
                                            
                                      
                                          

 

 



                                            
                                      
                                          

 

IBIS-Ulster Museum Conference 

Art of the Troubles: Culture, Conflict and Commemoration 
Friday 6 June 2014 

Ulster Museum, Belfast 
 

RSVP: ibis@ucd.ie 
 

Follow the conversation: 
#ArtOfTroubles 

 
This conference explores the role of art and artistic interventions in reshaping social 
relations in Northern Ireland. Conflict and division within Northern Ireland has often 
been seen to relate to differing modes of belonging: Clashes occur at many levels, 
from the level of elite political leadership to everyday interactions surrounding 
visions of legitimacy and constitutional rights, perceptions of historic grievance and 
images of what constitutes communal allegiance. The recent talks process (chaired 
by the American diplomat, Dr Richard Haass) aimed at devising a policy framework 
for moving beyond these clashes ended in relative failure.  
 
Haass proposed that a new ‘civic vision’ should take the place of these divergent 
perceptions and the conference takes as its point of departure the role that art plays 
in troubling received imageries, undercutting political tendencies towards 
polarisation, and providing a fresh lens through which to envisage change. In this 
way, the conference takes as its inspiration, and starting point, the Ulster Museum’s 
Art of the Troubles exhibition, which developed in conjunction with Wolverhampton 
Art Gallery, which provides a broad representation of artists’ responses to, and 
reflections on, the Troubles. Art of the Troubles comprises 60 works, from 48 different 
artists, including paintings, drawings, photographs, videos and sculpture. 
Encompassing a range of themes universal to conflict - such as suffering and loss, 
violence and destruction, imprisonment, sectarianism, traditions, territory, and life in 
the midst of turmoil – the conflict is responded to through a plethora of mediums and 
approaches.  
 
In response to the overarching consideration of the role art plays in responding to, 
address and countering conflict, the conference will address the following questions: 
How do visual objects shape the perception of division? How do (or even can) they 
work to reshape perceptions in ways that represent (or undercut) inclusivity and 
consensus? How do visual symbols work to reveal forms of belonging and sharing 
that remain obscured and hidden by more mainstream ethnonational imagery? What 
is the role of popular visual culture in fostering plurality, peace and stability? What 
interventions are necessary to promote change and transition in the post-Haass era? 
How do visual arts work to dismember reified memories and reconfigure alternative 
futures? What lessons can be drawn from other post-conflict and deeply divided 
societies in promoting reconciliation through visual art? 
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DRAFT CONFERENCE PROGRAMME 
 
9.00am   Registration 
 
9.30am Welcome Address: Kim Mawhinney (Ulster 

Museum) 
 
9.45am   Session 1: 

Culture: community and art during and after the 
Troubles 

Exploring the art of the Troubles is not only important as a means of accessing the 
many facets and nuances of the conflict as mediated through a cultural lens but it 
also highlights the roles artists have played in dissecting ‘community’ as a concept. 
Their engagements have led to a destablisation of the presentation of two bounded 
and oppositional communities and have allowed critiquing of the almost universal 
acceptance of the ‘two community thesis’. Through exploring the everyday realities 
of living through the Troubles, artists have challenged our conceptions of 
‘community’ by revealing similarities of experiences at the most base levels of fear, 
hurt, sadness, anger and even hope. This session will explore the concept of 
‘community’ and its relationship to culture in Northern Ireland during the Troubles 
through the insights and provocations of a variety of artists and commentators. 
 
Chair: Maggie Taggart 
 
Panel: Anne Devlin, Colin Graham, Tim Loane, Malachi O’Doherty 
 

11.15am   Tea/Coffee  
 
11.45am   Session 2: Conflict: reimaging clashes and division  

Central to any exploration of the Troubles is the need to consider the roles, forms and 
impacts of conflict. Broadly conceived representations of conflict during the Troubles 
have often taken the form of violence that has resulted in destruction, injury and 
even death. However, conflict is present in all societies and is key to invigorating 
debates about the functioning of society and in provoking and facilitating change. 
Artists active during, and in response to, the Troubles often used the concept of 
conflict as a means of exploring and exposing the basis and forms of division and 
difference but also in revealing the futility of violent conflict. This panel will explore 
how conflict has been conceived, reimaged and creatively engaged with by artists 
during the Troubles as a process, initiator of change as well as a destructive 
phenomenon. 
 
Chair: Suzanne Lyle 
 



                                            
                                      
                                          

 

Panel: Garrett Carr, Neil Jarman, John Killen, James McAleavey, Nuala McKeever 
 

 
1.15pm   Lunch Break : 

There will be a guided tour of the ‘Art of the Troubles’ 
exhibition during the lunch break 

 
 

2.30pm Session 3: Commemoration: the role of 

remembering and forgetting 

 

As we have entered a so-called ‘Decade of Commemoration’, when we cast our 
minds back to formative events of 100 years ago, it is appropriate to examine how 
the more recent conflict of the Troubles is being remembered (and forgotten) in the 
present. Whilst politicians belatedly attempt to agree on how we best ‘deal with the 
past’ the processes of commemoration and memorialisation of the Troubles has 
already been engaged with as an established phenomenon. This is particularly true of 
those communities most impacted by the Troubles. In the spirit of Haass’s 
recommendation for a ‘civic vision’ to replace existing divisions this final panel of the 
day questions what is the role or art and artists in dealing with this most 
controversial, communal (and personal) of issues? 
 
Chair: Mark Phelan 
 
Panel: Daniel Jewesbury, Paula McFetridge, Roisin McGlone, Cahal McLaughlin, 
Glenn Patterson 
 
4.00pm   Conference Close 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

IBIS would like to thank Dr Stefanie Lehner, Dr Laura McAtackney and Dr Cillian 
McGrattan for their assistance in organising this conference. 

IBIS also wishes to acknowledge Mr Ronan Kennedy and Ms Benedetta Tommasi 
 

IBIS Wishes to Acknowledge Funding from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

 

 


