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palliative care through film 
Period when the underpinning research was undertaken: 2017-2019 
Details of staff conducting the underpinning research from the submitting unit:  
Name(s):   
Steven Eastwood 

Role(s) (e.g. job title):  
Professor of Film Practice 

Period(s) employed: 
August 2015-Present 

Period when the claimed impact occurred: 2017-2019 
Is this case study continued from a case study submitted in 2014? N 
1. Summary of the impact  
  
Professor Eastwood’s practice-led research in film concerned with terminal illness and the dying 
process, has advanced professional and public understanding about the end of life and palliative 
care. This has been achieved through the development and implementation of educational and 
clinical training materials in correspondence with the production and dissemination of two 
interrelated film works: ISLAND, a feature-length film released theatrically in the UK; and The 
Interval and the Instant, a multiscreen gallery video installation which has toured internationally. 
Developed with palliative care clinicians and patients, together these film artworks depict and 
interrogate terminal illness and the dying process. They have been disseminated, with an 
accompanying educational toolkit, in the fields of palliative care and medicine, partnering with 
Hospices and Trusts. Piloted with 150 trainee nurses and doctors, the toolkit is currently being 
licensed by NHS Trusts and Hospices for staff and student training in end-of-life care, as well as 
to international university libraries.  
2. Underpinning research 
 
Documentary descriptions of death and dying have tended to avoid direct images of terminal 
illness and the moment of death. Nonfiction images of the end of life therefore remain rare in 
Western societies and are historically limited to medical or private amateur (family/partner) 
footage. Pioneering new descriptions, ISLAND follows the stories of four individuals over a 12-
month period, supported by the carers, staff and facilities of a hospice, as they progress in their 
illness [3.1]. The Interval and the Instant, a multi-screen gallery video installation, has at its centre 
a longform triptych loop inviting the viewer to witness intimate moments of illness, including the 
moment of death [3.2]. In the two works, the visual language, non-narratorial structure and 
prolonged duration allow the viewer to reflect on the passage of time, relationships, illness, and 
mortality. 
The practice-led research undertaken in the production, screening and installation of these film 
artworks set out an ethical method, developed with the palliative care team at Mountbatten 
Hospice on the Isle of Wight, to represent people with terminal illness at their request and with 
their consent [3.3]. This method allows for images of pain, of unconsciousness, and of the moment 
of dying to be seen in entirely new ways. Such images depend on the full participation of the 
person with the terminal diagnosis [3.4]. The film practice accords visibility and dignity to the dying 
individual, who gives the viewer permission to witness their death, via the filmmaker. It provides 
important new perspectives on experiences and environments associated with the end of life for 
professionals and a wider public. The research identifies commonalities between the filmmaker-
subject relationship and the carer-patient relationship, proposing the visual language of moving 
images as a potential, and significant act of care [3.5]. 
 
Research dissemination has taken place across multiple media platforms and cultural venues, and 
the visibility of the work in the public domain has generated debate about terminal illness, hospice 
care the ethics of filming death among mainstream audiences. This led to recognition of the power 
of documentary film as training tool for trainee doctors and nurses, and of ISLAND’s development 
as an evidence-based educational tool for palliative care professionals. 
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ISLAND premiered in the UK at the 61st BFI London Film Festival (October 2017) and 
internationally at the Rotterdam International Film Festival (January 2018). UK theatrical release 
and a prestigious BIFA nomination followed in 2018, with five-star reviews in broadsheet press 
(The Guardian, The Independent, Sunday Times), and interviews with Eastwood on BBC 
Breakfast and the BBC World Service [5.4]. The BBC recorded more than 700,000 visits to its 
website article on the film, with time spent on the page four times the BBC average. Through its 
cinema release, and a VOD (Mubi, Amazon, ITunes) release in 2019, the film has reached 
thousands of people (the film’s trailer has been shared 36,000 times online). The film further 
featured in Sight & Sound magazine, and The Lancet. Winner, Belfast Film Festival Maysles 
Brothers award for Best Observational Documentary. 
 
The Interval and the Instant exhibited at Fabrica, Brighton’s Centre for Contemporary Art, 
(October-November 2017) before touring at the Blackwood Gallery Toronto (February–March 
2018) (as part of a six-month series of exhibitions under the heading Take Care) and La Ferme 
du Buisson Art Centre Paris in (March-July 2019), reaching a total international audience of 
approximately 10,000. Together the works have greatly increased public awareness and 
professional practices of palliative care, death and dying. 
3. References to the research  
 
[3.1] Eastwood, S. (Director). (2017). ISLAND [Film]. http://www.islandfilm.co.uk/  
 
[3.2] Eastwood, Steven (Director). (2017). The Interval and the Instant [Multiscreen video 
installation]. https://www.islandfilm.co.uk/interval/   

[3.3] Eastwood, S. (2016). The interval and the instant: Inscribing death and dying. The Moving 
Image Review & Art Journal (MIRAJ), 5(1-2), 26-42. doi.org/10.1386/miraj.5.1-2.26_1   

[3.4] Eastwood, Steven; Shakerifar, Elhum; Mannix, Kathryn. ‘ISLAND educational toolkit.’  

Evidence of the quality of the research   
[EQR.3.1]  

• Selected for world premiere at the 61st BFI London Film Festival 2017.  
• Selected for international premiere at the Rotterdam International Film Festival 2018.  
• Nominee, British Independent Film Awards 2018, Best Documentary.  

[EQR.3.2] Eastwood [PI]. (2015). [0010255119]. Arts Council England, National Lottery, and 
Fabrica. GBP25,000 

• First exhibited at Fabrica, Brighton’s Centre for Contemporary Art. 5,000+ visitors to 
exhibition 

• Then toured to Blackwood Gallery, Toronto, UofT. 1,000+ visitors to exhibition  
• And Ferme du Buisson Art Centre Paris, March-July 2019, 4,000+ visitors to exhibition as 

part of the Take Care touring exhibition curated by Christine Shaw.  
• Featured in ThirdText, Art Monthly, AN (Artists’ Newsletter), The Lancet. 

[EQR.3.4] Toolkit for ISLAND licensed to UK NHS trusts and palliative care organisations [see 
5.2]. 

4. Details of the impact 
 

Eastwood’s film practice research makes death and dying accessible to a general audience, and 
to professionals and medical students within the field of palliative care. Eastwood has used two 
distinct art forms, a feature length film (ISLAND) [3.1] and a multiscreen video installation (The 
Interval and the Instant) [3.2], to reach diverse audiences and create opportunities for engagement 
and increased familiarity with a challenging subject. Through UK and international screenings, 
exhibitions and targeted talks and workshops, Eastwood has made use of innovative contexts to 
give unprecedented visibility to palliative care and to the end of life. At the same time Eastwood’s 
work has led to an increased understanding amongst programmers, scholars, and audiences of 
filmic art as a medium of ethical substance [5.1]. 
Development of ISLAND educational and training toolkit for palliative care professionals  

http://www.islandfilm.co.uk/
https://www.islandfilm.co.uk/interval/
https://doi.org/10.1386/miraj.5.1-2.26_1
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A 2018 report from the Royal College of Physicians (Bailey and Cogle 2018) states that doctors 
and medical staff struggle with difficult conversations with dying patients and must be better 
educated in all aspects of palliative care.  

Dr Andreas Hiersche, Lead Clinician in Palliative Care, Brighton & Sussex University Hospitals 
commissioned The Interval and the Instant at Fabrica. A group of 20 of his trainee doctors visited 
the exhibition in November 2017 and produced coursework in response to the artwork. 
Testimonials from these sessions were used in the design of the educational toolkit [3.4]. 
Eastwood was then invited by Dr Hiersche, to run a session for third year medical students, 
contributing to the continuation of their professional development at this now annual session, 
where Dr Hiersche attests:  

‘There is no doubt in my mind that this extraordinary film is a gift to anybody who wants to 
expand their horizon and explore death and dying in a non-threatening and accessible way 
[…] It allowed the students to participate in an experience that neither classroom based 
nor clinical teaching could afford them […] We would certainly like to continue working with 
the film in our programme at the medical school.’ [5.9]  

Feedback from the sessions [5.6], as well ISLAND, and additional research on The Interval and 
the Instant [3.3], helped build the ISLAND toolkit [3.4] to prepare doctors, nurses and medical 
students for their encounters with palliative patients [5.3, 5.4, 5.5].  
Eastwood and his collaborator, the production company Hakawati set up a working group with 
established partners Mountbatten and Martlets hospices, and new partners St. Oswald’s Hospice 
and BARTS & The Royal London Hospital, and ran pilot training sessions between February and 
July 2017 using ISLAND as a tool for reflective learning [5.2]. 
The sessions were initially held at the Royal London Hospital (RLH) with second-year 
undergraduate medical students (43 attendees) and second year foundation doctors (28 
attendees) led by Dr Anna Moore, Undergraduate Medical Education Fellow, Simulation Centre, 
who wanted to share this experience with junior medical students:  

'Having watched ISLAND I wanted to show it to our junior medical staff and students 
because of its very clear focus on the people who are followed in the film […] As healthcare 
professionals we frequently do not have the time to explore ideas like this with the people 
we care for, often to the detriment of both our relationship with them, and their care as a 
whole. 
ISLAND is a unique tool which gives viewers an insight both into the experiences of people 
approaching the end of their lives and the emotions that dealing with death and dying as a 
healthcare professional can elicit. I cannot think of a better way of educating healthcare 
professionals on this extremely important part of the job of caring for patients. Feedback 
from the sessions highlighted the value that ISLAND plays in preparing healthcare 
professionals for dealing with death and dying as qualified practitioners, as well as giving 
important insights into some of the aspects of the death and dying that are less well 
recognised.’ [5.3] 

A further two screenings were then held at St. Oswald’s with medical consultants and nurses [5.3, 
5.4], and a further three screenings at Martlets (55 attendees) to third-year undergraduate medical 
students [5.5]. ISLAND was also presented to groups of nurses from Mountbatten at screenings 
in December 2017 and September 2018 [5.4]. Watching ISLAND allowed medical staff and 
students to participate in an experience not available in the classroom or clinical teaching and 
rethink future experiences with palliative care patients.  One student said the film ‘really highlighted 
that hospices are places of living’ [5.5]. Approximately 150 trainee doctors and nurses participated 
in these sessions, to which they attest [5.5]: 

• ‘…the film has made me less scared of palliative care.' (Nursing Society, University of 
Brighton) 

• 'It has increased my awareness of what can be done to ease people's deaths and how 
dedicated nurses can be.' (Cruse Bereavement Care, Lincoln)   
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• 'Opened my eyes to know that it is okay to offer support to the patient's families.' 
(Derbyshire Community Health Services, NHS Trust) 

• 'This session has made me realise that giving people choices and communications with 
patients so that they are able to open up and have the chance to express maybe something 
they would like to say about the way they would like to die or any other important 
messages.’ (Student nurse, RLH) 

• 'It has given me the courage to respect everyone’s choice on how they want to be treated 
when dying.’ (Student nurse, RLH) 

• ‘…now I see that although a slightly greater degree of sensitivity is required, these patients 
should be treated just like any other patient.’ (Medical student, Martlets) 

Feedback from all the sessions [5.6] was consolidated in the construction of the ISLAND toolkit 
[3.4] which launched in November 2019 [5.2] to prepare doctors, nurses and medical students for 
their encounters with palliative patients, and to contribute to continuing professional development 
[5.3, 5.4, 5.5].  
Informing public understanding of death and dying 
 
Through its cinema release, ISLAND has reached thousands of people (the film’s trailer has been 
shared 34,000 times, with 50% international site visitors [5.9]). By engaging members with 
ISLAND, the film [3.1] has helped raise public understanding and informed the public of death and 
dying, speaking to members of the public post screening during Q&A sessions [5.7]:  

‘It made what could have been thought of as a difficult topic - not that way at all, just a 
normal part of life’  
‘ISLAND’s fantastic portrayal of humanity […] in life and death gave me great strength’.   
‘Having now witnessed a death for myself, I can tell you first-hand how amazingly helpful 
your film was. Having seen the film, I was so much better prepared with what to expect 
and, consequently, much calmer and relaxed […] I had the strength to stay with him 
through periods of fast and heavy breathing. Didn’t panic when breathing paused. Most 
importantly, I was not squeamish about the body. All this is thanks to your film’.  

The film has provoked debate in the UK and beyond and raised awareness, attitudes and 
understanding on the visibility of hospice care and those with terminal illness [5.8], and gained 
media and press attention featuring on BBC Breakfast, Sight and Sound, The Sunday Times, The 
Guardian and more. [5.10 & 5.11].   

ISLAND has gained large public interest through events across the UK taking place between 
November 2017 and December 2018 including a total of 21 cinema screenings (including at the 
Irish Film Institute, Bristol Watershed Cinema and Southampton Harbour Lights Picturehouse)and 
at film festivals (Screening Rights Film Festival, Human Rights Film Festival) [5.8] which have 
been accompanied by targeted sessions featuring professional respondents. Audiences praised 
the film for ‘bringing death back into the communities’ with one member of the public stating 
that‘the film is a great contribution […] to open people up to talking about death and dying’ [5.7]. 
In autumn 2019, ISLAND was released on video on demand via MUBI, Amazon, iTunes, greatly 
increasing reach with international audiences.  Since March 2018 @ISLANDFilmUK has made 
154,480 impressions [5.9]. 
Through public events, screenings and feedback collated from these sessions, ISLAND was able 
to inform public knowledge of death and dying, creating a space for people to openly talk and think 
about death and dying, and confront the reality of death, making it a part of daily existence and 
less frightening.  
Influencing professional training and practices internationally  
 
Hakawati have promoted the educational toolkit to their regional networks and beyond, with a 
number of hospices and universities having licensed the toolkit/film, including Martlets, Mary 
Stevens Hospice, Brighton/Sussex Medical School, University of Birmingham (School of Nursing), 
University of Brighton (Centre for Memory, Narrative and Histories), and the University of 
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Exeter. The project has received significant recognition within palliative care, with palliative care 
consultant Kathryn Mannix hailing ISLAND, in a foreword to the toolkit, as ‘a film to set the record 
straight after decades of inaccurate, misleading and over-dramatized screen portrayals of dying’ 
[5.3]. 
Further promotions have been conducted internationally following requests from organisations to 
licence the toolkit in Australia (Calvary Health Care), USA (OHSU School of Nursing, Michigan 
State University College of Human Medicine, Hospice House Williamsburg), Canada (Simon 
Fraser University Library, King's University College), Germany (University Medicine Greifswald) 
and Spain (Universidad Internacional de la Rioja). 
Since the release of the film and its toolkit, around sixty-five universities and hospices across the 
UK requested to license the toolkit [5.9] in 2019. Although, this process has been put on hold due 
to the COVID19 pandemic, Eastwood and Hakawati begun negotiations in 2020 for the licensing 
of the film to over 25 university libraries and 20 hospice libraries across the country, potentially 
reaching thousands of clinical staff, trainees and volunteers. Plans are also underway to broadcast 
ISLAND internationally and to make the film available to international universities and hospital 
libraries.   
5. Sources to corroborate the impact  
 
[5.1] [Articles] Scholarly articles references ISLAND. 
[5.2] [Feedback] ISLAND pilot toolkit. 
[5.3] [Feedback] Palliative Care Professionals, Medical Consultant.  
[5.4] [Feedback] Palliative Care Professionals, Nurses. 
[5.5] [Feedback] Third year medical students.   
[5.6] [Feedback] Interval and the Instant installation. 
[5.7] [Feedback] Interviews and recorded discussions with public audiences. 
[5.8] [Events] Public events including ISLAND. 
[5.9] [Data] Online viewing figures and data including Google Analytics for downloads, viewings 
and sharing’s for ISLAND trailer and feature, list of requests for licencing.  
[5.10] [Media] ISLAND  

• BBC Breakfast October 2017 https://vimeo.com/242035534  ISLAND: The Weight of death 
in documentary Sight & Sound Sept 2018 S&S - Sophie Monks Kaufman  

• Sunday Times 5-star review of ISLAND, 16th October 
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/edition/culture/film-reviews-ISLAND-the-rider-wajib-
reinventing-marvin-king-of-thieves-the-predator-superfly-80v8lrx8k 

• The Guardian Film section - Feature commissioned by Cath Shoard, 13 Sept online and 
Mon 17th https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/ISLAND-documentary-steven-
eastwood  

• The Guardian 4-Star review by Leslie Felperin  
• https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/ISLAND-review-documentary-hospice-

death  
• BBC Arts Entertainment News (online) - Helen Bushby feature 14 Sept, read by 700k 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-45483616  
• BBC Sunday Live September 16th, 

2018 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0bl2cqm   (9m) 
[5.11] [Press] ISLAND  

 
 
 

https://vimeo.com/242035534
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/edition/culture/film-reviews-island-the-rider-wajib-reinventing-marvin-king-of-thieves-the-predator-superfly-80v8lrx8k
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/edition/culture/film-reviews-island-the-rider-wajib-reinventing-marvin-king-of-thieves-the-predator-superfly-80v8lrx8k
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/island-documentary-steven-eastwood
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/island-documentary-steven-eastwood
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/island-review-documentary-hospice-death
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/sep/13/island-review-documentary-hospice-death
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-45483616
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0bl2cqm
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