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CHAPTER 1 

THE PEOPLE 

We are living museums. Our memories are intangible artefacts, stored in the archive 
of our brain. Our names, adornment and physical features are our curated tangible 
artefacts. Our stories are the display of our beliefs, morals and values. We are living 
museums, organisms that inosculate with other living museums to form living 
community museums so that we may evolve and grow and hope 

Introduction to the storytellers 
In South African and Irish cultural history museums, we, Mary and Ruth, met storyteller 
guides who spend day after day educating visitors as to the horrors of yesteryear. Yet 
we found that these storytellers manage to find healing, purpose and hope within 
their work. South Africa and Northern Ireland still engage in the complexities of 
remembering a traumatic past whilst looking to the future. There are both similarities 
and differences in our pasts and our transitions to a tenuous present peace. South Africa 
differs from the north of Ireland in respect of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
even if contentious, and the amnesty that it provided. Despite the initiation of peace in 
the north, with the Good Friday Agreement on 10 April 1998, unlike that which took 
place in 1996 in South Africa, a work in progress, there was no initiation of a formal 
reconciliation process. 

Here we share our stories while reflecting on the stories of others. Our stories of how 
we became interested in the social impact of storytelling, how we became interested 
in museums and how we became interested in the impact of storytelling in museums 
in South Africa and Ireland. Museums that remember the conflict. We reflect on the 
museums we visited in these two traumatised countries and people that we spoke to 
and what we observed in the museums and how they impacted us. We reflect on the 
experiences of people in those museums who share their stories and the stories of 
their ancestors and the stories of other people's ancestors who were caught up in the 
conflict. Stories of individuals that intertwine and move away from other individual 
stories to create and communicate the nuances of how the conflict impacted everyday 
people. We reflect on how these stories are told. How the skilled museum storyteller, 
like griots of old and present, may carry themselves and us into a world that transcends 
time and place. A world that offers healing and hope. 

Through sharing all of this, we provide a communal autoethnography of post-
conflict museums in South Africa and Ireland. We also share how communities 
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Photo 1.1: Mary Lange at Free Derry wall and Civil Rights Association mural in the Bogside, Derry 2018 
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apply storytelling to communicate these communal autoethnographies and how this 
communication promotes personal and communal spiritual well-being. 

From 2014 to 2021, we were formally researching several museums in South Africa 
and Ireland (including Northern Ireland) and visiting many more museums in these 
countries and beyond as tourists - sometimes on our own and sometimes together. The 
museums that we formally researched we chose for cerebral reasons. These reasons 
included ensuring representation of the diverse cultures impacted by the history of 
conflict over the past centuries in both countries and their comparative significance 
whether of content, approach or status in South Africa or Ireland. We also chose the 
museums because of personal connections to them, or the area, whether biographic 
or academic and sometimes just because they were our favourite museums. We share 
more on these choices, the dates when these museums were built and within what 
context, in the chapters that follow. 

We visited and interviewed storyteller guides and staff at museums such as the 
District Six Museum in Cape Town, South Africa and the Museum of Free Derry in 
Derry-Londonderry, Northern Ireland. These museums, like other sites of conscience, 
commemorate and communicate the memory of community injustices committed 
by the state in recent memory. This is told by storytellers who personally, or whose 
families, experienced the event themselves. Both museum sites symbolise struggles 
against injustices but also include in their aims to be part of the reconciliatory processes 
of the present and future. 


