving political 

views are matched poignantly by the poeticism of his later work as can be seen within 

Nostalgia for the light. As the Pinochet era has come to an end, the work of Guzmán 

remains an enriching counter-narrative to the wrongs of the past and a voice to the 

silent majority. In Guzmán’s work, the foregrounding of personal narratives offers 

victims and survivors alike the opportunity to counter the disinformation of state 

media, and this approach to documenting the past and employing that 

‘documentation’ as a source of advocacy and human rights campaigning has 

influenced my own critical engagement and creative practice in the field of post-

conflict trauma. As was shown in the case of the killings in Ballymurphy, and in 

many other instances of state violence in the north of Ireland, a similar media culture 

of disinformation and censorship upheld the legitimacy of the Pinochet dictatorship in 
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Chile. For Guzmán, the actions of such institutions must be investigated today to 

ensure that the mistakes of the past must never be repeated again. ‘So, if there is 

impunity at that level, what else can one expect from justice’?124 In what Bill Rolston 

characterizes as the media’s smug assumption of speaking from within an ‘imagined 

consensus for peace’,125  issues of accountability for past wrongs must also be 

addressed.  

As has been witnessed by a number of examples throughout, the needs of 

advocacy have influenced the shaping of victim and survivor narratives, as well as the 

types of films produced. While reflecting on our post-conflict society, many lessons 

can be gleaned from the work of directors, such as Oppenheimer, Panh and Guzmán 

on how we as filmmakers both engage and contribute to the process of conflict 

transformation. ‘Testimonial documentaries, like all forms of collecting testimony, 

are by definition forms of engaged dissemination of the truth’.126 In many post-

conflict societies, the foregrounding of such stories contributes to the ongoing process 

of conflict transformation. Documentary film’s critical role in the rebalancing of 

official discourse has not only been central to redressing many injustices of the past, 

but has been an important component in reclaiming historical and cultural memory.127  
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Chapter 3 

Victims’ Rights and Entitlements: Informing Change 

 

In discussing the genesis of Unquiet Graves it is important to offer an understanding 

of the context to the ‘Glenanne Gang’ story. This includes the work of over twenty 

years of research by human rights activists within both Justice for the Forgotten and 

the Pat Finucane Centre who were responsible in providing important material to 

journalists in scores of newspaper articles and current affairs documentaries that 

raised public awareness about the families’ search for truth.  Moreover, when one 

assesses the convergence of information that flowed throughout, the origin of much of 

this work can be traced to a current affairs documentary that reassessed and revealed 

important new information into the Dublin/Monaghan Bombings in 1974. 

Yorkshire Television’s Hidden Hand: The Forgotten Massacre (1993) made a 

number of groundbreaking disclosures that galvanized and reinvigorated new 

initiatives by family members and human rights campaigners that had been seeking 

answers to the 1974 attacks. The documentary opens with the 19th anniversary mass, 

an annual event that commemorates and acknowledges those killed and injured. In the 

programmes opening interview, Edward O’Neill, who was five-years-old when 

seriously injured in one of the bombs that also killed his father, provides an emotional 

testimony on his experiences of that fateful day. This is followed by an interview with 

his mother, Martha, who recalls receiving the news that changed her life forever: 

They told me it was Edward and he only had twenty-four hours to live. Little 

Edward…and that my husband was dead…and like I just…I didn’t even do 

what I’m doing now, crying. I wasn’t able to cry. I just went totally and utterly 
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numb, as if every living thing I had inside of me…everything I had for life just 

drained out of me. (Hidden Hand: The Forgotten Massacre 00:06:00) 

Paddy Doyle, who lost four family members, also recalls receiving the news that his 

daughter, son-in-law (Fig 1) and two granddaughters were killed in the Parnell Street 

bombing: 

I don’t think I’m really the same ever since that. I would say it was the scenery 

in the morgue, that really knocked a bit of it out of me, you know. It was like 

going into a slaughterhouse. Bits of body everywhere. I identified the son-in-

law and two kids, but the daughter, I couldn’t place her. (Hidden Hand 

00:07:33) 

 

Figure 1 

 

The documentary begins to detail the production team’s cooperation with the Garda	

Síochána, who in an unusual sequence of events supplied the producers with a vast 

amount of classified files, including witness statements, forensic reports and official 

photographs of the crime scenes. This is followed by a forensic timeline of the attacks 

where critical new information sourcing Garda reports and eyewitness testimonies 

charts the bombers’ journeys into Dublin and Monaghan. What quickly transpires is 

that the promising level of intelligence and information provided by the RUC in the 

early days of the investigation becomes increasingly censored. Within weeks the 
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names of twenty suspects, all members of the mid-Ulster UVF, are in the hands of the 

Garda, with a number having been members or former members of the Ulster Defense 

Regiment (UDR), then the largest battalion in the British Army. In the hope of 

interviewing and prosecuting some of the suspects, members of the Garda detail the 

increasing obfuscation by the RUC that led to the eventual winding down of the 

overall investigation by the Irish police service:  

You were dealing with a Protestant force and there was definitely a lack of co-

operation. Our investigation had to end because we couldn’t get any further in 

the North. The well just ran dry. (Hidden Hand 00:16:32) 

Fred Holroyd, a former MI6 British intelligence officer begins to question the 

bombing capabilities of those suspected of the attack, which comes under further 

scrutiny when the production crew commission two leading experts to examine the 

technical evidence of the bombings, including the official forensic reports that were 

never previously revealed. Lt.Col. George Styles, the former Head of the British 

Army’s Bomb Disposal Network worldwide, notes that the sophisticated nature of the 

bombings point to elements other than the UVF in the planning, preparation and 

execution of the attacks. These sentiments are echoed by Commandant Patrick Trears, 

an Irish bomb disposal expert, who is introduced as having many years of experience 

in diffusing terrorist bombs. 

It was a very sophisticated operation, a military type operation. The terrorist 

group had to be well trained to carry this out so smoothly and without a flaw. 

(Hidden Hand 00:21:35) 

When Styles is asked whether the Portadown UVF had the capabilities to carry out 

such an attack, the former expert replied that the expertise was outside their field of 

technology. In a frank and glaring admission by Fred Holroyd, the former intelligence 
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officer, acknowledges that the security forces infiltrated the Portadown UVF to run 

them and their leaders as informers:  

I would say we ran them, if you really want the truth. We were running the 

organization hands off, because the leaders belonged to us… Atrocities were 

allowed to be carried out by the Protestants, we knew who they were, we had 

information and no action was ever taken against them. This caused a lot of 

disquiet as you can imagine.  (Hidden Hand 00:24:55) 

Suspicions around British security force collusion with the bombers is also echoed in 

a later interview with Colin Wallace, a former British Army Senior Information 

Officer, who illustrates the disinterest in pursuing the Garda lines of enquiry by the 

British security forces. This, Wallace concedes, was a departure from normal 

procedure. ‘The outrageous nature of the bombings would have justified a greater 

interest, and that just didn’t seem to be present at that time’. (Hidden Hand 00:24:55). 

Wallace further claims that those responsible for the bombings were linked to the 

intelligence services: 

The belief, certainly by certain people at Army headquarters in Lisburn, was 

that some of the explosives used in the Dublin bombings had been provided 

from security force sources, and that was security forces in the widest sense, 

which could mean from the RUC, UDR or the army, it wasn’t specific. There 

was a genuinely held belief that that was the case, and that the planning and 

some of the organizing of that operation had been done with the assistance of 

people who were working within the security community. (Hidden Hand  

00:41:14) 
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Figure 2 

 

The documentary concludes by naming the list of loyalist suspects given by Garda 

and British sources (Fig 2). As each of the names are revealed, it becomes clear that 

many are now deceased, with a number later being killed by the IRA in separate 

attacks. The only suspect not named for legal reasons is introduced as ‘The Jackal’, 

who the programme further claims continues to commit some of the worst atrocities 

of the troubles. In many ways this becomes a prelude to much of the information that 

campaigners now know about the Glenanne Gang’s leader, later named as Robin 

Jackson. The 1993 release of the programme made a considerable impact around 

Ireland at the time, none more so than on a committed and determined researcher 

called Margaret Urwin, who after researching further into the Dublin/Monaghan 

atrocities, and after many months of working with the families on an ad hoc basis 

with solicitor, Greg O’Neill, and Barrister, Cormac O’Dulachain, decided to form the 

campaign group Justice for the Forgotten in 1996.  

In February of that year, the committee of Justice for the Forgotten formally 

instructed solicitors to conduct a review of the programme in order to pursue on 

behalf of the relatives and victims all possible avenues of legal redress.  On 23 

February, Greg O’Neill, the solicitor for the relatives and injured wrote to the Garda 

Commissioner with a request for information and assistance:  
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In these circumstances, we formally request that An Garda Síochána might 

make available to us, as our clients’ legal advisers and on a confidential and 

privileged basis, access to such information and material within the 

possession, power or procurement of the Garda Síochána pertinent to such 

intended Civil Proceedings. 128 

The next step for the campaign group was to file a complaint to the European 

Commission on Human Rights based on the fresh information disclosed by the 

Hidden Hand documentary. In order to assist the complaint a High Court case seeking 

access to the Dublin/Monaghan files was lost in 1996 before a further appeal in 1997 

denied the group the final opportunity to present a cohesive proposal to the 

commission. In a further development, the European Commission denied any 

additional requests by the group due to the inadmissibility of the application. The 

rationale adopted by the Court was as follows:  

The Court considers that shortly after this event (the bombings), it must have 

been clear to the Applicant that the United Kingdom authorities were not 

prepared to conduct a formal murder inquiry. In any event, the applicant must 

have become aware of the alleged failure of the United Kingdom authorities to 

co-operate in the Irish authorities’ inquiry at the latest on 6 July 1993 when 

the relevant programme was broadcast on ITV. However, the applicant lodged 

his complaint before the Convention organs only on 27 May 1996, which is 

more that six months later.129  
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Figure 3 

In the three years that followed, lack of government funding was compensated by the 

actions of a lone donor who financed the campaign until Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern 

agreed to government financial support in 2000. However it was March 1999 that 

brought the breakthrough that the families and campaigners had long awaited. Tim 

Pat Coogan, who was able to deliver an affidavit given by a former RUC officer 

detailing his extensive involvement in terrorist attacks north and south of the Irish 

border, approached Margaret Urwin. The former policeman also stated that members 

and former members of the security forces were also involved in these attacks, which 

included the bombings in Dublin and Monaghan in May 1974. John Weir’s 

confession had come after his release from a jail sentence for the murder of William 

Strathern, a catholic man who was gunned down at his family home in 1977.130 For 

the first time, important information concerning the Dublin/Monaghan bombings was 

linked to other atrocities north of the border, further strengthening previous 

disclosures made in the Hidden Hand documentary.  

The 1999 affidavit by John Weir was immediately delivered to the Taoiseach, 

Bertie Ahern, where a number of extensive meetings took place with the families and 

members of Justice for the Forgotten throughout the year. Within this period, a 

request was made on behalf of the families for a full public inquiry into the 
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Dublin/Monaghan bombings. After much deliberation, Ahern established the 

Independent Commission of Inquiry into the Dublin and Monaghan bombings, under 

the chairmanship of the then recently retired Chief Justice, Mr. Justice Liam 

Hamilton. The Dundalk bombing of December 1975 was later added to the Terms of 

Reference. After a number of months the Inquiry was shortly suspended due to the ill 

health of Justice Hamilton, who after a short illness retired in October 2000. He died 

in November 2000. Mr. Justice Henry Barron (fig 3), also a former Justice of the 

Supreme Court, was thus appointed to chair the Independent Commission. Within a 

short period of time Barron began to broaden his remit to a number of other attacks, 

including those north of the border. 

These developments would see the emerging cooperation between Justice for 

the Forgotten and the Pat Finucane Centre (PFC), a human rights organisation that 

was formed to monitor human rights abuses, including research into historical state 

killings during the conflict. The Barron Inquiry immediately became a source of 

important information for the two groups and over the course of the next three years 

the increasing disclosures made during the inquiry generated extensive public 

awareness around a new and developing picture of British state collusion. In all, four 

Barron reports between 2003 and 2006 would see the linking of numerous attacks 

north and south of the Irish border. Crucially, information provided by Barron’s first 

and fourth reports brought ballistic links together in an appendix that would connect 

many of the killings committed by the gang.131 The growing sequence of attacks that 

had been researched and investigated by JFF and the PFC over the preceding number 

of years had now been officially vindicated by the publication of the Barron reports.  
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The ballistic links provided by Barron had brought to an end many months of requests 

by the PFC to the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) on behalf of many 

families north of the border. These had been denied at every turn. However, Barron 

had energised a new approach by the campaigners. Alan Brecknell, whose father was 

killed by the gang, began to work on an elaborate diagram with the ballistics 

information received in the reports. ‘What emerged was a complex and sinister web 

which showed the same weapons turning up again and again in the killings’.132 New 

information was also being collated by the campaign group in their many trips to the 

National Archives at Kew Gardens in London. In 2003 researchers, including Alan 

Brecknell, uncovered a document (Fig 4) that highlighted the extent of government 

knowledge and cooperation between the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR) and loyalist 

paramilitaries:  

Subversion in the UDR’ had been prepared for briefing the ‘Joint Intelligence 

Committee at Westminster’ in 1973. It advised officials that a number of UDR 

soldiers were also involved in loyalist paramilitary groups. UDR soldiers were 

also training loyalists in the use of arms. The UDR was the main source of 

weapons and ammunition for ‘the most violent of the criminal sectarian 

groups in the protestant community.133 

 

Figure 4 
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In 2005 the Historical Enquiries Team (HET) was set up by the then PSNI Chief 

Constable, Hugh Orde in what would become a further source of critical information 

for the families. While many of those affected by state violence refused to cooperate 

with the group, due to historical mistrust with government institutions and former 

inquiries134, the PFC was of the opinion that it should be given a chance to succeed. 

This proved to be a decision that would be crucial in identifying a series of important 

developments for families. In a conversation with journalist, Susan McKay, Eugene 

Reavey, who lost his three brothers in the same attack by the Glenanne Gang, was one 

of the family members who embraced the PFC’s decision: 

Eugene told me that when the HET detectives came to review the murders of 

his brothers, he had been able to unburden his soul to them. ‘You couldn’t 

have trusted the RUC’, he said. ‘You couldn’t have let them past the door. 

After our boys was shot, Anthony went to our good protestant neighbours’ 

house. Those people were never even interviewed. Any evidence the RUC got, 

they’d have burnt it’.135 

Media coverage highlighting the activities of the gang also increased after the release 

of the Barron reports and in 2004 a BBC Spotlight programme, Dangerous Liaisons, 

employed information from Barron and the PFC to investigate those behind the 

Glenanne series of killings. However, as with many current affairs programmes 

transmitted in the aftermath of the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, the 

documentary once again emboldened the ‘bad apple’ theory around collusion, in what 

was slowly accommodating the new and adapted official state narrative into loyalist 

killings during the conflict. A historic opportunity in creating a sensitive approach to 
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highlighting the families’ stories was instead overshadowed by a sensationalist 

attempt at uncovering and challenging some of the perpetrators behind the attacks. 

The killers became the story, while the victims continued to suffer in silence.  

 

Figure 5 

 

Greg McLaughlin and Steve Baker construe such documentaries as safe and 

uncontroversial noting that they ‘merely confirm prejudice and assumptions rather 

than challenge them’.136 They cite the three-part BBC series, Loyalists (Fig 5), 

broadcast in February 1999, which was written and directed by filmmaker and 

journalist Peter Taylor.137 ‘This style of interview is quite common in television’s 

‘true crime’ genre. It may reveal much about the psychological state of the killer, but 

little of the political impulses behind his action’.138 For Bill Rolston, the three-part 

BBC series Facing the Truth, 2004 (Fig 6), offered a significant opportunity for 

broadcasters to reflect the progressing changes within the post-conflict era, but 

instead fell short in its approach. Rolston’s objections were premised on four points of 

contention that underscored the failings of the programme to illustrate a departure 

from conventional media representations to a more comprehensive approach to 

transitional justice.  
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Figure 6 

 

Firstly, the binary and ironically adversarial format of ‘victim v perpetrator’ was open 

to manipulation by the broadcasters as was evident during an interaction between 

former IRA prisoner, Joe Doherty, and Josette Foster, the widow of Sergeant Major 

Walter Beard (who was blown up by the IRA at Narrow Water, Warrenpoint on 27 

August 1979). The discussion was overseen by three panel members: Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu; Leslie Bilinda, a former aid worker whose husband had been 

murdered during the Rwanda genocide in 1994; and Donna Hicks, Deputy Director of 

the Program on International Conflict Analysis and resolution at the Center for 

International Affairs, Harvard University. As Joe Doherty was reflecting on the 

repressive policies that led him to join the IRA, Donna Hicks interrupted him to ask 

him how it felt to kill: ‘Tell us what happens when you pull the trigger’. Rolston 

states that this was not asked of the British soldier, Tom Caughey, who was sitting 

opposite. Secondly, the emphasising of religious sentiments did not allow ‘space for 

those with more secular definitions or who rejected the religious paradigm 

entirely’.139 In concluding the discussion between ex-RUC man, Michael Paterson 

and ex-IRA prisoner, Tommy McCrystal, both men shook hands before Archbishop 
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Tutu interjected with the words ‘We hope that you can be the most powerful 

instruments for God to make God’s world a far better place’. 

Thirdly, Rolston contends that the format of the show was synonymous with 

the ‘reality television’ paradigm that had become a common feature for broadcasters 

at this time, allowing the emotive stories of the participants to become tainted with an 

element of voyeurism. ‘On the other hand, the unnatural staged nature of the situation 

in which this “reality” occurred was obvious, as was the pressure on participants to 

self-disclose, and the power of the producers and editors who framed the programme 

and packaged the results’.140 Finally, ethical issues were raised as to the validity of 

broadcasting a show that ‘potentially created the illusion that such huge issues are 

solved in one-off encounters. They implied that such encounters were not happening 

in society and probably would not do so without the intervention of the media. 

Rolston goes further and concludes that issues of truth recovery must not only look at 

the actions of individuals but also the role that institutions played in the ‘origin and 

perpetuation of the conflict’.141  

 

 

Figure 7 

As the HET began to work on individual Glenanne cases, a panel of international 

observers, headed by Professor Douglass Cassel (Fig 7), examined seventy-six 
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loyalist killings during the period, and in seventy-four of those cases found that there 

was compelling evidence of security force collusion. Cassel, a former legal advisor to 

the UN Commission on the Truth for El Salvador, was clear on the extent of British 

security force involvement: 

They certainly were not a few bad apples. There were a significant number of 

British intelligence agents from within the RUC and the UDR who were 

involved directly in these killings or were in collusion with them, and their 

activities, their illegal activities according to the evidence we received were 

known to their immediate superiors, including a number of Chief Inspectors 

and Inspectors. (Unquiet Graves 00:52:10) 

The ‘Report of the Independent International Panel on Alleged Collusion in Sectarian 

killings in Northern Ireland’ was published in November 2006, becoming another 

significant milestone in the families’ search for truth. As family members began to 

receive individual reports from the HET, a decision was made to hold back on new 

and developing information going public. This proposal to the families by the PFC 

was a strategy put in place as not to undermine the overarching story of collusion that 

was now emerging around the Glenanne series of killings. In the meantime, the 

numerous years of research that had been collated by both JFF and the PFC was to be 

published in a new book entitled Lethal Allies (Fig 8). The author, Anne Cadwallader, 

had been a caseworker with the PFC for a number of years and had many years of 

experience as a conflict journalist in the north of Ireland. In 2013, the book was 

published by Mercier Press and has since become a seminal piece on British state 

collusion. As was also the case with the release of Lethal Allies, Unquiet Graves from 

its inception owes much of its success to the close collaboration with the PFC and the 

Glenanne families. From the beginning of this relationship it was imperative that the 
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film could be a critical lobbying tool that would work closely with the families’ legal 

campaign. For the first time, this activist and grass roots approach to representing the 

Glenanne story imbued a sense of ownership over of what was now a significant 

historical record. Essential to empowering the families’ stories was ensuring a victim-

centred approach to the filmmaking process. 

 

Figure 8 

As the extent of wide scale government collusion with Loyalist paramilitaries begins 

to unravel, the actions of the state has come under increasing scrutiny, forcing a 

historically unresponsive media to begin to highlight incidents of state murder. 

However, as discussed earlier, what might seem to present a significant opportunity 

for broadcasters to engage in a process of conflict transformation, is tempered by a 

reluctance to adequately address the on-going social and psychological effects of the 

conflict. The foregrounding of sensationalist documentary representations has come at 

the expense of resuscitating the failings of institutional broadcasting in the past. While 

the impact of political violence on children, families, and communities has become a 

source of increasing academic debate, the assumptions and desires that the troubles 

are ‘a thing of the past’ are countered by pervading issues, unaddressed since the end 

of armed hostilities.  
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While lack of government support has been highlighted in a number of key academic 

recommendations,142 the work of advocacy groups has been a key component in 

addressing some of the traumatic experiences of victims and survivors by way of 

direct and indirect interventions. Groups, such as Relatives for Justice (RFJ) 

recognize the need for interventions, such as, family therapy, which extends to young 

people, in recognition of the growing phenomenon of transgenerational trauma. 

WAVE also provides a youth programme that encourages participants to express their 

stories through creative projects, such as drama, painting, poetry and storytelling. 

Cunamh offer similar programmes, however, this is specifically aimed at children of 

Republican ex-prisoners with focus on the need to explore and share one’s 

experiences.  

The breaking of the silence that still surrounds post-conflict trauma holds the greatest 

challenges for the work of advocacy groups. While there are a number of programmes 

that offer limited support, there is increasing recognition that by exploring the 

expressive and ethical potential of audio-visual testimony, victims and survivors can 

go some way to reclaim ownership of their narratives. For Michael Channan, ‘the 

vocation of documentary is testimonial’,143 an assertion that holds even greater 

resonance by the empowering discourse of a family member bearing witness. While 

current affairs programmes have been reluctant to engage with a more ethical model 

of filmmaking, others have redressed some of these shortcomings by offering an 

alternative approach by focusing on the stories of individual victims, free from the 

editorial control of broadcasters. One such media outlet is Belfast’s Northern Visions 
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TV, which was originally launched on analogue in February 2004. After the digital 

switchover in 2012, the company was granted a twelve-year local TV license by 

Ofcom where it now can by viewed through Freeview and Virgin Media platforms. 

The channel has a further presence on social media via a Vimeo channel where daily 

transmissions can be accessed also. The channel screens a mixture of local 

documentaries, current affairs interviews and community programmes designed to 

empower local communities. In one such documentary, And Then There Was Silence, 

1999 (Fig 9), seven victims and survivors are given the space to recite their stories, 

mostly from the setting of their homes, where space can be given to the recollection 

of their traumatic thoughts and experiences. The filming coincided with survey work 

conducted by ‘The Cost of the Troubles Study’ carried out by Marie-Therese Fay, 

Mike Morrisey, Marie Smyth and Tracy Wong in 1999. The purpose of the survey 

was to establish the range of experiences people had of the troubles, and how their 

experiences had affected them.144 Two main questions were asked of the interviewees, 

‘what are your experiences of the troubles’? and ‘what do you think the effects have 

been on your life’? 

 

Figure 9 
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The film opens with Barber’s iconic, ‘Adagio for Strings’, immediately setting a 

sombre tone for the following interviews. Images of a busy market are projected in 

slow motion before titles present each interview, introducing the viewer to each of 

their personal circumstances. In December 1985, David Clements’ father, a full-time 

RUC officer was shot and killed by Republican paramilitaries. Clements recites the 

moment he was informed of his father’s death: ‘I was standing in the doorway when 

Roger told me my dad had been shot. I said ‘dead’, and he said yes’. The 

introductions continue for each of the interviewees: Bel McGuinness’s husband was 

killed by an RUC plastic bullet; Mabel Hampton was seriously injured by an IRA gun 

and grenade attack; William Temple offers a personal story of his son joining the 

UDA; Mary Enright’s son, Terry, was shot and killed by Loyalist paramilitaries; 

Margaret Valente’s brother-in-law was killed in a Republican feud, her husband was 

shot dead for being an informer, and her son-in-law was killed by Loyalists. Alice 

Nocher’s brother-in-law was killed in an explosion, while her husband was killed by 

Loyalists, she herself escaping a separate murder bid where her four workmates were 

killed.  

The nomenclature presented by the film does not confer judgment on any of 

the perpetrators. ‘Murder’ is replaced by ‘Killing’, ‘Terrorist’ avoided by the use of 

the word ‘paramilitary’, and so on. Although the programme does not explore the 

rational reasons for the involvement of some republican and loyalist combatants in 

political violence it does serve as a microcosm for the wider conflict, foregrounding 

personal testimonies from the participants without institutional adjudication. While 

the film adopted a standard aesthetic approach of framing the participants within 

similar talking head interviews, this allowed the juxtaposing of each narrative to flow 

freely, providing the stories with a uniformity of shared suffering. Interviews were not 
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intercut with cutaways that may conventionally add visual appeal to a format that 

might otherwise limit the viewers’ attention, however the power of testimony offered 

by each of the interviewees insured the programme’s strength lay in substance over 

style. While the film may have failed to stretch the conventions of documentary 

filmmaking it remains an important historical document in both capturing important 

personal testimonies, while engaging with the social and psychological effects of the 

conflict.  

In 2009, the WAVE Trauma Centre in partnership with the Centre for Media 

Research at Ulster University created a collection of six short stories of those who had 

lost a close relative, or been injured as a result of the conflict. Unheard Voices 

presents a number of personal reflections that offer varying depictions from members 

of both sides of the community. Interviews are layered by the personal journeys or 

important landmarks, which have significant poignancy to each of the interviewees. 

Cahal McLaughlin, the film’s director, notes the considerations given to balancing the 

complexities of the traumatic experiences of each participant: ‘We wanted to offer an 

opportunity for each participant to focus on one important aspect of their experiences 

and to include a range of experiences reflecting our intentions to be as inclusive as 

possible’. 145  While the documentary And Then There Was Silence juxtaposed 

individual stories between each other, McLaughlin opted instead to individualise each 

of the stories in order to limit possible conflict. ‘While such juxtaposition in most 

storytelling would be sought after for its dramatic potential, it could have been 
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counter-productive in our circumstances where we wished each story to have its 

integrity’.146  

Each short film was constructed by layering the visual story over the narrative 

of each participant. For some, this entailed a journey to the spot where their loved 

ones were killed, for others this involved recounting stories at significant places, 

which for one of the interviewees had been an important memorable rendezvous. For 

Paul McKenna, a trip to the graveyard where his sister Sharon was buried offered a 

chance to speak emotionally about the killing of his only sibling at her final resting 

place (Fig 10). He recounts the night he received the news adding that ‘it was the 

night my whole life changed’. Unlike previous documentaries, greater context was 

given to the circumstances of his sister’s death. A call from a newspaper reporter had 

alerted Paul to the fact that his sister was killed by a Special branch agent who had 

admitted to the murder but was allowed to walk free. This compounded the grief felt 

after her death, further re-traumatising Paul and his family. Paul adds: ‘Institutions 

that society has in place to protect people are protecting and rewarding murderers. 

That is an incredible thing to take in and I don’t think I ever will’.  

 

Figure 10 
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Sandra Riddell, whose brother Johnny, a serving RUC officer, was shot dead by the 

IRA in a car park in Magherafelt Hospital, revisited the scene of the killing for the 

first time. Her sister-in-law, June, the widow of her brother, decides to join her in an 

act of support as she herself has made the journey before. The short sequence begins 

as Sandra is interviewed at home recounting the circumstances of her brother’s death. 

This is layered by footage of the journey that both women make to the scene where he 

was killed. Sandra begins to become visibly anxious as she closes the car door and 

makes her way across the car park with June offering her hand in a demonstration of 

emotional support (Fig 11). June recites in detail what she knows of that fateful day; 

‘they put seventeen bullets into him, right up his legs into the back of his head’. This 

becomes emotionally straining for Sandra who breaks down upon learning of the 

gruesome nature of her brother’s death. The women make their way back to the car as 

the camera remains fixed at the spot where they had been standing, framing the 

woman as they slowly walk off. This simple act signifying Sandra’s break with the 

past is conveyed earlier with the words, ‘I’m hoping and praying that this will be a 

simple touch to my journey, that my journey will end today’.  

 

 

Figure 11 

While independent productions, such as And Then There Was Silence and Unheard 

Voices offer a more rounded account of victims’ experiences than current affairs 
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representations, the monopolizing control of broadcasters has limited the scope for 

wider distribution of such work, thus preventing audiences engaging with a more 

constructive approach to conflict transformation. Almost twenty years after the 

signing of the Good Friday Agreement, activist and grass roots filmmaking has 

become as important as ever as political disagreement around the legacy of the 

conflict has become a major stumbling block to a lasting settlement. Central to these 

continuing souring of relations has been the recurring issue of how best to deal with 

the past. Christine Bell notes that the: 

The absence of any official forum for addressing the past and moving towards 

a ‘social truth’, which could underwrite and justify institutional 

transformation, haunts attempts at reform. Even more dramatically, it 

destabilizes political institutions.147 

 

Figure 12 

In 2013, US diplomats Richard Haass and Meghan O'Sullivan (Fig 12) chaired 

negotiations involving the political parties which focused on a number of outstanding 

issues, including dealing with the past. Despite seven successive drafts, the parties 

failed to reach an agreement on the past and other matters and in December 2013 the 

talks were terminated as no agreement could be reached. Negotiations recommenced 

in September 2014, this time with both the British and Irish governments more 
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centrally involved.148 In December 2014, the Stormont House Agreement (SHA) was 

published, which included provisions to establish a number of mechanisms designed 

to deal with the past, committing the two governments and the five parties in the 

‘Northern Ireland Executive’ to establishing four mechanisms: Historical 

Investigations Unit (HIU); Independent Commission on information retrieval (ICIR); 

Oral History Archive (OHA); and  Implementation and Reconciliation Group 

(IRG).149 

In January 2017, the collapse of the devolved executive and assembly at Stormont 

added a new dimension to the overwhelming difficulties that were faced in 

implementing the SHA proposals, leaving victims and survivors once again to look 

towards other means in the search for truth and justice. Past calls for public inquiries 

had been tempered by Britain’s treatment of the family of murdered solicitor, Pat 

Finucane, in providing a full, independent, public inquiry that was promised by the 

previous Labour government. For Rolston and Scraton these legalistic vehicles were 

merely ‘no more than a façade of public empowerment, which, ultimately, fails to 

hold to account the power of the state’.150 In February 2019, the Department of Justice 

announced it is to set up a Legacy Inquest Unit in the Coroners Service to process 

Troubles inquests. Its aims are to speed up legacy inquest arrangements and deal with 

outstanding legacy cases with an estimated budget of £55m being allocated over six 

years. The unit will process 52 outstanding legacy inquest cases in relation to 93 

deaths between the 1970s and 2000s.151 For some, it is their last remaining hope of 

attaining some semblance of truth by means of the criminal justice system. As Anne 
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Cadwallader notes, ‘dragging the truth out of the British government is indeed a 

Sisyphean task’.152 In the current climate of political uncertainty, characterized by a 

policy of government obfuscation, families and campaign groups have turned to the 

role of filmmakers in bearing witness to the stories of their loved ones.  

The recent critical success of No Stone Unturned, The Ballymurphy Precedent 

and Unquiet Graves has followed similar achievements of a number of international 

representations in advocating human rights issues while also becoming powerful 

lobbying tools for victims and survivors. Both Hillsborough (2016) and No Fire 

Zone: The Killing fields of Sri Lanka (2013) have been hugely successful in attracting 

international audiences to the plight of the Hillsborough and Tamil campaigns. These 

illustrations fuse formal innovation with forensic attention to detail in delivering 

intimate and harrowing accounts that debunk official government versions of events. 

The films’ are also notable case studies on the wider impact of documentary as 

advocacy in countering and redressing state cover-ups and media disinformation.  

Hillsborough (Fig 13) details how ninety-six Liverpool fans – men, women and 

children - were killed at Hillsborough stadium in Sheffield on the 15 April 1989. It 

was the biggest disaster in the history of British sport. The film meticulously 

reconstructs the events around the disaster and details the human cost to all those 

affected in the following years, deploying witness testimonies of family members, 

survivors, police officers, and reporters who covered the event. 
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Figure 13 

Director, Dan Gordon navigates a compelling narrative that focuses on the families’ 

campaign for truth through an eclectic collage of closed circuit TV footage from that 

fateful day with a number of important forensic reconstructions at pivotal moments in 

the film. The Hillsborough campaign is rallied by criminologist and human rights 

activist, Phil Scraton, who is also author of the book, Hillsborough: The Truth. 

Scraton was also one of the main architects and lead researcher of the Hillsborough 

Independent Panel that was established in 2009 by the British government to 

investigate the disaster in order to oversee the disclosure of documents relating to the 

tragedy and its aftermath. The documentary focuses on the campaign’s attempt to 

uncover the scale of disinformation that was falsely disseminated by the South 

Yorkshire police in the aftermath of the disaster, and by extension the role of sections 

of the media in propagating those official versions of events. For Scraton, this culture 

of indifference towards the people of Liverpool could be characterised by a persistent 

media campaign that helped shape the national and international psyche of the city: 

Throughout the 1980s, beginning with coverage of the Toxteth uprisings in 

1980-81, moving to the relentless attack on the City Council during 1985, 

further inner-city disturbances in late 1985, coverage of the Heysel Disaster in 

the same year and on to Hillsborough, the national media constructed a diet of 
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exaggeration, half-truths and fabrication which amounted to a sustained and 

purposeful social, cultural and political denial of the people of Merseyside.153  

Hillsborough builds increasing dramatic tension throughout as Gordon compellingly 

charts the emotional highs and lows of many years of campaigning by the victims and 

survivors, and as the film draws to a close the desolation experienced by continuous 

government obfuscation is encapsulated in a scene that draws a moment of clarity to 

the scale of injustice inflicted upon the families and their community. After the 

Hillsborough Family Support Group brought a private prosecution against the former 

South Yorkshire Police Superindendent, David Duckenfield, Scraton speaks of his 

dejection at yet another blow for the families after news of a hung jury: 

I think that was the final moment of realisation that, for the time being, they’d 

been defeated. This exacerbated bereavement. People broken by the struggle 

for justice. The price of Hillsborough is not reducible to 96 people dying; the 

price of Hillsborough is the price of institutional injustice. The appalling 

treatment by some of the media of the good reputations of innocent people, the 

cavalier way in which wonderful people were vilified, that’s the price of 

Hillsborough. (Hillsborough 01:42:20)   

However, the sense of defeat is short lived in a sequence that charts a pivotal moment 

of change in the campaign. In 2009, on the 20th anniversary of the disaster, Andy 

Burnham (Fig 14), then Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, is given a 

platform to speak at the Annual Hillsborough Memorial Service at Anfield Stadium, 

Liverpool. This was the first time a politician was allowed to do so. As Burnham 

pledges, on behalf of the Prime Minister that the ninety-six fans would not be 

forgotten, his speech is drowned by a chorus of chants that reverberates around the 
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stadium. In a highly charged and emotional scene, over 30,000 fans began to sing in 

unison, ‘Justice for the 96’. For Scraton, this was an understandable reaction to the 

many years of government inaction towards the families’ demands for truth. ‘The 

crowd were offended by, not him personally, but a politician making what they 

assumed would be an empty promise’. (Hillsborough 01:46:33)   

 

Figure 14 

The reaction of the Liverpool fans at Anfield had raised new hopes for the families. 

For some, including Margaret Aspinall, it had finally convinced the government that 

the families’ search for truth would never end. ‘From that moment on, and I will say it 

was from that moment on, we got a lot more than we’ve ever had’. (Hillsborough 

01:47:54)   

In September 2012, twenty-three years after the disaster, the report of the 

Hillsborough Independent Panel was released. In the opening paragraph of the 

report’s forward it reads as follows: 

The disclosed documents show that multiple factors were responsible for the 

deaths of the 96 victims of the Hillsborough tragedy and that the fans were not 

the cause of the disaster.154 

In a final scene that sees family members leave the subsequent inquest, images of 

news reporters are relayed around the country as they deliver the verdict. A display of 
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fresh newspaper headlines is intercut with a summary by family members of their 

feelings on the final report, the montage of fleet street headlines’ a welcome redress 

and acknowledgment of their loved ones’ innocence. In Scraton’s summation, he 

finally encapsulates the historical significance of the verdict while issuing a warning 

to those in positions of power. ‘That narrative verdict will stand for all time. Justice 

delayed is justice denied’. (Hillsborough 02:01:01) The subsequent impact of the film 

was felt immediately across the film industry having been short-listed for an Emmy 

and winning two BAFTAs, an Astra Award in Australia and a Broadcasting Press 

Guild Award. Due to the High Court inquest of 2012, the film was first broadcast in 

the US on the 25th anniversary of the disaster. Following the inquest verdict in 2016, 

the documentary was eventually aired in the UK on 8 April that year.  

In No Fire Zone: The Killing Fields of Sri Lanka (Fig 15), journalist and 

documentarian, Callum Macrae, investigates government culpability in the wholesale 

slaughter of its citizens in a powerful expose that opened the world’s eyes to the 

human rights violations during the country’s civil war. In 2009 the government of Sri 

Lanka conducted the last few months of their offensive against the Tamil Tigers in 

virtual secrecy; the UN and international media were excluded and local press 

intimidated into silence. The perceived peace in Sri Lanka had cost as many as 40–

70,000 civilian deaths, a massacre that was virtually unknown around the world. The 

narrative is driven by reconstructing the final 138 days of the civil war through 

eyewitness testimony, photographs and an amalgamation of hundreds of hours of 

mobile phone footage from both the victims and perpetrators of the widespread 

killings. The film opens with narration setting the context to the decades of violent 

repression of the island's Tamil minority by the Sinhala Buddhist majority, detailing 

the civil war that ensued between the Sri Lankan government and the Tamil Tigers, or 



	 105	

LTTE, a brutal but effective secessionist rebel force. The Tamils launched a 26-year 

war that saw the establishment of a de facto independent state of Tamil Eelam in the 

northeast of the country until the end of the civil war.  

 

Figure 15 

 

One of the main characters is introduced, Vany Viji, who speaks about her Tamil 

identity before discussing her journey as part of a generation who immigrated to 

Britain due to the increasing violent conflict when she was younger. Viji returned to 

Sri Lanka in 2008 after completing a university degree where she hoped to set up a 

new life in her homeland before the re-emergence of the war. Her story drives the 

narrative forward as she is caught in the incoming attacks by the Sinhala government, 

providing vital eyewitness testimony to the horrors of what was to come. Other 

testimonies, including that of United Nations staffer, Benjamin Dix, detail the 

requests by the Sri Lankans for UN staff to leave the Tamil controlled territories, 

while Gordon Weiss, the Official UN Spokesman between 2006 and 2009 discusses 

the reasons behind the appeals for the UN departure:  

The government regarded the UN as impediments to their conquest of the 

Tamil Tigers. By removing those organisations they intended to remove 

independent witnesses to what was coming. (No Fire Zone 00:09:49) 

Weiss’s remarks are a prelude to the mass killings that soon followed, the horror of 

which is graphically depicted via the mobile phone footage of some of the victims. As 
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the countdown to the final days of the conflict begins, the film illustrates the unending 

mortar attacks on civilian populations and the hospitals that are treating the wounded. 

The No Fire Zones that have been declared by the Sri Lankan government become the 

target of increasing attacks in what seems to be a policy of funnelling the civilian 

populations into concentrated areas in order to increase the death toll. This is 

confirmed when titles reveal that UN figures detail that 78% of civilian deaths from 

January 20th to March 31st occurred in the safe zones. (No Fire Zone 00:23:42) In an 

interview with Sir John Holmes, the former Head of UN Humanitarian Affairs, 

Macrae asks if he thought that the Sri Lankan authorities were running rings around 

the UN: 

I think that’s largely true that they did make promises which they largely 

didn’t keep and they did do what they intended to do all the way through, 

which was to finish the LTTE off militarily no matter what it cost, including in 

civilian lives. They didn’t believe that anybody in the international community 

was prepared to stop them, and they were right. (No Fire Zone 00:28:38) 

As the footage depicts the increasing death toll and trauma suffered by the Tamil 

civilians, the film begins to uncover, incontrovertibly, a policy of systematic torture, 

sexual violence and murder by the Sri Lankan government against the civilian 

population, including innocent women and children. The death of the 12-year-old son 

of the Tamil leader was one such case revealed by the research team in the last days 

of the war. As the team uncovers photographs of the boy’s body, it is clear from the 

five gunshot wounds that he has been shot from close range. Moreover, further photos 

that have been found reveal the boy alive and well as a captive of the Sri Lankan 

forces, illustrating beyond doubt that the boy was summarily executed while in 

custody. The film’s denouement offers context to the many thousands of displaced 



	 107	

Tamils at the end of the war, detailing that while the war with the Tigers has ended, 

the war with the Tamil people continues.   

In the aftermath of the film’s release, the production team drew up a report in 

order to assess the impact of the film on the international community. It details the 

campaign strategy that was driven by high level influencer screenings organized in 

conjunction with civil society partners, including Amnesty International, Human 

Rights Watch, International Crisis Group and many Tamil grass roots organizations: 

These screenings were organized into short tours of key regions ahead of 

political votes and events, often including parliamentary screenings. There 

were multiple screenings in 27 countries over five continents, director Callum 

Macrae attending screenings and debates in 19 countries. The overall strategy 

was to maximize impact in Asian, African and Latin American countries 

where Sri Lanka was having partial success portraying calls for human rights 

as a “western” agenda.155 

In March 2013, No Fire Zone premiered at the UN Human Rights Council in  

Geneva, hosted by Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. This was 

effectively the launch of the campaign for an international inquiry. The goal was to 

target all 47 countries on the UN Human Rights Council in the hope of influencing 

any vote on a resolution on human rights and accountability of Sri Lanka. The 

campaign also wanted to exert maximum pressure on key influential western 

countries, leading to high profile screenings in parliaments across the globe. 

This was in order to deploy the film and the revelations within to generate media 

coverage beyond the usual film reviews. A major push was organized to challenge the 

Sri Lankan government’s attendance at the Commonwealth Heads of State Meeting 
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(CHOGM) that year as this event would see an attempt by the regime to reassert a 

credible presence once again on the world stage after the ending of the civil war. As 

the conference was about to commence Callum Macrae broke a news story in the run 

up to the event, about the capture and subsequent execution of the Tiger TV presenter 

Isaipriya that led to widespread demonstrations in Tamil Nadu. More importantly, the 

film had been seen by then Prime Minister, David Cameron, who in an unusual turn 

of events flew to a northern region of Sri Lanka to speak to the Tamil community.156 

In November 2013 he issued a statement:  

No Fire Zone... raises very serious questions that the Sri Lankan government 

must answer about what it did to protect innocent civilians. Questions that 

strengthen the case for an independent investigation. Questions that need 

answers if Sri Lanka is to build the truly peaceful and inclusive future its 

people deserve.157 

As the film continued to make global impact, its influence was undoubtedly reaching 

key figures within international civil society: 

Few films in recent years – few films ever, perhaps – have had such an 

extraordinary advocacy impact as the series of films on Sri Lanka’s Killing 

Fields culminating in No Fire Zone. No Fire Zone made the impossible seem 

possible, through dedication and commitment to the truth. I salute that 

achievement. This has changed the prospects for justice in Sri Lanka, and sent 
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important signals for justice worldwide. (Steve Crawshaw; Director, Office of 

the Secretary General, Amnesty International) 

 

It is hard to think of any film team who singularly has had such an impact on 

major issues of war and peace. (Erik Solheim; Chief Negotiator, Sri Lankan 

Peace Process 2000–2005. Formerly the Norwegian Minister of Environment 

and International Development 2005–2012) 

 

In March 2014 the United Nations Commission on Human Rights voted to establish 

an independent international inquiry into the events uncovered in the film and 

consequent ongoing human rights abuses in Sri Lanka. Despite international requests 

for this inquiry the government of Sri Lanka has refused to cooperate. 

As has been discussed throughout this thesis, the role of documentary film has 

been a critical factor in galvanizing global opinion and redressing historical wrongs in 

cases of state violence throughout the world. Whether such actions have been 

manifested through the collusive activities of British government killings and cover-

ups in Ireland, the institutional obfuscation and spread of media disinformation after 

Hillsborough or the policy of annihilation against the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka, the 

position of activist filmmaking has been crucial in advocating for victims and 

survivors throughout. In doing so, it challenges the historical hegemonic power 

structures, including institutional media that have privileged a one-dimensional 

understanding of our past and present. Such institutions have been critical in the 

shaping and influencing public opinion. Moreover, as the number of films detailed 

above have shown, a transitional justice approach to filmmaking, owing to a close 

relationship between activists, human rights groups and victims, can be successful in 
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mobilising international opinion and creating mass awareness and understanding for 

future generations.  
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Chapter 4  

Production Issues and Reception History 

 

Genesis of the Work 

Unquiet Graves details how members of the RUC (former Northern Irish police force) 

and UDR (a British Army regiment) were centrally involved in the murder of over 

120 innocent civilians during the recent conflict. It illustrates how members worked 

hand in hand with known sectarian murderers in the targeted assassinations of 

farmers, shopkeepers, publicans and other civilians in a campaign aimed at terrorizing 

the most vulnerable in society. Now known as the Glenanne Gang, the group of 

killers rampaged through counties Tyrone and Armagh, and across into the Irish 

Republic, in a campaign that lasted from July 1972 to the end of 1978.  

After years of painstaking work by human rights groups, The Pat Finucane 

Centre (PFC) and Dublin-based Justice for the Forgotten (JFF), and the subsequent 

release of Anne Cadwallader’s Lethal Allies, the scale of collusion between the 

British government and loyalist death squads has now become apparent. The British 

government knew that collusion was going on and condoned it. The suffering of 

victims and survivors is today compounded by the refusal of both the Irish and British 

governments in dealing with the past by facing up to their responsibilities in pursuing 

truth and justice for those affected.  

At the end of April 2015 I contacted Anne Cadwallader, where I hoped to 

impress upon her my idea of producing a documentary film project that would be 

broadly based on the work carried out within the book. On the 12 May 2015 we 

agreed to meet at Anne’s home where we discussed the proposals for the film. Anne 

agreed to participate in this project provided she had the support of her colleagues at 
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the Pat Finucane Centre. I had indicated to Anne that the contribution by both the 

PFC and JFF was essential in conveying both the critical research within the film and 

the important matter of encouraging family members to participate.  

A further meeting at the Balmoral Hotel in Belfast on the 2 June 2015 

followed, where I was introduced to the team from the PFC. In the interim, I had 

asked an experienced journalist and award-winning documentary filmmaker to come 

on board with the film as executive-producer. Callum Macrae had been making films 

for over twenty years, including three major investigations into allegations of 

coalition crimes in Iraq. In 2012, his production team were nominated for the Nobel 

Peace Prize for their Channel 4 exposé Sri Lanka’s Killing Fields. I considered it 

important to impress upon the PFC and JFF both the integrity and calibre of the team 

that would be involved in the production process. Along with Anne Cadwallader, the 

PFC was represented by Paul O’Connor (its director) and, Alan Brecknell (a 

caseworker and victim of the Glenanne Gang). Alan’s father was killed during a gun 

and bomb attack on Donnelly’s Bar in Silverbridge, County Armagh on the 19th of 

December 1975.  

During the meeting I discussed the complexities of making such a politically 

sensitive documentary and the implications and constraints of retaining as much 

editorial control with the families’ stories as possible. I relayed my intentions to raise 

the money for the film independently, detailing the difficulties that would be faced by 

pitching the film to institutional broadcasters. I felt that an independent production, 

free from editorial constraints could be achieved by a collaboration of socially and 

politically dedicated artists (production crew) along with the willing encouragement 

of human rights groups and their support base. I had proposed organising an initial 

fundraiser at the Europa Hotel on the 16 October, followed by a trip to the US to seek 
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international support for the project. After a lengthy discussion on proposed filming 

dates and the role that would be initiated by the PFC, we were all in agreement that 

we should set the date for the fundraiser after the decisive task of the families being 

informed by the PFC. 

The crucial undertaking of proposing the production to the Glenanne families 

was set for the 19 September 2015. The meeting itself took place at Benburb Priory, a 

17th century estate that overlooks the river Blackwater, the border between counties 

Tyrone and Armagh. The large priory room was packed with family members as I 

began to illustrate my hopes and intentions for the film. I indicated that although 

Anne’s book had recently sold 20,000 copies, the potential for the Glenanne story to 

reach a wider international audience could be greatly enhanced via the medium of 

documentary film. A critical factor in conveying the families’ stories was to dispel the 

long held, and often-propagated media myth that these killings were carried out by a 

few bad apples. This film, I asserted, would tell the real story, the story of institutional 

widespread collusion. Not only would the film become a major source of advocacy 

for the families, I argued, in being based on rigorously conduced research, it would 

also become an important historical and academic archive in redressing the official 

state narrative around these events. I again spoke of our objectives in raising the 

money independently, detailing the need for the families’ stories to be unconstrained. 

While the intention was to bypass broadcast media, we would organise a major 

advocacy tour of the film around Ireland and abroad, where family members could 

bear witness to the lives of their loved ones following the screenings. For me, this was 

a critical part of the filmmaking process. The proliferation of digital and social media 

in the new age, I stated, had shifted hegemonic control from institutional broadcasters, 
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and paved the way for greater opportunities in disseminating the film to worldwide 

audiences.  

 This process was repeated on 3 October, at a meeting at the North Star Hotel 

with the families of the Dublin/Monaghan Bombings. As discussed at the previous 

meeting, I hoped to impress upon the families the intention to convey their stories 

from a fresh perspective. While there were a number of previous broadcast 

representations on attacks south of the border, particularly from the state broadcaster, 

RTÉ, I reiterated my objective in producing a much more cinematic representation of 

the events of that period. In many ways, as with the Benburb meeting, the most 

difficult task was to inform the families that it would be impossible to interview 

everyone for the film. The reaction from the families was generally positive and a 

further meeting with Margaret Urwin, director of Justice for the Forgotten, had given 

me confidence in moving forward with the film in this way. After the meeting, 

Margaret shared her thoughts on the significance of gathering the families: 

I had been anxious to ensure that the attacks carried out south of the border would 

be fully included and was, therefore, relieved and happy to hear that you intended 

to do so. We had so often been omitted from the narrative of the conflict - hence 

our name - Justice for the Forgotten - that it was music to the ears of the families 

that your film was going to be inclusive.158 

On the 5 October, we filmed a number of interviews for the initial trailer. This was to 

be used both for the purpose of fundraising and to promote the upcoming film. A 

Kickstarter campaign was initiated and the announcement was made informing 

potential donors that a date had been set for the Europa Hotel fundraiser. The event 

itself drew almost 300 people from both civil society and the wider arts community. 
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Musicians Frances Black and Grainne Holland both gave performances on the night, 

as many families affected by state violence filled the ballroom hall. Callum Macrae 

spoke of the importance of the film being made, declaring his full support and his 

ambitions for the upcoming production.  

 

Funding  

On 15 August 2016, I made the decision to approach NI Screen, Northern Ireland’s 

main funding body for television and film. This was after we had begun filming in 

late January. In a meeting with the Head of Production, Andrew Reid, I spoke of my 

hopes of securing funding for the film. After a short pitch that included a preview of 

the trailer, my enthusiasm was soon tamed by Reid’s reluctance to commit to any 

financial support. Instead I was provided with the names of a number of producers 

that worked closely with the funding body and advised that it would be best to speak 

to someone who might be more committed to such a sensitive project. More 

importantly, we discussed the recent unionist backlash to the film 66 Days, which was 

part-funded by NI Screen. The film details the life of the late Bobby Sands, 

illustrating a personal portrait from his childhood until his death.  Using eyewitness 

testimony, unseen archive, reconstructions and animation, the film successfully 

combines political commitment with formal innovation, displacing and re-

appropriating the indexical mainstream images of the period in an iconoclastic 

reconfiguration of their original use. The media furore around the film’s release had 

caused some concern within the funding body and projects, such as Unquiet Graves, 

might only fuel further disquiet, Reid suggested. On leaving the meeting I was 

somewhat uneasy that political interference in the funding body’s decision-making 

would disrupt the creativity of future projects dedicated to alternative historical 
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narratives, and that such practice would only fuel counter criticisms that freedom of 

expression through the arts was once again open to denunciations of censorship.   

However, I also sensed genuine concern from the Head of Production at NI 

Screen and at no time did I feel I was being misled or discouraged from seeking 

alternative means of funding. The recent sensationalist headlines from some unionist 

newspapers on the financial support provided to the film, along with recent funding 

cuts to the arts by DUP minister, Paul Girvan, had created genuine anxiety for the 

future of industry jobs within the creative sector,159 particularly those ambitious 

enough that might seek funding for projects that could disrupt the political status-quo. 

While the thorny issue of dealing with the past had been increasingly unsettling an 

already unstable partnership between the DUP and Sinn Féin, the response from 

unionist quarters to the film had illustrated the importance of local documentary 

filmmaking to the overall legacy debate. Moreover, rather than much of the criticism 

being directed at the filmmaker, Brendan Byrne, greater focus was directed at both the 

BBC and NI Screen. In a statement by DUP MP Sammy Wilson on 15 July 2016 an 

objection was made to licence fee money being used for the project, while also 

accusing NI Screen of getting its priorities wrong: 

I'm sure other unionists, and even plenty of non-unionists, will agree with me. 

Do they really think this is a good way of spending public money, to keep on 

stirring the pot about the past? This strengthens the case that licence fee 

money should not be compulsory, especially if it is being abused this way. 

BBC NI’s response stated that it sought to reflect the differing views and experiences 

of local communities across its range of programming: 
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Some of this includes Troubles events and legacies, a spokeswoman added. 

All of it is carried out with the utmost care and sensitivity, and 66 Days forms 

part of this wider, and still developing, BBC programme portfolio. 160 

Also in response to a Belfast Telegraph article entitled ‘Unionists outraged as public 

money is used to fund film about Bobby Sands’ IRA Hunger strike’, NI Screen said 

that within its Opening Doors strategy for the years 2014-18, it made a specific 

commitment to landmark documentaries of stories of relevance to Northern Ireland: 

This intervention is designed to encourage local production companies that 

specialise in factual programming and documentary production to raise their 

ambition beyond local markets and to consider producing content that is 

targeted at international audiences. 

In many ways, my meeting with NI Screen and their response to my requests had 

vindicated my earlier decision to raise funds for the film independently. While 

knowing this would make our task much more difficult, and the process much longer, 

the freedom to have complete editorial control over the families’ stories was also 

important from a research perspective. A meeting with the crew was arranged, 

whereby the difficulties of receiving funding were reiterated to those involved. We 

then decided to begin scheduling a range of new interviews where the long road to 

completion was finally put in place. 

 

Production 

In preparation for the beginning of production it was important to outline a conceptual 

framework for the schedule of filming that had been planned for the months ahead. In 

keeping with the objective of targeting international audiences it was imperative that 
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the film would need to have commercial and universal appeal to prospective 

broadcasters or distribution companies. While the subject matter of the documentary 

was Irish in nature, it was also essential that the historical context to the film could be 

framed within broader contemporary counter insurgency conflicts around the world in 

order to resonate with new and emerging audiences. In many ways, the greatest task 

was to disrupt official historical understanding of the ‘Northern Irish conflict’ within 

Britain and the Republic of Ireland, a history shaped by dominant narratives, state 

censorship and control. John Hill’s argument from the 1980s is still relevant: 

British depictions of the past tend to represent the historical conflict as a 

manifestation of the Irish national character rather than a consequence of 

historical, political or economic conditions.161  

For McLaughlin and Baker, the move to a new position of tolerance towards media 

representations of loyalist and republican combatants within the spirit of the Good 

Friday Agreement, was not be at the expense of  ‘revising the official history of the 

British state’s role in the conflict’.162 Unquiet Graves hoped to do just that.  

The intention was, therefore, to produce a documentary that would hold true to 

the veracity of the subject while experimenting with style and form. Stylistically, it 

was important to strive for a documentary aesthetic that would position the viewer 

within the temporal and spatial proximity to the events depicted within the film and 

the decision to deploy dramatic reconstructions was one that was made early within 

the production. There is a common assumption that any use of narrative or 

dramatization within documentary has the potential to be conflated with 

fictionalization, effectively negating intended realism. However, as Ward suggests, 
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the revisiting of historical events via the processes of reconstruction ‘can lead to a 

fuller understanding of what happened and why’.163 In re-dramatizing historical 

events, particularly when the potential for re-traumatizing victims is ever present, the 

use of reconstructions must be applied sensitively without the prospect of devaluing 

the testimonies of those involved. In this case the use of actors was deployed in order 

to offer an emotional distance from the event rather than re-enact the personal 

experiences with the victims themselves. This would have been ethically problematic 

as the wellbeing of those depicted was of primary concern. Thus, the decision to 

dramatize certain events within Unquiet Graves was undertaken to firstly film in 

order to make the final decision by re-assessing footage in post-production.  

The testimony of Margaret Campbell was one such case, whereby the act of 

bearing witness held such authority that my initial fears were that the deployment of 

reconstruction would undermine the power of her testimony. However, following the 

editing process, my initial concerns were alleviated on viewing the completed edit, 

where the work of the editor, John Phillipson, had been effective in preventing what 

had the potential to overdramatize a very important sequence in the film. In 

retrospect, I was confident that Margaret’s emotive recollection was complemented 

by the creative deployment of dramatic reconstruction. Deirdre Boyle, for example, 

argues that the use of such creative devices have become increasingly effective, 

particularly works contesting official or hegemonic versions of history in enabling 

filmmakers to ‘mine the crack between one reality and the other’.164  

In the opening sequence of Unquiet Graves, a reconstruction of the killings of 

two young football fans sets the tone for the progression of the film. As the 
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executions are enacted with all the codes and conventions of a political thriller, the 

scene is abruptly fractured by the newsreel footage of the murders. This juxtaposition 

between reconstructing past events and archive footage is replayed throughout the 

documentary, where the conventional connotations associated with fictional 

construction are elucidated by the indexical images to the real event. While it was 

necessary to increase the crew for the filming of the reconstructions, it was important 

to limit the production team to just two or three when recording the testimonies of 

family members. This was a critical aspect of the filmmaking process as the need for 

victims to become comfortable with the production team was essential to eliciting a 

more dignified account of the victims’ experiences.  

The choice was also made early within the production process to employ 

narration throughout. This was an essential structuring strategy to afford clarity in 

gaps within the complex amount of information being afforded to the viewer while 

also charting a historical trajectory throughout the events depicted. In acquiring the 

services of Stephen Rea, an expressive component of the storytelling process was 

delivered with a sense of compassion that reflected the dignity of the families’ stories. 

In the film’s final scene, Rea’s recital of Seamus Heaney’s ‘The Strand at Lough Beg’ 

offers the viewer a moment of reflection on the often-distressing scenes throughout, 

the final fusion of animation upending the audience’s expectations of a conventional 

denouement. The decision to end the film with such an obscure mode of expression 

was one that was also taken early within the initial development of the creative 

process. This decision was also influenced by various animated documentaries that 

offered an alternative, more subjective, approach to the storytelling process and hoped 

that such an expressive form could be applied effectively to the film. 
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Annabelle Honess Roe goes so far as to argue that animation within 

documentary offers a more suitable means for filmmakers to uncover history: 

Films such as Waltz With Bashir (Ari Folman, 2008) demonstrate that the 

formal and aesthetic access of animation can be used as a means of accessing 

the now absent past, especially pasts from which the filmmakers have been 

ruptured due to trauma or other events that cause a disruption in the continuity 

of personal and collective memory.165 

 

She also suggests that animation can be seen as a means for overcoming the 

effacement of a past blocked by traumatic experience, offering an effective mode of 

representation that can counter official narratives:  

The specific and constructed nature of animation makes it particularly 

appropriate for telling personal stories that do not fit into the more general 

history that favours hegemonic power relations. Through animation, this 

history can be contested and filmmakers can instead connect themselves to a 

collective history that is identity specific.166 

Ward notes that: 

In terms of documentary practice, there is a clear correlation in the sense that 

people will make films and programmes that follow specific conventional 

structures, or they will endeavor to subvert these, or create interesting hybrids 

and so on.167 

In creating a framework for the production of Unquiet Graves one of the key 

difficulties was to craft a documentary that would serve to captivate audiences 

without undermining the integrity of the truth telling process that was at the heart of 
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the film. The negotiation between deploying a range of creative elements and 

allowing dignified space for victims’ testimonies offered the greatest challenge to the 

overall process. As Linda Williams succinctly puts it: ‘Documentary is not fiction and 

should not be conflated with it but documentary can and should use all the strategies 

of fictional construction to get at truths’.168 In a peace process shaped by blurred 

narratives and competing truths, the completion of Unquiet Graves would see an 

important piece of the campaign’s fight for justice move another step closer. The 

stories of the families and their loved ones were now a matter of historical record. 

Reception: Discussion of Main Issues 

The completion of the final sound mix on 8 June 2018 at Promenade Post-Production 

in Dun Laoighre had finally closed a chapter that had begun over three years earlier 

when I began exploring the possibility of making this film, in this way, as the creative 

practice strand of this research project. We had a quick turnaround for the first 

screening of the film, which was to take place only four days later at the Ryandale 

Hotel in Moy, County Tyrone. This was a private, yet very significant screening for 

the Glenanne campaign. In my initial meeting in Benburb in 2015 I had committed to 

arranging all the families together for the premiere screening. This was to be, in many 

ways, the most important gathering of a year-long tour of the film. This event would 

set the scene for many venues across the world, where family members would 

participate in the post-screening debates, encouraging acts of bearing witness to the 

lives of their loved ones. This also stimulated discussions with audience members 

around the themes illustrated within the film and galvanized major interest around the 

current legal status of the families’ campaign against the state. The large ballroom 
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was packed to capacity as the film commenced, and as the lights dimmed an eerie 

silence descended upon the hall.  

Prior to the screening, the Pat Finucane Centre had put measures in place for 

family members that might be overwhelmed by the content within the film. An 

announcement was made that a side room was designated where staff would be 

waiting to assist those that may be of need of the service. We were aware that that 

many within the audience were vulnerable to PTSD and all precautionary procedures 

were drawn up weeks in advance. While the documentary had the potential to re-

traumatize many of the victims and survivors, I was particularly concerned about the 

well-being of Margaret Campbell, a woman whose testimony within the film details 

both her witnessing her husband’s murder and her later mistreatment by the RUC in 

the weeks after his death. In an emotional scene within the film Margaret details the 

night, just two weeks after her husband’s killing, the RUC forced her to attend an ID 

parade that would involve identifying the killers. After travelling alone with two RUC 

men to Belfast she was then directed to walk into a small room to identify the 

potential gunman. In harrowing detail, Margaret illustrates the indifference of the 

policemen as she identifies the killer, only to be told she has to go back into the room: 

He says to me, did you recognise anyone, and I said yes! But I was in a state, 

so they let me into the hallway and told me to compose myself…they told me 

to compose myself, go back in and put your hand on him. I went back in, but I 

could not touch him, I couldn’t put my hand on him, and I told them I 

couldn’t. I know I didn’t put my hand on him…and I wanted out, and away 

from where I was, and I didn’t go back in again…but I told them, yes, where 

he was. (Unquiet Graves 00:23:00) 
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The horrendous nature of Margaret’s maltreatment, so soon after her husband’s 

killing, indicates the deep seated and institutional failings of the state in protecting the 

most vulnerable within society, a major theme within this project. The power of 

Margaret’s testimony, juxtaposed with the reconstruction of both events drew 

horrified gasps from the audience as Margaret and her family were seated at the front 

of the hall. I had spoken to her daughter, Donna before the screening and she 

reassured me that her mother wished to go ahead with viewing the film. I stood at the 

back of the hall as the credits rolled until a chorus of applause broke the composed 

silence of the crowd, before family members began to absorb the contents within the 

film. As people began to stand and talk with one another I could see Margaret making 

her way up the hall towards me. With all the emotion of her personal testimony she 

proclaimed that the film had been accurate in its portrayal of the real events. “That’s 

just the way it was. Do you know what was worse than seeing him being murdered? It 

was what they had done to me in the ID parade, and you got it all right”. This was of 

major comfort to me, and I had felt a real sense of vindication for the creative 

decisions made during this particular sequence. The use of dramatic reconstructions 

had caused me some concern during both the filmmaking and editing process, 

particularly due to the raw and impactful nature of the personal testimony. In the end, 

Margaret’s assurances had brought closure to an anxious chapter of the filmmaking 

process.   

A second screening was arranged for families affected by the 

Dublin/Monaghan Bombings at the Pearse Centre in Dublin. Although a smaller 

setting, the cinema was filled for an equally emotional screening. This had come only 

weeks before the film’s official festival release at the Galway Fleadh, Ireland’s most 

prestigious film festival on the 11 July 2018. The build up to Galway had attracted 
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some media attention and I received a call from the Pat Kenny Newstalk Show with a 

request to attend a live transmission along with Alan Brecknell. This gave Alan an 

opportunity to speak of the loss of his father at the hands of the gang, a platform that 

had been previously unavailable in the South of Ireland. The Pat Kenny Show has  

thousands of listeners and it was a boost for the upcoming release of the film.  

Galway International Fleadh draws hundreds of filmmakers and cinephiles 

every July from Ireland, and around the world. It is considered the country’s most 

significant independent film festival with some winning categories eligible for the 

Academy Awards in the US.169 On the 11 July 2018 I travelled with crewmembers to 

attend our long-awaited festival premiere, where we met with members of both 

Justice for the Forgotten and the Pat Finucane Centre. As I introduced the film to the 

audience, I spoke of the sense of achievement in getting the documentary to where it 

now was, while relaying my thanks to the artists and researchers who were involved 

in what was an extraordinary collaboration. After receiving a standing ovation, the 

stage was set for a post-screening discussion with audience members. The few days in 

Galway also gave all those involved in the production, including those from the PFC 

and JFF a chance to unwind and digest the immense work that had gone into the 

project over the previous three years. As the festival drew to a close, Irish Times film 

critic, Donald Clarke, named Unquiet Graves as one of the best films of the 30th 

Galway Fleadh: 

Unquiet Graves offered a gritting, enraging examination of the state collusion 

that accommodated (and sometimes actively drove) the murderous actions of 

the so-called Glenanne Gang in Tyrone and Armagh during the 1970s. Though 

it was made on a much thinner shoestring, the rigorously sourced documentary 
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– connecting the Miami Showband killing, the Dublin and Monaghan 

bombings and other loyalist slaughters -- worked harder at digging up new 

material and ultimately felt more satisfactory than Alex Gibney’s recent, 

similarly themed No Stone Unturned. Vital, angry stuff.170 

August saw the film close the Pull Focus Documentary Film Festival at the Dublin 

Road Moviehouse in Belfast. The screening sold out its 380 capacity in a matter of 

weeks, owing to the increasing media attention that was now given to the film’s 

release. In an emotional speech during the post-screening Q&A, Alan Brecknell spoke 

of the hardships of losing his father as a child and how his death changed the lives of 

the young family forever. The audience was receptive and many had identified 

themselves as losing a loved one to the actions of the state. A woman (who identified 

herself as Fionnuala McDonald) spoke of the killing of her sister and brother-in-law 

by loyalists in Belfast in 1979. As with many screenings to follow, the post-screening 

debates opened up the floor for victims and survivors to speak about the loss of their 

loved ones and the personal effects of state violence. Many claimed that the film had 

re-galvanized the need to seek out the truth in their personal circumstances, with some 

organising appointments with the Pat Finucane Centre for immediate direction and 

advice. In many ways, both festival screenings were a prelude to the many advocacy 

screenings that were to come, and a collective sense of empowerment for the families 

seemed to grow as the tour continued.  

The official release for independent cinemas had been set for the 1 March 

2019, allowing for a detailed schedule to be drawn up for the film’s tour. In the 

meantime media attention had increased with requests for podcast, web articles, TV 

and radio interviews beforehand. Stuart Sloan, the coordinator of Pull Focus Film 
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Festival named Unquiet Graves as his favourite film of the festival during a Film Hub 

NI podcast that was dedicated to highlighting the week’s events.171 I flew with Alan 

Brecknell to London, where we were interviewed for George Galloway’s Sputnik TV 

programme, a show dedicated to current affairs issues on the satellite channel, RT 

International. Sputnik News had also requested an interview on the role of film on 

upsetting hegemonic narratives around the conflict, and for the first time the issue of 

documentary film redressing some of the more sensitive issues around legacy in the 

north of Ireland was slowly becoming part of public discourse.172  

The upcoming tour of the film was divided between four strands of 

screenings: advocacy (community screenings with family members); independent 

cinema (commercial); film festivals; and educational/academic screenings. The period 

leading up to December 2018 saw a number of requests for university screenings from 

Ulster University, and Brunel University in London. At my own university, in the 

Senator George J. Mitchell Institute for Global Peace, Security and Justice, the film 

was screened as part of Dr Cheryl Lawther’s seminar on ‘Dealing with the Past’ (part 

of her MA module ‘The Legacy of Conflict’). The audience comprised mostly 

international students and again the response was receptive to the post-screening 

discussions. Likewise at Brunel University, students discussed both the implications 

for the film on the wider British public, especially in relation to how these issues have 

been censored by an ideologically compliant media. The last screening before the 

official launch was organised by the Ulster University as part of Professor Siobhán 

Will’s module, entitled 'Using Film and Digital Storytelling for Human Rights 
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Advocacy'. The international students were engaged and discussed the potential 

importance of such films as forms of advocacy for victims and survivors. These 

screenings were important to the overall project, as the inter-disciplinary nature of this 

work illustrated the critical standing of film within the overall legacy debate.  

The beginning of 2019 brought final preparations for the official release of the 

film. A number of positive reviews from a number of newspapers and online web 

articles had encouraged a spirited start to the year, with one online arts magazine, The 

Thin Air, naming the film as one of its highlights of 2018. In a tribute to the film’s 

final sequence, the magazine wrote: 

After all the horror and pain, Stephen Rea’s reading of Heaney’s verse, a 

tribute to his cousin, shot dead at a checkpoint, offers a moment of respite, 

embracing the audience in a spirit of love and service.173 

While the date for the official release had been set for 1 March, the launch screening 

was set for one night only at Dublin Road Moviehouse in Belfast on 21 February. 

Once again, as to the previous screening in August 2018, the cinema’s largest screen 

was sold out. This showing allowed for a major media drive that witnessed 

broadcasters such as the BBC and ITV request television interviews at the venue for 

the evening news. In the days leading up to the screening, I participated in dozens of 

interviews with journalists from a range of prominent newspapers, TV and radio 

shows from across the country. The Q&A was chaired by a highly experienced BBC 

journalist, Mandy McCauley (who was also working on a Glenanne Gang broadcast 

documentary at the time). We were joined by Joe McGleenan, the owner of the Rock 

Bar that was attacked by the gang, and which features in the film, along with Angela 

McKenna, whose father and uncle were also victims of the gang. As to the previous 
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screening at Dublin Road, the audience comprised many families affected by state 

actions and the event once again allowed some to speak movingly about the death of 

their loved ones. 

On the opening weekend of the official release, the film opened at the Queen’s 

Film Theatre (QFT) in Belfast, in what would become a significant five-week run.  I 

flew to England on the Sunday to begin a short tour that comprised screenings in 

Manchester, Nottingham and Liverpool. These were advocacy screenings organised 

with the help of the local Irish communities and drew sizeable audiences throughout. 

While travelling to Manchester I received a text from Anne Cadwallader that the son 

of a husband and wife killed by the gang might attend the screening. As the audience 

gathered for the screening, a man, who introduced himself as Eamon Devlin, 

approached me. He was the son of James and Gertrude Devlin, a couple shot dead by 

the gang on 7 May, 1974. I asked if he would like to speak or say anything at the post-

screening talk and he confirmed he would. In a moving speech he spoke of the 

torment that the killings had brought upon the young family, forcing the four 

orphaned children to be split up into various boarding schools and to live with 

relatives. The audience sat stunned and silenced as he confirmed that a man who was 

convicted for the murders, William Thomas Leonard, was a member of the Ulster 

Defence Regiment, then the largest regiment in the British Army. More importantly, 

Leonard’s membership of the UDR was hidden from the prosecution: 

What is truly extraordinary about Leonard’s court appearances, however, is 

that his membership of the UDR features nowhere in his prosecution file. Nor 

was it included in the file prepared for the judge when deciding the length of 

his tariff (as a convicted murderer, Leonard would have been sentenced 

automatically to life, with the judge deciding the tariff – that is, how long he 
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must spend in jail before becoming eligible for parole). Who suppressed this 

information from the public and the courts? And why?174 

The power of Eamon Devlin’s testimony struck a chord with the audience with some 

clearly moved to tears as he spoke. There were similar scenes at An Táin Arts Centre 

in Dundalk as Peter O’Connor recalled the day he was caught up in the Dundalk 

Bombing in December 1975. As a musician he had been playing music on the street, 

while collecting money for the Simon Community & Concern. As he took a break, he 

entered Kay’s Tavern to speak to a friend when the bomb exploded, killing two 

people and injuring twenty others. Peter received 93% burns in the blast and recalled, 

‘according to the BBC’s World Service I held the world’s burns record for twenty-

two years’. 

On the 19 December 1975, approximately three hours after the Dundalk 

bombing, the Glenanne Gang attacked Donnelly’s Bar in Silverbridge, County 

Armagh. As stated within the documentary by Anne Cadwallader, the modus operandi 

of the gang was to attack two places almost simultaneously. The gun and bomb attack 

left three dead, Trevor Brecknell (32), Patsy Donnelly (24) and Michael Donnelly, the 

14-year-old son of the bar owners, Gerard and Marie. 16 March, 2019 would see the 

tightly knit community come together once again for the screening of Unquiet 

Graves. While touring with the film, there were significant milestones along the way, 

nights that were memorable for various reasons for the families and myself. It was a 

chance for Alan to once again bear witness to the life of his father, Trevor. Also 

present, were the Donnelly families in what was a profound and emotional evening 

for all involved. While the film had sold out many screenings before, Silverbridge 

was to be the highest attended event of the tour, with 750 people seated within the 
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local GAA club. More than any other, that night had brought brought a realisation of 

how important the film was to our local communities, and not just for the victims and 

survivors of the Glenanne Gang. The passion and emotions that reverberated around 

the hall illustrated an increasing sense of empowerment that marginalised voices were 

at once redressing the official narrative of the past. 

An important element of the film’s tour was to create as much exposure of the 

Glenanne story to as many venues in Britain and the Republic of Ireland as possible. 

The south of Ireland in particular had seen a muted response by successive 

governments, something that was particularly concerning to those affected by the 

Dublin/Monaghan Bombings and other attacks south of the border. I relayed my 

concerns in the meeting to the Glenanne families over three years before, stating my 

objectives in making this a key priority for the dissemination of the film upon its 

release. The Irish Film Institute (IFI) is seen as an important venue for independent 

filmmakers around Ireland in screening and programming indigenous and alternative 

documentaries. Situated in Temple Bar, it is a place I have visited many times in my 

trips south to Dublin. I had been contacted weeks earlier by the IFI about showing the 

film as part of the ‘Irish Focus’ series of screenings for March. In a matter of weeks 

the film sold out the venue’s biggest screen and the stage was set for a historic 

occasion for the families of those affected south of the border. Margaret Irwin 

reiterated this as we both shared the platform for the post-screening Q&A, where she 

impressed upon the audience the culture of silence around the events of May 1974. 

The audience reaction was, for the most part, critical of the Dublin government, with 

many questioning why papers had not been yet released with regards to the 

Dublin/Monaghan Bombings.  
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This was also echoed by presenter, Afshin Rattansi, during a television 

interview in London for his show, Going Underground. In response to this, I stated 

that the McEntee investigation into the killings that was carried out in 2004 had still 

not been released, and this had been challenged by JFF, who then lost the court appeal 

against the Irish government. I was then pressed if I thought that there had been 

collusion with the Irish government, to which I replied:  

The families did not want to muddy the waters, because the real information 

lies with the British government. They are currently taking a case against the 

British government in the High Court in Belfast, and this will then galvanise 

what happens with the Irish government.175 

Due to the success at the IFI, I received an email from Aine Moriarty, Chief 

Executive of the Irish Film and Television Academy (IFTA), who asked if they could 

host a screening of the film followed by a Q&A. This was set for 28 March and 

indicated once again the appeal the film was now having institutionally within Irish 

film. The showing drew a number of television presenters and industry professionals 

who were very engaging with the debate afterwards. In an emotional presentation, 

Aine broke down as she introduced the Q&A. This illustrated, along with the 

audience’s engagement the effect the film was now having on those attending the 

screenings. This particularly resonated with me at IFTA as we were now at the heart 

of Irish film culture. 

The IFI’s collaboration with a number of Irish film festivals had been helpful 

in transporting the DCP cinema copy of the documentary internationally, where the 

film was screening at the Rome, Sydney and Melbourne Irish Film Festivals. It was 

my second visit to Rome since my Ballymurphy documentary screened in 2015. A 
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number of interviews were organised with the Italian media upon my arrival before 

the screening the following day, where once again a packed audience awaited my 

arrival. The Australian tour was similarly arranged and took almost three weeks with 

screenings running between Sydney and Melbourne. A number of podcasts and radio 

interviews were organised, and again, all screenings were well attended by local 

audiences, as well as many from the Irish diaspora. As to many other showings, the 

Chauvel Cinema in Sydney was no exception to family members or those affected by 

the Glenanne Gang attending. Upon arriving at the cinema, I was introduced to 

Patricia Devlin, the brother of Eamon Devlin who attended the Manchester screening 

weeks earlier. Patricia had moved to Australia, after living in England for a number of 

years where she joined the police force some years after the killing of her mother and 

father. Patricia had been seriously injured during the attack that killed her parents, 

herself receiving five bullet wounds.176 I acknowledged the attendance of Patricia and 

her husband during my introduction of the film, and had the opportunity to speak once 

again following the Q&A. I relayed to her that it had been astonishing that we were 

both at the other end of the world highlighting the death of her parents and many 

others forty-five years after the event. She remarked on the importance of the film in 

educating the Australian public who, she said, knew little of what was going on. 

Following the Australian tour, the date was set for the North American 

premiere in Toronto, before commencing the East Coast Tour of the United States. 

The Royal Cinema is an Art Moderne cinema in Little Italy, Toronto, where the 

screening of Unquiet Graves was quickly sold out. A second date the following 

evening compensated for those wishing to purchase tickets and it was humbling to see 

such big audiences so far away from home. Members of the Canadian Springhill 
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Massacre Support Group were in attendance also, and this provided a sense of 

camaraderie as the proceedings began.  The Q&A session was hosted by Hugo 

Straney, a popular talk show host who had interviewed me live from Sydney only 

weeks earlier. Many from the local Irish community had been in attendance also, and 

were surprisingly knowledgeable about the on going campaign, with many questions 

asked on the current judicial review taken by Eddie Barnard, one of the family 

members. There were six dates set for the United States along the East coast, with one 

exception in Phoenix, Arizona. I had decided to split these with Alan Brecknell as 

there were many miles to cover in such a short period of time. The most significant 

screening in many ways was set for the Cantor Film Centre in Lower Manhattan, 

where we had just received news that this was to be another sell out screening.  

Two members of the O’Dowd family, who made the trip specifically for the 

New York screening, joined me. Noel and Cathal’s two brothers, Barry and Declan, 

and an uncle Joe, had been killed at the family home the night before the Kingsmill 

Massacre on the 4 January 1976. This was on the same night that three Reavey 

brothers were also killed at their family home only seventeen miles away in 

Whitecross, County Armagh. The dramatic arc of the documentary builds towards this 

heightened period of killings, where archive footage is intercut with the testimonies of 

family members. Noel O’Dowd joined me onstage as Cathal sat quietly in the 

audience.  Noel recalled the night his life was spared by his decision to go to mass, 

and as he returned he witnessed the bloodshed. There were emotional scenes in the 

audience as he detailed the family having to move to County Meath in the Republic of 

Ireland following the killings, in order to protect the rest of the young family. 

Although, the young brothers were buried in County Down, north of the border, he 

said: ‘We took the decision to reinter the bodies south of the border to rest with our 
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mother once she had died. We removed the bodies ourselves, as we had no faith in the 

authorities in handling the remains of our loved ones, such was the distrust’. 

I flew from New York where my final participation in the film’s screenings 

outside the country would take place in Glasgow. A family member, Seán McGleenan 

also attended; his father was killed by the gang in Armagh City on 22 August 1975. 

Just as the O’Dowds had moved away, Seán made the move to Scotland to create a 

new life following his father’s death. The event was also widely covered by the 

Scottish media who were represented at the post-screening discussion. This was 

chaired by Neil McKay from the Scottish Herald, who covered Seán’s story in the 

following Sunday’s edition. In the interview with Seán McKay details his 

extraordinary transition following his father’s killing: 

He says coming to Scotland allowed him to ‘reinvent himself’ –  to escape the 

legacy of the past, and the bloodshed of Northern Ireland. He married a 

Scottish woman, had three children, now grown up, and became one of the 

most senior social workers in Scotland - helping people whose lives were 

blighted by trauma and suffering. McGleenan, now 62, rose to be the chief 

social work officer for Dumfries and Galloway - though few but his closest 

friends and family knew of his own suffering and trauma.177 

As to previous screenings, the opportunity to bear witness to the lives of loved ones 

had reignited many traumatic memories of the past. As Seán McGleenan spoke of the 

events following his father’s death, he became emotional in recollecting the hardships 

it had brought upon the young family: 

It’s not like today where if something happens there’s a team of grief 

counsellors around you. We literally had no support, except for a few family 
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members. The police didn’t come, social workers aren’t like they are now - 

there was nothing like that. It was almost like you just had get on with your 

life and that’s it, and in many ways that’s what we did.178 

The Glasgow screening had brought an end to twelve months of touring with the film. 

While there were many screenings to follow, I had made the decision to allow greater 

participation from PFC members in post-screening discussions due to my academic 

commitments. There had been a great sense of achievement on arriving back in 

Belfast where it took a number of days to digest our accomplishments over the 

previous year. In completing over one hundred screenings, the stories of all those who 

lost their lives had now found a global audience. The story of the Glenanne Gang was 

no longer confined to temporary snippets within Irish media.  
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Outline of Public Screenings 
 

Screening Audience  Date 
Moy, Co’Tyrone 300 12/6/18 
Pearse Centre, Dublin 60 16/6/18 
Mitchel Institute, QUB, Belfast 80 2/7/18 
Galway Film Festival 200 11/7/18 
Pull Focus Documentary Film Festival, 
Belfast 

380 16/8/18 

Respect Human Rights Film Festival, 
Belfast 

96 14/9/18 

Respect Human Rights Film Festival, 
Belfast 

96 15/9/18 

Respect Human Rights Film Festival, 
Belfast 

96 16/9/18 

Mitchel Institute, QUB, Belfast 40 5/11/18 
Brunel University, London 30 27/11/18 
Bloody Sunday Museum, Derry 80 1/2/19 
Ulster University, Belfast 20 7/2/19 
Moviehouse, Belfast 380 21/2/19 
Access Cinema, Dublin 80 25/2/19 
Eye Cinema, Galway 200 28/2/19 
Devenish Complex 100 28/2/19 
Bellini’s, Newry 280 1/3/19 
QFT Cinema, Belfast 2179 1/3/19  (5 week run) 
Carrickmore, Co’ Tyrone 220 2/3/19 
Chorlton Irish Centre, Manchester 80 3/3/19 
Nottingham People’s Assembly 42 4/3/19 
Liverpool Irish Centre 60 5/3/19 
The Nerve Centre, Derry 48 5/3/19 
The Nerve Centre, Derry 48 6/3/19 
The Nerve Centre, Derry 48 7/3/19 
Irish Film Institute, Dublin 300 8/3/19 
Moy, Co’Tyrone 322 13/3/19 
An Táin Arts Centre, Dundalk 180 14/3/19 
Shaftsbury Community Centre, Belfast 50 15/3/19 
Silverbridge GAA Club 750 16/3/19 
Russell’s GAA Club, Downpatrick 71 28/3/19 
Irish Film & Television Academy, Dublin 80 28/3/19 
The Marine Hotel, Ballycastle 80 28/3/19 
Triskel Arts Centre, Cork 200 29/3/19 
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Irish Film Festival, Rome 200 29/3/19 
Drumcree, Portadown 100 1/4/19 
Armagh City 200 4/4/19 
Bellaghy GAA Club, South Derry 300 5/4/19 

Garage Theatre, Monaghan 300 6/4/19 

The Rock Bar, Granemore, Armagh 90 13/4/19 

Navan, Co’Meath 240 17/4/19 
Gulladuff, South Derry 30 19/4/19 
The Rock Bar, Granemore, Armagh 90 20/4/19 

Clonoe, Co’Tyrone 110 24/4/19 
Letterkenny, Co’Donegal 50 25/4/19 
Rostrevor 140 26/4/19 
Irish Film Festival, Sydney 40 30/4/19 
Irish Film Festival, Sydney 160 1/5/19 
Irish Film Festival, Melbourne 200 3/5/19 
An Táin Arts Centre, Dundalk 50 10/5/19 

The Frontline Club, London 80 21/5/19 

The Camden Irish Centre, London 100 23/5/19 

Royal Cinema, Toronto 380 28/5/19 
Royal Cinema, Toronto 160 29/5/19 
The Shillelagh Club, New Jersey 120 1/6/19 

The Cantor Film Centre, New York 196 2/6/19 

Philadelphia 60 6/6/19 
Yonkers, New York 80 8/6/19 
Pearl River, New York 80 9/6/19 
Glasgow Film Theatre 160 10/6/19 
Arizona 60 11/6/19 
Home Cinema, Manchester 107 11/6/19 

Keady, Co’Armagh 300 12/6/19 
Tír Chonnail GAA, London 70 14/6/19 
The Mitchel Institute, QUB, Belfast 80 3/7/19 

 

Total Audience: 11,609 
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Evaluation of Film’s Reception 

In evaluating the reception of Unquiet Graves it is important to examine the film’s 

contribution to greater awareness and wider debates around state collusion, truth 

recovery and victims’ rights. While reflecting on the film’s critical success, it is 

necessary – within the context of the wider research project – to assess how important 

the documentary’s reception has been to the overall legacy debate, including how it 

has been received by sections of the Unionist community. In so doing, I will also 

discuss a number of important advocacy screenings to consider the personal impact 

on those directly affected by the activities of the Glenanne Gang.  

On 17 April 2018, a screening was organized at the Solstice Arts Centre in 

Navan, Co Meath. Like many showings that year, the film was booked to capacity 

weeks before the event. However, this particular screening had huge significance to a 

family traumatised by the Glenanne Gang almost forty-two years before. On 4 

January 1976, three members of the O’Dowd family were brutally killed at a family 

gathering in Ballydougan, Co’Down, in what was a night of sectarian slaughter. 

Brothers Declan (19), Barry (24), and their uncle Joe (61), were killed while the boys’ 

father, Barney was shot a number of times and survived. Following the shooting, the 

family decided to move to the quiet surroundings of Navan in the hope of making a 

new start for the younger siblings who survived the attack. As the young family 

attempted to adapt to their new surroundings the stigma of being associated with the 

‘Troubles’ had made it difficult, and the marginalization that was experienced as 

Catholics in their former home was soon echoed by a culture of suspicion from their 

new neighbours in the South. This curiosity was characterized by what Cathal 

O’Dowd called the recycling of the same question by those that became aware of the 
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family’s painful past. ‘This phrase “why were you targeted?” says Cathal, denoted a 

sense of guilt, like we were somehow to blame for our own misfortune’. 

For the family, the screening in Navan was a chance to redress public 

discourse within the Republic around the killings, who had conveyed to me their 

frustrations at how the killings had been misrepresented for over forty years, adding 

that their years of isolation had been compounded by a cloak of media silence. As the 

film drew to a close, Noel O’Dowd, the brother of the two boys that were killed, 

joined the Q&A, and relayed his personal story of the night of the attack and how it 

had changed the family’s lives forever. There were dozens of the O’Dowd’s extended 

family at the screening with some becoming emotional as Noel spoke, and as the 

night concluded I had the opportunity to speak to Noel’s younger brother once again. 

Cathal was 11-years-old at the time of the attacks and was present at the family home 

when his brothers were killed. He conveyed how the screening had been a major 

source of comfort for the family so many years after the killings and that the 

overwhelming support from the community during the event was, at last, a final sense 

of acknowledgment of their many years of isolation and suffering.  

The following week would also see a hugely important screening for Joe 

McGleenan, owner of the Rock Bar, a rural pub that had come under a gun and bomb 

attack on the 5 June 1976. Although no one had been killed that evening, a local man, 

Mick McGrath, was shot and badly injured. However, what was significant about the 

attack on the bar was that all those who were involved were later confirmed to be 

serving members of the RUC, with some on duty at the time. Joe had made contact 

weeks before with a request to screen the film at the bar in what would be an 

emotional event for the Granemore community. As I waited for Joe to arrive, the 

barman had remarked that ‘I shouldn’t underestimate what the screening meant to the 
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local people’. The later screening was packed to capacity and was attended by some 

who were in the bar on the night of the attack, along with the family of the now 

deceased Mick McGrath. Eugene Reavey, who lost his three brothers to the gang in a 

separate attack, spoke of his experiences after the deaths of his siblings and the further 

bloodshed that followed at the Kingsmill massacre. He spoke frankly of how he was 

later falsely named by Rev. Ian Paisley in Westminster as being involved with the 

Kingsmill attack, recalling the abuse he received from British Soldiers and the UDR 

at road checks in following years. Eugene became emotional as he described the 

difficulties in the aftermath of the killings in attempting to seek justice for his mother, 

Sadie.  

This was followed by Joe, who spoke of the lack of any notification for the 

trial of the police officers arrested and charged with the Rock Bar attack, and the 

many years of misinformation from the RUC on court procedures, including 

continuous refusals to produce the transcript of the trial until PFC involvement had 

threatened legal action, only for him to finally receive a redacted copy. The film was 

followed by a lengthy Q&A involving a number of youths who were visibly shocked 

and surprised by the contents and revelations within the film, with many older 

members of the community reliving their experiences and horrors of the period.  

Another notable night was the screening at the Frontline Club in Paddington, 

London on 21 May 2018. The venue is a distinguished members club for independent 

journalists that provides a platform from which to support diversity and 

professionalism in the media, promoting challenging and politically sensitive 

documentary films. Past documentary filmmakers who have spoken at the club 

include Joshua Oppenheimer, Bryan Fogel, and Alex Gibney. The venue has a 

reputation for its debates to be unduly challenging where filmmakers always expect a 
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certain level of scrutiny by the club’s membership. This event was to be no different, 

and as the film concluded Callum Macrae began to chair the event. On the most part 

the audience was quite receptive and had engaged considerately with the content and 

revelations within the film. A former BBC Panorama journalist congratulated me on 

the work, speaking extensively on her experiences with broadcast media and the 

constraints on reporting independently with regards to the north of Ireland. However, 

there were two exceptions, both querying the objective nature of my filmmaking, 

suggesting that my work bordered on Irish Republican propaganda. There had been a 

pattern to this type of criticism within sections of Unionism that had been 

disseminating on social media platforms since news of the film’s production. 

However, I found these criticisms naïve as these types of attacks at no time queried 

the content or questioned the evidence within the film. In short, the objections seemed 

rehearsed with no substance to the allegations, except that I come from an Irish 

Republican family.  

I asked one of the men if he could point out where he assumed the 

documentary had offered any suggestions that would imply a biased viewpoint, 

considering the film had been critical of IRA members’ involvement in the Kingsmill 

massacre (to which the man queried why I had not made films about IRA atrocities). 

This had also been a common criticism of my work that had been recycled by 

Unionists within social media circles, and one that was easily rebuffed. I had 

explained that filmmaking was a process that emanated from the personal, and that I 

would be doing a disservice to the unionist community by representing or 

manufacturing a social or political position that was not mine. I have, I replied, 

encouraged on many occasions the participation of young working class unionists and 

loyalists to engage with film and the arts in general. It was incumbent upon the 
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working-class from within that community to challenge their representatives who 

rarely champion community arts and if anything are more likely to discourage the 

growth of the arts sector. With reference to this culture within right-leaning politics, 

Nichols writes that ‘there is far less onus for such a movement to manifest itself in a 

political climate characterized by vividly conservative mainstream news and 

entertainment media reporting’.179 Finally, I stated that I would make no apology for 

fighting on behalf of victims who have been marginalized and criminalized by a 

government who continue to cover up their involvement in widespread murder and 

collusion.  

These repeated criticisms had been circling for some time and had been 

framed within broader Unionist denunciations that films, such as Unquiet Graves and 

No Stone Unturned, had been orchestrated by Republicans in an attempt to rewrite the 

history of the conflict. This position was now not only confined to fringe Loyalist or 

Unionist thinking, but also was becoming part of wider institutional discourse.180 In 

September 2018, a legacy conference organized by The Unionist Voice, an online 

magazine dedicated to the promotion of anti-agreement Unionism, was attended by a 

number of high profile Unionists who discussed issues around the legacy of the 

conflict.181 The event was chaired by Alison Morris (Irish News), who was joined 

onstage by Orange Order leader, Mervyn Gibson, and Doug Beattie from the Ulster 

Unionist Party. Also present was Jamie Bryson, a Loyalist blogger who was also 

editor of The Unionist Voice. After a statement by Beattie that his party could not 

support the rewriting of history, Jamie Bryson proceeded to make several 

																																																								
179 Nichols, Bill. Speaking Truths With Film: Evidence, Ethics, Politics in Documentary (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2016), p. 220. 
180 Brokenshire, James. ‘We must not allow the past to be rewritten in Northern Ireland’. The 
Telegraph. 28/01/2017: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/28/must-not-allow-past-rewritten-
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unsubstantiated claims about Unquiet Graves, including a personal attack on me. This 

incident was also accompanied by an online article in The Unionist Voice, entitled: 

‘The Myth of the “Glenanne Gang” Perpetuated by Republican Propaganda’.182  

In response to these ad hominem attacks, and particularly owing to the 

presence of such high profile figures within Unionism, I felt compelled to respond to 

the accusations being made against the film. On 14 September 2018, a response was 

published, in which I detailed a number of factual inaccuracies while challenging the 

original article’s central thesis: 

The recent assertions that documentaries, such as mine, are an attempt to re-

write the past are effortlessly debunked when presented with evidence to the 

contrary. When one makes the allegation that emerging stories that contest the 

hegemonic view of the conflict are ‘re-writing’ the past, one must only 

conclude that this position stems from a point of privilege that there is only 

one interpretation of our recent history. As an observer, I feel this runs to the 

core of recent Unionist anger around the current legacy debate.183 

I proceeded to rebuff the continuing assertion that there were no documentaries made 

about La Mon, Enniskillen and the Shankill Bomb by quantifying those films between 

1981-2005 that upheld the Unionist narrative (674) against those that could be 

considered to challenge that narrative (22). After pointing out a number of 

inaccuracies I illustrated that despite our competing historical interpretations of the 

conflict the needs of victims must always transcend political self-interest:  

																																																								
182 Bryson, Jamie. ‘[Editorial] The Myth of the ‘Glenanne Gang” Perpetuated by Republican 
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These competing interpretations are a microcosm for the wider conflict. While 

we disagree on these fundamental distinctions, we must respect each other’s 

right to those versions and beliefs, however uncomfortable this may be. The 

issue of victims must not be sectarianized and any discussions must be victim-

centred.184 

However, upon the film’s official release in March 2019 the anticipated Unionist 

backlash to the film did not materialize as expected. Both Unionist daily newspapers, 

the Belfast Telegraph and the Newsletter were muted in their responses. Furthermore, 

the Belfast Telegraph ran the unedited press release with an online video interview 

with myself that had not been editorially censored.185 This had been somewhat 

surprising, considering the reaction to No Stone Unturned only months before.186 I 

had taken some solace from this and had hoped that these decisions were taken for 

creative reasons.  

In reflecting on the reception of Unquiet Graves, it has been encouraging to 

witness the film’s contribution to the overall legacy debate. While the film has now 

become an effective lobbying tool on behalf of victims of state violence, I feel that 

much of Unionist criticism has come from a position of conflating the subjective 

nature of my filmmaking with an obscurity of truth. This tendency to associate the 

work of documentary filmmakers with what Nichols calls ‘illusions of objectivity’187 

is not something new, particularly when the creativity of independent filmmakers is 

framed with imagined neutrality associated with mainstream representations. Mike 
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Wayne notes that these ‘claims of objectivity tend to associated with those 

institutions, such as mainstream media, closest to dominant economic and political 

power blocs’188 who project what Stuart Hall claims is a ‘false symmetry’ that ensures 

the broadcasters neutrality, but hardly advances the truth.189 Unquiet Graves makes no 

such claims, but instead presents the evidence of eyewitness testimony along with 

official historical documents. Truth telling has become a critical, if contested, 

approach to negotiating our past and it is with the merging of scholarship-based 

research and creative documentary practice that many lessons can be learned in the 

greater truth recovery project. 
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Conclusion  

Activist Filmmaking: Future Directions 
 

In combining critical and creative research methods, this doctoral project has sought 

to demonstrate how the work of independent documentary filmmakers can address, 

investigate, and act as an advocate for victims and survivors in their demands for 

historical redress and search for truth and justice within post-conflict societies. 

Throughout, the creative practice has been informed by work in the fields of 

documentary film studies, political science, sociology and criminology, these 

disciplines being integral to both the production of the documentary film, and a 

broader evaluation of its reception and impact. This project aims to demonstrate that 

documentary film, having been informed by critical research methods, can make an 

important intervention in wider debates within the field of transitional justice. 

Furthermore, as a creative process, a documentary can never simply be illustrative of 

other peoples’ research findings and insights, it is an expressive medium and, as Mike 

Wayne puts it:  

Documentary is not just a research practice, critical or otherwise, but an art 

form, a creative practice that intersects with debates on aesthetics, which, 

properly understood, can see cultural production as a special prefiguring of 

what emancipated cognition and feeling might look like in future.190  

This particular aspect of the project is important both in terms of what the medium of 

documentary can contribute to a greater understanding of the issues, and how – as has 

often been the case – finding the best way or form of representing, re-enacting, 

animating, and editing content is as much a collaborative as an individual decision. 
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While collaborating sensitively with advocacy groups and bereaved families can 

empower and advocate for the needs of those marginalised within society, that 

collaboration cannot impose boundaries or barriers between the evidence and its 

documentary representation. As the thesis points out, this has been a common feature 

of mainstream media documentaries ‘about’ the experiences of victims, the politics of 

legacy issues, and unacknowledged state crime throughout – and after – the conflict in 

the north of Ireland. 

In addition to situating my creative practice within these contexts, I have also 

been very aware of the ‘auto-ethnographic’ dimension to this project, and my personal 

journey to becoming an activist filmmaker. I have come to regard this process as 

integral rather than simply coincidental to my practice-based methodology, and also 

integral to my relationship with victims and survivors, which has developed 

organically from my own personal experiences of state killings and repression. 

Another related component of this work was charting the influences in documentary 

film culture and on my creative decisions and preferences through exploring the work 

of filmmakers such as Arthur McCaig and Roger Bolton, positioning my own 

filmmaking on a similar continuum or trajectory to theirs. As outlined in this thesis, 

these documentaries were highly influential for their voice-giving and counter-

hegemonic potential.  

  The critical importance of witness testimony as a major component of my 

approach to shaping documentary narratives also forms an important part of my 

practice-based methodology, alongside the revisiting and unearthing of historical 

archives in strengthening the veracity of the independent film, noting that these 

devices were central to the driving force behind the growing genre of post-conflict 

documentaries dedicated to re-animating the past within new political frameworks. 
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Crucially from my creative and critical perspective, Unquiet Graves, (in a similar way 

to Massacre at Ballymurphy, and No Stone Unturned) places the empowering voice of 

victims at centre stage, as compelling advocates for social and political change in a 

climate of institutional obfuscation, where the role of socially committed 

documentary can fill a void left by political stagnation. The release of these films has 

come in the aftermath of the collapse of the Stormont institutions following the 

resignation of Martin McGuinness in January 2017,191 offering families a voice 

during a period of unprecedented political discord. The central thread that runs 

through all of these productions is the demand for historical redress. Bill Nichols in 

advocating the importance of these forms of independent documentary film 

comments:  

In a time when the major media recycle the same stories on the same subjects 

over and over, when they risk little in formal innovation, when they remain 

beholden to powerful sponsors with their own political agendas and restrictive 

demands, it is the independent documentary film that has brought a fresh eye 

to the events of the world and told stories with verve and imagination, that 

broaden limited horizons and awaken new possibilities.192 

In an international context the project has also explored the role of filmmakers in 

Cambodia, Indonesia and Chile who have also been effective in representing the 

inaccessible traumas of the past. S21, The Act of Killing and Nostalgia for the Light 

are important documentaries that lay bear the fractured relationship between past and 

present within post-conflict societies. In S21, Rithy Panh asks: what is the future of a 

country that has stopped telling the story of its past? Deirdre Boyle suggests that ‘by 
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reviving memory of this traumatic period, [Panh] makes the past present to engage 

public conscience about the evil done in the name of the state’.193 In The Act of 

Killing, Joshua Oppenheimer explores the consequences of impunity by reliving the 

past within the present. This, via the unconventional crafting of fictional re-

enactments with the personal testimonies of perpetrators, invites the audience to move 

beyond the fictional to re-experience the trauma of the past. In Nostalgia for the 

Light, Patricio Guzman explores Chile’s institutional failures at dealing with the past 

in order to highlight institutional impunity in redressing historical wrongs within a 

peace process predicated on ‘official forgetting’. As Rosenstone puts it: ‘digging for 

the past is easy, making it mean something is much more difficult’.194 

 While these international representations proved effective case studies for my 

own work, it has also been important to focus on indigenous representations that 

explored the rights and entitlements of victims at a grass roots level. And Then There 

Was Silence and Unheard Voices are two documentaries that worked closely with 

advocacy groups and victims in presenting a number of witness testimonies, which 

offer significant personal accounts from members of both sides of the community. I 

felt it important to note both films as early works within the peace process, and as 

seminal in critically engaging with the social and psychological effects of the conflict. 

While these documentaries do not share the audience reach or distribution and 

broadcast opportunities of other representations listed within this thesis, it is 

important to situate this work within the larger discourse of legacy and truth recovery. 

Hillsborough and No Fire Zone were also notable case studies on the wider impact of 
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documentary as advocacy in countering and redressing state murder, cover-ups and 

media disinformation. These representations were critical in studying the impact of 

activist filmmaking in collaboration with advocacy groups and victims within an 

international context. This impact was studied through the success of both films in 

exerting institutional redress in the case of Hillsborough and the unprecedented 

international response that was galvanized by the of work of No Fire Zone.  

 In conclusion, this research has shown that the dedicated work of activist 

filmmakers within the relevant scholarly discursive contexts, can offer an adequate 

platform in advocating the needs of victims and survivors within post-conflict Ireland. 

In deploying creative documentary practice as the principle means of inquiry, this 

project proposes an alternative understanding to a violent chapter in our history, one 

where the voices of the most marginalised in society are no longer ignored. 
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Dissemination and Impact Statement 

 

The primary feature-length documentary, Unquiet Graves, has been submitted to a 

number of film festivals that are prominent in highlighting issues of social justice. 

These have comprised both human rights film festivals and festivals committed to 

primarily documentary. I have had success in a number of film festivals previously 

and have recently won a Royal Television Society Award for my short film, 

Fractured City (2016). 

 

Examples of some of the festivals that have already screened the film are as 

follows: 

• Galway Film Festival 

• Pull Focus Documentary Film Festival 

• Rome Irish film Festival 

• Sydney Irish Film Festival 

• Melbourne Irish Film Festival 

• Byline Festival, London 

My work has previously been exhibited in academic conferences in both the UK and 

US this year. My earlier documentary Ballymurphy has travelled around the world 

with advocacy groups, where discussions have taken place between audiences and 

victims and survivors around the issues addressed in the film. I have chaired many of 

these discussions myself in the UK, Italy, Canada and the US.  

At the time of writing, Unquiet Graves has now been acquired by Journeyman 

Pictures, an international distributor that specialises in the distribution of 

documentaries to worldwide streaming agencies, such as Amazon, Itunes and Google.  
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I aim to ensure that the creative work produced as part of my thesis will serve 

as an advocacy tool for bereaved victims in their quest for truth and justice. This will 

be coordinated closely with victims groups, such as, The Pat Finucane Centre and 

Relatives for Justice in order for the contributors to claim ownership of their 

narratives. This can hopefully go some way to both contributing to the process of 

conflict transformation and addressing some of the psychological effects suffered 

during the conflict.  

In terms of written aspects of the research project, I will seek publication in a 

number of academic journals dedicated to my own particular exploration. This will 

also be complimented by presenting aspects of my written thesis at appropriate 

academic conferences.  
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Appendix: Unquiet Graves (DVD) 

 

The	Film	Unquiet	Graves	can	be	viewed	on	the	following	link:	
	

https://vimeo.com/275709235	
	

Password:	QUB2019	
 

  

 

 

 


