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Balnakiel is an exhibition of 
new work by Shona Illingworth 
and features a major new 
film commission alongside 
a collection of drawings and 
photographs. 

Presenting a complex 
investigation of memory, history 
and spirit-of-place, this body of 
work is centred on the village 
(and former radar base) of 
Balnakiel in the far North West 
of Scotland, where the artist 
grew up.

Balnakiel gives voice to 
contrasting perceptions 
and constructions of 
the past, and the way in 
which they continue to 
resonate in a place whose 
geographical remoteness 
belies its position at the 
forefront of considerable 
social and cultural 
change.



“The community at Balnakiel 
by virtue of its isolation is in 
some respects isomorphic to 
an individual’s human memory. 
Memory is in itself isolated to 
one individual’s mind where it 
is experienced and felt. This 
rather abstract parallel 
provides a particularly potent 
link between an individual mind  
and an individual community.” 
Martin A. Conway

IIlingworth and Conway’s 
ideas on memory mapping 
are demonstrated in their  
collaborative drawings that 
suggest new models for 
memory formation. These 
drawings, derived from 
scientific diagrams, visualise 
and explore aspects of 
individual human memory 
such as confabulation and 
false memory, déja véçu and 
amnesia. 

The drawings provide insight 
into spatial and time-based 
understandings of memory 
encoding and retrieval: namely 
the way in which memories are 
constructed and consolidated 
in long-term memory and later 
reconstructed in the present 
through acts of remembering. 

The exhibition also features a 
collection of photographs of 
the Balnakiel community and 
its surrounding landscapes. 
Illingworth’s photography, 
intimate in scale and evocative 
of early forms of photographic 
records, celebrates the 
resilience of these isolated 
communities, whilst noting 
the slow and progressive 
depopulation that haunts this 
landscape. 

The film at the centre of the 
exhibition is one of a series of 
evocative video and sound 
installations by the artist 
which explore the experience 
of memory and the formation 
of identity in situations of social 
tension and trauma.

A vivid portrait of this 
remarkable location, situated 
at the furthermost edge of 
Britain, Balnakiel portrays 
this extraordinary setting, 
continually exposed to, and 
under siege from, a hostile 
and threatening environment, 
in which the extremes and 
vicissitudes of weather are 
echoed by the intermittent 
thunder of RAF and Royal Navy 
manoeuvres around this still-
active bombing range. 

As well as a study of this 
brooding, melancholy 
landscape, the work focuses 
on the lives and recollections 
of contemporary residents 
of Balnakiel and the nearby, 
older village of Durness, 
highlighting a split between the 
original inhabitants of several 
generations standing and a 
newer influx of arrivals from four 
decades ago.   

Within this patchwork of 
overlapping impressions and 
stories, Balnakiel considers 
underlying complexities in the 
interaction between individual 
and collective memory.  

Informed by a series of 
exchanges with cognitive 
psychologist Martin A. Conway, 
the work draws attention to the 
strategies the human memory 
employs to attempt to either 
articulate or suppress strong 
undercurrents of experience 
when a sense of self and 
community identity is under 
threat. 

The complex structure and 
layered narratives within the film 
reflect Conway and Illingworth’s 
explorations into the behaviour 
of the memory in the face of 
trauma. 

A drawing portraying 
the role of event 
boundaries in the 
process of encoding 
features of memory. 

A drawing depicting 
the experience of 
remembering shows ideas 
about the re-instatement 
of consciousness and the 
experience of déja véçu 
(the feeling of already 
having lived through 
something).  

Shona Illingworth 
has shown her work extensively 
in Europe, Canada and the 
UK. Major commissions and 
exhibitions include Turnaround 
for the Hayward Gallery 
in 2001, commissions for 
FABRICA and Channel 4 
Television in 2001, IP, London 
in 2003, Rideout in 2006 and 
more recently The British 
Council, SPACE, London, and 
Cornerhouse, Manchester in 
2007. During 2008, her film 
work The Watchman was 
presented at Dilston Grove and 
The Wellcome Trust, London. 
She lives and works in London. 

Professor Martin A 
Conway 
is a cognitive neuropsychologist 
and one of the foremost 
international experts in the field 
of Autobiographical Memory. 
His work explores the centrality 
of memory to our sense of 
self. He became Chair of the 
Research Board of the British 
Psychological Society in 
2006, and holds a prestigious 
ESRC (Economic and Social 
Research Council) Professorial 
Fellowship at Leeds University. 
Conway has written several 
publications on human memory 
and regularly publishes in 
international journals. As part 
of BBC Radio Four’s Memory 
Survey 2006 (www.bbc.co.uk/
radio4/memory), Conway and 
the Leeds Memory Group 
helped gather over 12,000 
personal memories collected 
from throughout the UK, 
constituting the largest archive 
of memories to date. 

Images: Shona Illingworth, 
Balnakiel, 2008. Courtesy the 
artist


