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Chapter 1
Illustration and Heritage

What is Heritage?

Heritage is an act that we do to preserve the past, it takes place in the 
present, and it is for the future. It is a ‘process’1 that is not inert.2 We en-
gage with it, rework it, appropriate it. It is part of the way identities are 
constructed.3 We can use etymology to unpick the term; ‘heritage’ is  
derived from the old French eritage, meaning ‘that which may be inherited’, 
and from the Latin word for ‘heir’, heres, a person entitled to property or 
rank on the predecessor’s death. When constructing and conserving her-
itage, the aim is to preserve it for future generations. The child becomes  
a symbolic figure of the future, but these future children are not real at  
all and are an imagined future based on our present day understanding  
of what that might be. Heritage reveals what we perceive to have value  
and how we want to be remembered by the things that we leave behind. 
Through the heritage process, we are assembling future worlds.4

Heritage is synonymous with manifestations of the past.5 It can be 
thought of as both tangible and intangible. Tangible heritage includes  
artefacts, archaeological sites, monuments — objects we can touch. Intangible 
heritage consists of folklore, skills, stories, rituals — things that do not  
necessarily have a physical presence. In the heritage industry,6 more value 
is often perceived to be placed on tangible objects, as they can be easier 
to preserve and house in collections, archives, and museums.

Heritage is a comparatively new academic discipline that arose in the 
1980s, but it is not a new phenomenon. In ‘Heritage Pasts and Heritage 
Presents’, David Harvey writes that it is a human condition to preserve the 
past7 and it is a ‘selective portrayal contingent on present-day requirements, 
thereby reflecting a sense of nostalgia towards the heritage heroes of  
yesteryear’. 8 It could be argued that heritage reflects nostalgia, which can 
be perceived as a yearning to forefront ‘imperial self-esteem’ 9 or to pre-
serve a ‘lost community’. 10 Nostalgia alludes to longing for how things 
were, but with a fondness. The word can be broken down into nost- meaning 
‘homecoming’ and -algia, ‘pain’. Susan Stewart defines nostalgia in the  
following way: 

Nostalgia, like any form of narrative, is always ideological: the 
past it seeks has never existed except as narrative, and hence,  
always absent, that past continually threatens to reproduce itself 
as a felt lack […] longing for an impossibly pure context of lived 
experience at a place of origin.11
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Stewart’s writing on nostalgia can shed a light upon the motivations of  
the illustrator or artist working with heritage, and on nostalgia itself as  
the motivation behind a search to uncover the past through practice.  
Film theorist Rachel Moore views nostalgia as a space of in-betweenness, 
where the past and present are brought together.12 Heritage practice13 also 
seeks to bring the two together by making the past accessible in the  
present, but there are differences between the two: Moore regards the  
process in nostalgia as inflammatory,14 but this does not necessarily exist 
in heritage discourse. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, nostalgia became institutionalised in 
foundations and museums.15 In her essay ‘Nostalgia and its Discontents’, 
Svetlana Boym discusses how the industrialisation of the mid-nineteenth 
century fuelled the need for institutions, such as national and provincial 
museums, as if ‘the ritual of commemoration could help to patch up the 
irreversibility of time’.16 She writes about how heritage and nostalgia  
are intertwined, and suggests that nostalgia can be used to critique heri- 
tage and illuminate its mechanisms17. Is there heritage without nostalgia?  
I would argue that nostalgia can be a driving force behind heritage, but it 
is not the same process.

Rodney Harrison, heritage academic and principal investigator for Her-
itage Futures (2015–2019) at University College London (UCL), states that 
heritage is a ‘creative engagement with the past in the present [that]  
focuses our attention on our ability to take an active and informed role in 
the production of our own future’.18 It is this process of creative engagement 
that separates heritage from history. 

Heritage is not history. History seeks truth. Heritage ‘uses historical 
traces and tells historical tales’19 that can exaggerate and exclude. A historian 
aims to reduce bias in their retelling of the past, whereas heritage can 
enforce it. Heritage is representational; it depicts recreations and repro-
ductions of the past, of societies and cultures. Heritage is performative;  
it can involve re-enactment, rituals, actors, and audiences.20

In Uses of Heritage, Laurajane Smith writes that heritage is an ‘act of 
communication’.21 She uses an example of giving her daughter her grand-
mother’s necklace — a family heirloom — and that the real sense of herit-
age is in the act of passing on and receiving the memories and the stories 
that encompass the necklace. We then use and shape these stories to 
make sense of who we are and who we want to be. Smith describes the 
necklace as a ‘prop’ for heritage-making. She places importance on the 
intangibility of heritage and does not dismiss the tangible, but ‘deprivileg-
es’22 it. The places, sites, and objects that are selected as heritage are 
deemed as ‘significant’ and ‘meaningful’ by experts. 

The past is labelled as ‘heritage’ when it is selected to become part  
of the conservation and management of the heritage industries. These 
choices in themselves are a cultural process, and this curation of material 
treasures 23 reflects contemporary cultural values, social debates, and  
aspirations, rather than those of the past.24 In the museum, these artefacts 
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are the subject of museological interpretation, and heritage practitioners 
form a dialogue with an artefact to aid the communication of history (ex-
amples being museum captions, guides, and tours). This entails curating  
a version of history that has been constructed with the fragments 25 that 
remain of the past.

Caitlin Desilvey suggests that if we frame heritage as a verb, which is  
‘a continual achievement rather than a fixed object’,26 then this way of think-
ing might help us to explore the act of heritage. There are many different 
occupational roles within the heritage industry: working in museums, in 
archives, with rare book collections, in education, events, or archaeology, 
or with historic buildings. Harrison describes heritage as part of a ‘regime 
of care’,27 drawing on the words to curate and assemble. He divides the 
different fields of practice in heritage-making as follows:

↦ Categorising (identifying, documenting, nominating, listing,  
recovering, enumerating)

↦ Curating (collecting, selecting, attributing value)

↦ Conserving (caring, preserving, storing, archiving, managing)

↦ Communicating (using, interpreting, exhibiting) 28

These defined fields of practice can be applied to the illustrator’s role in 
heritage-making. But what about the heritage-making that a visitor pro-
duces? The acts of remembering, engaging, performing, experiencing? 
Visitors and non-professionals can be included in discussions, alongside 
experts. The fields identified by Harrison are industry-focused, with trained 
persons undertaking the action, but how do we see the role of people and 
non-experts as part of the heritage process? 

Heritage is a political act. Museums have a history of colonialism, and 
still ‘retain two basic competencies’ left over from colonial times – ‘they 
collect and they exhibit’.29 In the present day, discussions are ongoing over 
repatriation of museum artefacts and requests for human remains to be 
laid to rest (Parthenon Marbles, Benin Bronzes, the Hottentot Venus,  
Ramses Mummy, Nefertiti’s Bust, the Louvre’s Egyptian Frescos, to name  
a few). The publication of the Association of Critical Heritage Studies  
manifesto (2012) sought to challenge industry practitioners to ‘invite the 
active participation of people and communities who to date have been 
marginalised in the creation and management of “heritage”.’ 30 Heritage  
is a way of seeing the past — it is a ‘gaze’ 31 — and when marginalised com-
munities are included, those that have been gazed upon can gaze back, 
and interact with the process.

Heritage is a discourse. Heritage is a form of knowledge, expertise, and 
power relations that are imbedded in language. Smith developed the term 
‘Authorised Heritage Discourse’ (or, simply, AHD in heritage literature)  
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to describe the self-referential discourse used in professional heritage 
practices. Authorised Heritage Discourse can privilege certain narratives 
linked to nationhood, can naturalise 32 cultural and social experience, and 
places undue importance on ‘things’. An example of this is museum  
captions, which may include ‘statements by artists or critics, but their 
voice is the singular, disembodied voice of the museum’. 33 This is ‘Authorised 
Heritage Discourse’. 

Authenticity and Heritage

In museum and heritage communication, people from history are some-
times presented as ‘characters’.34 Individual biography and a singular-
narrative is employed to represent multiple experiences, in the hopes of  
aiding universal communication. As a strategy, it runs the risk of creating 
stereotypes that elevate certain voices over others. This form of representa-
tion is a mechanism of Authorised Heritage Discourse. An example is the 
Family in Wartime exhibition at the Imperial War Museum (2012–2019). 
The exhibition opened with an accurate miniature model of the Allpress 
family home, thus positioning the family as characters in a doll’s house. 
Audio recordings of the Allpress family, reminiscing about their childhood, 
are installed alongside contemporaneous household items, although these 
objects are not actually the family’s possessions. The decision to display 
these artefacts alongside the Allpress oral histories aims to present one 
family as a ‘representation’ of the experience of many other London-based 
families during the Blitz. This was the intention of the museum, which de-
scribes the exhibition as allowing visitors to ‘discover how ordinary Lon-
doners faced challenges of life at home during the Second World War 
through the story of the Allpress family’.35 Although there is a charm to 
using one family to humanise the display, in the hope that it is relatable for 
visitors, the presentation could also be perceived as reductive and prob-
lematic, because it uses the singular experience of a White family to  
represent the multiple. Such a portrayal could create a distorted version 
of the past that leads to a misinterpretation of history. Arguably, this is an 
example of how heritage reflects nostalgia — no Allpress family members 
die during the Blitz, and the voice recordings portray an idyllic sense of 
the past, one of community. 

English Heritage, a non-departmental body of the British Government, 
is a current example of the employment of Authorised Heritage Discourse. 
Their core ‘Vision and Values’ are listed on their website,36 opening with 
the subheading ‘Authenticity’ and with an aim to ‘separate fact from fiction’. 
Presented as such, the task of separating fact from fiction37 appears to be 
binary, however there is a space between the two; one example being oral 
history, when a memory or statement might not be accurate, but still has 
value in the analysis of a historical time. On this English Heritage web 
page, the subheading ‘Authenticity’ is positioned alongside a photograph 
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of a man who is taking part in historical re-enactment. Based on current 
research on heritage tourism, authenticity is a useful goal, because visitors 
expect to have an ‘authentic’ experience during their visit.38 Yet, on first 
appearances, English Heritage appears to be blurring these boundaries of 
fact and fiction by replaying history with actors. Rather than separating 
fact and fiction, one hangs in front of the other — like a ‘scrim drop’39 in 
front of the cyclorama on stage, its appearance shifting from opaque to 
translucent based on theatre lights — the two are overlaid.

The term authenticity needs addressing, then particularly as we are 
considering illustration in relation to heritage, and an illustration does  
not have to be truthful or factually accurate.40 Deriving from the Greek 
authentikos, meaning ‘genuine’, the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
describes the meaning of ‘authenticity’ as ‘the quality of being genuine or 
true’. But these words can contradict each other; an object that is authentic 
can be genuine or true, however, if it is ‘true’ it does not have to be the 
genuine item. 

Authenticity can also refer to an intangible response to an object, not 
just the tangible object itself. In tourism studies, Tom Selwyn defines the 
different strands in authenticity as ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ and uses these as frame-
works for analysis.41 Hot authenticity describes the intangible, such as 
emotional responses. Cool authenticity refers to the tangible, such as  
artefacts and sites. These terms have been applied to performance at  
heritage sites. Theatre, like curation and illustration, is a medium through 
which heritage can be communicated, and is a space in which the  
contradictions of authenticity can be seen. It entails both a material reality 
in the form of the literal presence of a performer, and a degree of artifice 
in the mimetic presentation. The interplay between these two aspects  
of theatre can generate emotional experiences that are ‘authentic’, in that 
they organically arise, rather than being artificially imposed. Jenny Kidd 
uses Selwyn’s terms of ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ as a framework for analysis when  
discussing performances42 at heritage sites. She writes, ‘Engaging audi-
ences in dialogue through performance can engender a healthy question-
ing of cultural authority, an understanding of the knottiness of the past, 
and result in less superficial analysis of the “authentic”.’43 These two modes 
of authenticity  — hot and cool — can ‘exist in tension with each other’.44 An 
inauthentic constructed act might trigger an authentic organic experience, 
like an actor portraying a character.

Authenticity is a paradox. The heritage site and artefacts — examples  
of ‘cool’ authenticity — are key to the authentic experience described by  
English Heritage, as they ‘seek to be true to the story of the places and 
artefacts that we look after and present’.45 In their statement, there is no 
mention of person, either present or absent. The use of actors in re-enact-
ment, or the fictional representation of a historical person does not  
detract from English Heritage’s aim to ‘separate fact from fiction’,46 as it is 
the use of materiality that maintains their statement’s view of an authentic 
experience. We might start to imagine this situation with the metaphor of 
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the stage, with the historical building forming the set and the artefacts  
as the props ; actors can perform as understudies for people from the  
past, but this does not distract from the factual, ‘cool’ authenticity of a 
historical tableaux.

The Expanded Field of Illustration 

Illustration is a practice that has been hard to define. Often, it relies on the 
relationship between text and image to communicate a narrative, which 
may be fiction or non-fiction. It has been described as ‘chimera-like’,47  
‘difficult to distinguish’,48 and ‘has rarely been subject to deep academic 
scrutiny’,49 and, as a result, ‘the critical discourse is limited’.50 In my own 
teaching and practice, I have often described it as ‘slippery’, as it is hard to 
pin down. When discussing illustration, academics often start by examin-
ing the origins of the word to unpick the discipline, noting that it stems 
from the Latin illustrare, a verb, referring to activities such as ‘illuminating, 
and also encircling and traversing’.51 To ‘illustrate’ suggests an action or 
process, rather than just the final work, and this perspective can open up 
the discipline. 

I propose that illustration can be an action (verb) as well as an outcome 
(noun).52 When considered in this way, we can view illustration as an act 
that is not defined by a medium. Illustration can be a method employed 
within other practices, such as painting and drawing. It is a ‘fugitive’ 53  
process that spills into other fields and often goes undetected. What’s 
more, it can be difficult to distinguish illustration from both graphic design 
and fine art, as it can reasonably reside in both, as these disciplines can 
both act illustratively.54

In general, illustration can be perceived as having two strands of prac-
tice: commercial and authorial. Commercially, it is a brief-led practice,  
often seen as representational images that have been made in relation to 
a text for a commercial application. The other strand, authorial practice,  
is often self-directed, and exists without the influence of a client. It is this 
latter strand that can add the undefinable quality to illustration and those 
who explore this expanded notion of illustration often adopt alternative 
titles such as artist, designer, and/or creative, rather than illustrator.

The slippery nature of illustration stems from the fact that it can be-
come a process, method, or action that occurs within other disciplines. 
For example, an artist, performer, or designer can use the functions of  
illustration in their work, without being a self-defined illustrator. In my own 
practice and research, my doctoral study was classified by the university 
as ‘fine art’, but its research aims belonged to illustration, questioning 
communication and representation. A working model of how illustration 
performs is outlined in Rachel Gannon and Mireille Fauchon’s book Illus-
tration Research Methods, which they term ‘Principles of Illustration’,55 
and they break down the ‘principles’, ‘common strategies’, ‘behaviours’, 
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‘tools and instruments’ that are ‘commonly operational within illustrative 
works regardless of their final form’.56 Using this template, we can begin to 
explore how the same strategies and tools are used by practitioners posi-
tioned outside of the discipline of illustration. 

In A Taxonomy of Deception, Catrin Morgan writes :

It is useful to redefine illustration as a communication tool, one 
which may be used by anyone, rather than a discipline only prac-
ticed by illustrators. This in no way devalues the expertise that 
illustrators have: it simply opens up a broader field within which 
their expertise might be applied. Photographs, texts, diagrams, 
stains on paper, appropriated images and reproductions of works of 
art may all serve as illustrations although they are not often dis-
cussed in those terms.57

Using Morgan’s statement, we can perceive a hierarchy in the discipline, 
created by terminology, language, and expertise. I would encourage readers 
to view illustration with this understanding. Building on these ideas, and to 
further explore the idea of illustration as both a noun and a verb, for the 
sake of the following discussion, I propose we consider it as such: 

Illustration (noun) is a tangible outcome. It can be a commercial 
practice, but it is not limited to this. The work can rely on a rela-
tionship with a client or agent. The work is often considered as an 
application in publishing, advertising, packaging. But it can also be 
self-directed and autonomous.

Illustrative (verb) is an intangible process that can take place with-
in multiple disciplines and practices. An artwork, design, perfor-
mance, image, or object can act illustratively. It is a process that 
occurs between the viewer/reader and the object/image, whether 
intended or not. 

Heritage and Illustration

We can consider heritage in relationship to illustration, exploring the over-
laps, sympathies, and environments where they both exist together. In  
semantic terms, it has been argued that ‘heritage is without definition’ 58 
and it presents itself as it splits in two – resulting in a duality, both tangible 
and intangible – when it is applied. This can be compared to illustration, 
which itself can be perceived as both a noun (an illustration, tangible) and 
a verb (the illustrative process, intangible). Like heritage, illustration can 
be regarded not only as an object, but also as the story that surrounds an 
object. If we recall Smith’s metaphor of her grandmother’s necklace, ‘her-
itage’ is the story that encompasses the object; the necklace itself is not 
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heritage but is an aide-mémoire that embodies a narrative, which has a 
specific audience. Can we frame illustration using the same metaphor? 

When gathering the material for this book, I raised these ideas with 
Darryl Clifton, the Illustration Programme Director at Camberwell College 
of Arts, University of the Arts London, and what follows are some extracts 
from our conversation. 

Practitioner Interview : Darryl Clifton

rachel emily taylor Heritage is both tangible and intangible.There 
are similarities between how it functions and the process of  
illustration.

darryl clifton That is an interesting connection. I am interested 
in the dematerialisation of practice. A while ago, at an Illustra-
tion Research conference in Birmingham, I raised the follow- 
ing question: ‘What would it mean if an illustrator did not  
produce an “end” product? What might it mean for us to try 
and surface, value, and leverage the processes that are involved 
in the production of an illustration, rather than the illustra-
tion product itself?’ There was no response to the question at 
the time.

But now, having been through a pandemic, and a de facto 
dematerialisation, where we happily meet one another virtually 
and access work more frequently online than in its physical 
form, our position has shifted. Having this conversation now, 
for instance, with sound and visuals — our process, in other 
words — being recorded, means we are technologically and  
sociologically in a very different space. I think we are now able 
to engage with the idea that illustrators bring a set of tacit 
skills that are embedded in processes that they undertake in the 
act of production more readily.

Illustrators are engaged in processes of research and devel-
opment, the formulation of ideas, iteration, and wide-ranging 
methods that borrow from a variety of discipline-based  
approaches. At its best, there is an artful weaving together of 
multiple methods. I think this is what is interesting about  
illustration, its capacity to hop from one disciplinary field to 
another. It’s a bit rapacious in that regard, magpie-like, you 
know? Jumping into all of these different knowledge spaces and 
scavenging what it can, in order to bring together ways of 
working that effectively address the problem.

It is interesting, from an academic perspective. The value  
of illustration as a practice-led process has been of interest  
to me for a long time. It has essentially formed my thinking 
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about illustration education and, I hope, helped to shape a col-
lective philosophy on the Illustration Programme at Camber-
well [College of Arts, London].

In both illustration and heritage, importance has been placed on the tan-
gible over the intangible, but there is ‘value’ in both, and there are overlaps 
between how both disciplines use this categorisation. 

There may also be a comparison to be made between expertise in both 
practices. Returning to Morgan’s statement from A Taxonomy of Deception, 
she proposes illustration to be a practice that can be employed by anyone, 
rather than a discipline reserved only for ‘experts’, and this can also be 
applied to the heritage sector. Although it is labelled, named, and defined 
by industry specialists, thus becoming part of Authorised Heritage Dis-
course, heritage is not always practiced by experts and, even though  
these ‘inexpert’ moments can be overlooked, they are still heritage.

Museums assemble and curate stories with fragments of the past. 
These selected objects — ceramic pots, metal coins, or stone sculptures, 
for example — are placed alongside museum captions or audio guides.  
The curation relies on the relationship between text and image, which 
communicates a story that enables us to imagine a specific past, as  
constructed by the institution. This is comparable to how illustrations  
can function. Illustrators can also gather fragments (be it photographs, tes-
timonies, or archival documentation) that they then synthesise and place 
adjacent to one another to reconstruct the past. This inclusion of artefacts 
can add to the ‘cool’ authenticity of the illustrative work.

Illustration and heritage do not always depict a truthful representation 
of history. Morgan writes that, often, illustration is expected to have ‘a duty 
to the truth of the text’ however, this is not always the case, as it does not 
need to be ‘mimetic, submissive, or even honest in order for it to be  
enlightening’.59 If we bear this in mind, then an illustration might not be 
honest when depicting historical moments. Instead, illustration acts like 
heritage and tells a historical story. 

Illustration and heritage can illuminate historical narratives. When 
working with history, I regard the illustrator with the metaphor of a ‘prism’, 
one that light shines through, but which can never be fully removed from 
the work as it forms a refraction of another’s voice or story. The idea of 
refraction leads us to question the positionality and moral implications of 
the illustrator. Their work is not authorless and the histories they are adapt-
ing should be treated with care. 

Illustration and heritage can erase experiences. An illustrator can 
choose to highlight certain narratives and voices in their work. Comparable 
to forms of empathy, these chosen narratives can be perceived as ‘biased’, 
‘short-sighted’,60 and can lead to over-identification. Both heritage and  
illustration can favour the narrative of the individual over the many and 
create a ‘spotlight effect’.61 In theatre, a spotlight can highlight one person 
and leave the remainder of the stage in darkness, but, if a number of  
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spotlights are arranged to combine multiple beams, the light can also 
flood the stage so that the full performance is visible. The diameter of the 
beam can be used as a metaphor for the illustrator’s practice and what 
effect it can have. Recalling the exhibition Family at Wartime, in contem-
porary heritage practice, there is a tendency to focus on the individual 
experience, rather than that of the many, since this is how stories are often 
told. As the novelist Ursula Le Guin observes, ‘The only way to the truly 
collective, to the image that is alive and meaningful in all of us, seems to 
be through the truly personal.’ 62 If highlighting certain narratives means 
that other stories are at risk of being forgotten, should an illustrator use 
their practice to bring less well-known histories to light?

Both illustration and heritage are entwined with notions of representation, 
of showing and portraying. Representation is not a presence but a re- 
presence,63 such as a translation or interpretation, which is never truly 
objective. There are issues between the notions of ‘speaking for’ and  
‘portraying’ another in both practices. It is assumed that illustration relies 
on the idea that we can make things visible and depict them, but, when 
working with heritage, it can also be used to highlight absences and act as 
a negative space.

Even now, as I am writing this book, there are ongoing debates regarding 
the moral and ethical responsibility of institutions. Heritage practitioners 
and institutions are bound by national laws and international conventions. 
The International Council of Museums, American Alliance of Museums, 
and the Museums Association have published texts that outline ethical 
guidelines for museums.64 As parallels are drawn between both fields,  
I would argue that the same considerations are applied to illustration when 
representing heritage and the past.

Practitioner Interview: Darryl Clifton

rachel emily taylor What might the moral implications be for an 
illustrator working with other people’s stories and narratives?

darryl clifton Moral frameworks and ethics are highly subjec-
tive. They come from people’s lived experiences and, although 
we have collective rules for how we might want to live and work 
with one another, we know that our behaviours are bound by 
cultural frameworks. At the same time, it appears to be down to 
the individual to decide what they think is morally right, so  
I don’t know if there is insight that can be gained from an  
idea of a collective moral or ethical framework, in terms of its  
relationship to illustration.

If we are talking about what the potential implications are 
then, if you’re working as an illustrator with a piece of text,  
I think it is important to have an understanding of the context 
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that the piece of text was produced in. You may be working 
with something that, in the contemporary environment, uses 
language that is inflammatory or problematic, but that doe- 
sn’t mean we should be dismissing or cancelling it. I think we  
must endeavour to understand the context in which things are  
being made.

You don’t want to produce a piece of work that causes harm, 
offense or adds to the burden of people who already carry  
the weight of inequality through lived experience. So, being 
aware of the broader implications of the work that you’re pro-
ducing, its politics, its relationship to power, and its capacity  
to change people’s behaviour is really important. Being aware 
of the work’s potential to reproduce inequality is critical when  
considering morality.

rachel emily taylor I think this is such an important question, as 
heritage is often used to establish national identities and assert 
power. Heritage can present an edited version of history. That 
is why morality and ethics should be considered when working 
with histories in the present day.

darryl clifton Yes. You're right, of course. I mean, history – the 
word itself – is problematic. It is gendered, and talks about a 
‘somebody’ who, at some point, had the capacity to tell their 
story about particular events and phenomena. Events which 
were undoubtedly much more complicated and diverse than one 
representation can account for. And so, in my opinion, you're 
absolutely right to say that.

The idea that heritage is establishing a cultural framework, 
or lens, through which we view past events is an interesting one. 
It may be doing that, but, at the same time, it ought to be actively 
challenging, questioning, and folding in conventional historical 
accounts. And, therefore, the question might be how might you 
reconcile these contradictions?

I know your research has been about raising up those voices 
that were previously unheard, and that seems to fulfil a moral 
obligation. To create as many perspectives of a historical event  
as possible. The story becomes less definite the more voices  
you include. That leads to a much more complicated and, possi-
bly, ambiguous space. Perhaps, then, the ethical imperative for 
illustrators is to guide and support people through ambiguous 
moral spaces? 

If the illustrator’s purpose is to guide and support people through ‘ambig-
uous moral spaces’, then how might we approach this task? I also asked 
myself, as a writer, how might I approach the ideas covered in this book? 
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This is a book about heritage: the subject is vast, political, and changeable; 
it varies from country to country, from generation to generation. It is a dis-
course that is layered with multiple voices. While writing, I have been meet-
ing with various illustration practitioners to allow for a range of different 
perspectives and case studies to emerge throughout this book. 

When considering how best to approach the integration of the case 
studies, I met with Cecilia Hei Mee Flumé, an illustrator who uses her work 
to explore her personal experience as an international adoptee and is  
currently studying for a PhD in Visual Communication at the University  
of Gothenburg and Konstfack, University of Arts and Crafts (2020–24). 
Her illustration practice responds to heritage by exploring the relationship 
between two countries, Sweden and Korea, and her heritage stories from 
each (see Figure 1.1).

Practitioner Interview: Cecilia Hei Mee Flumé

rachel emily taylor From the position of the illustrator, and one 
who might be working with histories, how might we tell another 
person’s story?

cecilia hei mee flumé Working with other people’s stories may 
seem terrifying and sometimes impossible because of the  
implied responsibility that comes with representing and rep-
resentation. Questions of ‘Am I allowed?’, ‘Can I?’, or ‘Is it  
correct?’ seem to frequently accompany this type of work.  
I believe these questions are appropriate and should be consid-
ered, but not stop us from telling stories that we believe are 
important.

Instead of asking the question ‘can I?’, try asking ‘how can 
I?’ This is a good start when navigating the ethical decisions of 
telling someone else's story, as is communicating ‘I’m telling 
someone else’s story’, or maybe ‘I’m experiencing’, ‘reading’, 
‘mediating’, ‘translating’ … as opposed to ‘I’m telling the story’. 
It’s a way of working transparently about your position.

An illustrator may or may not be working with heritage that is their own. 
Rather than standing back, and being unwilling to tell another’s story, one 
should do so — but be fully transparent and aware of their positionality. 

The 2022 symposium Colouring In: The Past,65 included a keynote 
presentation from Jaleen Grove, Assistant Professor of Illustration at the 
Rhode Island School of Design. In her talk, she questioned, ‘Is it possible 
to illustrate the history of White privilege and to honour cultural intera- 
action without reinscribing settler dominance?’ She explored this through 
a discussion of unfinished illustration work, titled Time Pieces. At the end 
of the presentation, the chair, Rachel Gannon, asked, ‘Whose stories are 

Illustration and Heritage 



31

we allowed to work with? What about when you don’t have permission? 
How do we tell stories that aren’t our own?’ Grove answered, ‘This is why  
I turn the lens on myself.’ 66

Walter Benjamin describes Paul Klee’s painting, Angelus Novus (1920), 
as ‘the angel of history’ (see Figure 1.2). The image (and its description)  
is how I propose we consider the role of the illustrator when working with 
heritage, and the pitfalls that might challenge them:

An angel looking as though he is about to move away from some-
thing he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth 
is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of 
history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a 
chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to 
stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing in from Paradise; it has got caught in his 
wings with such a violence that the angel can no longer close them. 
The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his 
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. 
This storm is what we call progress.67 

The image suggests a struggle against the linear order of time and, per-
haps, history itself. The angel is ‘caught’ between the past and future, and 

Figure 1.1. Cecilia Hei Mee Flumé, Omma & Me, 2019.
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there is a push and pull to either side. The angel is still moving forward, but 
also looks back towards what has been. When considered a part of the 
heritage process, the illustrator navigates multiple states of time — as the 
angel does — and there is a balance to be made between them. A historical 
narrative can help us to understand our present day and our journey  
towards the future. The angel’s face, ‘turned toward the past’, and move-
ment forward, can help us to understand the illustrator’s metaphorical  
position in relation to time. The illustrator working with history could be 
considered as a protector or messenger, one that guides people ‘through 
ambiguous moral spaces’. 68

 

Figure 1.2. Paul Klee, Angelus Novus, 1920.  
Photographed by Elie Posner. Copyright: The Israel Museum 
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