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Unframed Territory

Introduction

My current research practice entitled Unframed Territory 

investigates the genius fabulae of Irish landscape. “The Irish genius 

loci is not so much the genius of place as the genius fabulae, the 

genius of story about place”. (Sheeran. 1988). These stories are 

closely connected to human relationships, local lore and personal 

memory. Landscape is doubly constructed – not only is it physically 

carved out, but it is also interpreted, narrated and perceived. 

The contemporary Irish landscape is loaded with narratives and 

intangible relationships relating to people and place. These are the 

dialogues that I am interested in unpacking through a series of 

abstract digital interventions in the Unframed Territory series. 

www.unframedterritory.com
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Context

Irish landscape and stories relating to place have been the subject of 

Irish writing from the earliest annals recorded. The Dinnseanachas 

first written down in the twelfth century was a great onomastic 

collection of toponyms and place stories, oral in origin, and 

transcribed by poets over time. Irish writers from Yeats to Heaney 

have continued in this tradition, providing a literary geography of 

poetical descriptions, empirical realities, and alternative approaches 

to cultural geographical understanding. (Meredith 1999). 

Literary geography considers place-creation to be subjective, based 

on landscape perceptions. Landscape is a cultural construct yet we 

are increasingly unaware of how to read terrain and are blind to 

the many changes and marks our predecessors have made to the 

land over centuries. Western cartography and digital mapping has 

contributed to this, erasing the subjective, the unmeasurable and 

the invisible, the essential elements that form the very notion of 

place. What gives place its specificity is the weaving together of 

social relations at a particular locus. (Dean, Millar, 2005). This 

often happens from the ground up, and yet digital cartography and 

geographic information systems are created from the distant gaze of 

surveillance. 

The whole landscape a manuscript / We had lost 

the skill to read / A part of our past disinherited 

/ But fumbled, like a blind man / Along the 

fingertips of instinct. A LoST TRADITIoN, JoHN MoNTAgUe
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+53° 13’ 41.50”, -7° 43’ 59.31 doesn’t mean much to most people. 

Some people with a knowledge of the globe might be able to tell 

what it signifies (it is somewhere in Ireland) but to most of us these 

are just numbers, indicating a location, a site without meaning. If 

you key these numbers in to a google search engine, a place on a 

map will appear. If you switch to Satellite view you will see god’s 

view of a pixelated landscape, (a green and brown fuzz far worse 

than adjacent strips), still bereft of meaning.

Political geographer, John Agnew outlined three fundamental 

aspects of place as a meaningful location:

1. Location

2. Locale

3. Sense of place

By location (1), Agnew means a set of co-ordinates; by locale (2) 

he refers to the material setting for social relations; and by sense 

of place (3) Agnes means the subjective and the social attachment 

people give to place. (Agnew 1993)

+53° 13’ 41.50”, -7° 43’ 59.31 are the co-ordinates of the location 

of the first digital interventions in the “Unframed Territory” series. 

It is a temporal piece of work, celebrating the people who are of 

this place, their stories and the place itself. The title of this series of 

works is the Boora Project.

+53° 13’ 41.50”, -7° 43’ 59.31”
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Boora

Boora is the name given to a group of bogs west of Tullamore, County 

offaly which are milled for peat production by Bord Na Mona for the 

supply of peat to horticultural and energy industries, including the 

nearby eSB powerstation at Shannonbridge and peat briquette factory 

at Derrinlough. 

Boora is also the name of the Bord Na Mona’s Fabrication Works nearby 

at Leabeg. Boora Works is home to a workforce of fitters and electricians 

who service and supply the machinery for peat production used in the 

greater Boora and Blackwater groups of bogs. 

Boora history

The Boora group of bogs include Turraun and Pollagh, two of the earliest 

bogs drained by the Turf Development Board in the 1940s. During the war 

years labourers cut turf by hand and were housed in military style camps in 

this area. Post war, industrialisation took hold and Bord Na Mona was set 

up with District Headquarters sited at Boora offices. Turf-cutting became 

peat-harvesting and the mechanisation of production began. Labourers 

were replaced with a more skilled workforce and machines, designed to 

speed up production and increase productivity were developed. Millers, 

harvesters, baggers did the field work while railways sped loco(motive)s 

and wagons with peat to nearby factories. This was the age of the machine, 

and its impact shaped the land and lives all about. 

Men can see nothing 

around them that is 

not their own image; 

everything speaks to 

them of themselves. 

Their very landscape is 

alive.”  KARL MARx 
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The development of the peat production industry was crucial to the 

socioeconomic development of the greater offaly area. The drainage of 

the bogs made adjacent lands arable and farming small holdings was 

possible. People settled and communities formed. Second and third 

generations took jobs with “the Board” and life became very familiar.

This practice continues today, although in increasingly smaller numbers. 

A skilled permanent workforce of fitters and electricians is supplemented 

with seasonal workers, although, more likely to be made up of a more 

diverse socio-economic group.

Boora Works is the heart and soul of operations. Here, all rail lines 

intercept and man, land and machine converge. Man and land in these 

parts have shaped one another. The duality of their existence is the core 

element of the Boora project, and this is the story, the Genius Fabulae, 

of this place.

The journey – the detourment of this place is from nature to industrial; 

from analog work practices to digital retelling. The derivé is at the  

junction of people and place, and the times we live in.Clowngawney, Drinagh, Tumduff, Boora east, Boora 
West, Derrybrat, Monettia, Lemanaghan, Derrinboy, 
Pollagh, Turraun, Killaun …

THe NAMeS oF SoMe oF THe B o gS IN THe B o oR A B o g goUP.  SPoKeN,  THeY SoUND 

ReMINISCeNT oF THe “ ToWNL AND MoNALo gUe” IN IN BRIAN FRIeL’S  FaiTh healeR
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Boora Project

This project celebrates the place and the people of Boora Works and 

Boora Bogs. It is about the people, the workers who live and work in this 

place. Boora, the project is about MAN // LAND // MACHINe. Their 

connections and their relationship to and with each other. It is not a 

romantic reference to nature, nor a perfumed distant gaze, but a story of 

the life and lives who live and work this land. 

To connect with a place one needs to connect with its people. Never more 

true than in Boora. This land is not landschap. It is not to be framed from 

fixed points of view. It needs to be walked, to be talked, and to be listened 

to. Modern man experiences place through satellite connections, where 

reality is pointed at and packaged. This project brings you to the here and 

now, right here, right now. To the place, to its people and to their story. It 

does this on the ground, and in situ. In Boora.

Fragments of both land and man, aural and visual are remixed on-site. 

Parts 1 to 3 of this project are site-specific, because it is only in being in 

the place that the story of place comes alive. Part 4 is the documentation 

of parts 1 to 3.  

Boora Project

1.  Boora Tea Hut 

2.  Boora Radio

3.  Boora Boys

4.  Boora Box
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Boora Tea Hut

The tea hut has traditionally been the base station for workers on the bog. 

They are still used on the working bogs today, although less primitive 

than heretofore, as they have electricity and are semi-permanent. This 

tea hut, or shift wagon as it was called in the past, is one of the original 

huts. It was built on boogies or wheels and it had two functions: drawn 

by a locomotive, it transported workers from Boora along the railways 

out to an area to do field work in the bog; on-site, it became base camp 

for the duration of the day, until it carried workers home again in the 

evening. It had a potbelly stove where tea was made and if you were lucky 

enough to have an ex-army man on your shift, a hot meal was more than 

likely.

This tea hut, now ready for scrap has been saved from death row. While 

the exterior still bears its weathered coat of life, the interior has been 

reconfigured to house a 5 projector sound and video installation. 

LAND, MAN, MACHINe – THe ReMIx plays from inside out, on to 

newly added windows. It is designed to be viewed on location, from near 

or far, as night-time falls. In twilight, the surroundings are integral to 

the work, in the darkness a mirrored daytime world is projected tv-style 

though time and space.

While documentation of this project will exist after its performance, it is 

a live performance.



Nicole McKenna – Research Statement, submitted as part of  MA Art in the Digital World, NCAD,  2011.  Page 17

Boora Radio

Boora radio is a collection of sound bites from every day live in Boora 

Works including environmental sounds, machine sounds and workers’ 

chat and stories. 

This piece of work is designed to play on loop, but the listener can change 

channel, or selection, by turning the dial.

Radios are part of every day life in Boora. Talk radio and tunes sing out 

from black boxes in busy and vacant workshops alike.

This machine is portable. on-site Radio Boora plays life as it is. off-site 

it plays with memory and evokes a sense of “other place”.
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Boora Boys – Embedding people in landscape

As the story of Boora, is the story of the people of Boora I am embedding 

the people, the workers in Boora in the physical world of Boora – in two 

forms

1. Wagons loaded: Photos of partial faces of Boora workers (Boora boys) 

have been postered on to working loco wagons. The postered wagons will 

go to work over the summer months, and the Boora Boys will take on a life 

beyond Boora Works. They will cross geographic and social boundaries, 

carrying the land, literally in peat-loads, over-land. Their journeys to be 

determined by chance and destiny or, weather and production, allows 

the Boora Boys to randomly map their territory, and claim their turf.

2. Place Projections: Night-time light-projections of Boora Boys on 

to the land – the physical earth. The presence of temporary ghost-like 

figures hovering over the land emphasises the duality of their existence 

and their relationship to one another.



Nicole McKenna – Research Statement, submitted as part of  MA Art in the Digital World, NCAD,  2011.  Page 21

Boora Box

The Boora box was made by the fitters in Boora. It is a standard piece of 

equipment, the type that is manufactured on-site to operate and control 

many of the machines and equipment in Boora Works.

It has been modified to play the documentation of the installations 

performed at Boora. The controls and switches play photos, videos and 

sound files. The user controls playback through play. This is a momento 

from on-site work. The analog postcard from the digital installation.

This part of the project is non-site specific. Serving as a record of events, 

the Boora Box is the “boîte-sans-valise”, the mini museum, containing 

the documentation of the site-specific work. This is Boora-to-go. The 

take-away version.

PLAY SToP PLAY. ReWIND.

1/o
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Unframed Territory, the last frontier

In framing my research practice I have referenced and researched 

cultural, humanist and literary geography theory. I have read many 

texts relating to place and sites of representation. “The term site of 

representation refers to the site, the geographical place and the site, the 

geographical, cultural theoretical viewpoint” (Duncan 1993). While 

Duncan’s definition acknowledges the dualism of these two factors, he is 

less inclined to include the empirical view. That is, to “simply open your 

eyes and see the unmeditated world that yields to your gaze”. Despite the 

title of this research practice, Unframed Territory, I do not claim to have 

unmeditated the view. In fact, in unpacking, by simply representing “the 

other” I have engaged in such practice.

Unframed Territory was not my initial choice for title of this project. 

Narrating the landscape, the original title seemed to connect more with 

the idea of a story-laden landscape. The contempory Genius Fabulae are 

not borne of ancient myths and past times, but are of real life and lives 

lived. These stories, hidden to the urban eye, exist in a parallel world, 

adjacent to the motorways that span this island. 

The project title changed because the term landscape has taken on new 

meaning in the 21st century. It no longer simply refers the 19th century 

ideal of the scenic and pictorial representation of god’s creation. Nor is 



Nicole McKenna – Research Statement, submitted as part of  MA Art in the Digital World, NCAD,  2011.  Page 25

it simply re-embracing the northern european, pre-Renaissance framing 

of nature and the body politic (olwig 2007). The term landscape, in 

Ireland, following recent American practice, has been appropriated by 

architects and planners, who, having lost (temporarily) urban sites of (de)

construction are turning their heads towards the unbuilt and the rural 

environment as a place to exercise control, or as they put it, to engage in 

better planning and design.

And so the title Unframed Territory came in to being. It is a paradox. 

Any “pointing to” is in a sense “a framing”. “Territory” has been used in 

place of landscape in reference to the ownership of land or “terra” and 

the  communities who “occupy” it.

The paradox continues, in that despite my best efforts to not present, or 

package I have done just that. The Boora Project includes the housing of 

an installation in a hut; the containment of sound in a radio; and finally, 

providing the whole installation in a takeaway box, the ultimate package. 

However, on the other hand, in encapsulating this digital installation on-

site, where that which surrounds it is mechanically reproduced (looped 

over and over again) through a screen or monitor or “looking glass” 

complete with a Duchampian delay – the window glass, or “infrathin”, 

(Judovitz 1998) the viewer is presented with a mimesis of reality,  inclusive 

of its “aura” (Benjamin, 1936).  
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Postscript

This is a series of boxes. A box collection, perhaps. (always labeling, 

always framing). Despite the title, Unframed Territory, perhaps the 

viewer will learn something in relationship to viewing, and packaging, 

and realise that we all are the sum of our parts. our external eyes while 

gazing at “the other” simply reflects that which is within. To cross that 

threshold we must step outside ourselves, enable chance and delineate 

the narrative.
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