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At her recent show Laudanum at the Gone Tomorrow Gallery 
Rachel Shannon presented her absurdist psychedelic paintings 
featuring ghostly apparitions. 

 
What themes are there in your work and what led you to work 

with them?
The hallucinatory themes of my work have developed from 

questions of painterly surface. The surfaces are heavily marbled 
and this fluidity speaks to me of the preoccupations of the 
Romantic genre: the gothic, the uncanny, the marvellous and 
the fantastic. The morphic language of the marbled surface 
belongs to the phantasmagoria of the nineteenth century, as 
well as the LSD and free love culture of the late 1960s. Its 
convulsive movement holds the anxieties of the individual 
spirit, rebelliousness and the subconscious. 

Why are you drawn to Romantic poets and writers?
Their language is particularly concerned with the visual, with 

emphasis on what is seen and whether seeing is truth, or in 
cases of seeing the unexplainable, is it madness, foreshadow-
ing or the supernatural? In my painting Sylphs, my protagonist 
is surrounded by spirits of the air. The hallucinatory effects of 
the marbling suggest that the experience is psychotropic, but 
the central character could be suffering the torments of the 
supernatural.  

Do you see the ghost-like elements in your work as purely 
fantastical?  

The themes that chime strongly for me from the Romantic 
period are concerned with thinly constructed rationalism that 
might at any point collapse. The ghost-like images, to the 
protagonist in the painting, are at once fantastical, but also 
animalistic as in a pagan superstition. They are overwrought 
projections of psychological disturbance and psychedelia. I 
see them as uncertainties, anxieties and ghosts. After huge 
consumptions of Laudanum, the writer Wilkie Collins became 
haunted by an apparition of his double, ‘Ghost Wilkie’. In terms 
of the Romantic period, I don’t see my practice as parodic; 
instead I feel it has more in common with ‘Ghost Wilkie’. It 
becomes a doppelganger, which can be seen as a physical dou-
ble, but it can also resemble the vampiric. In this instance, the 
doppelganger emerges from the memory of a fervent passion, 
but in the minds eye it is transformed into a double, aping and 
re-enacting that passion until the memory is consumed. 
Rachel Shannon was in conversation with Rachel Potts

OH LAUDANUM
Rachel Shannon gets psychedelically 
possessed by all manner of romantic 
ghosts and doppelgangers.

Rachel Shannon, ‘The Lover’ 2008, oil and marbling ink on canvas, 22x18cm

INSIDE THE ARTIST’S STUDIO: Matt Rowe 

My studio contains pottery equipment and tools and lots of seaside ephemera and ran-
dom tat gathered from the abundance of junk shops around my studio in Folkestone. 
Making becomes seasonal, as in winter the temperature in the workshop often drops 
below freezing. Casting wet clay in these conditions can cause the work to shatter.

I often cast found objects in order to reconfigure them into ceramic multiples but 
currently, I’m making a life-sized, imitation, deep-sea diver’s helmet out of fibreglass. 
It’s the first time I have worked with the material and I have been adapting existing 
techniques developed through working with ceramics and glass.

Each variety of commercially 
available clay carries an inherent 
narrative drawn from the social 
climate surrounding pottery 
manufacture in England. My 
work is informed by the role of 
the ceramic, which although 
culturally is still prevalent, has to 
some extent been superseded by 
new materials such as plastic. 

The ceramic artist Neil Brownsword has had the 
biggest impact upon my approach to ceramic 
materials. His contemporary account of the North 
Staffordshire pottery industry opened up the idea of 
conceptual ceramics to me, and has reinforced the 
idea of ceramic’s capacity to reflect social change.
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Matt Rowe is the director of the B&B Project Space in Folke-
stone. His work can be seen in Fan Fair at Transition Gallery 
from 14 June - 13 July 2008. 


