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Jane Coyle reports from Northern Ireland’s capital Belfast, where the arts
continue to play a crucial role in the country’s peace building process

s a sign of changing times in
ANorthern Ireland, Belfast was the

venue for the 2017 Global Youth
Peace Summit in early March. The event
was hosted by Beyond Skin, the all-Ireland
representative and member of the United
Network of Young Peacebuilders. During the
week of the summit, participants converged
from Colombia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka,
Israel and Palestine to a region whose peace
process is frequently offered up as an example
of reconciliation and bridge building.

The Beyond Skin organisation was set up in
2004. Its mission is to use the arts and media
to establish and develop cultural relations
in Northern Ireland, while addressing issues
of racism and sectarianism. “What makes
us unique is the quality, professionalism
and diversity of our artists, technicians,
journalists, global educators and volunteers,”
says founder and chief executive Darren
Ferguson. “We offer the biggest range of
intercultural arts projects in Northern Ireland,
as well as providing creative opportunities
and links to partners all over the world.”

An integral part of the week-long
programme was a concert held on
International Women’s Day (March 8) at the
Duncairn Centre for Culture and Arts in
Belfast. The venue is the first purpose-built
shared space in a part of Belfast that suffered
grievously during the years of conflict. It has
significantly contributed to the social, political
and economic rebirth of the area by providing
a platform for local and international
artists and engaging with marginalised and
disenfranchised communities.

In partnership with the WOMAD Foundation
and WOMAD Festivals, Beyond Skin is
responsible for designing and delivering
WOMAD NI, Northern Ireland’s flagship world
arts programme. The concert perfectly reflected
the WOMAD ethos, with an eclectic line-up
coming together in a spirit of fellowship, peace
and citizenship. Soloists included Malaika, a
jazz-inspired singer-songwriter from County
Down; Belfast-based traditional drummer
and singer Donna Namukasa from Uganda;
and Chinese Ulster University student Mercy,
who charmed the audience with the hulusi, an
ancient wind instrument.
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Four of the 40 professional musicians
who make up the Heartbeat community had
flown in from Jerusalem. Heartbeat is an
organisation that works on the ground with
young Palestinian and Israeli musicians to
build mutual understanding and creative,
non-violent tools for social change, offering
a positive alternative to the normalisation
of segregation, violence and racism. To an
enthusiastic reception, they performed a rich

mix of jazz and folk in a variety of languages.

The loudest cheers were reserved for two
sharply contrasting performers. Charismatic
Zanzibar-born Mim Suleiman conjured up
exotic pictures of life in East Africa, inviting
singers from the Hindj, Irish and Arabic
traditions to join her on stage. Finally came
an appearance by Dani Carragher from
south Armagh. This Beyond Skin youth
peace ambassador travels the world, wowing
audiences with virtuoso guitar playing and
highly individualistic self-penned songs.

The event provided welcome respite from
months of hand-wringing surrounding both
the Northern Ireland Brexit vote, which had
resulted in a 12% majority for remaining in
the EU, and the recent Assembly election,
which saw a historic overturn of the unionist
majority at Stormont. Bizarrely, a crocodile
emerged as the star turn of that election.
During the campaign, Arlene Foster, leader
of the main unionist political grouping,
the Democratic Unionist Party, made a
disparaging remark about her republican
opponents. “If you feed a crocodile, it will

keep coming back for more,” Foster said.

Sinn Fein activists promptly adopted the
crocodile as a mascot, popping up all over the
place resplendent in green costumes, baring
their teeth and swishing their tails. It was an
amusing illustration of Northern Ireland’s
famously black humour, which has lifted
spirits even during the darkest of times.

Over decades of conflict and since the
paramilitary ceasefires, the underfunded
cultural sector has shone light into
beleaguered communities, transforming lives.

Kabosh Theatre Company’s artistic director
Paula McFetridge explains how she regularly
commissions work drawn from different
communities, telling “silent stories that must
be heard if we are to move forward as a healthy,
inclusive society. We attempt to provoke
discussion and address the legacy of conflict
through humanising the perceived ‘other’”

Claire Flynn, a senior public affairs
consultant, took a lead role in the Arts Matter
NI campaign, which lobbied for increased
recognition and funding for the sector.

“Arts and culture have played an incredibly
important role in defining and reflecting
the societal dichotomy that is Northern
Ireland,” she says. “They have impacted

on peace-building and changed lives; they
have the power to build hope and foster
self-determination within and between
communities, invoking positive change and
social advocacy.” &

+ ONLINE www.beyondskin.net
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