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What does it mean to feel like yourself?

Where do your thoughts and ideas come from?

Can we understand mental illness better through an understanding of our genes?



Switching Perceptions 

Life Rewired Hub hosts Switching Perceptions, a project created by artist Eleanor Minney and neuroscientist Dr Liz 
Tunbridge in collaboration with patients from the National Psychosis Unit at the Bethlem Royal Hospital, and Bethlem 
Gallery. 

Over the course of a three-year collaboration, Liz and Eleanor have been exploring the question, ‘What creates a sense 
of self?’ They have developed a multi-stranded project where diverse perspectives on the mind, brain, subjective 
experience and the genetic and biological components of psychiatric illness can be openly talked about and shared. 
In the Hub, Liz and Eleanor develop these discussions to contemplate an individual’s thoughts and ideas in the context 
of their mind, brain and genes. 

Where do our thoughts come from? May they also be shaped by our genes? Do genetics underpin the ‘self’ narrative 
we create?

Liz is an Associate Professor in the Department of Psychiatry, at the University of Oxford. Her research aims to elucidate 
the links between individual genes and predisposition to psychiatric illnesses, with Eleanor’s artistic enquiry probing 
some of the central themes and implications of this challenging meeting between science and subjective human 
experience. Dissecting the Hub space is Segment of aself, Eleanor’s four-metre long textile work, featuring two lengths 
of calico separated by thick wadding. On one side are hundreds of hand drawn ciphers alluding to a person’s holistic 
sense of self – relationships, spirituality, illness and wellness, home, movement, communication – and on the other side, 
row upon row of genetic markers, three of which relate to schizophrenia. These three genetic markers or switches form 
the focus of Liz’s research: she seeks to understand how the some of the individual ‘switches’ affect brain function and 
their links with psychiatric illness. She hopes ultimately to improve treatments by developing new medications through 
a better understanding of the brain.



We ask Dr Liz Tunbridge - Can we understand mental illness better through an understanding of 
our genes?

“Genetics play a significant role in determining how likely we are develop a psychiatric illness. However, these 
associations are complex: there is no single ‘gene for schizophrenia’ or any of the other psychiatric illnesses. Instead, 
hundreds, or maybe even thousands, of genes each plays a small role in altering risk, acting in concert with lots of 
factors in the environment.

Our understanding of the biological basis of psychiatric disorders is challenging because, to the best of our 
knowledge, they are uniquely human conditions. Genetic studies have the potential to provide new clues as to which 
molecules and cell pathways might be involved. In the last ten years, the field of psychiatric genetics has been 
transformed: studies involving tens of thousands of people have allowed geneticists to identify, for the first time, 
specifically which ‘letters’ of the human genome (the ‘switches’ alluded to in Eleanor’s piece Segment of aself) are 
involved in these illnesses. However, the challenge is now to understand why these letter changes affect risk of 
developing an illness, as genes don’t in themselves encode the complex symptoms of mood, emotions and 
perception that people with illness experience. My work aims to bridge this gap between genes and illness by 
understanding how the ‘letter’ changes linked with illness affect the molecules that our genes encodes, and how these 
in turn influence the function of the brain. 
 
My current work focuses on a family of calcium channels that I believe have potential as new therapeutic targets. Each 
calcium channel gene can encode lots of different calcium channels by sticking together different parts of the gene 
in difference combinations, in a process known as alternative splicing. I am exploring the sequence of these calcium 
channels in human brain, to work out which ones might be important in psychiatric illnesses.”

Alongside her research, Liz is interested in the moral and ethical questions raised by her work. It is these aspects that 
she explores with Eleanor.



Liz: “… as scientists it is so important to have an understanding of all the different perspectives on your research… 
particularly in the field in which I work everybody has some experience with mental health or mental illness of some 
description and so it’s inherently something that people have an understanding of. And in the work that I’ve done talk-
ing to members of the public and generally in day-to-day life I find as soon as people start to think about genetics the 
conversation becomes quite loaded, in a way, and people worry…”

Event: Wednesday 16th October - Café Scientifique: Building brains from genes. To book, please visit 
www.barbican.org.uk/whats-on/2019/series/life-rewired-hub



Segment of aself 

“…Segment of aself… hangs in space like a new reality, one that is entirely constructed of everything known from the 
old one. Its double sheets of simple calico separated by thick wadding, suggesting a warmth of insulation, a density 
of purpose. One side of this floating screen is delineated with rows of squares. A regiment of containment. A housing 
block of shuttered lives that are also stamps of uniform genetic coding. Each box contains an I.

On close examination a few have red thread piecing their likeness. These offer escape or communication to the other 
side. Winding their nerve like umbilicus though the stuffing and out into a field of a million chatters. Where cyphers, 
hieroglyphics, calculations and tiny stitched drawings all flutter and thrive. On this side of the hanging are hundred of 
languages all speaking at once. All individual, intimate and celebratory. What these insect-like marks are saying we will 
never know. But the wisdom of their activity, uniqueness and need to exist is overwhelming. This is massively generous 
work. The hours put in to creating it being multiplied by the rightness of its gift. The viewer will also smile when finding 
themselves recognising pictographs of books, couples holding hands, ring pulls, saplings, question marks, dendrites, 
bottles, paperclips, keys, leaves and tears, all in an active discussion that we thought we had forgotten until the artist 
activated it in the singing part of our imaginations.” - Brian Catling RA 

Segment of aself, Eleanor Minney, 2018. Mixed inks, cotton calico, wadding, threads, old book, acrylic. 350 x 165cm 

Event: Thursday 17th October – Artist talk and workshop. Symbols of the self. To book, please visit 
www.barbican.org.uk/whats-on/2019/series/life-rewired-hub

In the Hub: contribute a symbol of your self… come back later in the week to see how the piece has grown. 



The Think Tank – collaboration with the National Psychosis Unit, Bethlem Royal Hospital

Switching Perceptions was curated and exhibited by Bethlem Gallery, Bethlem Royal Hospital from January – March 
2019, in collaboration with participants from the National Psychosis Unit. The Think Tank concept was developed by 
C.A.S. on the National Psychosis Unit during a series of eleven workshops that took place in 2018. The Think Tank is a 
space for people from different fields to come together and discuss a particular subject. 

In this second iteration, the Think Tank continues to form a critical component of the exhibition, acting as a tool for 
facilitating dialogue around the central themes of the project. 

Event: Sunday 20th October – The Think Tank Live. To book, please visit 
www.barbican.org.uk/whats-on/2019/series/life-rewired-hub

In the Hub: add your words to the Think Tank archive... enjoy reading the handwritten responses of others.



Think Tank response card, Anonymous, 2019



Test Sample Garden, Eleanor Minney, 2018. Ink, pencil, cotton calico, dried beans, threads, old book, 21 x 12.5cm



Calcium Channels, Eleanor Minney, 2018. Acrylic ink, cotton calico, wadding, threads, old book, 16 x 16cm



Think Tank response card, Anonymous, 2019



In Conversation, 2018

Liz: The whole project feels very organic, it just feels like it 
came out of those early conversations that we had about 
the research that I do, and then the more philosophical 
and moral aspects of the work…

Eleanor: Yes, I don’t think either of us had outcomes in 
mind along the way….did we?

L: No, not to start with.
…

L: I guess that is where the idea for the main piece came 
from, those discussions of to what extent our DNA gov-
erns who we are, and to what extent mental health and 
mental illness is tied up with who we are as individuals…

E: and these switches, and it not being quite so straight-
forward, well not straightforward in any way… as it might 
seem. 
…

L: There is that narrative that you see a lot in the media, a 
gene for this a gene for that, and it is just not like that, it is 
so much more complicated.

….

L: Coming from a fairly molecular point of view I tend 
to think molecules upwards, and I guess that’s probably 
opposite to most people starting with ‘who am I as an 
individual?’ and thinking about how you got to be that 
person, rather than starting the other way around. 
…

E: Hopefully what we have been doing throughout is 
knitting, 

L: Trying to meet in the middle, 

E: Trying to meet in the middle, creating this bridge.

L: Exactly.           

You can listen to the full conversation using audio 
headphones provided in the Hub 
 
 

Event: Monday 14th October – Q&A with Liz and 
Eleanor. To book, please visit www.barbican.org.uk/
whats-on/2019/series/life-rewired-hub



less - It feels a bit less active somehow, a thought is 
almost a passive thing that pops into your mind without 
necessarily you having sought it. Whereas an idea is an 
– it feels to me more of an active thing where you might 
want to generate an idea or erm you might be seeking 
ideas in a way. It feels like a thing you almost have to work 
towards, whereas a thought is a thing that spontaneously 
pops into your mind. 

… but that is just my perception of it and it might not in 
any way chime with anybody else’s! 

E: mm. Well it makes sense to me…

I’m thinking about what are we encouraging people to 
contemplate? How does this question relate to the bigger 
questions of the project, of the collaboration? … I was 
thinking about thoughts (!) as - in a more fundamental 
way - coming from the same place that ideas must come 
from, you know, it’s a sort of …a mental formation –
…

E: - that manifests. But in a way, a thought is, to me any-
way, can be more mysterious than an idea. Because the 
idea – I am side by side with that – working with it – 

In Conversation, 2019

Liz and Eleanor contemplate where ideas come from…

E: …I wondered about thoughts as well - or do you think 
that’s the same…?

L: You see I would take those as quite different. 

E: Talk to me about your understanding of where ideas 
come from, what does that question mean to you if you 
encounter that?

L: … I suppose I would interpret that as – the distinction in 
my mind between ideas and thoughts is that ideas almost 
have a purpose to them if you see what I mean? They are 
a bit um – an idea is a thing you want to have…

E: mm mm, like a catalyst…

L: A catalyst to do something or a new way of thinking 
about something... whereas a thought can just be a 
meandering thing that you may or may not want to have, 
you know. You have good thoughts and you have 
intrusive thoughts that are not helpful and so I suppose, 
yeah, I think the concept of thoughts to me is just a bit 



would never happen.  I mean an invention I suppose is a 
thought that hasn’t been seen before to a certain extent, 
or made before, if you know what I mean. Human society 
wouldn’t progress if people weren’t able to have thoughts 
outside of their realms of direct experience. 

E: but then maybe its little pieces of their direct 
experience that sort of cohere together.

L: oh yeah yeah, I see what you mean, and I am sure that’s 
right.

E: if you invent something, if you think of a new idea, you 
suddenly think – ah! Calcium! 

L : (laughs)

E: it may be several different - a conversation I had a year 
ago, and then a paper I read 6 months ago and then – you 
know, maybe everything coheres to bring ‘calcium’…

L: …I guess it comes back a bit to that conversation we 
had about ideas and I was struck by the fact that despite 
the fact that we do very different things and our processes 
are very different, they way we have ideas or relate to our 
work seemed quite similar. In that they were things that

L: yes, yes.

E: to try and, as you say to bring it – 

L: into fruition somehow! You might have a, I suppose, in 
a sense, in my mind an idea might grow out of a thought, 
somehow, that the thought is – I don’t know, I sometimes 
feel that thoughts are not even… I mean clearly they must 
be… but on some level thoughts are not something that I 
necessarily have control over -

E: So that’s why it is so interesting. Where does that come 
from?

L: I know! It is bizarre isn’t it.

E: I just found myself thinking, that is more mysterious, it 
is more mystical! 
…

E: I don’t know. It feels like something that could be quite 
genetic, quite biological, or quite a part of us. 

Could I have a thought that I have never seen?

L: That must be possible because otherwise progress



 
E: exactly, that staying with them. 

L: yes, that inability to sort of let it go. 
…

E: But an idea… it’s a very helpful version!

L: Exactly! I mean I wouldn’t be sad if I woke up in the 
middle of the night and an idea kept me awake! 
(laughter)

L: I am very annoyed when a thought keeps me awake! 
Because I suppose in a sense… in many ways, a thought is 
sort of an unhelpful idea…? Maybe that is the distinction - 
whether we think it is helpful or not, is the difference 
between an idea and a thought. But then I suppose, I 
guess also for me an idea is… there’s a sort of novelty 
about it. 

E: yes, something novel, something new, something…

L: whereas positive thoughts don’t have to be ideas I 
guess. If I look at someone I love and think ‘I love you’, 
that’s not an idea, but it is a good thought.

emerged from either a natural extension of something we 
had already made or done, or um an idea that came from 
putting together information from other sources - stuff 
you had read or you just viewed in a way that was 
presumably different from how people had viewed it 
before, because you come at it with a slightly different 
experience and -

E: different lens.

L: yeah.

E: So is an idea just a slightly more helpful version of a 
thought?

L: Yes, quite possibly, I guess.

E: because if we think about mindfulness [practices] and 
allowing the thoughts to go on their way, not to be 
attaching ourselves to the thought - because the thought 
for me is a very powerful and quite problematic thing! 

L: Yes. Same, same, I think that’s probably true for 
everyone. I think, you know, thoughts can be good but 
they are often - the thing that keep you awake right? 
When you wake up in the middle of the night… 



never be able to change and so you’d only have this one 
thought, stuck in your mind. 

E: Oh (exclaims)

L: Scary isn’t it. Um, so I think the noise is really important. 
But then I suppose the thing about noise is that 
sometimes the signal will just pop out a bit by chance, 
and I guess in my mind that might be where the thoughts 
come from, your brain is just busily doing stuff and then 
all of a sudden says – ‘cabbages’ – you know, something 
random. 

E: … do you think at any level this connects to one’s 
genetics?
…

L: I suppose on some level I feel probably there must 
be a genetic component to it, but I am not sure whether 
that’s in the thoughts that actually happen or which ones 
you pay attention to. Because as you said um, there’s an 
element of you can either choose to pay attention to a 
thought or not. And there is pretty decent evidence 
actually that people who are depressed for example pay 
more attention to the negative thoughts that arise in their 
mind. We talked a bit about biases, negative biases. And 

E: Or is it a feeling? 

L: yeah I don’t know!

(laughter) 
-

L: Thinking in the very biological way that I tend to do, 
I suppose I think of thoughts as being, all the time your 
brain is active and doing things. So there is a huge 
amount of noise going on in there and I guess sometimes 
a signal pops itself above the noise at a cellular level and I 
suppose in my mind that’s what a thought might 
be – just that random chance or you know, the signal can 
be turned up by something you’ve encountered…

E: Weren’t you telling me that the ‘noise’ in scientific 
terms is actually very organised thing?

L: not an organised thing, but a good thing. You need to 
have noise in a system in order for it to be able to change 
I suppose. So I think noise is important in a brain.

E: ah

L: because otherwise the state of the brain would 



I am sure that must be shaped by genetics, that feels to 
me like the sort of thing that would be shaped by 
genetics. But as to whether the thoughts that you have in 
the first place are influenced by your genes, I suppose on 
some level probably I guess they must be because your 
genes sort of shape the way your brain is wired up, but 
equally the kind of thoughts you have must be hugely 
determined by your experiences and what you encounter. 

E: I suppose it might come down to whether one believes 
in consciousness being limited to one life in a way… If 
you have a residual consciousness from experience of 
people gone by that you are sort of a part of - I don’t 
know if that makes any sense. So say – someone 
generations back in my line of family has experienced 
something quite traumatic, is there a residue of that that 
can somehow get carried down to me and therefore not 
in a literal sense, but in a sort of felt sense, and then might 
shape my thoughts because of that residue?

L: I suppose from a biological point of view that would be 
the idea of epigenetics, right, that things that happened a 
few generations back can be passed on through 
modification of the way that DNA is working in a person.

E: and is that a sort of outdated thing?

L: no, no I mean I suppose it – it’s a very difficult thing 
to study because having data from generations ago is 
difficult. I guess the famous example is where there have 
been famines or something that have affected a region 
and then a few generations on people are more likely to 
experience particular psychiatric illnesses for example, 
and the idea is that that’s due to modification - chemical 
modification - of the genes of the ancestors that has been 
passed down a few generations. But the problem with it is 
you know – like anything where you are looking in people 
that have experienced a thing, you can’t tell cause and 
effect really. It’s difficult. It’s difficult to know that it was 
due to chemical changes rather than say – if you were 
brought up in a famine you might interact differently with 
your children and they might interact differently with their 
children, so it could be –

E: it is layers, not one.

L: exactly, exactly.

You can also listen to this conversation using audio 
headphones provided in the Hub
We are mindful that the perspectives expressed in this conversation are 
individual, context specific and may not be reflective of an experience of 
thoughts and ideas in the context of psychiatric illness.  



The Barbican: Life Rewired
Throughout 2019, The Barbican have investigating the impact and 
extent of technological change on our culture and society, looking at 
how we can grasp and respond to the seismic shifts these advances will 
bring about.
 
The season interrogates how artists are responding to a time when 
technology is simultaneously enhancing our lives and challenging our 
identity by creating machines with human characteristics. It will explore 
how scientific breakthroughs can affect us at every stage of our life; from 
expert and first-person perspectives on IVF to the personal and societal 
impact of lengthening life expectancy.
 
The Royal Society
The Royal Society is the UK’s national academy for science. They believe 
science and technology form an integral part of our cultural identity and 
via their public programme of events around the country attempt to 
highlight the scientific matters that will affect our future. 
http://royalsociety.org

Biographies 
Eleanor Minney works in Kent and Oxford.  She studied Fine Art at 
University of Oxford (2013–17), and has a Graduate Certificate in 
Humanistic & Psychodynamic Counselling  (Goldsmiths University of 
London, 2017 - 18). She is currently training in Contemplative 
Psychology. Exhibitions include: Switching Perceptions, Bethlem Gallery, 

Switching Perceptions is open daily from 12th October – 20th October 
2019, 12pm - 8pm. 

Events
Switching Perceptions is accompanied by a series of events.
Please visit the Barbican website www.barbican.org.uk/whats-on/2019/
series/life-rewired-hub for more information and booking. All events are 
free. 

For Support
If you or someone you know is affected by illnesses related to this 
exhibition, here are some organisations who offer support:
• Samaritans is available round the clock, every single day of the year, 
for anyone who is struggling to cope.  You can call Samaritans for free 
from any phone on 116 123, email them at jo@samaritans.org or visit 
samaritans.org to find details of your nearest branch
• Mind offer a helpline 0300 123 3393 or text 86463. If you need mental 
health information and our helplines are closed, please visit our Mental 
Health A-Z @ www.mind.org.uk/information-support/a-z-mental-health/
• SANEline is available from 4.30pm to 10.30pm everyday of the year on 
0300 304 7000.

Switching Perceptions is kindly supported and hosted by The Royal 
Society and the Barbican, as part of the Life Rewired annual theme.
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Switching Perceptions is funded by the Royal Society and supported by 
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with additional support from Bethlem Gallery.
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Beckenham, 2019; Trinity Buoy Wharf Drawing Prize, UK, 2018-19; 
Anonymous, St.Edmund Hall College Chapel, Oxford, 2017; Art Meets 
Science, Radcliffe Science Library, Oxford, 2015 and A-X, The Dolphin 
Gallery, St.John’s College, Oxford, 2015. Minney’s work is in the collec-
tions of Ashmolean Museum - Western Art Print Room, Oxford and Sir 
William Dunn School of Pathology, University of Oxford. 
www.eleanorminneyart.co.uk

Dr Liz Tunbridge, B.Sc. M.Sc. D.Phil. is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Psychiatry, Medical Sciences Division at the 
University of Oxford. Her research aims to understand how individual 
genes impact on the complex brain functions that are altered in 
psychiatric disorders. She believes that understanding these links will 
help to explain why some people respond well to treatments, whilst 
others do not, and will ultimately lead to new and improved therapies. 
She uses a wide range of experimental techniques, which allows her to 
study the function of these genes at all levels - from individual cells to 
the whole person - in collaboration with many other researchers within 
Oxford, elsewhere in the UK, and internationally. 
www.psych.ox.ac.uk/team/elizabeth-tunbridge

Switching Perceptions has been awarded the Vice-Chancellor’s Public 
Engagement with Research Award.


