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Sunday 4th September, 2005 - Gillian’s House 
 
Sacha Craddock: I want to talk to you about your commission for Bloomberg SPACE. I know that 
you are a long way into it now; you have done so much research and preparation, and yet time is 
short and you have still to do the filming. Can you tell me about the history of the project and your 
thinking up to this point?  
 
Gillian Wearing: The original idea was to make a series of vignettes on loneliness. But somehow 
those aspects could not be fulfilled exactly because it is so impossible to convey loneliness; to 
have someone else in the room filming would undermine this. It may be OK to do a spoken 
interview, but how can someone act lonely if you are there?  
 
I was then thinking of a monologue spoken by an elderly person, but they don’t stay in a constant 
state; particularly when someone is old, they shift back and forth in time… going back to youth, to 
younger times. Old people can’t get away from loneliness in the same way as the young. But I do 
not want to define an old person by that; I do not want them defined by their age.  
 
I decided I wanted to define someone through a period of their time, through their memories, and 
snapshots.  
 
I didn’t want it to be images of just one person but of general people in general time. I was sticking 
to the photographic image and making a progression of age and time but with no physical 
relationship between the two. For each decade there is a generic image. I am sticking with the 
general photographic image, the snapshot and the portrait.  
 
SC: Where did you find this material?  
 
GW: I researched old photographs, looked at people’s photograph albums, and on the internet. 
 
The show will consist of films for each decade from the 1920s through to the 1980s.  
 
SC: How will they be shown? 
 
GW: Each will be shown separately but in relation to each other - a huge moving photographic 
album or display on differently scaled and proportioned screens.  



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SC: Can you talk me through the different films, the seven decades? I imagine that some of this 
may yet change to a degree.  
 
GW: 1920s - This is film of a girl [approx 8 years old] in a studio playing the violin.  
1930s – A studio shot of a 19-year-old woman reading a magazine. The magazine is Vogue and 
there is the suggestion, of course, of desire for something else, as well as the start of something 
else.   
1940s - A Lido, representing what was then the novel idea of recreation, of free time. The woman 
is in her late 20s. She is smoking a cigarette. This has much to do with film glamour, with 
auditions. The girl is aping film stars, aping Hollywood. As in the photographs, the women are 
seeing themselves as other than they were.  
1950s - It is a christening scene. This is to be filmed at my Nan’s house in Birmingham, which is 
perfect because I see it as 1950s even though it is an old house. Of course it is not totally of that 
time, no one has a place specific to time, a room full of just one era. This is also about the return, 
then, to the idea of the family, perhaps.  
1960s - A woman modelling her face and shoulders at a photo shoot.  
1970s - A 60-year-old woman in a Ford Cortina eating chips.  
1980s - A Walton-on-Thames residential home. I will be filming two old women, I think, one 
listening to music, one sewing, I cannot decide.  
 
SC: So what is the relationship between the photograph and the way you film; how will you deal 
with it in this work? 
 
GW: Always I film something that involves a gentle repeated movement - smoking, playing the 
violin, turning the pages of a magazine, posing for a photographic shot, not highly active 
movement but still active in many respects. 
 
SC: Is there evidence of this in your earlier work?  
 
GW: I did a piece in 2002 with me dressed as my grandmother. The hat was down on my face. 
With this image of me asleep you did not question that it was still. The origins of my work are in 
the photograph, but this is of course is working between photography and film.   
 
SC: This is so interesting because, of course, the portrait photograph in turn reflects the moving 
image of any time, consciously and unconsciously.   
 
GW: The photograph has us posing for others; we act as soon as we go out of the door; we put on 
different masks.  
 
SC: This seems such an ambitious piece in that it brings an overview, a circularity, an insight 
about life. 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GW: The story, spoken over, brings it together into one consciousness. The voiceover, one 
person’s account, is a story that comes in after the music at the beginning and stops before the 
music at the end (perhaps). This voice is the current account of a life lived, being remembered 
now. This will seem dark running alongside the ideal line up of moments recorded, captured, and 
celebrated. The reality is understood now; the personal account converges with the general 
construction.  
 
SC: I have just glanced at the rough outline of the spoken account of a life lived; this brings in 
general but specific details about children, neighbours, sewing, Christmas and even the change in 
the colour of an eye through age.  
 
GW: Yes, this attempt to characterise, to deal with a whole life now remembered, refers of course 
to death, to sadness, and an inevitable return to loneliness. 
 
 
Wednesday 14th September, 2005 -  Bloomberg SPACE 
 
SC: Here we are something like two weeks later. We have talked in the past about the 
impossibility of completely controlling the outcome and effect of work before you make it. You 
have shot about two thirds of the film, I think. Have you been surprised through the actual filming? 
Has much changed?    
 
GW: I don't think about that, at the time, when you know you have a whole block of filming to do. I 
like the film of 1970s, the woman eating chips in the car; there are three shots, but the sun setting 
into the car did not work; the lighting was too strong. I looked into camera, I had high hopes for the 
last shot; in a way what you see from the camera does come out the way you perceive it.  
 
SC: Is it all about framing?  
 
GW: I think that what I realise is that photos edit themselves; editing is something to do with the 
way people choose the picture that makes them feel good, that represents a feeling that they like. 
Trying to choose something that has something about it that is not random; a good snapshot has 
some aesthetic that can't be perceived before the 'snapper' takes the image. With film you tend to 
have a big lumpy camera that does not have the loveliness, the lightness of the still camera; you 
spend time trying to get that frame, a good frame.  
 
SC: That is interesting; this constant translation between the two media is something we have 
talked about before.  
 
GW: I suppose it is in between photography and film, some of the composition is based on 
photographs, but my mind keeps going between the two. 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Normally when making a shoot I have a huge responsibility to get things together. I am 
responsible for detail; this is difficult, but with the older woman in the chair, I did not care. It was 
there and real; I did not have to place anything. There is a vast difference to another era, the 
double conundrum, of not wanting it to look like a film, wanting, in a way, a photographic shoot, not 
a film shoot.  
 
I am going to call it 'Snapshot', by the way.  
 
SC: How many scenes have you managed so far? 
 

GW: I have still to do the 30s and 40s. The 80s is done; it could be now! I have done five.  
 
SC: Did you consciously try to separate out the imagery, once you have started filming, and 
become more aware of actuality?  
 
GW: Consciousness of difference? Yes, I hope they will look different from each other, it’s hard to 
say.  
 
SC:  There was a real strategy to characterise the specific time, not showing the same person 
feeling different things?  
 
GW: I tried to, I didn't want it to look like the same person aging but that age is aging, that time is 
aging.  
 
SC: How different is it to your other work, obviously this is a different piece, but....  
 
GW: I am sure you go around with a certain marriage to things you have done before, like with 
'Album' 2003. I think it comes out. 
 
SC: Can you talk about atmosphere in your work? 
 
GW: Not typical of me, but I was trying to get beautiful shots, and that is not typical of me. 
 
SC: How would you characterise your shots before? 
 
Maybe I went for something everyday, with a documentary feel to it. Not talking about aesthetics… 
with snapshots, choosing images that are nice somehow. When I did ‘Album’, I was choosing 
individual family members trying to look their best. Snapshots tend to be about good things, 
people don’t take the camera out when they have an argument. You have to be in a good mood, in 
general, when people take photographs of their family. Generally even when you are a 
photographer, you want to take a nice picture of someone, want someone to see their good 
moments. It was never my intention before to have people look their best.  



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SC: It was then about observation, perhaps, about looking at people.  
So we are someway towards completion. How do you envisage the work finally, in what form? 
 
GW: On a free standing wall, on plasma screens with frames around them looking like a series of 
images that connect but don’t connect. 
Each represents a woman in isolation; apart from the woman with the baby, there are no other 
characters in the images. 
 
SC: Also with the particular huge window at the front of Bloomberg SPACE you can see all of the 
images all at once.  
 
GW:  So you have to choose what you look at again, some you might not want to concentrate 
on… I find photographs so interesting because you can look at them endlessly and still you don’t 
get the whole story. 
 
SC: You hardly get anything, I know. But the relationship is how you compensate and construct 
the situation, the story around the edge.   
 
GW: We cannot over dissect as it is not even finished yet. It is not usual to have an interview 
before it is made. Yes, I suppose I am excited, do not want to pre-empt the result 
 
SC: Last time we talked I mentioned the unusual level of ambition in this piece, this overview. 
 
GW: The overview is unusual, I did not realise it was as ambitious as this, when we talked on the 
grass outside.    
 
 
 
 
 


