My London: Episodes and Systems of Conflict
From depicting American military power, CIA secret prisons and Guantánamo Bay detention camps to British counterterrorism measures, my work shows how global geopolitics is not distant from our lives but part of them, with long-term consequences for our ethical, legal and political futures. I connect these subjects to us all by focusing on the everyday, domestic and personal. For generations of Londoners, conflict has shaped day-to-day life. My parents and grandparents lived in London during the second world war, and remembered the daily rhythms of rationing, blackouts, extinguishing incendiary bombs and collecting shrapnel in the garden. My father described being blasted into the fireplace when a V1 flying bomb struck his road, and the terror of hearing the engine cut out – the silence meant it was dropping. Where I grew up, modern buildings in Victorian terraces marked the history of Luftwaffe bombings, like metal fillings in rows of teeth.
The Troubles was the conflict that marked my own childhood. Ulster seemed far away from London, but IRA attacks brought regular violence to my city. I remember being in my bedroom and hearing explosions from bombs planted in west London. This conflict followed me to the house where my children grew up. The year before my first daughter was born, an unarmed IRA suspect was shot to death in a hotel a few streets away. The so-called War on Terror is the conflict of their childhood. It came closest when a detonator, but thankfully not the bomb, exploded at Shepherd’s Bush Market station, a nearby Tube stop.
Nothing is more everyday than a journey to work. These images mark my journey, by bike or three stops on the Northern line, from Stockwell to Elephant & Castle, to the London College of Communication where I teach. LCC was built on the site of buildings destroyed on May 10 1941, the single most devastating night of bombing on London during the Blitz. Each view shows the presence of one of these conflicts, which still haunt and shape the world I live in.
Close to LCC is the Imperial War Museum, which held a year-long exhibition of my work almost a decade ago. For one of the projects on display, I worked in a house where a person suspected of terrorism-related activity was living under a control order. I am not allowed to identify the person or the place. He originally came from near my studio in London; he even knew the men who ran the soup stand where I would get lunch. He was later rehoused under a terrorist prevention investigation measure two streets away from where I lived with my family. Five years later, now released, I showed him around the opening of my exhibition at the museum. Nobody knew he was there.


Captions:
Image 1 -The window of my home office
looks across offices on the site of
buildings damaged or destroyed
during the Blitz. The London
County Council bomb damage
map categorises the degree of
damage to each building.

Image 2 - Stockwell is my local Underground
station. At 10.06am on July 22
2005, Jean Charles de Menezes
was shot in the head seven times,
in front of fellow passengers,
by police who misidentified him
as the failed Shepherd’s Bush
Market station bomber from the
day before. Oval station, the next
stop on my journey, was also the
site of a failed suicide attack on
July 21 2005.

Image 3 - By bike I pass Richbourne Terrace
and Fentiman Road, where the
last German V1 flying bomb to hit
Lambeth on January 5 1945, killed
13 people and made 100 homeless.
The area is now occupied by flats.

Image 4 - A steel window frame from the
North Tower of the World Trade
Center in New York, attacked on
September 11 2001, on display in
the Imperial War Museum, London.
Two IRA delayed-action incendiary
devices were ignited at the
museum on September 17 1992.
Fire security measures resulted in
minimal damage.
