
ECENTLY on display in 
Lisburn Museum was an 
exhibition entitled Troubles 

Art [it has moved to Enniskillen 
Castle Museum until December – 
ed.]. Each of the works on show 
has something to say about the 
suffering or the loss, violence or 
imprisonment, and much more 
than this, e.g. the resilience and 
humour of ordinary people in the 
midst of turmoil. 

Artist Jack Pakenham is represent-
ed by a painting entitled Your 
Move (right). It’s the first painting 
one encounters and it portrays a 
small group of sinister individuals 
seated around a table on which 
rests a monopoly board of city 
streets. One message that comes 
across here would be the deliber-
ate, cold, calculated planning that 
will lead invariably to indiscrimi-
nate or innocent suffering.  The 
narrative predominates throughout 
the exhibition and Your Move is 
well placed to initially set the tone. 

Funeral of a Victim by Gladys 
Maccabe portrays a very pertinent 
and all too common a subject of the 
time. The unnamed victim represents 
thousands. In her distinctively ‘sketchy’ and assertively 
loose graphic style she accurately records what she and 
all of us who have lived through those years have seen 
all too frequently. 

In A Year in a Black Taxi, Brendan Ellis shows a series 
of twelve monochromatic images documenting his per-
sonal observations of city taxi travellers through the 
course of a year. Lurking behind the ordinary, everyday 
human side I would detect traces of Germanic and 
Northern European angst prevalent in the first half of 
the 20th century and which would have had a certain 
influence on Ellis’s work. 

As a medical illustrator in Belfast during the height of 
The Troubles Helen McIlhenny/Mahood was asked by 
senior medical staff at the time to create the graphic 
image Injuries Caused by Proximity to an Explosion. 
This was commissioned in order for them to teach col-
leagues about the types of injuries they were going to 
have to deal with as the bombing increased during the 
70s. It is a relatively small image but one that shows just 
what terrible injuries were inflicted on innocent people. 

The photographic diptych Maze Demolition by Dona-
van Wylie ‘tells it as it is’, or at least on first viewing. 
The desolate subject matter, the rubble, the barbed 
wire, and then we are confronted with that apparently 
impregnable wall. Does this tell us more about our so-
ciety both then and now? All these paintings in the ex-
hibition are open to interpretation. As viewers we make 
our own personal responses.  Each asks for time, con-
sideration and contemplation, and maybe Wylie’s pho-
tographs require as much and possibly more. 

More akin to a visual diary Geordie Morrow shows a 
modest watercolour entitled Compound Cleaning. 
Painted with sensitivity and honest clarity it shows 
something of the humdrum, day-to-day chores of 
prison life which he experienced as a prisoner himself 
in Long Kesh during the 1970s. 

A painting to which I returned again and again was Pat 
Coogan’s 6.10pm. It is a work that reveals a highly 
developed sense of composition and structure. In it we 
are faced with the stark derelict frontage of a terraced 
house. A quiet, ominous presence prevails.            –—>  
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Your Move (1976). Jack Pakenham. BELUM.U2018.14. Ethel Pakenham Bequest © Jack Pakenham R.U.A.
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Nothing’s happening, no one’s about. Then one begins to 
notice, for example, a girl, running, fleeing almost out of 
the picture, away to the right-hand side. Another figure 
appears, closer to the viewer, lurking, virtually hidden 
behind a side wall. High above him on the house wall 
one can just about detect the name of the road, Hope 
Street.  

Coogan’s handling of paint over big surfaces is second to 
none along with his ability to focus in on some seemingly 
discarded street debris. Amazingly this is in complete 
harmony in a compositional sense with the overall geo-
metric format of this quite substantial painting.  More 
than the other works on show I felt that the narrative in 
this case is left largely to the viewer.  It is a ‘clean’ paint-
ing with no ‘untidy’ distractions which accentuates the 
hidden tensions, somewhat reminiscent of the great 
American Surrealist artist Edward Hopper.   

As I turned a corner I was immediately confronted with a 
visually powerful, heavily textured, dark surface that 
provided the background, or more accurately, the 
‘ground’ for an arc of stripes of intense colour that 
sweeps across the painting. In Joe McWilliams’s Ren-
dezvous with a Rainbow the impact of formal abstrac-
tion is what makes this painting a showpiece. The stripes 
of colour of course represent the rainbow and gradually 
one reads into the narrative of the picture to discover 
that the shadow cast of an open car door in turn opens 
up the suggestion of sinister goings-on in a side street. 
For me this work stands out in the whole exhibition as 
the one in which the abstract language narrowly out-
weighs any inherent narrative while in the same instance 
it speaks directly of its time. 

The exhibition as a whole reflects strong personalities, 
influential in the Northern Irish art scene of the 70’s and 
80s. However, it lacks the impact of a three- 
dimensional inclusion, but breadth and depth within the 
two-dimensional field is well catered for. 

Artist and photographic printmaker Victor Sloan is rep-
resented by a rather menacing but intriguing screen print 
appropriately entitled Wheel of Death, while perfor-
mance artist Alistair Maclennon and and printmaker An-
thony Davies show drawing and etching respectively. 
 Maclennon’s Victim emits a certain vitality in this strongly 
aggressive pastel drawing. Aggressive vitality is equally 
evident in Davies’ competent and controlled print. 

I couldn’t leave the exhibition without another look at 
Rita Duffy’s painting The Security Barrier (opposite). ‘All 
human life is there’ comes to mind as she embraces the 
whole gamut of society in her crowded Belfast city street. 
This work probably emphasises more than any the stoic 
resilience and humour of Northern Irish people. This is a 
painting whose rich ‘tapestry’ entertains wherever we 
look. Even the city pigeon has its place!                                q                                                         

Troubles Art is a touring exhibition that forms part of the 
Making the Future project, supported by the European 
Union’s Peace IV Programme. From July-December the 
exhibition is in the Enniskillen Castle Museum.                   u
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The Security Barrier (1983). Rita Duffy. BELUM.U2012.3.396. 
© By courtesy of the artist

HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND 

MEETINGS 

July: Sunday 7th, Summer BBQ, The Royal St 
George Yacht Club, Dun Laoghaire, from 14.30 
AS THIS EVENT IS SUBSIDISED BY THE HAI, IT IS 
SOLELY FOR MEMBERS AND THEIR GUESTS. 

Price: 
€15 for members 
€20 for non-members (must be accompanied a 
member). Max one guest per member.  
Concessions for children and vegetarians: €8 
  
August: There will be no national events in August 
  
September: Saturday & Sunday, 7th & 8th 
All-Ireland Humanist Summer School in at the 
Bridge House Hotel, Tullamore, Co. Offaly 
This is a two-day theme-based event with guest 
speakers, discussions and plenty of socialising 
and entertainment. This year’s theme is  
HUMANISM AND THE NEW IRELAND (see p5). 

October: Sunday 6th: Travelling Sunday Meeting 
in Waterford city – Further details to follow 
November: Sunday 3rd: Sunday Seminar in Dublin 
– Further details to follow 

December: Sunday 8th The traditional Christmas 
social gathering – Further details to follow


