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After a few years, I could read many papers in one 
sitting. The structure of the reasoning, if you will, 
eventually became second nature. And, over time, 
the inevitable happened. The more I knew, the 
more critical I became. There are good papers and 
bad ones. There is naive science and sophisticated 
science. Attending lectures was also extremely 
helpful. Although I felt too ignorant to ask questions 
in the beginning, I listened with my entire being. 
Then I began to ask questions and get answers. 
 Although psychiatry is now intimately connected 
to neuroscience research, there is an important 
difference. Scientists work with research subjects 
and animals in their labs, not with patients. The 
patient is, or should be, at the centre of psychiatric 
practice. I became a volunteer writing teacher for 
patients because I wanted to get a feeling for clinical 
experience or get as close to it as I could as a non-
physician. That experience gave me an intimate 
view of what it means to suffer from mental illness. 
It took me beyond diagnostic categories and lists 
of symptoms and into patients’ stories. The years 
I spent as a volunteer have strongly affected my 
views of psychiatry. 

FM  Has your research in this field ever bled into your fiction writing? 
 Has a character ever been born out of a scientific idea, for example?
   SH  Oh dear me, yes! I wouldn’t say any of my 

characters were born of a scientific idea necessarily, 
but their ideas have certainly been shaped my 
interest in the sciences. My last novel, The Blazing 
World, is a philosophical work deeply informed 
by the mind-body problem that haunts models in 
neuroscience and psychiatry. Just look at the novel’s 
footnotes. My essay ‘The Delusions of Certainty’ 
actually reprises much of the territory covered in  
The Blazing World, but in a very different way.  
My immersion in these disciplines has informed 
much of my work. The Summer Without Men is a 
comic novel about sexual difference and the problem 
of difference in general. My narrator is married to a 
neuroscientist, Boris, and there are many jokes about 
neuroscience, reductionism, and parts of the brain. 
For my novel What I Loved, I read enormously on 
the subject of psychopathy or anti-social personality 
disorder. The Sorrows of an American is narrated 
by a psychiatrist-psychoanalyst. I had been deeply 
interested in medical history and contemporary 
neurology and psychiatry before I wrote it, but I 
did test myself by taking a sample, not a real, exam. 
You can buy books that prep you for the New York 
State Psychiatric Boards. At the end, they include a 
sample exam. I took it and passed.
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Forging a lyrical, complex, and infinitely rich depiction of his adoptive city of Liverpool, Tom Wood was 
amongst the first photographers to turn their lens on modern Britain, elevating the beauty and complexity 
of the everyday to form a record of the region’s past that still resonates across culture and society today.

Filled with fleeting, everyday moments as familiar as they are compelling, each image holds an 
intangible mix of meaning and understanding many would be hard pressed to put into words. But maybe 
that’s the point. “I’m not trying to document anything,” Wood says over the phone from his home in 
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North Wales, “I’m not trying to explain how something is, I just explore what’s around me. I don’t think 
about it, it’s what I do.”

The self-taught photographer and pioneering colourist grew up in County Mayo, West Ireland, with 
“no running water, horse and cart, a different world.” Originally training in painting before picking up a 
camera in 1973, “I thought, this is easy, I got the hang of it quickly, but to go above and beyond that and 
make the work your own is a lot harder.” 

Over a career spanning the better half of four decades, Wood has become known for the incessant 
and prolific nature of his work and diffident gaze, quietly making a name for himself, on his own terms. 
Unlike many of his contemporaries, he has actively avoided the spotlight that so often comes with success, 
preferring instead to let his photographs speak for themselves. “For me, it’s better to take photographs a 
lot, and taking photographs every day is easier when you are not trying,” he says. 

“I’m naturally shy, which at first made it hard to do candid work,” Wood explains. “I photographed 
people I was interested in, people who I could tell maybe tended not to be photographed, and the only way I  
could do that was to go to the same places over and over again so people could become familiar with me,”  
he says. From 1978 to 2003 he shot the people of Merseyside exclusively. “Every Saturday I would go to  
the women’s market, then outside Anfield football ground in the afternoon, week after week, month  
after month, year after year, and eventually people came to accept me. I was the man who took the photies, 
the photie man.”

Wood took his inspiration from divergent places bound together by the central theme of his work: 
the eclectic, colourful community of those around him. “I’ve always said I have a responsibility to the 
people I photograph, being true to my subject,” Wood says. “I would always have my camera on my arm, 
in my hand, there was so much wonderful stuff to explore, it was like I couldn’t wear it out,” he recalls. 
Combining posed and spontaneous images in colour and black-and-white, Wood reveals an unflinching 
insight into his communities everyday environments, friends, strangers and passers-by whose poses and 
fleeting looks are so emotive they overwhelm their frames. “I was feeding off the energy of the place 
and people – when I went to the football on a Saturday afternoon, it wasn’t just the excitement and buzz 
of this great team, it was the ordinary people of Anfield and everyone rushing every which way at the 
market with their mothers and daughters – I was really lucky we ended up living there.”

What makes Wood’s oeuvre so enduring is not only the people and places he unwaveringly reveals, or 
his unerring eye and complete lack of pretence, but the tireless devotion and the sheer scale of his output 
as a photographer – the slow-burning, cumulative effect of his work as a whole, almost unfathomable 
to grasp. A selection from his series Bus Odyssey, capturing Liverpool’s bus routes and those who take 
them, amassed more than 3,000 rolls of film, culminating in 100,000 photographs of his fellow riders;  
a glut of imagery determined not so much to capture specific moments, but to elaborate on the endlessly 
repetitive routines of those around him. An understated yet powerful reflection on the disenfranchised 
Northern working-class, Wood’s images celebrate the overlooked surfaces and experience of quotidian life;  
the declining high streets, local markets, now-demolished clubs, hospitals and wastelands of a city and 
its suburbs.

With two new photo books on the way this year, Wood is struggling to navigate his epic archive of 
images. “The problem with taking so many photographs is having so many to deal with, which isn’t good 
now I’m getting older,” he says of the arduous but ultimately rewarding task of editing his collection of 
works. “You really have to be attuned to finding the details that make a picture, look for something you 
don’t know, something that surprises you,” he explains. “I’m more interested in the pictures I don’t know 
will work because they are discoveries. Looking at a contact sheet is just as much an adventure as when 
you take a picture – you’ve got to be open to what might work, not the ones you already know work.” 

“I have to believe in a picture,” he adds, “especially if you put a picture in a book. When you spend 
three hours trying to find a specific negative, it must be worth it.”

Wood has tirelessly dedicated his life to his subject matter, producing dramatic and powerful 
documents of his homelands – Ireland, Merseyside and Wales – in motion. “I thought I’d only take 
photos for a year or two but here I am now, and pictures are just as interesting and complex as when  
I started. I still haven’t figured it out,” he says. “I’m not trying to prove anything with the pictures I take,  
the pictures I take prove something to me.”


