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The 1798 Rebellion pitched rebels, led by the Wdniteésshmen, against the
Irish/British authorities. Although, the Rebellidailed and was followed by the 1801 Act of
Union, its remembrance became highly politicizedffellent interpretations divide indeed
Nationalists and Unionists, and contributed to Huinental barriers. Nevertheless, the
bicentenary of the Rebellion coincided with thensig of the Good Friday Agreement, a
major step in the Peace Process in Northern Irelarte challenge was then, in a context of
political reconciliation process, to commemorateaaflict which had been very divisive.

The comparison of commemorative exhibitions heldational museums in Dublin
and Belfast first focuses on the artefacts, thaienpretations, their uses and their displays in
order to highlight the various ways of reconciliogposite narratives. Then, the analysis
intends to consider the whole memorialization psscén order to do so, it makes clear how
the museums acted as a bridge both between therediff agents of memorialization
(curators, politicians, European Union civil serian.etc.) and between the different publics
visiting the displays.

Plenty of works about Northern Ireland have beedichted to the Northern Irish
conflict and its resolution. Until the 1990s, madtthe studies focused on the community
building process — above all the Unionists andNh&onalists. Since then, due to the political
context of Peace Process, scholars — above aligablscientists — have been more and more
interested in the process of reconciliation. Onmaattision common to the different fields of
analysis has been the political uses of the past. €&ample of the close connection between
the uses of the past and the political context w\laes increase of the number of
commemorations in the 1990s — sort of memory boemboth in Ireland and Northern
Ireland. These commemorations notably help sosiebecome to term with painful and
divisive events to which belonged the 1798 Rebellio

This protest, which last less than six mofthsystallized opposition between the

United Irishmef and the Irish/British authorities. Although therispng failed and was

! For a definition of the memory boom and its diéfer social aspects, see, Winter, J., (2006), “Noteshe
Memory Boom: War, Remembrance and the Uses of #st"Fn Bell, D., ed.Memory, Trauma and World
Politics. Refelections on the Relationship betwieast and PresenPalgrave Macmillan, New York, pp. 54-73.
2 The 1798 Rebellion broke out in May and ended withbattle of Ballinamuck on 8 September in whticé
French Troops sent as back-up to the rebels wéeatdel.



followed by the 1801 Act of Unidnthis event and its remembrance are highly siggifi in

the study of the changing representations of tls¢ ipareland and Northern Ireland. Because
of the links — military or not — forged between tHaited Irishmen, the French Troops, the
British army and other brotherhoods such as the@&®rdet, the Rebellion was largely and
differently interpreted within various collectiveemories and remained a burning issue,
especially between Nationalist/Republican and Uisidioyalisf. On the one hand, the fact
that the United Irishmen were represented — witR@publican circles — as the first Irish
Republicans and, on the other hand, the fact tieaOrange Order was one of the bases of the
Unionist tradition which defined the Rebellion asassacre of Protestant civilians, made any
representation of the event a bone of contention.

In 1998, the very divisive 1798 Rebellion was coenmorated in a political context of
reconciliation. The bicentenary took place in tlmntext of theGood Friday Agreement
which was a major step in the Peace Prdce¥¢hat | am studying is a process of
memorialization in a political context of reconation both between Loyalists and
Republicans, and between Irish and Northern Irighaities with the contribution of British
and European Union civil servants. Among variousicemorative events, two exhibitions
were almost simultaneously held at the Ulster MuséBelfast) and at the National Museum
of Ireland (Dublin§. The purpose of this work is not only to study #xibitions narratives
about the Rebellion in a context of political reciiation but also to examine how the
displays contributed to the conciliation of the fribemembrance. The comparison intends to
help to recognize the specificities of each proadsmemorialization and especially the role
played by the institutions in the reconciliatiorogess. Indeed, the national museums were
public institutions under the supervision of thes@mments and therefore contributed to the

establishment of an official past which was a @ligsue in pacifying the relations between

% The Society of the United Irishmen was createBeifast in 1791 and banned in 1794. Initially mpstiade
up of Presbyterians, the original intention wasréform the political system in Ireland, regardledsthe
denomination to obtain full political equality totth Presbyterians and Catholics.

* It unified the Kingdom of Great Britain and thenigidom of Ireland and established the United Kingdifm
Great Britain and Ireland.

® It was founded in 1795, partly to counteract theead of the Defenders and the United Irishmen.tMbits
members belonged to the Established Church ofridela

® Although Nationalists and, above all, Unionist®sld not be considered as a unified group with iadif
visions, the opposite interpretations of the pasame features of identification.

" TheGood Friday Agreemenbr Belfast Agreementvas signed in Belfast on 10 April 1998 by thetiBH and
Irish governments and most of the Northern IrisHitigal parties, with the significant exception tfie
Democratic Unionist Party. The two commemorativhikitions opened at the Ulster Museum (Belfast) tred
National Museum of Ireland (Dublin) respectively ®#\pril and on 23 May.

8 In Belfast (UM), the title wasJp in Arms: The 1798 Rebellion in Ireland. A Biaawary Exhibitionand in
Dublin (NMI), Fellowship of Freedom: The United Irishmen and Rebellion of 1798As one will see below,
Kevin Whelan was, as historical adviser and widtethe exhibition book, a major agent in the praces



communities. In a period in which any official dsy of the Troubles was hardly possible,
exhibitions dealing with older conflicts were vaggapoints to question the restructuration of
the memory wars since the 1960s.

This paper is structured according to one majteringation. To what extent did the
exhibitions contribute to the process of recontdia in Ireland and Northern Ireland?
Largely related to the exhibiting practices, thadsgtis first of all a comparison of the
narratives produced by the display of artefacts #wedproduction of texts. | am wondering
how a much divisive past was displayed in a conbéxtolitical reconciliation, especially by
focusing on the representations of the rebels, wieéims and the enemies. Being a
complicated process, the memorialization of the81R8bellion is to be examined through the
memory producers ; in other words what was the oblkhe museums and their agents in a
transnational and fragmented society in which ttaéeShad to face the challenge of more and
more actors (historians, local clubs and associgfiteachers’ associations, European Union
programmes.etc) ? In addition to the part played by the museumsthe memory
production, studying the role of the institutiomsthe reconciliation process also includes an
analysis of the narratives decoding by the publc d@ahe debates that the exhibitions

generated.

The comparison of two commemorative exhibitions : historical
challenge ?

The simultaneity of the two official commemoratieehibitions of the 1798 Rebellion
was a narrative itself. It was the first time siiee 1921 Partition, and therefore the existence
of two politically distinct parts, that the Rebehi was commonly commemorated in Ireland
and Northern Ireland. Whereas official exhibitiomere organized in the South in 1938 and
1948, nothing occurred in the North. Before gointpidetails, this simple commonality was
an act of reconciliation, certainly between Nortid &outh, but above all between the two
communities in Northern Ireland. The long term clology is the reason why | think
historical works and therefore historians have gniicant role to play in the studies of
reconciliation process. Indeed, the 1998 exhibgiorere (re)action towards a certain past,
that is, the political uses of the 1798 Rebellibne Dublin exhibitionFellowship of Freedom

cannot be understood without taking into accouatlting term nationalist interpretations of



1798. The work done by the historical advisems a direct critical response Eaith and
Fatherland the theoretical model initially promoted by Fath€avanagh in 1870 who
identified the revolt as an act of defense from @®holic peasantry, led by heroic priests,
against the provocation of sectarian tormenforBor instance, the extreme reluctance to
acknowledge sectarian acts of violence during tebeRion was partly a consequence of the
general challenge of previous interpretation. Timemorialization backlash can only be
gauged by long term analysis.

Likewise, the exhibition held at the Ulster MuseimBelfast had to be included in the
long term context of 1798 official oblivion in Nbern Ireland. In order to contribute to the
reconciliation, the exhibition intended to prove thnionists that Protestants were also part of
the Rebellion, not only as counter-revolt actorshimi the Orange Order — as it has been
claimed — but also among the rebels themsé&lveEhe display and the production of
narratives were shaped by this long oblivion anel desire not to bury the past but to

highlight the contribution instead.

Displaying artefacts, a matter of reconciliation ?

Part of the research may be also defined as idistna the sense that | pay much
attention to the display of artefacts. In doingtbe, aim is to question which narratives of the
conflict were produced in the context of politicatonciliation. In order to do so, | follow the
anthropological works made about the use — to lerstood as exchange — of objétts
examine how objects from the past and notably fibf@8 were defined, interpreted and
organized in 1998 in both exhibitions. The compariss supposed to help to analyze the
(re)conciliation of official interpretations on thpast. Moreover, it can allow clarifying how
artefacts were used to soften the divisions. Ia lst approach, artefacts are considered not
only as objects but also — or above all — as presti

Attention is particularly paid to three types ofnagives. The definitions of the actors
— rebels or counter-rebellion forces —brought fuliitesults to understand the reinterpretations
of the United Irishmen, the role of the clergy dhd Orange Order. Within this category, the

definitions of the victims and the relationshipghwiheir perpetrators were a controversial

® Kevin Whelan, historian of the late XIXth centurgland.

19 Kavanagh, P., (18704 Popular history of the Insurrection of 1798ublin.

™ Indeed, most of the founding fathers of the Sgathe United Irishmen were Ulster Presbyterians.

12 Among others, see Thomas, N., (19€)tangled ObjectsExchange, Material Culture and Colonialism in
the Pacific Harvard University Press, Cambridge ; and Appadud., (1986),The Social Life of Things
Commaodities in Cultural Perspectiv&Sambridge University Press, Cambridge.



aspect in 1998. The spatial and social limits ef bvolt were the second types of narrative
and gave clues to how the event was reinterpretdid the context of reconciliation. It is of
some use to analyze the definitions of the teratoiand the use of expressions such as
“nation” or “identity”. Were the United Irishmen gdieted as an “Irish nation” ? What did the
presence of various sections about the US and krBewolutions produce on the general
narratives of the display? Finally, the interpnetas of the purposes of the Rebellion give an
insight on how the exhibitions dealt with the redigs dimensions of the uprising. The
religious identification of the actors and victimas one of the main criteria in the opposition
between unionist and nationalist remembrance 08179

One of the best examples dealing with the definibbvictims and the sectarian issue
was the display of images from the “Massacre ofll&cague”. In June 1798, several
hundreds of prisoners were burned alive in a bar8dullabogue, County Wexford. Given
that the majority of the prisoners were protestarg event was used by Unionists to prove
the sectarian dimension of the revolt and the ateseh any political purpose. The point is
then to compare how the very same images of Saglabd were displayed in both
exhibitions. For instance, the comparison showsttieBelfast exhibition tended to erase any
mention of the perpetratdfs On the other hand, the Dublin exhibition dispthybe very
same image in the section on 1798 remembrancanatalng so, tended to assimilate this act
of violence not to 1798 but to its remembrance. dgenerally, the anthropological approach
allows considering the images as practices relaigtie negotiations of memories. Dealing
with religion, the Belfast exhibition highlightetie presence of Catholics and Protestants in
order to conciliate the communities in a commort.pEse Dublin exhibition, in contrast, sort
of ignored any religious divisions because it airaedhallenging the previous tradition which
stressed the sectarian divisions. This made cleardifferent methods of display used to
conciliate the previous divisive narratives.

By focusing on the use of artefacts, one might emarthe reconciliation of narratives,
but the most challenging question remains relatethé role of the institutions as bridge
between various actors of the memorialization pecd@he museums helped also to break

mental barriers by putting into contact distinctl @ven opposite actors.

The museum, a bridge in the process of reconciliation

13 In the published exhibition book, not even onedvaras dedicated to those responsible for the massaa
four hundred word caption, Maguire, W.A., (1998) in Arms : The 1798 Rebellion in Ireland. A Bitsrary
Exhibition, exhibition book, Ulster Museum, Belfast, p. 218.



Although the purposes of the exhibitions were d¢jear challenge of the previous
divisive 1798 memories, the role of the museumth@whole process of reconciliation was
somehow more arduous to analyze. Certainly, th@e m the building State process had
clearly been to fix a national heritage as critefiadentification, but their contribution in the
1990s was hazier. The museums had both to facechihbenge of the national master
narratives, the fragmentation of the national comityuand were asked to contribute to the
reconciliation process.

In fact, the museums were above all bridges betwleeractors of the reconciliation.
By looking at the museums’ archives, one finds that the museum agents were in close
contact with members of the governments, of Eunoggaion Reconciliation Programmes,
Teacher Associations, historians and historicalo@ations. For instance, the Irish
Government 1798 Commemoration Committee funded Dhblin exhibition but also
contributed to the Belfast exhibition funding, andso doing, helped to build a transnational
remembrance. The challenge of the political frostieame also from the role played by the
European Programme for Peace and Reconciliatiomhvailowed the work, at the Ulster
Museum, of an officer to reconcile communities tighb the pasf. This commitment from
the Ulster Museum to reconcile communities throig@8 remembrance was nonetheless one
reason explaining the absence of common exhibligtaveen the North and South. Although
an offer was made by one curator from the Natidlaseum of Ireland, no such event
occurred, certainly due to practical reason, bad due to different objectives.

In addition to their activity of contact betweere ttlifferent producers of memory, the
museums were also, on the one hand, a bridge betthegoroducers and the public, and on
the other hand, a bridge between the differentipsibl'he study of the museums as actors of
the memorialization, helps examining how and to tvehxdent they succeeded in erasing some
mental divisions between the communities. Althotigh relative lack of information about
the visitors makes this analyze difficult, someexsp came to light. First of all, the work of
reconciliation tried hard to enlarge the museuntdipuespecially by focusing its attention on
community networks. One success of the Ulster Musge@utreach Officer was to challenge
the community identifications by using the pastiebily related with the Peace Process and
the European Union Programme for Peace and Retiwril attention was paid to visitors

as members of a community — Nationalists and UsteniThis favoured visits from groups

1 From 1997 to 2003, Jane Leonard worked at Outr&dfiber at the Belfast Museum.



coming from areas dominating by strong communigfifgs. The study of visitor books and
School Activity Books permits to have a better, ivlinperfect, appreciation of the reactions.

To conclude, the most important impact of the eitioibs was probably felt more on
the medium term. Analyzing the public debates witlihe press make clear that any
consideration on the exhibitions and on the comnmatium at large was perceived as a
judgment of the reconciliation itself. Thereforery few criticisms were made, at least on the
exhibitions narratives. The tensions appeared, lateen the political context permitted more
public divergences. Yet, by considering the exlohitimpact as not strictly related to the
display itself but rather delimitated by the merabration process, one finds out that the
1998 exhibitions played a role in the whole exlmigitprocess, and contributed to shape war
exhibitions at least up to 2006.
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