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particularly struck by how you've managed to
dismantle traditional artistic hierarchies. Could
you walk us through your decision-making
process when balancing your creative vision with
the participants' authorial voice? How did you
manage the power dynamics of directing while
also being directed by participants when
gathering external footage?

Alexa Wright: Thank you, it's good to be here! Yes,
the project took place over a two year period, but
there were a lot of gaps. As [ will explain below, this
was mainly due to Covid, and/or prisons going into
lockdown for other reasons. At one point I was
joking with prisoners that it was as difficult to get
into the prison as it was for them to get out.
Although I did have a small grant from the Arts
Council, and access was facilitated by the prison
education provider, Novus, the project didn't have
any institutional support in the form of a
commissioning agency or gallery. Whilst the need
to manage everything myself was exhausting and
sometimes depressing, and it took a lot of
perseverance to keep the project going, in some
ways I think this lack of institutional support was
beneficial. I was not there in any official capacity, I
wasn't a key holder, or a member of staff, and so I
could approach the participants on more equal
terms.
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A lot of socially engaged art is about group action,
whereas my approach is different, the work is quite
personal — it's more about individuals and their
sense of self and self-worth. I have been doing
similar projects for quite a long time, and over the
years I've developed the ability to listen openly,
without judgement in a range of contexts. I think
that once people realise that they are not being
pigeon holed because of what they look like or
what have done or what has happened to them,
they are more relaxed and able to talk more freely.
And maybe people also find it easier to talk to me
because I am not a very authoritarian figure, I'm
not sure, but I am genuinely interested in people,
and perhaps they can feel that.

I started the project with a plan, but it was a flexible
one as I know from experience that working in this
kind of environment things are going to change
along the way. Most of the time I couldn’t plan
ahead. Whilst the overall aim didn’t change, the
design of each workshop emerged out of the
previous one. Some of the facilitators found this
strange, and I was aware that they thought I was
being unprofessional because I couldn’t give them
a clear plan for the whole project, but for me it's
important to plan responsively. Even the form of
the final work was different from what I had already
proposed, but I believe that this is the creative
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during workshops participants added
Responsibility, Trust, Integrity and Forgiveness.
At the start of the project I wasn't sure whether
this approach would work, but using individual
words like this proved to be a powerful catalyst
for people to start telling their stories.
Sometimes the themes overlapped, which is
why some sections of the video have more than
one word attached to them.

We're especially interested in your use of
collage as a starting point. Could you speak
about how this medium helped prisoners
articulate experiences that might have been
difficult to express verbally?

Alexa Wright: Inside Stories builds on earlier
projects, especially Piecing it Together (2015),
which involved working with attendees at two
NHS day units for people with acute mental
health problems. Before that I had always worked
one to one with participants, but in this context I
was told that I would have to work with people in
groups. At first I was a bit thrown by this, as I had
always relied on personal interaction to
encourage participants to tell their stories. But
then somehow, seemingly from out of the blue,
the idea of using collage came to me. This proved
a huge success, as you can see here some very
interesting work was produced, almost all of it by
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people who had never worked visually before. I
have since learnt that collage is often used in
socially engaged work, but at that time it was new
and very exciting for me. It is such an accessible
medium — people can make a collage without
worrying that they don’t have drawing or painting
skills, and somehow the process of juxtaposing
different bits of imagery lends itself to narrative.

At the end of the Piecing It Together project I
worked with a smaller number of participants to

create small photo text books. The texts and
photos in the books are all the work of the
participants, then I organized these into the
square format with input from the individual
participants according to their capacity. I felt this
was a successful way of enabling people to have
control over the contents, whilst ensuring that the
books formed a coherent series. I was trying to
follow a similar strategy when editing the Inside
Stories videos, but in the end I didn’t feel
completely comfortable that aesthetic judgements
were being made (by me) during the editing
process that participants could have no part in,
although they did see and approve what I had
done. Ideally the collaborative process would have
extended to the final edits, and this is something 1
had originally proposed, but that would have
required a lot more prison visits, and much more
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Participant’s book, Piecing it Together project, 2015
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well done and wasn’t interesting because he and
his life were not interesting. But actually his story
and his ideas for how this could be visualized were
really powerful (his was one of the narratives that
was strictly redacted by the authorities). Over the
short time we had for the project it was great to
see him open up and gain confidence. The same
was true for several of the young men in Feltham,
although in a group situation they could be
difficult, disruptive and defiant. But when I was
able to sit down with them individually I could see
transformations happening, particularly as they
realized that they could express themselves
visually, even when they had not shot the footage.

Every stage of the project was badly affected by
Covid. The main effect was that I had less time
with people than I originally planned for, but it
also affected prisoners’ sense of identity and their
ability to mix. In each prison lockdowns meant
that people were confined to their cells for long
periods, and when they were allowed out they
couldn’t leave the wing. This led to widespread
depression and apathy, but in the case of Feltham
YOI it fostered gang culture and there was a lot of
violence at the time [ was working there, just after
Covid, so the young men were often distracted by
that and were unwilling to mix in the education
department.

W O MEN =

CINEMAKERS

L

When I mention reciprocity what I mean is that the
project is not like art therapy, where a qualified
person is offering the prisoner something “for
their good”. This can obviously be very beneficial,
but I see what I do as very different to that. During
a previous project with people who experience
psychosis I was questioning myself, wondering
whether my process was overly selfish because 1
was not just providing for participants, I was
asking them to do something for me. But then I
realized this is not a bad thing. Asking people to
contribute their story and their ideas to a larger
work changes the power balance. Obviously
participants can always choose whether to engage,
some prospective Inside Stories participants came
to a workshop once or twice and then dropped
out, whilst others were really dedicated and never
missed a session.

We really appreciate your insights and the
time you've generously given us, Alexa. As we
wrap up, we're especially keen to hear about
your artistic trajectory. Could you share with
our readers some tantalising details about
your upcoming projects? We're particularly
interested in how you envision your work
evolving in the future. Are there new themes
you're eager to explore, or perhaps
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