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Transforming Long Kesh/Maze is a social sculpture that explores the future of the former Long Kesh/Maze prison, located on the outskirts of Belfast in Northern Ireland, whose legacy makes it a site of contentious cultural heritage. Our project asks how perceptions of the prison might be transformed, with a view to positively engaging with the knotty realities of its past. This task becomes all the more pertinent and pressing giving the ongoing, ironic backdrop of potentially seismic political change, coupled with stultifying stagnation.
During the course of the project’s development, the British electorate voted for Brexit, Britain’s exit from the European Union, in June 2016. In January 2017, the Northern Ireland Executive collapsed. Northern Ireland now holds the longest record of a jurisdiction with no government. Britain is set to leave the European Union, on 29 March 2019, even though a majority in both Northern Ireland and Scotland voted to remain in the European Union. Britain leaving the EU means that the border between the Irish Republic and Northern Ireland is now set to become a land frontier between Britain and the European Union. This border arose out of the partition of Ireland in 1921, the very source of the current / recent conflict, and has since gone from being militarised to all but invisible and frictionless since the Good Friday Agreement of 1998.  
At the time of writing, huge uncertainty surrounds negotiations regarding Brexit and whether a deal between Britain and the EU will make it through the UK parliament. A major stumbling block persists of how to retain a frictionless and invisible border on the island of Ireland, should Britain diverge from regulatory alignment with the EU. Failure to maintain a frictionless border carries with it the potential to undermine the Good Friday Agreement and to potentially destabilise the relative peace that now exists. A ‘backstop’ in any final Brexit deal is supposed to guarantee against the possibility of a hard border if no other solutions are found. This throws into sharp and urgent focus the constitutional conundrum regarding Northern Ireland where practical, legislative, and economic concerns become as pertinent, if not more so, than traditional historical or ideological positions.
Given this context, it is possible to see how any ramifications from Brexit might be felt more profoundly on the island of Ireland than anywhere else. Twenty years on from the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, which heralded the early release of prisoners and the ultimate closure of the prison in 2000, it is clear that the tensions around Anglo-Irish relations, which resulted in so many people being imprisoned, are still unresolved and manifest. It is no surprise that there is such difficulty in deciding the future of this contested site or in addressing its difficult and traumatic legacy.
The prison of Long Kesh/Maze is famed for housing most of those imprisoned as a result of the recent conflict in Northern Ireland - both Republican and Loyalist. Its narratives are known: its complex history, which is still very much within living memory, and its thorny legacy have been well documented.  David Beresford’s 10 Men Dead (1987) gives an account of the 1981 Hunger Strike and preceeding events, by structuring his contextual commentary around the first hand ‘comms’ produced by prisoners and others. ‘Comms’ were secret communications written by prisoners to each other and the outside world, on cigarette papers and secreted in the body until passed onto the intended recipient.  Laura McAtackney’s more recent publication, An Archaeology of the Troubles (2014), provides in-depth analysis of the material culture of the prison from an archaeological perspective. Her work highlights the importance of the relationship between artefact and first hand testimony. Unsurprisingly, given this is such recent history, no political agreement has yet been reached regarding the site’s future. Plans for a sports stadium and peace centre were shelved in 2013 against a backdrop of political tension. Indecision about the complex’s future at governmental level is revealing in terms of the political climate of ‘post ceasefire’ society in Northern Ireland. Now partially demolished, with only some indicative structures remaining, the closed and inaccessible site articulates much about the relationship between the spectres of the conflict’s legacy and the current state of political stagnation. This former prison site, therefore, has both a physical presence and a conceptual importance, despite its inaccessibility to the general public. 
During our three-year project we were to find that the prison’s political tangibility lies not so much in the abandoned site or its architectural shell, but more in its dissipated manifestations, which are to be found well beyond the prison gates, since its artefacts are largely dispersed in a range of public and private collections. In the course of an intense year of initial research, we took a lead from archaeologist Laura McAtackney’s work on the material culture of the prison, most especially her concept of the “distributed self”(2014, 244-265)  In our conversations with Laura McAtackney we found similarities between her practice as an archaeologist and our own practice as artists. In projects such as City Views (2003 - 2008, M. Krenn), Urban Myths (2002, A. O’Beirn) and EUCC, (2003, M. Krenn, O.Ressler) we paid close attention to the vital role that first-hand testimonies about places or objects play in better understanding contested and ideologically loaded topics.
Based on our methods and experiences as artists, and inspired by the conversations with Laura McAtackney about her research practice we considered the prison as a ‘dispersed presence’ rather than a mere architectural entity. Enduring prison material ranges from chunks of prison infrastructure to contraband communication devices and a huge range of prison art. Many of the artefacts in question have not been seen publicly before. We recognised their potential to offer unrehearsed accounts of this politically charged site. Cognisant of this we developed our artistic approach, asking: Can the very obstacle of the site’s inaccessibility present a means to address future possibilities by engaging with its vernacular and lesser-known narratives?
Bearing this question in mind we contacted people from across the political spectrum, many via McAtackney’s connections, aiming to work with interested individuals and communities who had first-hand experience of the prison. Participants who took up this invitation include ex-prisoners (both republican and loyalist), former visitors, community museums, prison staff, and a former member of the independent Board of Visitors. Their commitment to work with us on this project showed us that the site’s inaccessibility is symptomatic of the hurdles that exist for a “post-conflict” society in dealing with difficult legacy issues. As the prison went from a state of occupancy to dereliction, its former inmates, staff, and visitors dispersed – for the main part back into their respective communities – taking with them artefacts from the prison along with their attendant testimonies. Inside the prison walls, the site was partially cleared, with some elements retained. On the outside, community museums developed and grew, acting as collectors, custodians, and curators, and to this day a generation of private individuals continue to safeguard objects and memories (McAtackney,2014, 244-265). As she notes, many such individuals, with their personal memories, are not always foregrounded in familiar prison narratives or the evolving canon.  Nonetheless, they are very much present. Time plays its role in the processing of such memories, revealing context as historical facts emerge. 
As time passes there is the attendant risk that some memories and contexts may be lost forever. Many people across the political spectrum told us that some ex-prisoners and former staff face significant health issues, whilst both republicans and loyalists reflected on the decreased life expectancy of the ex-prisoner population. This emphasised the importance of developing an artistic methodology to engage in dialogue with the people who had first-hand experience of the prison. 
These sensitivities and urgencies necessitated ways of working that avoided the simplification or sentimentalisation of such an ideologically loaded context. The artefacts varied from hand-made crafts and artwork by prisoners, which were often gifted to people on the outside, to pieces of prison infrastructure salvaged from the closed site by those who identified their future historical significance as objects with the potential to testify. To this end, and in light of our dialogue with McAtackney regarding navigating this ever shifting but stagnating political context, we developed three primary methods to responsively explore the prison’s lesser-known narratives using artefacts and objects as catalysts for a dialogical process. The methods, re-staging (whilst occasionally repairing), re-appropriation and re-telling stemmed from the participants’ personal relationships with these objects - either as makers, owners, or caretakers and allowed testimonies to evolve from artefacts that were preserved, lost, or even imagined (-> dialogical photography). 	Comment by Hamm, Marion: Fyi: Julie dawson, writing about the Medias synagogue, speaks of a “reflective nostalghia, as opposed to a “restorative nostalgia”. The first is productive, adapting to the present, making use of things and transforming them. The second is destructive, attempting a transhistorical reconstruction of the lost home. Interesting looking forward to reading her texts
These dialogical processes explore the potential of lesser-known prison narratives, as articulated in the participants’ statements. The participants generously and openly engaged with us over a two-year period, against a background of ongoing political stagnation. 
The exhibition Dispersed Presence (PS2 Gallery, Belfast, 2018) presented a set of photographic prints of the artefacts along with the original, new objects and an accompanying booklet of testimonies. A touring exhibition took the form of a set of postcards and was shown in Peace and Beyond Fringe as well as Féile an Phobal and can be shown in public venues such as libraries and community centres. The artistic process and its outcomes are documented in the book ‘Restaging the Object: A Participatory Exploration of Long Kesh/Maze Prison’ (O’Beirn/ Krenn, 2019).  As a result of this process, we believe that a multi-perspective discussion - based on human experiences, rather than reiterations of established narratives - to productively address the site’s difficult past and uncertain future. The ultimate aim of Transforming Long Kesh/Maze is to add to to a transformative discourse that will contribute to the ongoing peace process in Northern Irish post-conflict society.
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