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 1 Shona Illingworth: Artist Film Maker 

I think what’s interesting, looking back, reflecting across a practice is how certain pre-occupations seem to 
re-appear all the time, they configure in different ways but there are these very central preoccupations 
running through the work. 

 
Shona Illingworth’s preoccupations embrace an interplay between individual experience and the 
wider cultural, social and political dimensions. Her film works probe the many layered 
landscapes of human experience. One of her key concerns is the exploration of human 
experience as we see ourselves in relation to the exterior material and physical world we inhabit. 
Amongst the many forces at work that connect us to and between those worlds is the major factor 
of memory. She describes the role of memory as an “active agent” that dynamically constructs 
the present and shapes our capacity both individually and collectively to imagine the future. This 
re-envisioning of memory as a constructive and dynamic process, rather than simply as a 
repository of past events stored away until triggers act to restore elements of it to our present 
minds, is a distinctive feature of her art. She makes artworks that explore individual human 
experience of trauma founded in scientific knowledge about brain function and interleaved with 
cultural, political and social dimensions. A powerful example of these intersections between the 
personal and the political is her 2014 work, 216 Westbound 2, in which John Tulloch, a survivor 
of the 7/7 London bombings speaks of the impact of having his image appropriated for political 
purposes he did not agree with. The work represents his experience in the moment of the blast 
and afterwards juxtaposed with the passing of legislative measures to impose control orders 
through the House of Commons in London at the time, and in support of which, a tabloid 
newspaper used the photograph of John emerging bloodied and bandaged from the Tube station. 
Shona’s art works are achieved without subsuming the participant identities and are often 
transformed by intense engagement with others.  
 
Shona’s process of creating ‘sound drawings’ involves the integration of cognitive and physical 
elements: i.e. the conceptual space she is exploring is developed through the act of visualising 
sound compositions on paper. These compositions are integrated simultaneously with the 
creation of moving images. She makes drawings that visualise how she envisages her sound 
compositions will interact with the moving image elements of the intended artwork - sound and 
video installation. This method has a dual role that keeps the creating and the reflecting working 
in parallel. The physical making takes place within a conceptual framework that is ever present. 
The drawing of sounds is a visualisation of how the envisaged composition elements will interact 
with the moving image elements of the whole artwork. Its role is to maintain simultaneous 
creating and reflecting; in effect, the creation takes place within a conceptual framework that is 
ever present. In her interview, she describes how the conceptual framework is developed in 
relation to ‘The Watch Man’. Drawing sound is a method that works when working by herself 
and when working with a collaborator. Because it is an explicit representation of her thinking 
process it can be shared dynamically as they talk3. Examples of the drawings appear below. 
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Fig.1 ‘The Watch Man’ -Sound Drawings 2007-2010  Memory Drawings-Trauma Memory Details 

2006  © Shona Illingworth 

 
Q Collaboration is a key feature of Shona’s art practice challenging hierarchies of knowledge 
through establishing alternative networks of dialogue and exchange4. In her interview, Shona 
expands on her preoccupations and the way collaboration with participants and experts is at the 
heart of her creative work. 
 

Q: What does the phrase ‘reflective practice’ suggest to you? 

S: I think it would suggest that you learn through doing: where the process of making is central 
to an ongoing process of both critical reflection and discovery. So that thoughts and ideas and 
concepts come into being through practice in ways that could not possibly happen otherwise.  For 
instance, I make a lot of ‘sound drawings’ while creating sound compositions that interact 
moving images. This allows me to integrate the development of spatial composition and an 
aesthetics of sound, such as varying intensities and atmospheres, with concepts, ideas in order to 
create a multi-layered dynamic that activates not only an intellectual but also a critical aesthetic 
and emotional response to the work. 
  
I make a lot of sound drawings. This allows also me to visualise the way in which sound might 
work within a physical space in terms of its more abstract expressive qualities, for instance the 
density or compression or weight or movement. The drawing process also allows me to reflect on 
the sound compositions I’m developing and on how they interact with, disrupt or counter the 
moving image. I work on sound, voice and image simultaneously as a complex and emerging 
dynamic. The sound drawings are central to this process, one that might reveal or suggest or open 
up other avenues or other ways in which I might move forward creatively that wouldn’t happen 
using a more linear approach. Looking back, I think an earlier and intense four years practice in 
painting has informed the way I now work with sound and moving image. 

Q: When you say ‘sound drawings’ how does that work? 

S: Can I have a piece of paper? (Takes pen to paper) So for instance there are two types of sound 
drawing: this suggests a forward temporal order- this is time and this would correlate with a 
video edit line. I work simultaneously across the sound drawing and on an edit line on the 
computer. Then I will think OK I’ll want to have (Drawing) a kind of increasing intensity 
coming here and then I might want this very dense set of frequencies (rapid drawing sounds) that 
move from high pitch – so this is pitch (indicates lines) to low frequencies; but I might want a 
kind of intense compression from the bottom coming up.  And out of this shifting field of sound I 
might want fragments of voice to surface, almost acting like a constellation of fragmented 
descriptions of a place. And that fragmentation of language, or description may interact with 
moving images in a provocative or unsettling way. The texture, emotional tone, quality of the 
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fragmented voice, are also important. There may be multiple voices and these may be spatialised 
differently - a sound drawing enables me to work all of these elements together. 

Q: Is it fair to say this is a kind of visualisation of sound and its process- the movement of 
sound? 

S: And it’s also a physically manifest conceptual framework for a work. So, for instance, if I’m 
thinking about mapping a particular place and I want to resist a particular way of describing that 
place, fragmenting and counteracting narratives might be a way of resisting a dominant narrative. 
Then, in order to resist that dominant narrative for a place, I might further shift those narratives 
by situating them spatially within an exhibition space. 

Q: Is that dominant narrative within your mind –something you are trying to disrupt in your 
own thinking or does it come from somewhere else? 

S: It’s often a social or cultural construct that is specific to a particular work. One example would 
be a video and sound installation called The Watch Man, which I made with my father, David 
Illingworth. My father was one of the first British soldiers to enter Bergen Belsen when it was 
liberated in 1945. The resulting trauma memory for what he witnessed affected him deeply 
throughout his life but he never spoke about it. I made The Watch Man with him when he was in 
his late seventies. During that time, I was working in dialogue with cognitive neuro-psychologist 
Martin A. Conway and we were talking a lot about trauma memory and how it impacts on the 
experience of the present… The Watch Man explores the disjuncture between the deeply 
affecting and fragmentary nature of trauma memory, the persistent and disruptive pressure it 
exerts on the present and the need to create a coherent ‘life story’. It explores this in the context 
of society’s inherent need to create coherent narratives about the past and how in those processes 
of history making dominant narratives are constructed that do not account for a multitude of 
experiences, including those that are complex, traumatic and very difficult to articulate or share. 
 
The Watch Man was developed through a series of sound drawings made alongside the edit 
which also intersects with and is informed by diagrammatic drawings made by Martin in 
conversation with me to capture scientific understanding of complex processes underlying 
trauma memory. The sound world that was created is explored and developed through an 
ongoing exchange between these drawing processes and the editing process, which involves 
working simultaneously across sound, voice and moving image. For instance, in the edit, 
discordant sounds of a spinning lathe or escapement break through the intense focus on the 
intricate and highly skilled work of mending clocks to impact viscerally on the viewer’s body, 
voice becomes fragmented- it becomes embedded in the everyday in a way that’s uncomfortable 
and difficult. The work resists the trope of the cinematic flashback and uses sound to evoke the 
sense of constant pressure of traumatic memory pressing in on the present with an intensity that’s 
difficult to contain. Composing sound is an essential element in creating a structure and 
underlying conceptual framework for the work. I think what’s interesting, looking back reflecting 
across a practice is how certain pre-occupations seem to re-appear all the time, they configure in 
different ways but there are these very central preoccupations in the work. 

Q: Can you say what those central pre-occupations are? 

S: A major preoccupation is how does one think about- and this is very general- the intersections 
and relationships between the material world, the physical exterior world- and one’s interior 
world, where one begins and the other ends is not clear cut, and we also need to consider the 
multitude of forces at play across, between and through these worlds. I think of memory as an 
active agent in this, both in the present and shaping our individual and collective capacities to 
imagine the future, it is not just past orientated. 

Q: Do you mean ‘re-created’ in the present in response to the present? 

S: The way memory is constantly being changed and updated. Yes, it is a process of constant 
construction that’s incredibly complex and in some sense, involves thinking about those inter-
sections between how you experience the world as an individual, how you are situated in a 
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social, cultural, political, phenomenological, spatial context; how those relationships are not 
fixed, they are constantly in motion, thinking about those dynamics.  
 
Often, I work with people for whom some event or something has caused a major shift in that 
relationship. I ‘ve worked with people who have PTSD; a woman called Claire who experienced 
a sudden loss of access to memory (through encephalitis which caused a large lesion in her 
brain). Working with people for whom that experience of the world and the ways in which they 
navigate the relationships between their interior selves and the world around them has changed 
so significantly has been incredibly important to me as it has enabled me to think much more 
deeply about what I would call ‘invisible architectures’- the complex social cultural, political 
‘architectures’ that we all somehow inhabit, and to challenge the hierarchies of knowledge that 
structure or dominate thinking about human experience and the world that we live in.  

Q: Do you have an end product or in mind? What is the final form you are heading for? 

S: I would see my practice as involving a set of ongoing dialogues with people with different 
expertise, experience and perspectives, some over many years. So, while when I am in the final 
edit phase of making a video and sound installation or a film, this is often an intense and solitary 
process in my studio, there are a wider set of conversations that run through, across and beyond 
individual works. Often these have very long trajectories and cross through and inform practice 
often resulting in multiple interconnected bodies of work being produced.  I make a film or a 
video and sound installation or body of works for exhibition yes but in the process of making that 
I might run a whole series of interdisciplinary forums or events. These are part of the practice, as 
part of the ongoing work; I don’t see them just as a research element. 

Q: Are they co-creatively doing things with you or is it simply a dialogue distinct from the 
creation of a work? 

S: I would say the dialogue informs both my practice and their practice. The dialogue isn’t just 
oriented towards the production of a series of artworks. I would say that the questions and 
challenges of making an artwork help to shape a dialogue in a way that wouldn’t exist without 
that practice. Generally speaking the central driving force of the work, the thing that I find a 
voice through, that is multi-layered and has a kind of inherent set of complexities that drive me 
and preoccupy me is working with image and sound. So essentially, making film works, and 
often making video and sound installations, where sound and moving image are further 
spatialised to create a more immersive experience, using multiple channels of synchronised 
sound and multiple projected moving images. Someone described it once as creating an 
‘affective geography’. There are a lot of different things to talk about here. One is intimacy. So, 
if I am working with someone like my father or like John Tulloch, who is a survivor of the 7/7 
London bombings who I worked with on a work called 216 Westbound, or Claire, there’s a level 
at which I want the work to create an intimacy with the way that person experiences the world 
without that person becoming exposed.  

Q: Are these people an integral part of the work? 

S: I generally work with people over many years and their experience is, in a way, a way into the 
subject of the work. Often that experience, perspective way of being in the world is very hard to 
communicate, I try to find a way of working with them to articulate that experience which 
requires finding new forms of expression. But in that process the focus of the work isn’t 
biographical-I don’t want to expose them as individuals. I don’t want you to have a privileged 
access to personal aspects of their lives.  

Q: What is it you are trying to do - to re-create their experience? 

S: In a way to give their experience agency. To think about its value for how it may cause us to 
think differently. An example would be how do we understand the loss of memory? What are the 
consequences of that? How does it affect the sense of being able to pass through time, live in 
time? How does it affect a sense of self? How are questions of agency played out if you can’t 
access memory of your past? How do you locate yourself in time, place, culture…How can you 
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imagine the future if you can’t remember the past? There is always a focus on the individual in 
the wider social, cultural, political landscape. In that instance, I am looking for a way to think 
about memory loss and amnesia through an individual experience. And how that might enable us 
to think about cultural amnesia and cultural erasure differently.  

Q: Do you imagine them seeing this work when you are making it? 

S: Yes, of course, absolutely.  

Q: Does that have an impact on how you make it? 

S: It’s hugely important to me. It’s important on an emotional and ethical level as well as on a 
political, social and cultural level - how representations or how working intimately with 
someone’s experience of the world is received and seen by them in the final work. With each 
person I’ve worked there has always been an in-depth and ongoing dialogue about what the work 
is about, what is it that it is exploring, and this always connects with the wider social, cultural 
and political context. So, I am simultaneously looking at other material, involved in wider 
research and investigations. It’s very important that there is a focus on how individual experience 
can allow us to ask different questions, open up new perspectives or thought, and that their 
experience and voice has agency in this. In many ways this is a very delicate process, it requires 
an acute form of listening. There are always moments when you see that something isn’t 
working, and sometimes this can be easily explained or sometimes you just know it’s not 
working without being able to articulate exactly why.  

Q: And then you throw it away? 

S: Yes, or I put it somewhere – say on another edit line – as it might be important for me to 
revisit it, to understand why it wasn’t working. One thing that is really essential to the way I 
work is that I don’t script in the conventional sense, then take the script and make a film. I often 
record hours of free-ranging conversations with someone. If I am working with someone who 
has traumatic memory I may only make one single recording of those memories, after many 
recordings that focus on other things, and on talking about and around the traumatic experience. 
This process is not prescriptive, there’s got to be a sensitivity to when the time is right for that. 

Q: When you have made recordings, how do you then progress the work? 

S: I then start to work with that material in an edit, I may not be able to do that straight away 
though, I may need to listen to many recordings again and again to really listen to what is being 
said, I often need to transcribe speech, then also listen to emotional tenor of the voice, to really 
try to listen - and by that I also mean reading transcripts - to the recordings with different 
sensitivities I might still have other filming to do. It might be something connected to what 
they’ve said: because I also listen a lot to tone of voice. I’m trying to capture something that goes 
beyond a linguistic account or representation. So, when I’ve made those recordings, it might be 
that there’s a lot of material that isn’t there yet- it could be a set of images, sounds… those 
recordings cannot be anticipated and they also shape the work. 

 
A good example would be working with John Tulloch on 216 Westbound I could talk about 
Lesions in the Landscape too but I’ll talk about this first. John Tulloch is a media sociologist and 
professor, who was on the Edgeware train sitting opposite Mohammed Sadique Khan when 
Khan’s bomb went off. He was injured but survived and when he emerged out of the Tube 
station, the media took his photograph. The image of him became one of three iconic global 
images of that attack. Subsequently his image was used by the Sun newspaper on the front page 
with the words ‘Tell Tony he’s right’ next to his mouth as part of the Sun’s campaign to support 
of Tony Blair’s proposed 90 days without charge terrorism legislation bill.  This was legislation 
that John vehemently opposed. and this appropriation of John’s image both denied him voice and 
agency, with an appalling disregard for his sense of self and identity.  

 
I met John through one of the inter-disciplinary forums I organised as part of my practice. He 
came to see The Watch Man which was installed at the Wellcome Collection in London as part of 
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the War and Medicine exhibition there in 2007. We had an extraordinary conversation about that 
work. It was particularly interesting for me to talk to him because he is both a highly 
sophisticated reader of moving image and sound and could also approach the work from the 
perspective of someone who had experienced trauma -this was not long after the 7/7/ bombings. 
We had a conversation about how you express another person’s trauma in an artwork. There are 
a very complicated and critical set of questions around this. He really liked that piece. He was 
very moved by that piece about my father. He got it completely. He recognised many 
interconnected elements in the work. 

 
I think it was three years later that I asked him if we could make a film together- it took me that 
long, to feel like it was the right time and the right work to make and perhaps instinctively I 
knew I should wait that long. Then we met a number of times over a period of two years and had 
long conversations, I made a series of recordings, which included the wider scope of John’s life, 
his family history, the period before and after the bombings, the longer term effects of his PTSD, 
his interrogation of the media reporting around the event, his analysis and critical response to 
this, the inquest, and about the emergence of the political self over time and the consequences of 
the appropriation of his image by the Sun newspaper. We made one recording of his memories of 
the experience of being in the train. I was aware that the media always ask ‘what did you see?’ 
So, I asked him another set of questions: “What did you hear?” “What was the temperature like?” 
A very different way of re-visiting that space and those memories.  
 
It was very intense and I became aware that the memories were becoming more vivid and 
distressing, so we walked out of the train. I asked John to describe the next carriage and then we 
walked out. I was also conscious of the negative experiences John had had with media 
representations, it was important that we worked together on this, John gave me complete 
creative freedom but we discussed the conceptual frame for the work and how it would be 
represented in written materials. A central focus right at the beginning was on how the effects of 
PTSD experienced by John could amplify another, less visible but powerful affect of the attacks 
and that is the mapping of a topography of latent threat and fear onto space.  

Q: You mean how the people now feel about that space? 

S:  Yes. The wider psychological impact of the bombings on the social, political and cultural 
space of the city. That was very clear from the start. The final work though is intricately woven 
through with details from these long and wide-ranging conversations.  It takes a kind of arc 
working across multiple scales simultaneously, from the physiological impact of explosion 
underground, through media appropriation and global dissemination of John’s image to the 
architectures of state control, ending where it began at the street entrance to Edgware Tube 
Station.  
 
Early on, you hear John’s voice fragmented describing the unpleasant yellow colour that infused 
everything, how the carriage appeared to stretch and pull and time slowed down at the moment 
of the blast, you hear are the underground staff and emergency services above struggling to 
understand what is happening below, and then there’s another layer of sound where there’s total 
confusion. Central to this on another scale is the mental image of the tympanic membrane, the 
bursting of John’s ear drums as a way of thinking about how the boundary between the internal 
space of the body and external space or world becomes ruptured. Or about how the way the 
outside world is perceived and interpreted internally is shattered. That becomes one of the points 
around which the film (216 Westbound) turns. A way of thinking through the physiological 
impact, the psychological and then the wider cultural and political impact of that attack. 
 
The language I found to do that was not there at the beginning. In developing the film, I went to 
Imperial College to speak to Tobias Reichenbach5 who is an auditory neuro-scientist and 
biophysicist at the Centre for the Blast Injury Studies6.  He described the physics of a bomb blast 
and the physiological impact on the auditory system. This also introduced key points around 
which the film turns: for instance, that we experience space through echoes, if we don’t have 
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echoes, we can feel oppressed as though there is no space around us anymore. John when 
thinking about the final film commented that this was a kind of physiological metaphor for the of 
idea of the membranes that exist within media and across political or state structures of control. 

Q: How did you convey that in the film7?  

S: The film is punctured by moments of text. You hear John talk about his loss of agency when 
the newspaper appropriates his image- it became an iconic image but the structure of the film 
doesn’t allow you to see it in its entirety, its fragmented by animated blocks that move across its 
surface but you hear John’s description of it. In a way, its a reinstatement of John’s voice as he 
critically analyses the image and accounts for its abuse of his sense of self and politics, and the 
use of this against his will. There’s a close-up of his hands and you hear John say that - she 
didn’t know who I was, only by the way I held my hands – it’s a moment of intimate tenderness 
with this image, though not explicit, John is describing how his wife who didn’t recognise him in 
the image; she only recognised him through the particular way he held his hands. This is 
followed by each proposed control order appearing in succession cutting into and out of the 
screen across a wide moving image of the city; here you are presented with the abstracted brute 
bureaucracy of state control. 

Q: It is very interesting listening to you talk about the film as it is now, as I’d be able to see it, 
and members of the public would. I am wondering when you were making it how much was 
edited out? How much change did you make? 

S: Well, it’s not that straight forward, for instance, when John saw that film in its complete form, 
he articulated so much of the thinking in that film including details in the texture of the work that 
possibly only he and I could read. The colour yellow is important it appears at numerous points 
in the film, the reference is to the colour he saw when the bomb went off; he describes this urine 
yellow colour. I also create big image collages often when I’m thinking about how elements of a 
work might go together, as well as sound drawings. I dislocate elements from the kind of 
restricted space of a linear narrative so that other sets of possibilities can emerge, I need to be in 
the right frame of mind to do this, it’s very focused and intense work, but also involves intuition, 
keeping multiple ideas and thoughts in suspension and at times a distracted form of looking. I’ll 
work with images on the floor so I can move them about and put things against each other… 
There were originally many interconnected elements that trace the colour yellow from the attack 
to the months and years afterwards.  A yellow chair, an image of yellow tulips, each with 
particular personal significance for John, so the colour yellow emerges as a key element in the 
work, but while these other elements are no longer visible in the work, in a literal sense they are 
‘edited out’, their presence is important in shaping the particular emphasis, tone and presence of 
the particular urine colour yellow that is there. 

Q: A lot of people when you ask what are you thinking about when you make something, will say 
“I’m not thinking- I just do it.’ 

S: No, no, no. I’m thinking all the time. But it’s not disengaged thinking. When I work best, it’s a 
kind of alertness, that is alert in terms of-– it’s sensorially alert but it’s also emotionally alert and 
intellectually alert. I’d say it was a process of intense focus, concentration. I would say it can be 
also quite- I don’t know if empathy is the right word. There is definitely not a sense of recording 
someone and asking them to fulfil a set of pre-requirements. When I’ve gathered this wealth of 
material, working with it involves an alertness, and perhaps a deeper kind of listening. What is 
important about this is the way this process unfolds within a conceptual framework and the way 
in which there is an interaction between an underlying politics and the way in which the work 
hopefully opens up a different way of thinking and questioning.  
 
The point for me is that the conceptual framework, the set of questions, the focus on developing 
agency and voice within a wider social, political and cultural dynamic drives the work. This also 
informs and shapes the understanding of the work for the people I’m working with, this describes 
the frame but does not pre-determine the artworks themselves, that requires a large amount of 
process.  
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Q: What happens when you’ve completed the work, when you’ve reflected on it afterwards? 

S: There is something in that which is to do with levels of scrutiny on a work. For me the editing 
process is all consuming and I can do hours and hours of editing day after day when I’m in that 
phase because in a way it’s a highly delicate process working across so many elements 
simultaneously, where the atmosphere of a work can be so elusive, volatile, shift from one 
moment to the next, where at a certain level each minute decision seems to have an impact. You 
can get to the point where you are talking about milliseconds; one frame in this direction, one 
frame in that, the sound slightly up… At the very end, I’ll work with a sound mixer who’ll work 
with me on the detailed separation elements of sound. This has become a very important part of 
the process for me, not just in terms of the technical expertise but also to listen intently with 
another person, who is expert at focussed listening. I gain simultaneously a shared intimacy with 
the work and the distance of being with someone else who is listening to it.  So, you are working 
with their ear and they’re working with your ear. That’s a very particular way of working: you 
need to understand their ear and they need to understand yours. And you’re working on 
something that’s moving in time. I’ve worked with different sound engineers, with some of them 
I’ve made sound drawings as we work, with others it’s a different process depending on who it 
is. 

Q: Can we talk about the the nature of the collaboration with Martin Conway?  

S: Martin and I were introduced by a curator called Judith King and Tom Shakespeare, who was 
then Director of Policy, Ethics and Life Sciences in Newcastle – (PEALS8). He and Judith King 
had support from the Gulbenkian 9 and Wellcome Trust in 2002 to invite four artists to work with 
four scientists for a project called Memory and Forgetting. Judith knew my work as I had been 
Artist in Residence in the Berwick Gymnasium residency programme that she managed and she 
knew I was very interested in memory so she paired me with Martin to work together on that 
project. So we met but our dialogue really took form when he saw an early piece of mine I’d 
been involved in a series of projects as an artist working with ex-offenders and in prisons over a 
number of years. I made a work called ‘Walking on Letters’ (1999) with a man called John 
Westbrook, who’d spent a lot of time in prison and I gave that to Martin to look at. Once he’d 
seen that film the whole depth and focus of the conversation changed.   
 
In our second meeting, I asked him to draw, so we have a collection of drawings that he’s made 
over the years. Drawing is an extraordinary form of communication particularly for complex 
scientific theory-theoretical models. Because for someone like me who is not a scientist, those 
drawings allow for complex thinking to be mapped in a way that discussion can emerge, and 
from that discussion can progress, because you are not having to remember what someone has 
said from the beginning of a very complicated set of descriptions. Those drawings became really 
important. It was a kind of experiment. How could artists and scientists work together to produce 
some creative output? 
 
Martin is interested in culture, as well as reading widely across science, he reads a lot of 
literature, philosophy, poetry, listens to music; he is interested in exploring ideas creatively and 
imaginatively. From the beginning the conversations with Martin were inspiring. I liked him very 
much as a person. I got a sense from him that he was very motivated by a desire to generate 
understanding and for that to have value in society. He is an open and a creative thinker, 
imaginative, intellectual and informed, and a leading expert in his field. Working with him in this 
way was really important for me because following this I’ve found that I have developed an 
intellectual and dynamic creative context to work within which includes ongoing dialogues with 
people from different disciplines. 

Q: If we now come up to the present day, how would you characterise the collaboration now 
and your relationship as people who are interested in ideas, art and making ‘stuff’? 

S: I would say that there’s still a sense of an enormous amount of work to do. Each project opens 
up a new set of questions so it’s very generative. It’s about ideas and how you might articulate 
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things in unexpected ways…What I like very much about working with Martin is that there is 
definitely a sense of parity and there is a kind of organic movement, where one might lead 
sometime and then the other. Sometimes we have extraordinary conversations where the 
trajectory of that conversation couldn’t possibly be repeated had it started on another day. 
There’s something quite something quite extraordinary about that. 

Q: Dialogue is an area I’m fascinated by – the relationship between the talking and the thinking 
that you do together and how far that contributes to new thinking, new ideas.  

S: Lesions in the Landscape10 is important in this respect, that work generated a lot of new 
thinking, approaches and ideas for both myself and cognitive neuropsychologists Martin Conway 
and Catherine Loveday whom I worked with. Central to this was the dialogue with Claire, and 
her experience of amnesia. Out of this work came new questions and thinking about the impact 
of amnesia caused by brain injury on the ability to daydream and the vital importance of the 
relationship between memory and imagination in both remembering the past and being able to 
imagine the future and how this could introduce new ways of thinking about impact of cultural 
amnesia and erasure. The consequences of being locked in the present moment, of a kind of 
petrification of memory, that comes with a loss of that dynamic interaction between memory and 
imagination opened up new thinking about landscape - social, cultural and political landscapes- 
the complex intersections between lived experience and neuropsychological models for 
understanding amnesia developed in the work introduced perspectives that resist a more 
conventional linear time-based approach to historical narratives and Cartesian approach to 
mapping. That for me is fascinating. 
 
By Cartesian mapping I’m referring to a mapping of the world the world on a horizontal plane 
across its ‘surface’. Thinking about neuropsychological understanding of memory processes, 
how this intersects with and informs thinking about temporal and spatial dimensions of social, 
cultural, political ‘landscapes’ intersects with conversations I have with Andrew Hoskins, a 
media sociologist who’s looking at media, memory and conflict and  at how the digital world is 
transforming how we understand mapping now: how we need new more dynamic models that 
don’t rely on a material based or geographical maps with borders and edges as their fundamental 
basis. This extends to how we might work across disciplines and subjectivities in ways that 
challenge hierarchies of knowledge and more singular representations of our being in the world. 

Q: Just summing up the collaboration with Martin. You are not, as far as I understand it a 
‘collective’: you don’t subsume your identities in ownership of the work. 

S: Absolutely not. No. 

Q: Is it right to say that by working together you are able to take more risks, to do more 
adventurous things, for example, or is there a steady (predictable?) pathway, trajectory in your 
collaborative work…? 

S: I think there’s a depth that comes from it, increasingly. I think the last works philosophically 
and intellectually and emotionally have a depth that’s increased over time. Yes, I think that there 
are ways in which we push each other’s thinking in speculative or imaginative ways, we ask 
different questions and these also drive creative thinking. I think having children has made me 
work differently because I demand more from the time I have. The demands I make from it are 
for much greater depth, and for a sense of its value on its own terms. 

Q: Do you think that’s part of the collaboration- that it’s more efficient? 

S: I think it comes from a number of things happening at the same time: having children for me 
has changed my relationship with time, not just in a pragmatic sense, but it has made the use of 
time more critical. I think my relationship to a sense of jeopardy and risk have changed because 
maybe I am more fearful for them than for myself. Therefore, while questions about the future 
and the trajectories of human activity are increasingly urgent…on a personal level there’s 
something quite liberating about that. 
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Q: So in terms of risk for your artworks you’re not so worried about that? 

S: I think it’s a question of how you define and identify risk, I am more resistant to the risk posed 
by compromise. I would say that maybe I’m more demanding of the work itself, And the work 
draws on and is driven by a depth of conversation that has accumulated over many years. And 
conversations where you propose things you wouldn’t necessarily do where you feel more 
guarded. 

Q: When you are working with someone else, particularly someone you’ve known over many 
years who is a part of your creative life, do you think that makes you think differently or harder 
about some things? 

S: Yes, it does. I think what’s important perhaps is the context within which you work and that 
includes the people you work with, it includes the large body of works by others including artists, 
writers, filmmakers that you look at and might think about over many years, or it includes 
yourself, your real and imagined publics, curators and critics. If you were to make work and for 
example art critics were your closest reference point, for me that would be a very denuded kind 
of space to work in. 

Q: And they only see the end product, they don’t see the process whereas your collaborator is 
with you throughout. 

S: But there are writers who’ve written about my work, who are, cultural critics, and take time 
and think about the work, who have given me new insight into what the works does. There are 
writers with whom I also have valuable and ongoing conversations, who consider the works in a 
contemporary art and wider cultural context, that is also important to me. I may not be in 
dialogue with them throughout the process of producing the work- but those dialogues and 
conversations become part of the space that you operate in.  

Q: I’m thinking of the difference between the critic who sees only the end, the finished product, 
finished work, whereas the person you are collaborating with sees the way it develops and how 
it gets there. That must be a qualitatively different world to inhabit compared to say the 
responses you might have of your finished work. 

S: Yes. It’s true. Sometimes in those moments people will reflect on what you are doing which 
will set off a whole other set of thoughts or allow you to look at what you are doing from a 
different vantage point. For instance, with The Watch Man, the video is a round circular 
projection, and there’s a sequence where you see trees, branches crossing over that and I 
remember Martin saying it looked like a scarred iris. And the whole ocular movement that I had 
edited in that sequence in the work suddenly came into focus in a highly interconnected way with 
the psychological dimensions of the work. It was there but I hadn’t literally set out to create a 
scarred iris.  

Q: How does the response from the outside world so to speak, compared to the collaborator’s 
response- the person you have brought into your process affect the way you see the work? 

S:  I think there’s a point when you are engrossed in a work that you have multiple dialogues that 
you have generated or have gathered and put in momentum, going on simultaneously you are 
managing all these different elements and intensities and resonances, within an overall 
framework – of an idea and or structure, you are working with and developing a language which 
is operating on multiple levels simultaneously; and those dialogues and conversations are part of 
that constellation. I will be working intensely on this on my own but there are points when I’ll 
call Martin, for instance and say can we meet up? Because there’ll be something that I need to 
discuss, and idea that has emerged from that process.  
 
And sometimes I’ll ask him to draw something specific in order to move a set of ideas or 
questions forward. A very good example of the way that works is in Lesions and the Landscape. 
Using data from an earlier scientific study by Martin and Catherine, I worked with Lol Baker at 
FabLab, LJMU to create a life size 3D powder print of Claire’s brain lesion. I looked at this 
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object and thought there’s something very fixed and resolute about it and I started to think about 
scientific data such as MRI, its precision and also its lack of precision -what the data and this 
object could or couldn’t tell you. I went to talk to Claire about this and she talked about how you 
could measure the lesion but you could never measure the impact it had on her memory- that was 
totally unquantifiable. I was talking to her at that time about my thinking in relation to the 
conceptual development of the work. I was talking about how I was thinking about the 
relationship between the volcanic eruption and petrification of this landscape that created the St 
Kilda archipelago and the encephalitis as a sudden event that then ‘petrified’ in the form of a 
lesion. So, we discussed this and how the MRI could not map the impact or full scale of the 
lesion on her memory, and similarly, on St Kilda, the consequences of the petrification of this 
landscape, not just in deep geological time, but that the conservation of the ruins of the houses 
and buildings once occupied and used by the people of St Kilda for over 4000 years, where a 
form of petrification that could not map the past lives lived there. 
 
Then I discussed the thoughts Claire and I had been exploring with Martin.  Martin introduced 
the word ‘petrification’ to describe how memory continually updates itself as you move through 
time and if you can’t access memories for the past it is very difficult to do this and that this can 
be described as a form of petrification. These conversations didn’t just inform Lesions in the 
Landscape, further discussions about the relationship between memory and living in time, 
remembering the past and imagining the future, emerged from that generating a whole new set of 
questions, area of thinking and a new two screen video installation called Time Present. In a way 
there’s a kind of parity here, between an artist, scientist and Claire who has amnesia, in exploring 
these ideas and thinking. There’s not a hierarchy of knowledge. Challenging and disrupting 
hierarchies of knowledge is a very important aspect of my work and process. I think parity is also 
to do with an approach, and to how you listen to and exchange with one another. There’s a parity 
here in terms of having conversations that are not based on hierarchies of knowledge, that can 
open up new thinking through art practice- there’s something quite basic about that.  
 

 
 
Fig. 2  ‘Lesions in the Landscape, 2015’, ©Shona Illingworth, installation view, FACT,  
Photograph Jon Barraclough Supported by Wellcome Trust. With thanks to Scottish 
Screen Archive, NLS 
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1 Photograph Mark Sealy 
2 http://shonaillingworth.net/216-westbound 
3 Illingworth (2011) p 53 Martin Conway, who has been her main collaborator over many years also uses 

drawings to represent features of memory both visible and invisible. 
4 http://shonaillingworth.net/about 
5 http://www.imperial.ac.uk/people/reichenbach 
6 https://www.imperial.ac.uk/blast-injury 
7 https://vimeo.com/159895876 The complete film isn't available online but is in the Imperial War 

Museum's permanent collection. 
8 http://www.ncl.ac.uk/peals/ 
9 https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-branch/ 
10 http://shonaillingworth.net/lesions-in-the-landscape 

                                                        


