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Common Ground’s work focuses on cultivating rela-
tionships between community groups and artists many 
of which continue into the future for longer periods of 
time than originally planned, The Ulster Garden Project 
is a result of one of those long term relationships.   

In 2013 Theodora Kotsi-Felici was based in studio 468 
for a three month residency (in St Andrew’s Community 
Centre Rialto, Dublin 8).  From Athens and living in Hol-
land Theodora had proposed an art project – Crisis to 
Decide – that investigated how the international bank-
ing crisis and economic crash across Europe had affect-
ed Ireland.  She hosted a series of events and related 
art works in Dublin and explored with architects, artists 
and community activists their experience of the crisis 
and its impact on their individual and collective lives. 

Theodora returned to Holland and contacted us again 
in 2015. She had received Mondrian Foundation fund-
ing to explore the impact of the Irish border and the ef-
fect of The Troubles on both the Republic and Northern 
Ireland and was keen to develop a public art work in 
either Belfast or Derry.  Theodora spent a great deal of 
time establishing local contacts and exploring its feasi-
bility. Her approach was timely as it brought a complex 
set of obvious and interconnecting realities together as 
the project took shape.  Ireland was about to enter into 
the Decade of Commemorations and Richmond Bar-
racks was one of the National Commemoration sites.   
Many years previously Common Ground had hosted 
Dutch Public Art Curator Siebe Thissen in St Michael’s 
Estate, and when we walked around we discussed its 
complex social and economic history from Barracks to 
social housing including its failed public private partner-
ship.  His immediate response was that it was a ‘guilty 
landscape’.  

In early 2016 Theodora visited Dublin and we explored 
how Common Ground could support this next research 
period.  Theodora spent a great deal of time in Derry,

while in Dublin, Common Ground extended an invita-
tion to the Rialto Men’s Social and Gardening Group in 
Dublin 8 to consider planting potatoes at the same time 
as Learmount Community Development Project in Co 
Derry.  The collision between the planting, cultivation 
and harvesting by both groups acted as a metaphor for 
the complex social, economic and cultural history be-
tween both areas.  This was reinforced on our last visit 
to Derry in November when we discovered that Lear-
mount Community Development Project is located in a 
former plantation once owned by John Beresford.  He 
was the former Revenue Commissioner for Ireland who 
was responsible for the commissioning of James Gan-
don to build Dublin’s Customs House, as well as being 
vehemently opposed to Grattan’s Parliament.

Physically, Richmond Barracks hosts the interwoven 
history between Britain and Ireland.  It is an engaging 
and appropriate site in which to install The Ulster Gar-
den Project and importantly during contentious times, 
it reminds us that we all have to stand on this ground, 
here in Ireland,  and in Europe, together. 

Siobhán Geoghegan, Common Ground, December 
2017.  

WHO ARE COMMON GROUND?
We are an arts organisation working in the neighbour-
hoods of Inchicore, Rialto and Bluebell, South West 
Inner City Dublin.  Established in 1999 with a voluntary 
Board of Directors we are a registered charity. Currently 
we have two staff members, working with an average 
of 10 artists and 15 local groups a year.  Through these 
well nurtured partnerships we leverage strategic rela-
tionships which invest in good quality arts work with 
positive social and artistic impacts.  In 2018 we will be 
the new cultural tenants of the Lodge at Goldenbridge 
Cemetery, Inchicore hosting two artist/community 
workspaces.

THANKS AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Rialto Men’s Social and Gardening Group, St Andrew’s Community Centre, Rialto, Dublin 8

Rialto Community Network, Flanagan’s Field Community Garden and South Circular Road Community 
Garden, Rialto, Dublin 8

The volunteers and participants of Learmount Community Development Project Co. Derry and Northern 
Ireland Conservation Volunteers
 
Sincere thanks to Richmond Barracks for hosting the installation
 
Potatoes planted in Dublin were Sarpo Miro – a Hungarian blight resistant potato; potatoes planted in 
Co Derry were Maris Pipers and Roosters
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In 2016 and 2017 I visited Dublin, Belfast and Derry 
to research and gain more understanding on the 
Northern Irish conflict.  It was the beginning of a 
process to create an artwork influenced by contem-
porary political issues in Northern Ireland and to 
understand its colonial past.

I recognised that it could be the starting point for a 
series of new artistic metaphors in other conflict ar-
eas and visited Cyprus during the same year.  How-
ever, I decided to commit to spending at least two 
months in Derry.  It had become known worldwide 
on account of ‘The Troubles’, a place with strong 
sectarian divisions, between two rival communities.  
Both have diverse perspectives and competing ideas 
about identity and belonging, and two antagonistic 
visions of political aspiration that both claiming the 
constitutional status of Northern Ireland.  These 
antagonistic views and its political systems are still 
very much represented in the current Northern Ire-
land political arena and often promoted through the 
use of symbolic narratives demonstrated in public 
spaces that reinforce the depth of division. 

For me, it is almost impossible to understand the 
Northern Ireland conflict without looking at its 
colonial past and the new order that was merging 
in Europe out of the crisis of medieval feudalism 
from the late 15th Century.  Its economic base was 
a more productive and commercialised agriculture, 
bringing a rising population, improved communi-
cations, expanding trade and commerce and the 
renewed penetration of Europe’s peripheral regions. 
In many ways this is not dissimilar with the global-
ised trading world that we are now experiencing. 

I also reflected on a shared history of migration. Fol-
lowing the Great Irish Famine between 1845-51 and 
in Scotland the Great Highland Famine in 1840

there was a wave of emigration from both countries 
as a result of failed potato crops.  Their main food 
source was the humble potato that transformed 
in to the staple food of the poor and is embedded 
in the history of migration between the Americas, 
Ireland, Scotland and Britain.  These important his-
torical contexts, food, migration and peace building 
informed the creation of the artwork ‘THIS SPACE IS 
FOR THE CULTIVATION OF PEACE’.

Fundamental to all these now is that this shared his-
tory of migration is reflected in the global migration 
crisis that we have been witnessing across Europe 
since 2015.  Europe is now at a time when the 
current dilution of power produced by globalisation 
combined with classic balance-of-power politics and 
organised interdependence all have a similar effect 
to those of colonial empires in the past. 

In forming a working relationship with an auton-
omous organisation like Learmount Community 
Development Centre at Park Village in Co Derry,  I 
was completely unaware of its former existence as 
a Plantation or its connections to Lord Beresford 
and Dublin.  The first public installation of the Ulster 
Garden Project powered by potatoes grown in Dub-
lin and Co Derry does not emphasise ethnicity or 
differences but refocus on collectivity without the 
burden of historical explanations but the potential 
of transformation.  From humble potato to power 
source.

It’s my understanding that in a deeply divided 
society such as Northern Ireland, ethno-nation-
alism need not be the driving force behind polit-
ical change and outcome. Conventional wisdom 
suggests that there is a strong causal relationship 
between ethno-nationalism and political conflict. 
For example, Donald L. Horowitz opened his influ-
ential Ethnic Groups in Conflict with the claim that, 
‘Ethnicity is at the center of politics in country after 
country, a potent source of challenges to the

cohesion of states and of international tension’. 1 

Cillian Mc Grattan2 in The Northern Ireland Conflict, 
1968-2008 argues that the narratives of ethnic an-
tagonism in Northern Ireland are highly political and 
the use of terms such as ‘lessons’, ‘groups’ and ‘eth-
no-nationalism’ not only avoid empirical facts, but 
also upholds a series of assumptions about whose 
voice should be heard and whose can be ignored. 
He describes how segregationists believe that the 
conflict is best managed through segregation of 
the communal groups, consolidating into pillars on 
which elites can build a settlement.  Integrationists, 
on the other hand support the Good Friday Agree-
ment and believe that power-sharing will lead to 
the integration of the communal groups and that 
will consolidate peace in Northern Ireland. 

Mc Grattan describes this system of relationships 
with four main interlocking and mutually reinforc-
ing levels, a set of socio-cultural and ideological 
differences; a structure of dominance, dependence 
and inequality and the tendency towards commu-
nal polarisation. This structure of dominance was 
reproduced in the newly founded Northern Ireland 
and still exists today. 

Richmond Barracks is a potent reminder of the 
complexity of human relationships and Ireland’s 
past and future during its Decade of Commemora-
tions and in the context of Brexit negotiations.  The 
Barracks housed all British regiments that came to 
Ireland from 1814 and housed the Court Martials 
of 1916.  It is the site where specific government 
decisions encouraged political entrenchment and a 
threat to be controlled. The wider site housed the 
first Catholic graveyard alongside a military barracks 
that transformed from the 1960’s to the 2000’s with 
contested forms of social housing models reflected 
in a series of social and economic crises and under-
pinned by increased poverty and increased heroin 
use.

Dependency and dominance remains across Europe. 
At this moment in time the UK is locked into Brexit 
negotiations which will have a further effect on the 
border between Northern Ireland and the Republic. 
Northern Ireland voted to remain in the EU and in 
Derry 70% of the inhabitants are employed in the 

1. Donald L. Horowitz - Ethnic Groups in Conflict – University of California Press 
1985
2. Cillian Mc Grattan - Northern Ireland 1968-2008 - The Politics of Entrenchment 
– Palgrave McMillan 2010

dependent on Britain and the EU. My inspiration 
and commitment to this artistic project was based 
on the tensions in Europe which resurfaces peren-
nially in different guises between universal, national 
and international values in contrast to European 
identity and the conflicts between national and 
supernational legal traditions, between public sen-
timent in one state and largely shared views in the 
rest of Europe. 

I sought to build a transformative, storytelling 
narrative that reflects on Irish history as inspiration 
and similarly signals the reality of what PEACE is.  It 
is, a time-consuming process of preparing the right 
ground, cultivating the right seeds, relying on the 
generosity of people and trusting the outcome.

Rotterdam, 2017. 

ABOUT THEODORA KOTSI-FELICI 
Theodora makes site specific installations and works 
in public spaces.  Through doing these interventions 
in public she indirectly questions how democratic 
these spaces are.  Her work is influenced by her 
commitment to critical reflections and political and 
social observations.  She is fascinated by creating 
space and conditions - a catalyst for social action 
to happen- where she invites people to participate. 
Kotsi-Felici is inspired by history searching for com-
pelling moments of structural changes, and how 
society is therefore affected.  Her role in service of 
the project is flexible, very often she behaves as 
an anthropologist, scientist, curator, historian or 
grower.

 http://theodorakotsi.com/
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