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The shape of mourning (2022). Hand formed bio-plastic, 30 x 30 x 3 cm.

For those who are no-one’s exhalation (2022). Acrylic on Fabriano paper. Triptych, 150 cm x 360 cm.Elegies for the dead: Letting Go (2022). Engraved text on polished granite, 70 x 40 cm.Study: Air held by air (2021). Acrylic on paper, 20 x 30 cm.

Counting the dead in 3’s (2020). Charcoal and engraving on paper, 40 x 30 cm.

From: Aviary of unfinished songs (2021/22). Fibreglass tissue, Dimensions variable.

Time: a structure of nothingness (2022). Mixed media, 40 x 40 x 5 cm.

Model: The Museum of Present Absence (detail) (2021). Copper, wood, moss, wax, acrylic, 18 x 30 x 30 cm.
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Art School at all – her established and widely 
recognized body of artistic work speaks for 
itself. What she was looking for was a place to 
develop concepts, ideas, and conversations 
that could inform her artistic practice. “Ah,” I 
thought. “Now we’re getting somewhere”. 

In our early conversations about memory, 
time, and the Troubles, I kept trying to force 
Gail into an entirely reductive framework 
of conventional PhD research. “What’s your 
argument!” I kept shouting. “What’s your 
structure? Where is this going?”. I’m not sure 
how Gail remained so patient and engaged 
as I exhausted myself with this stupidity. At 
one point, I grabbed some coloured pens and 
tried to map out my points with a sequential 
arrangement of arrows and boxes. In a 
gracious effort to connect with my hyper-
rational drive for order, Gail brought out one 
of her beautiful sketchbooks to explain what 
she meant by commemoration. I watched as 
she flipped through stunning figurations of 
trees, statues, and cement blocks, and then 
talked me through her abstract formulations 
of time, ghosts, and memory. She did not do 
this out of hubris: she did this to establish a 
connection, to point out shared trajectories 
and to open up the terrain of enquiry. That 
was the precise moment things changed for 
me. I had to confront the profound limitations 
of the PhD as a vehicle for creative work, and 
I had to acknowledge my own shortcomings 
as a PhD supervisor (which meant no more 
shouting about linear arguments and thesis 
statements). In short, I had to trust Gail’s 
desire to think otherwise about memorializing 
the Troubles. 

We agreed to pursue a creative-practice 
PhD which allowed much more room for 
experimentation, speculation, and creativity. 
Our comrades in the Humanities were very 
familiar with these kind of projects – creative-
practice PhD students had written original 
plays, novels, films, and musical pieces as part 
of their doctoral research. However, in the 
Social Sciences generally, and in the discipline 
of International Relations more specifically, 
creative research outputs are uncommon, to 
say the least. If they are offered at all, they 
are considered extraneous or somehow 
subordinate to ‘real’ research insights gleaned 
from familiar academic research (e.g. archive 
work, interviews, surveys, regression analysis). 
Creative endeavours might be something 
you pursue in your spare time but all they can 

ever do is help illustrate a more important 
and substantial point in the ‘real’ world. Gail 
and I were – and remain – fully committed 
to contesting this position. Pluralizing the 
field means constantly pushing back against 
dominant understandings of what ‘counts’ 
as knowledge about the global issues (and 
calling out the gatekeepers who protect 
that knowledge); being open to the diverse 
methods through which we make and express 
knowledge claims; and forcing ourselves to 
articulate the political and ethical stakes in 
our research. With that context in mind, Gail 
wanted to directly answer a specific call from 
critical scholars in International Relations who 
claim that we need to do more than simply 
offer textual interpretations of visual and 
artistic work that reflects on global issues: 
we need to make things ourselves as well as 
critique things that have already been made 
by others. 

It quickly became clear that Gail was entirely 
at home in this milieu of making, trying, 
failing, re-making, adapting, discarding. She 
figured out how to productively circulate 
between her desk and studio – between 
writing and making – even when Covid-19 
meant that all writing and making occurred at 
home. No matter how abstract her concepts 
and designs became, Gail always had very 
clear ideas about what was working and what 
was not. While I always felt sad when one 
of her design ideas ended up on the studio 
floor, I never second guessed her judgement. 
There was a real agility to her creative practice 
that enabled her to figure it out as she went 
along. There was no boring ‘applicationism’ 
in which the work relied on an arbitrary 
cleavage between theory and practice and 
proceeded in a reductive linear sequence (i.e. 
learn a particular theory or concept and then 
apply it through artistic practice). At every 
stage of the research, Gail’s experimental 
ethos kept multiple concepts and materials 
in play as the project circulated, mutated, 
and expanded. Some of her speculations 
crashed into each other, some escaped, some 
collapsed, and some metamorphosed into 
new configurations. We started out thinking 
there would be monumental buildings and 
cavernous rooms: we ended up with delicate 
bubbles and ephemeral birds.

For someone who grew up during the 
Troubles, Gail was not at all persuaded by its 
common narratives. She always approached 

What is the shape of mourning? Is it a 
monument to stand in front of in sombre 
reflection, or is it the accumulation of 
memories that have become concretised in 
our heads? How should we commemorate 
the dead of the Troubles in ways that 
acknowledge the existence of multiple 
realities and accommodate the different 
versions of history that account for that period 
of time? 

To work through (but not conclusively 
answer these questions) this exhibition, 
The Im/material Monument, considers 
commemoration as a process that is both 
subject to change and highly subjective. 
By incorporating sculpture and drawing, 
and by using a range of different media 
and techniques, Belfast-based artist Gail 
Ritchie speculates on the diverse forms that 
a memorial for the Troubles could take, but 
does not suggest a final form that it should 
take. Rather, Ritchie enfolds the Troubles into 
wider global concerns to suggest that, just 
as we are never out of trouble (ecological, 
financial, and personal), any memorial for the 
Troubles should not be fixed and unchanging.

Ritchie’s work has been exhibited widely, 
locally and internationally, from New York to 
Beijing. She has received awards from the 

Arts Council of Northern Ireland, the British 
Council, and Culture Ireland. Ritchie received 
funding from the Northern Bridge Doctoral 
Training Programme to undertake a PhD at 
Queen's University Belfast to develop and 
deepen her research into memory, memorials, 
and conflict. She is currently based at QSS 
Studios and Gallery, Belfast.

With thanks to the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council; Northern Bridge Doctoral 
Training Partnership; the School of History, 
Anthropology, Philosophy and Politics, 
Queen’s University Belfast; the William James 
McHenry Award; Turner Framing; Cunningham 
Stone; and QSS Studios and Gallery.

REFLECTING ON THE IM/MATERIAL 
MONUMENT
Debbie Lisle

When Gail knocked on my office door in 2017, 
I thought she must have the wrong room, 
or indeed, the wrong university. I patiently 
explained that Queen’s University Belfast did 
not have an Art School (a fact that saddens 
me every day – all universities should have art 
students with insane haircuts running around 
producing outlandish things). What I came 
to learn was that Gail was not looking for an 

our ‘contested history’ from an unconventional 
angle – atmosphere rather than marked 
territory, sensation rather than fixed identity, 
transversal struggle rather than local 
antagonism. I loved her stories about growing 
up ‘in this wee place’ and her keen attention 
to the hidden experiences that do not show 
up in grand pageantries, official monuments, 
or ritual commemorations. Gail is perfectly 
capable of deconstructing these well-worn 
markers, but she is more interested in what 
else is going on. It is not just subversion that 
exerts itself in the alleyways, on the sidelines 
and behind the stage: it is also surprise, 
irreverence, and quiet contemplation. 
Certainly, Gail and I (and many others) 
share a deep sense of boredom with the 
conventional narratives of the Troubles. But 
while I remain frustrated and a bit sulky by our 
lack of transformation, Gail is busy stretching, 
fracturing, and repurposing these received 
truths one experiment at a time.

The chosen artworks that made their way into 
this exhibition materialize some of the central 
tensions explored in Gail’s written PhD. The 
heaviness of memory is absolutely familiar in 
the granite tombstones, but it is skewered by 
the unexpected engravings about air, time, 
and ashes. This ephemerality is amplified 
by the triptych of bubbles blown on paper 
and the airship that drifts aimlessly over 
Northern Ireland. Weight and weightlessness 
find a somewhat different expression in the 
fragility of the fibreglass birds whose lines 
of flight are cut short by their placement 
in a sombre black cabinet. Just when you 
think you have understood some simplistic 
metaphor about being caged, it is undercut 
by the polyvocality of the white feathers 
below: peace, cowardice, mourning, betrayal, 
softness. Here, Gail is doing what she does 
best: overturning obvious stories of memory 
in favour of something stranger, something 
unexpected. This disorientation is central to 
the two architectural models proposed by 
Gail – one where ghosts can come and go, 
and another where the laws of physics are 
refracted and reconfigured. These imagined 
constructions feel like they should not work 
– they are simultaneously overwhelming and 
unfinished. But that uncertainty is precisely the 
point. Who wants a contemporary memorial 
that trammels you into passive reverence and 
obedient piety? I like these constructions 
because they give me, as a viewer, room to 
manoeuvre. I have certainly paused in front 

of one of Gail’s works and felt the familiar 
pull of mourning, but I have also been taken 
out of this expected disposition by feelings 
of amusement, disaffection, curiosity, and 
discomfort. That open terrain of uncertain 
engagement is amplified by the sense of 
freedom that drives Gail’s work, particularly in 
its multi-sensory invitation.

The objects and images displayed in this 
exhibition invite a considered form of looking, 
but our visual contemplation is repeatedly 
disturbed by the desire to listen, sense, and 
touch. This enticement is clearest, for me, in 
the hand-formed bio plastic wreath. I can see 
how it subverts the conventional visualities 
of mourning, but I can also feel the manual 
formation of each petal – its warmth, softness, 
and malleability. In that sense, my whole body 
is involved in the encounter with the wreath. 

I am not surprised by Gail’s conclusions – it 
is impossible to construct a memorial to the 
Troubles that subverts reductive narratives 
of Nationalist vs. Loyalist, acknowledges 
uneven and heterogeneous forms of violence 
(including that which was hidden), and 
remains radically open to new interpretations. 
This last point is crucial: there will certainly be 
future memorials to the Troubles, but these 
will most likely reproduce conventional forms 
that demand reverence, define victimhood in 
absolute terms, and recycle one of the many 
empty gestures of ‘never again’. By entering 
this conversation through an experimental 
mode of creative practice, Gail’s PhD project 
– both the written text and the artistic objects 
– gives us a new set of coordinates through 
which we can contemplate our troubled past. 
In this unexpected landscape of thinking 
and making, Gail gives us the opportunity to 
imagine ‘this wee place’ otherwise.   

Debbie Lisle is a Professor of International 
Relations in the School of History, Anthropology, 
Philosophy and Politics at Queen’s University 
Belfast. She has published work on the 
intersections of tourism and war, and cultural 
representations of international affairs. Her 
current research explores the intersections of 
materiality, technology, security, and borders, 
with a particular focus on how failure is 
mobilised in the global register.
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Elegies for the dead: Bleeding Through (detail with wooden gnomon). Engraved text on polished granite, 80 x 90 cm

From: Aviary of unfinished songs (2020). Repaired ceramic ornament, 5 x 7 x 9 cm.

For those who are no-one’s exhalation (2022). Acrylic on Fabriano paper. Triptych, 150 cm x 360 cm.


