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Transforming Long Kesh/Maze’– a collaborative social sculpture 
Martin Krenn and Aisling O’Beirn

‘Transforming Long Kesh/Maze’ is a collaborative social sculpture by artists Martin Krenn and Aisling O’Beirn, exploring the future of the Maze/Long Kesh prison site beyond its current state of limbo. The majority of people imprisoned as a result of the conflict in Northern Ireland were held in this former prison, located about 20 minutes from Belfast. Long Kesh/Maze has both a physical presence and conceptual importance. Indecision about its future at government level says much about the political climate of the ‘post-conflict’ society in Northern Ireland. Given this, we are interested in how one can think beyond the site’s legacy and to its future. In considering the former prison as a dispersed presence we reference archaeologist Laura McAtackney’s concept of the ‘distributed self’ from her study ‘An Archaeology of the Troubles’(McAtackney 2014: 244-265). McAtackney also helped us to make contacts to people with firsthand experience of the prison.  
Having made contacts we worked over a period of two years with individuals and groups, such as ex-prisoners, former visitors, ex-prison staff and community museums from across the political spectrum. We specifically developed three principal dialogical methods, namely: restaging (including repairing), reappropriation and retelling. These methods helped us to enter into dialogue with participants on a very personal level. We searched for individual narratives to avoid the reiteration of previously rehearsed and ideologically overdetermined narratives about the prison.
With participants, we worked to photographically restage prison objects (primarily artwork and crafted objects made in the prison but also other artefacts salvaged from the prison), which they made, own, or are ‘caretaking’ for the future. Participants played an active role in image making. Each object was placed in a mobile photo studio and a draft of an accompanying statement, outlining the participant’s personal relationship to the object, was recorded. The naming process was spontaneous as participants were also asked to title and date the respective artefact, for a label made on site with a portable labelling machine. The label was placed within the image frame, before photographing the object. Thus, naming became as integral to the restaging process as the object itself.
The next method, reappropriation, addresses lost objects and images and points to the temporal nature of remaining prison artefacts as well as time limits on firsthand testimony. The artists employed materials and methods traditionally used in making prison art to create new artefacts echoing participant testimonies.
The third method, retelling was based on a two-year collaboration with the 50+ Group of women who meet weekly under the umbrella of Tar Anall, an organisation dedicated to the welfare of republican ex-prisoners and their families. The women were politically active beyond visiting republican prisoners. We photographed their extensive private collections and the group made new objects with us. They employed methods traditionally used for prison art, as a way to testify their experience of visits, thus retelling an ‘other’ story of Long Kesh/Maze from their unique female visitor perspective. These retold objects that they created with us, along with the reappropriated objects we created in response to participant testimonies and the restaged photographs of existing prison artefacts were all publicly exhibited.
The exhibition ‘Dispersed Presence’, encompassing the restaged photograph along with the new objects, took place at PS² Belfast (2018). In the same year, we produced postcards of the photographs and testimonies designed for public venues such as libraries and community centres.  These formed a touring exhibition, which was shown as part of ‘Peace and Beyond Fringe Arts’, an arts event accompanying the British Council organised ‘Peace and Beyond’ conference in Belfast, marking the 20th anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement. They were also exhibited as part of ‘Féile an Phobail’(tr. ‘Festival of the People’), Europe’s largest community festival which is in its 30th year. Each year the festival coincides with the anniversary of ’Internment Without Trial’, a controversial measure introduced by the British Government in 1971 which saw thousands of people interned without charge or trial.  The festival was established in West Belfast in 1988 to celebrate the community, by opening up participation in and engagement with the arts (2018) against a backdrop of ongoing media coverage focusing on the conflict .This project, with its various strands, aims to open up discourse regarding the former prison without dwelling on already known or rehearsed narratives.
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