Interview with Louise Ann Wilson
28 April 2021, online
Interview conducted by Georgina
Biggs and Emily Underwood-Lee
Interview edited by Georgina Biggs
and Emily Underwood-Lee

Louise Ann Wilson is an artist, scenographer and researcher who
creates site-specific walking-performances in rural landscapes that givea-voice to ‘missing’ or marginal life-events – with transformative and
therapeutic outcomes. Her work has addressed terminal illness,
bereavement, in/fertility and involuntary childlessness, the effects of
ageing and the impact of change.
Each project is transdisciplinary and developed in close collaboration
with people with knowledge of the chosen landscape, scientists and
experts in the field of the life-event in question and those experiencing
it. These have included: geologists, botanists and shepherds;
neurologists, embryologists and palliative care nurses; women
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experiencing involuntary childlessness, care-home residents and
fishermen.
Recent works include: Women’s Walks to Remember: ‘With Memory I
was there’ (2018-19), Dorothy’s Room (2018), Mulliontide (2016),
Warnscale: A Land Mark Walk Reflecting on in/Fertility and
Childlessness (2015), The Gathering / Yr Helfa (2014) and Fissure (2011).
www.louiseannwilson.com

Gina: So the first question we’d like to ask is, do you identify as a
maternal artist?
Louise: No, that's not a term I've ever used about myself. It's an
interesting term, but I wouldn't say I identify, or name myself, or call
myself that. Maybe, for me, that term does have certain connotations.
As somebody who is childless-by-circumstance, and deals with that
subject matter, it's good to know that the term maternal in your project
is very wide because it is probably a term that, for me, is quite
challenging, quite difficult space.
Gina: As a woman who is approaching forty and who doesn’t have
children, I really connected with your performance and book Warnscale
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(2015) 1 and the way in which it addresses the topic of biological
childlessness. Could you tell me a bit more about that and about why
you chose to deal with this as subject matter.
Louise: Yes. So really it is from a very personal place. Throughout my
mid to late twenties, I hadn’t been in a long-term relationship. Well,
throughout my twenties my sister had been very ill, and she became ill
when she was twenty-five with a brain tumour and died of that when
she was twenty-nine. We were really close. I was working as a theatre
designer at this time and had a career that I was developing. But there
was also this enormous, really difficult, traumatic space. I wanted to
spend quite a lot of time with my sister and then the grief after she
died took a long time to recover from.
I think a combination of different factors, like the stage of my career,
the effect of that grief on me, meant that for a number of years I just
couldn't really enter into a relationship with somebody. And I'm
heterosexual so that would have been with a man. I think it was
probably at that point in my life when I might have been thinking about
having a family, or maybe meeting somebody that I wanted to have a
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For more information see https://www.louiseannwilson.com/work/warnscale
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family with. For those reasons, it just wasn't happening for me and I
became quite isolated.
Then in my late thirties I just didn't know what to do about it. I thought,
“Should I put an advert out there to meet somebody? How do you do
it?” Now there are many more ways around the possibility of having a
child with somebody where you’re not in a relationship. There's more
in the public domain about how people might become pregnant in lots
of different ways. But I didn't know what to do. I went to my GP and
she began to test my fertility levels, and they were beginning to really
drop. For a period of time I started speaking to a friend about whether
he might be a sperm donor for me. We were working out how that
would be. But time was sort of ticking on.
Eventually we did one cycle of IVF [In vitro fertilisation] with
Intracytoplasmic Sperm Injection (ICSI) at Care in Manchester because
my fertility level was really dropping . 2 That round was not successful
and my advice at that point was to try another round of IVF but they
were saying my chances of it being successful were very low. In
Warnscale I produced some of the notes from the letter and the
conversation that I had. My AMH [Anti-Mullerian Hormone] was 0.07
For more information see https://www.carefertility.com/our-clinics/fertility-clinicmanchester/#:~:text=The%20team%20at%20CARE%20Fertility%20Manchester%20are%20specialists,out%20more
%20about%20on%20our%20Information%20Events%20page.
2
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which was extremely low and my FSH [follicle stimulating hormone]
was high, and they said to me “Your eggs are not viable. They are
chromosomally poor and your egg count is low”. The chances of the IVF
working were less than two percent. Then they said, “Your options are
further IVF, donor eggs which means another person's genetics, no
treatments or adoption”. So, with that, I thought the IVF was probably
just not going to be successful. That was pretty final and really difficult
to deal with

Figure 1: The Gathering (2014) by Louise Ann Wilson. The ‘Tramway Walker’
ascending the ‘Tramway Incline’ installation, Clogwyn, Snowdon. Performer: Kate
Lawrence. Photographer: Joel Fildes / National Theatre Wales.
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I decided at that point to do a PhD because I thought, “What do I do?”.
As part of my PhD I made two projects, Warnscale and The Gathering
(2014). 3
Gina: Did you make any other performances after Warnscale and The
Gathering that relate to this topic?
Louise: No, those were the only two. I have got more planned but I'm
not quite ready to put it out there.
Emily: With your work it could be said that you are re-appropriating the
medical narrative. It seems to me that there's a driver there to shape
the narrative yourself perhaps? Or to stake a claim?
Louise: Definitely. Making Warnscale and The Gathering was definitely
a way of speaking to this and also, for me, I had no idea how difficult
IVF was and the grief around childlessness is immense, and remains so.
As I was going through that I thought, “Gosh if I feel like this… I can't be
alone in feeling like this”. But there was nobody. I didn't know where
else to go. As an artist I want to make work that explores what I'm
feeling but also creates a space for other people to step into. Warnscale
was very much made with the idea of working with other women who

For more information see https://eprints.lancs.ac.uk/id/eprint/85071/
For more information see https://www.louiseannwilson.com/work/the-gathering
3
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were also biologically childless by circumstance, some of whom actually
had children but maybe had adopted children. Because there's a whole
conversation around if you’ve had children but they're not biological.
With The Gathering, I use the ewes on the farm as a metaphor to talk
about this subject. Whereas with Warnscale I really wanted to nail my
colours to the mast and say, “No, I really do want to make a piece of
work that actually just talks about childlessness-by-circumstance,
biological childlessness-by-circumstance”, and just brought it out as a
subject matter. When I had the IVF, nobody in my family knew I was
having IVF. The only people that knew were the friend who was a
sperm donor, my partner, and maybe one or two friends. But, you
know, it's just so isolating in that way and as I began to talk I again
thought, “This is just so full of grief, so full of trauma and it's really
isolating. There must be a lot of other women who all feel like this”.
Gina: I remember encountering Warnscale for the first time in 2016
when you were talking about it at the Language, Landscape and the
Sublime conference at Dartington Hall and Sharpham House, Devon. 4 I
think I was thirty-six at that point and I just remember looking at you
and thinking I'm at the start of this. I'm at the start of whatever this is.

For more information see https://www.louiseannwilson.com/news/language-landscape-sublime-conference-andpublication
4
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For a number of reasons, I'd put having children on the back burner.
I've always felt very ambivalent about it and always thought, “Yeah,
yeah I'll deal with it when I'm thirty-five”. I just had this figure in my
head, but then at thirty-five I had a really awful relationship and was in
no place to be moving towards motherhood. Then, from there, it’s like
you were saying, time actually moves very quickly. Once you find
yourself beginning to question that idea of becoming a mother every
month that’s going by, it’s like, “Well that’s another menstrual cycle,
another egg, gone”.
In the four years since then a lot of other factors have also come into
play, such as identifying more openly as queer and acknowledging that I
am living with disability. I’m asking if I really want to have children, or is
it just society’s expectation driving me? How should I do it if I want to?
Is it responsible for me to do it given my health challenges? And even if
I do want to, can I even become a biological mother now? For me, like
you say, it's been a very isolating journey because it’s challenging
enough when encountering this in terms of an able-bodied,
neurotypical context and heterosexual dynamics but then there's these
other things that have come in for me.
I've always stayed very connected with Warnscale as piece of work as I
feel it really speaks to that journey. The success rate with IVF is so low,
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yet it is presented as a ‘get out of jail free’ card. I was absolutely
astounded when I engaged with Warnscale and saw the statistics on
that. From that point on it made me question how IVF failures might
then correspond or translate to personal failure narratives (read within
a neoliberal logic of individualism). What your work was doing around
that was/is really interesting for me.
Louise: They’re shocking those statistics, aren't they? They were laid
bare to me with my own my own IVF cycle, and then actually they did
say, “You might want to try another clinic”. So I went down to London
and spoke to somebody else at another clinic and they said, “Oh, if you
come to us we'll be able to get you pregnant”, and this chap was saying,
“If you were my wife I would bring you here”. So I went on their
website and read their stats and, of course, when you read the stats
they look like one thing, but then you see live births are much, much
lower. So they hide all of these figures.
Emily: There’s a whole monetary aspect to it as well.
Louise: I have to confess I was doing secondary research in another IVF
clinic in London where big names like Joyce Harper had invited me to sit
in on one of her fertility courses. I went to observe the embryologists
working in the hospital. I just found it really troubling seeing it behindthe-scenes like that, knowing that there were people there who had
9

spent huge amounts of money and had travelled from different
countries to be there. There was also this sense that the more money
you had the more possibility there might be. I actually left there feeling
quite disturbed. I’m just not sure about the ethics of it all really as an
industry.
Gina: And there are age-based limitations which seem to differ
between clinics and countries. Here, in Wales, when you go via the NHS
(estimated to be roughly a two-year process), if you’re aged under forty
you get two attempts at IVF but only one if over forty. So this four zero
figure feels like quite a heavy number in relation to the maternal and,
of course, then you're looking at waiting lists. That’s without
considering the impact that the pandemic has had on all this. But to go
privately there is a real financial element to it.
Louise: I think, for me, that was one of the reasons that I decided not to
go ahead with this same friend. My income was really quite low
because I was working in the arts and he paid for the first round. I just
thought, “I can't”. It just felt not right ethically for me to ask him to pay
for another round – especially when the chances of success weren't
very high. So the money definitely becomes part of the decision making
and, of course, I talk about this in Warnscale. There's a whole section
where I draw on people who've written about people who get trapped
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in cycles of IVF and who can't find ways out. How do you get that
permission to stop it when you just think, “I'll just do another one, I'll
just try another one”. Lots of people get locked and trapped in that.
In the book produced as part of the Warnscale project I was really
trying to deal with all of that. To just raise all of these things that
people are negotiating. Indeed, the time when I was making Warnscale
was the time when companies like Apple and big tech companies were
offering to people working for them the opportunity to freeze their
eggs. Hence at the station on the summit tarn, where I look at the tarn
when it's frozen, the freezing of the tarn becomes a sort of a metaphor
or a way of talking about the freezing of eggs. But also how there's the
false promise of freezing your eggs, that you're just pushing the fertility
question further down the line.
Gina: I enquired about egg freezing. But even that was capped with an
age limit. There are these figures, ages that accompany what choices
are available to you, and you feel like you're chasing in and around
them.
Louise: But that's not put out there is it? The age limits. Of course the
reason for that, I would imagine, is because chromosomally your eggs
are becoming much more diminished. They need to state the truth of
why these age things are there.
11

Gina: When we began talking you talked about the many narratives out
there regarding how biological birthing can be done in lots of different
ways. My experience, as someone who identifies as queer, who is
engaging with social media and queer communities online, is that the
internet is proliferated with images to support that claim and yet,
actually, they obscure the reality which is still very complex. The
options are ‘seemingly’ there but there are these unspoken tensions
between the narrative we are presented with and the complex
interplay of the social, emotional and biological .
Louise: You know, I think that's really interesting and, as you're saying,
that ultimately the biological truth is the biological…it's like the full stop
really.
Gina: Both Warnscale and The Gathering are site-responsive and sitespecific, is there's something specific about that in relation to the
subject matter? Can you talk a little bit more about that?
Louise: Yes. So that really goes back to making Fissure 5 (2011) which
was the piece that I made in response to my feelings of grief around my
sister. Fissure was a three day walk across the Yorkshire Dales where I
walked with the landscape in such a way that it became a metaphor. It
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https://www.louiseannwilson.com/work/fissure
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became a means by which to stage that, to stage a sort of life, death,
grief process by walking over the land, going down into caves, and then
re-emerging back above. I was literally using the topography and
landscape features, caves and limestone pavements, as a means by
which to talk about my experience of what had happened to my sister
and my feelings of grief. You know, using dance, and music, and
scientists talking about brain tumours, and such like. I worked with my
sister's oncologist.
That piece came about because I just didn't know what to do with my
grief and my sister. I began to just want to walk. So that linked into the
idea of walking your grief and hope, pilgrimage and suchlike. There
were eight people who walked that piece in the final performance and
the walking, landscape, and the different art forms (including the
scientific) offered different means by which people could connect. It
was clearly very powerful for people. The landscape became this
massive (literally) mobile stage. That piece really set my interest in
working in rural landscapes and how I might use the landscape and the
walking quite metaphorically.
Going back to what I was saying before about the IVF and the egg
collection room… You take all the IVF drugs and then you go for your
egg collection. I went into that room in the Manchester clinic on
13

Election Day. It was a plain, little, hospital room with a single bed in it
and a single window with a view out onto a brick wall, and I arrived
there by myself. That room is a really difficult, quite powerful space. I
began to think about whether I could find a room on a mountain. Take
my grief, take the situation, and put it out on the mountain. I'd been
reading things about mountains being sites of transformation and
places where you might go and sit and be for a period. So I thought,
“let's find a room on a mountain”. There aren't that many bothies in

Figure 2: The Gathering (2014) by Louise Ann Wilson. ‘The Woman’ at Hafod Y
Uchaf (summer dwelling) and Cwm Llan Slate Quarry, Hafod y Llan Farm.
Performer Ffion Dafis. Photographer: Lizzie Coombes.
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England compared to Scotland. There was one bothy and, miraculously,
it was just a single room that had a window very similar to the
Manchester clinic, but which looked down and over the valley. So that
decided me on that location.
I couldn't really control, if you like, the bothy because it needed to be
available for people; to people who needed shelter. I think my original
idea was that I might make some sort of installation in there, but I
couldn't take it over in that way. So the bothy eventually became one
of a number of stations on that walk. There were a series of stations
and there were a series of viewing places or dwelling or stopping
places, and a lot of those places were also chosen for their symbolic
resonance. Either I chose them or they came out of the series of
mapping walks that I did with people.
Emily: Did you have a connection to those places? Were they places
you knew or were they places you found specifically for the project?
Louise: I found Warnscale because I was looking for a bothy. I was
looking for a room on a mountain and that took me there.
Emily: But you’d never been there before the art making?
Louise: No, not to that part. It was above Buttermere. I don't know the
Lake District, or I certainly didn't then, know the Lake District that well.
15

I chose Yorkshire for Fissure because I grew up in Yorkshire and used to
walk that landscape a lot. But no, it was the room on the mountain that
took me there and then what that piece was, the content of that piece,
was absolutely responsive to the landscape, the science (as in in the
fertility science and social science around infertility), and then also the
women that I'd worked with in these mapping walks.
My choices for the The Gathering began when I was making Fissure. I
came across this little dead lamb whose insides were poking out and I
was really struck by it. I took a photo of it. Fissure was originally located
around a farm. I had to change where the piece was located, but
originally it was around a farm that had sheep. So I began to be
interested in sheep farming. Also I have a sort of a history in my family
of sheep farming (not that I really was aware of that so much) but when
John McGrath at National Theatre Wales asked if I was interested in
making something I remembered this lamb and I said, “Yes, I'd be really
interested in making something on a sheep farm and maybe on a
mountain”.6 When making Fissure, I’d originally staged it in one
location and then the farmer changed his mind and I had to relocate
the whole thing, which was a challenge.

6

For more information see https://www.nationaltheatrewales.org/
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I approached Hafod y Llan farm which sits at the bottom of Snowdonia
and the head farmer, farm manager and shepherd there, were really
open to the idea. 7 I kept visiting the farm right through the year. I spent
about three or four years researching that piece. I went and watched
them sorting the sheep, and when they sort the sheep they mark them
according to how many sheep they've had that year: if they've had one
lamb they get a certain colour mark, if they’ve had two, they get a
different colour mark, if they've had none they get a black mark and
they call them empty and they put them back on the mountain. This
was not long after the IVF and I was remembering my feelings of
emptiness. Warnscale for a while was actually called Empty because of
my personal feeling and then my experience of the ewes. I was just
really struck by it. From that point on the ewes, their fertility and life
processes, became the central metaphor in the piece through which I
talk about fertility, infertility, and the ageing process. Because, of
course, that was my big story.
When I watched the shepherds I could see that they were also
mothering the lambs, which I think connects the maternal to the nonhuman as well, to the more-than-human. Because what they do on the
farm in springtime, during the lambing season, is if a ewe gives birth to
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For more information see https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/craflwyn-and-beddgelert/features/hafod-y-llan-farm
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a lamb and then that lamb dies, they take the skin off the dead lamb
and they put it onto a new lamb - a live lamb. This means that the ewe
will adopt the live lamb. They put the woolly coat on the new lamb and
then they bring it to the ewe and they help it suckle. The shepherds
were so gentle in helping the lamb suckle. After quite a short time the
ewe adopts it and she's able to do that because she can smell the coat she thinks it's her own lamb but it's actually an adopted one. So that
piece was also looking not just at broken cycles or ending cycles, but I
was interested in introducing mending cycles.
Gina: I want to pick up on the themes of grief, the emptiness and this
placement of the skin on the lamb as part of a mending process. I know
in your work you talk about the maternal sublime and being immersed
in nature as important to that mending process. I think you have
spoken about it is as catharsis in the past.
Louise: Yes, it's the material sublime I'm talking about. The term I use is
the feminine material sublime. Within my practice I have developed
these seven principles that I think are a feminine material sublime. We
can think of the transcendent sublime as an early romantic aesthetic or
a way of engaging with landscape where the landscape became a
means for the transcendent sublime. It was very much a male domain
where you might look at the landscape and lose yourself into the
18

landscape, and transcend the material and the physical and enter into
the intellect and the mind. There’s a lot of writing around that time
that's described as the masculine material, the masculine transcendent
sublime. The male philosophers Kant and Burke said, “Oh, women
aren't capable of it. They have to behave a certain way and they can't
access it. So it's only available to men”. 8 Whereas writers like Dorothy
Wordsworth, and before her the writer Charlotte Smith, and then later
people like Anne Radcliffe were writing about landscape as material,
about walking the body, in a way that was not about losing yourself in
the landscape but actually seeing the material of the place and
becoming more, becoming alive through that material. For me, the
adoption, the ewes, the physical material reality of the ewe, the blood,
their sound, their bodies, the adoption process, the skinned lamb that
they have taken the coat off, to me they're things that are about being
present. 9 I relate it to Virginia Wolf's notion of moments of being where
she talks about how you walk around in the cotton wool of the
everyday, but suddenly we'll see something that makes us really
shocked into being alive. 10

Kant, I. Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime. United Kingdom: University of California Press.
Burke, E. (1764). A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. United
Kingdom: J. Dodsley.
9
Wilson, L. (2019)’Dorothy Wordsworth and her Female Contemporaries’ Legacy’, Performance
Research, 24:2, 109-119.
10
Woolf, V., Schulkind, J. (1976). Moments of being: unpublished autobiographical writings. United
Kingdom: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.
8
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A part of what I want to explore with my practice is the material of
place – the animal, the topography and the plants, and all sorts. I use
them as a way of making us present to the place and then through the
place giving a way of talking about these really difficult things, like the
experience of biological childlessness. Somehow the landscape,
something about the walking and the material of the place, gives a way
for people to talk about things that are really difficult to otherwise put
into words. That's what I'm trying to do. I might invite people to lie
down or look at things differently by looking at the landscape
differently. I'm inviting people to look at the subject matter slightly
differently and to find another way of thinking, perhaps even
recovering and being okay. Then I'm also saying, “You can't recover
from it” because it keeps meeting you at different points. You know,
the point at which a friend or somebody becomes pregnant, or
somebody becomes a parent or grandparent. These things become new
markers of loss. In the Warnscale book I'm saying, “These will keep
being marked. But let's find a parallel path that's not the one you might
have wanted to walk, but let's make it good, and let’s have other the
life paths”.
Gina: I was also interested in the follow-up project that you did to
Warnscale where you were doing surrogate walks. As I understand this
20

wasn’t a maternally focused project but I liked its form. One of my
critiques would be that disability can be one of the factors that may
relate to being biological childlessness-by-circumstance, yet accessing a
ritual walk in remote rural landscape, moving through difficult terrain,
may not be possible in every case. I personally manage a chronic pain
condition and on a good day I know I definitely could do that. But it
really would have to be a good day and there would be a lot of other
considerations I would have to take into account. At the moment that’s
a question I’m interested in regarding my own practice. How do we do
the sensory work of nature connection in ways that truly engage
diverse experiences?
Louise: I think it's a really good point and something I'm aware of with
this practice. To get up a mountain is not possible for everybody or
even to leave the house is not possible for everybody. I can say two
things about that. One being that one of the women I walked with was
not able to walk up the mountain so we just took a lower level route
and walked around the lake. I was very much led by her and what she
could do because of her particular disability. And two, that's partly why
I wanted to make it a book, so that actually people could engage with it
from afar. Certainly, I do know quite a number of people who've
walked it from a distance. Somebody who's in New Zealand who's
21

walked it through the book and her imagination, and other people
who've just walked it from afar. I know it's not the same but I think that
can become something different. Because the need for that walk is
what’s guiding them and then the book becomes a tool for them to
enter the work in a way that they physically can, also entering through
their imagination.
The book is deliberately very open ended. I don't try and say, “If you do
this it will lead to that”. It is deliberately a space that people can bring
their own story and their own experiences to. Knowing how people
seemed to make very powerful connections even offsite was partly why
I thought the Harold’s Walk: A Walk to Remember (2017) project could
really work. 11 I knew the people were really travelling in their
imaginations and their minds.
Emily: I’m interested in your discussion of the sublime, the feminine
sublime. I've been thinking a lot around Hannah Arendt’s writing and
the notion that you become more than yourself by creating a world, by
becoming, to some degree, worldly. Hannah Arendt, who was a
woman, nevertheless in her writing goes back to the Greeks, which was
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For more information see https://www.louiseannwilson.com/work/harolds-walk
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a world that women were excluded from. 12 I'm just trying to think a
little bit about the gender politics of what you're talking about, the
feminine as an alternative to a masculine world-building. You said, with
the sublime, we saw women excluded from it .
Louise: It's the feminine material sublime as opposed to the masculine
transcendent sublime, and the masculine/feminine is just really a hang
over in relation to what Burke and Kant we're referring to it as. So it
kind of just locates it in a way.
Part of what is informing that, or how I unpack it, is through Donna
Haraway's view, which is something like an underneath view. 13 It's not
a top down view. It's not a view that's looking over. It's not a view that's
trying to get to the summit, looking down and surveying. It's a view that
can physically be from another perspective. So getting underneath,
getting inside. That's why, with such a lot of my work, you go inside the
body or you might use a little microscopic lens to look really close. You
might literally lie down, or you might take your shoes and socks off and
get into the cold water. You're having that embodied physical
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Arendt, H. 1958. The Human Condition, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Haraway, D. (1988) "Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial
Perspective." Feminist Studies 14:3 pp575-99.
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experience. Then through that it becomes alternative perspectives on a
life event as well.
There’s something about the work I make becoming a model, offering a
way of working, of making work, that can talk to lots of different
challenging life events and lots of marginalised groups. I think that
women who are biologically childless-by-circumstance are a
marginalised group. I don't want to group them together in an
essentialising sort of way, but what Warnscale was able to do was bring
people together physically through the book, through just the idea of
the piece. A part of how Warnscale really worked was people saying,
“I'm not alone. There are other people who feel like me”. There are
other people, for example who identified with the solitary viola. For
one person the solitary viola was such a metaphor for how she felt.
Then she began to notice, “Oh, there's another viola there, and there's
another viola there”. So there was something even in that, that the
marginalised can come together to become a group that needs to be
seen, and needs to be heard, and needs to not be ashamed, and not be
not included. I've made a work, Disconsolate (2019), on Mothering
Sunday that offers alternative space in Lancaster Priory for people to go
to who just find it impossibly difficult when ‘mothers’ are given
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daffodils and thanked. 14 Whereas we know mothering happens in lots
of different ways and not everybody’s mothering is biological.
Gina: I'm curious to know, because you said that mothering happens in
different ways, how is that happening for you now?
Louise: I think it happens with friendship groups. It's a kind of kinship
group. I think there's also something about mothering yourself, and
mothering your practice, and walking your art sort of thing. So I think
there's something there (which is a bit of a heavy thing to carry
sometimes) but it’s like, “Ok, so if I can't have a child biologically or
manifest being a parent, then maybe the work or the practice needs
to…”. It’s too literal and sounds wrong to describe it as a mothering but
I think the energy probably goes into the work.
Emily: I don't think it is too literal.
Gina: No, it's part of the mothering process. I mean, I find when
working on site that is what I'm doing most of the time – finding ways
to continually mother myself.
Louise: I have quite a number of friends who are adoptive parents now
and, for some, that is a very challenging type of parenting. Celia
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For more information see https://www.louiseannwilson.com/work/disconsolate-mothering-sunday-installation.
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Roberts, who was an adviser on Warnscale, has written on this subject
area. 15 She was frustrated with the IVF clinic and their attitude of “Well
you might not try anything or you could adopt”. She wanted to counter
the idea that adoption is another easy, straightforward thing you can
just turn to.
Gina: I was interested when you spoke about markers of loss because
for me this, “Well, you can always adopt” is just one of them. There is
such a lack of understanding. Someone posted an article about being
biologically childless on Facebook. It was about the grief, just as we're
talking about. As an experiment, I thought “I'm going to be brave
enough and share this and see what happens”. Some people left
comments, some spoke about adoption, but some contacted me
personally to share their deep grief about it. I said, “I don't want to
adopt” and it was then that I felt shamed for saying that I didn’t want to
adopt. At least not before considering other options first.
Louise: There’s so much shame in all of this isn’t there? And I really
hear you. I think it parallels this idea that you can just get a dog or cat.
It's miles and miles away from being a parent, a biological parent. The
other thing I always think is that it's people who have children who are

Mackenzie, A. and Roberts, C. (2017) ‘Adopting neuroscience: Parenting and affective indeterminacy.’ Body &
Society 23.3: 130-155.
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always the ones that say, “Oh, well, it's really hard work”. I find that
difficult.
Gina: I am a dog owner and I actually have found that very, very
helpful. I set up Rainbow Pooch Pride, 16 a social enterprise, on the back
of it. In part it exists to celebrate the value of more-than-human
relationships and the role dogs play in forming alternate kinship
structures. It's not the same as biological human parenting. I know. But
it has, for me, been one part of my other mothering, which is why I was
curious to ask, “Where is yours happening?”. For me it is there and in
my artistic practice. 17
Louise: When I go to the vet with my cat and people want to call me
mum–- the mum of the cat. That just really gets me. I guess the thing is
we all need to find our way to these things rather than it being
somebody saying, “Oh, you just could do this”.
Gina: Having done this work on biological childlessness, what has been
the impact on what you're doing now? Is there anything that you
consistently do now in your projects as a result of it?

16
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For more information see https://rainbowpoochpride.com/values/
For more information see https://www.shewolfspirit.com/
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Louise: I’ve been writing for the last few years, so I haven't made so
much work. But when I come back to making work, I absolutely want
life events like these to sit right at the heart of it. As I've said, there are
two projects that haven't yet manifested. One about adoption and
another which hasn't manifested because it's just really too difficult to
talk about still. I'm not quite ready to be out there with it. There's
something about being committed to making work that really talks
about things that are unbearable or just about unbearable to talk
about. I think that's probably because, a bit like you've just said, if you
speak up other people often have had the same or parallel version of
something.
I think it's about the real story really being the thing that drives the
practice. Since Fissure the real-life event has driven the practice, the
site then follows, but other people who also experience that are really
integral to the practice, either straight away or later. To me, there's
something about making work that is about speaking to these
marginalised, marginal places. Maybe I should start identifying as an
artist that makes work about the maternal. As I soon as I say that, that's
very difficult since people are going to go, “Oh, so you're your mother
then, are you?”. Then I would have to unpack the whole thing. So that's
really complicated, isn’t it?
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Emily: It’s really complicated because it's such a commonly used term
that we all think we know what it is about.
Louise: I think that's right and there's the whole no mother thing isn’t
there? Which is why I didn't call the piece Empty in the end because it's
a negative space. Whereas, actually, how can there be a positive space
constructed out of what is nonetheless very difficult? In the time since
Warnscale so many more artists are now making work about this
subject area. I did a survey of people making this type of work early on
and over time I've added and added to that list of people; the different
forums, Fertility Fest,18 Jodie Day’s Gateway Women, 19 and many
others. Many of those now have a space within them that is not just
about becoming a parent or mother.

18
19

For more information see https://www.fertilityfest.com/
For more information see https://gateway-women.com/
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Figure 3: Warnscale (2015) by Louise Ann Wilson. Participant at Warnscale
Head. Photographer: Lizzie Coombes.

30

