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Abstract 
 

 

 

My research has sought to explore the possibilities of 

developing a fictional narrative through an existing visual art 

practice of principally working with metal. The focus of this 

practice-led project has therefore been to investigate this 

relationship between the processes of art-making and creative 

writing. The story, which was completed during the candidature, 

was provided as supplementary material in the format of a 

hardcover book. 

The subjects of the artworks and the written narrative 

include themes such as metaphor, symbolic expression, and 

landscape. It is through these concepts that the two creative 

processes first became intertwined. As my research progressed 

the relationship between writing and making evolved 

unpredictably. I came to understand the two processes of making 

and writing as ways of handling the two different substances of 

material and language. The relationship under investigation in this 

case, then, was not limited to a practice of conducting the two 

processes in tandem. More complex correlations arose through 

the ways in which these substances were manipulated and 

transformed. 
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w Introduction 
 

 

 

Beginnings 
 

This research project was an investigation into a relationship between the processes of 

art making and creative writing. From 2013 until 2018, this relationship unfolded through the 

conception, development and completion of a fictional narrative and three major visual artworks. 

A fundamental commonality between the physical outcomes was the process of hammering, a 

skill I was introduced to during undergraduate studies in gold and silversmithing. Throughout 

this exegesis I refer to my visual diaries as a means of expressing key moments in the studio 

investigations as they occurred. 

My research journey began with a story. Heart of Autumn is about a symbolic quest 

whereby the protagonist Autumn must deal with a physical condition that represents personal 

struggle. The concept for this fictional narrative was derived from my own experience with 

depression and was a means for me to articulate a sense of overwhelming hopelessness 

through the use of metaphor. The story below is an account from memory of a private 

experience, and demonstrates the power of metaphor and creative expression. 

 
Origin of the Heart 

 

The room is dark, but not pitch black. An orange glow filters through the blinds from the 

streetlights outside and into the quiet space. I am able to make out shapes in the surrounding 

night. Tears are streaming down my face as I reach out and touch my companion on the 

shoulder. He is a solitary listener to a story I make up then and there. It is the only way that I can 

communicate to him—the only way I can tell him of the overwhelming sense of hopelessness 

inside of me. My story is short and simple, I tell my friend: 

 

There once was a world where people’s hearts were made of helium, but there was 

one girl whose heart was made of lead. When everybody grew up, their hearts got so 

big that they floated away to live in the sky. So the girl with the heart of lead had to stay 

on the ground alone—forever. 

 

As I say the last word, I break into uncontrollable sobbing. At the same time I am pulled into an 

embrace. The arms that surround my body hold me tightly but gently, doing their best to still my 
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shaking frame. I take a moment to adjust into a more comfortable position, as I do so I see a wet 

reflection of subtle orange on my companion’s face—a gleam of empathy. With this I recognise 

that the story I have told has touched another human in a more powerful way than any other 

words I could have uttered at the time.  

Eventually my tears run out and each sob becomes quieter and less frequent until there is 

silence. Tired both of crying and exhausted from the ordeal, I let my mind wander away from my 

own deep sorrow. I think about my spoken story and am reminded of my creative ability. I get 

up, leaving my ever-patient partner to fall into his long awaited slumber, and I begin to write. 

 

Aptly titled Origin of the Heart, the short narrative expresses the moment my project 

came into existence, at the beginning of 2012. Almost immediately afterwards, as described 

above, I began to elaborate on the concept by writing a short story. In this second version 

however, I gave the protagonist a heart of gold rather than one of lead. 

The most important aspect of the story at the time was to present a character whose 

condition was a metaphor for my experience with depression. The first written version was 

clumsy, lacked complexity, and required a distinct and overarching vision. But it served a 

purpose. I felt so strongly about wanting to tell this story with more depth and detail that I 

contemplated how – as a visual artist and object maker – I might go about developing a 

substantial work of creative writing. In late 2012 I submitted a PhD proposal to conduct an 

exploration into the possibilities of forming a relationship between art making and creative writing 

through research. Below is the original title of my research, followed by selected text from the 

initial proposal: 

 

An Analysis of the Relationship between Narrative Development and Material 

Transformation  

 
Proposal Excerpts – October 2012 

 

The aim of this project is to develop an original written narrative in combination with visual art 

objects based on scenes and artefacts within the story. I will investigate the ways in which the 

creative writing will affect the art and object making, and conversely, how the making can 

influence the development of the narrative. 

[…] 

[I] expect that this study will reveal a new process in art making, i.e. material transformation, and 

creative writing. My intention is to both write and make almost simultaneously, such that the two 
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processes directly inform each other. I will be carefully documenting this hybrid process in order 

to assess and analyse its success. 

Thus, the research questions that I intend to address in this proposal include: 

1. How does the development of an original narrative affect the way in which materials are 

transformed? 

2. How does the transformation of materials affect the way in which a narrative piece 

evolves? 

 […] 

This project is distinctive in its approach because it involves a symbiosis of story development 

through writing and the physical task of material transformation. It is to be an investigation of the 

relationship that can exist between narrative text and visual art through the development of 

original ideas in both. This approach has been specifically designed for the proposed storyline. 

…As I embark on the creative writing process I expect to discover aspects within the narrative 

that will inspire me to transform materials into relevant artworks. My hope is that through 

transforming materials, the creative writing process will be spurred on.  

Research and documentation will facilitate the writing and making processes. …I will be 

documenting my research by maintaining a visual diary that will include ideas for both the 

narrative and visual art components.  

 

In my proposal I chose to use the term ‘material transformation’ rather than ‘making’ to 

highlight my intention that the physical outcomes of the project would be transformative. 

 

 

Landscape & Transformation 
 

This introduction summarises the overarching themes in my research that flow through 

the story and the visual artworks, and therefore the relationship between them. These key 

concepts can be found within the thesis title:  

 

Shifting Landscapes of Material and Language: Symbolic expression through 

metalsmithing and creative writing 

 

The theme of landscape has an enduring presence throughout the project. It has been 

described through the language of Autumn’s story, made with materials in the studio, and used 

as a means for symbolic expression in the creative outcomes. In addition, I have associated 

landscape with the notion of alchemy through a pivotal text that influenced my creative writing. 
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The Alchemist by Paolo Coelho is a novel that tells the story of a boy named Santiago who 

embarks upon a symbolic journey. The practice of alchemy in The Alchemist is interconnected 

with knowledge of a universal language that Coelho presents to the reader through Santiago’s 

thoughts, impressions, and experiences. Santiago’s introduction to alchemy occurs as he 

crosses the desert in pursuit of buried treasure. During this time his connection with, and 

contemplation of, the landscape allows him to acquire a greater understanding of the universal 

language and therefore a stronger grasp of the concept of alchemy. Alchemic transformation in 

The Alchemist is more than a matter of turning base metals into gold – landscape is the 

alchemist’s laboratory, and the journey is his practice.1 

The notion of alchemy in Coelho’s novel had a direct influence on my research. As I 

toiled away in the studio, it became apparent that the artworks and story were explorations into 

metaphor and symbolic expression through elements of landscape. In realising this, ideas 

conveyed in The Alchemist resonated with me. When considering the aim of my research, I 

theorised that intertwining the two creative disciplines would bring about a new way of 

understanding the symbolic meaning behind the physical materials in my artworks, as well as 

the thematic investigations manifesting through my creative writing. Ideas of symbolism and 

metaphor were not limited to the outcomes of my creative processes. I also began to 

understand the processes themselves – especially in the unique intertwinement I had created 

between creative writing and visual art making – as being symbolic of the process of alchemy. 

Alchemy is a metaphor for transformation, and landscape is something that is continually 

changing. Historian Simon Schama discusses this in his book Landscape and Memory, 

describing the ways landscape and culture influence each other as they shift through time to 

create history.2 Schama’s ideas of landscape in relation to perception were relevant to my 

studio investigations: “At the very least, it seems right to acknowledge that it is our shaping 

perception that makes the difference between raw matter and landscape.”3 My imagination and 

ability to perceive materials as potential elements of landscape allowed me to create the visual 

artworks. Schama also writes about the notion of the mind affecting our surrounding 

environment: 

 
And if a child’s vision of nature can already be loaded with complicating memories, myths, and 

meanings, how much more elaborately wrought is the frame through which our adult eyes 

                                                
1 Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist (New York: Harper Perennial, 1998). 
2 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (London: Harper Collins, 1995). 
3 Ibid., 10. 
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survey the landscape. …Before it can ever be a repose for the senses, landscape is the work of 

the mind. Its scenery is built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock.4 
 

In this project, due to the fictional, metaphoric, and symbolic nature of the creative 

outcomes, the landscapes were built up from my imagination. Imagining Autumn’s world 

through making and writing was a vital point of connection in the relationship between the two 

processes.  

 

 

Journey & Imagination 
 

Along with visualising the settings the story, I conceptualised the movement of the 

characters through the landscapes of Fyg. French philosopher Gaston Bachelard discusses 

imagination in relation to movement in his book Air and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of 

Movement. He firstly articulates his position on mobility: “…imagination is primarily a kind a 

spiritual mobility of the greatest, liveliest, and most exhilarating kind. To study a particular image, 

then, we must also investigate its mobility, productivity, and life.”5 He continues by referring to 

the notion of a poet’s “invitation to journey” and the importance of the journey into the 

imaginary.6 These ideas resonated in this project for two reasons. Firstly, within the story, the 

journey is symbolic – Autumn’s progression in the physical realm was parallel to her 

advancement in understanding and dealing with her condition. It was necessary to imagine how 

she moved within the landscape of the story in order to write about it creatively. Secondly, 

physical movements that I performed in the studio had a direct impact on the artworks, which 

had to occur in conjunction with visualising the outcomes. Therefore, in both the creative 

processes I was engaging with, movement and imagination were linked. 

The notion of journeying is not isolated to Autumn’s experience, as this project 

encapsulates my own research journey. Observations of the experiments I conducted during 

my research were crucial in enhancing my understanding of the relationship between making 

and writing. In mid 2014, a year and a half after commencing the project, I carried out a written 

experiment that conceptualised the notion of exploring fictional space in terms of an allegory. 

The movement I take the reader through is vital to the visualisation, and the imagery is essential 

in expressing the idea: 

                                                
4 Ibid., 6-7. 
5 Gaston Bachelard, Air and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Movement, trans. Edith R. Farrell and C. 
Frederick Farrell (Texas: Dallas Institute Publications, 1988), 2. 
6 Ibid., 3-4. 
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Part I: A Narrative of Visualising 

 

I am holding a closed book. The volume I possess fits easily in my hands—it is not too heavy, 

nor is it too light. It is the perfect weight, with the perfect proportions (whatever that may be). This 

perfectly weighted and sized book will contain a story. It is a very important story, one that I need 

to tell for reasons that do not matter at this point in time. 

I open the book, not at the first page but in the middle somewhere. This is the first time the spine 

has been cracked, the sound and feel of the cracking in my hands is satisfying yet daunting. The 

face of each page before me is blank. I place the object, still open, on the ground in front of me. 

As I do so, I notice that the pages are not single leaves of paper but rather larger pieces of paper 

folded up – like a map that pre-dates the Internet. Instinctively I unfold the paper. Fold after fold, 

more creases beg to be spread-out. I begin to feel a little apprehensive.  

Old maps usually have a very particular way of unfolding and refolding. I don’t want to get it 

wrong, so I tell myself that I must take extra care so as not to tear the paper. As I continue to 

unpeel the layers of paper, a structure slowly begins to reveal and construct itself. Soon the 

unfolding becomes intuitive, and it is as though the form is fashioning itself—with my assistance.  

When I finish unfolding, I step back. A paper tent stands before me. I am unsure of how the tent 

is holding itself up, but that seems like a small irrelevant detail. What strikes me is that the tent 

stands in such a way that it seems unsure of whether or not it’s out of place. I take a moment to 

wonder if it is my own uncertainty that I am projecting onto this humble nomadic structure. 

However my contemplation is brief. My thoughts are interrupted when I notice that a corner of 

one of the opening flaps flickers with movement, inviting me to step inside. I dutifully follow my 

instinct through the paper entrance and into the shelter. 

In entering the space I am startled to find that the space is larger in here than I expected it would 

be. I had moved through the threshold doubled over, expecting to have to sit immediately and 

awkwardly, expecting to have to twist my body and wrangle my limbs just to fit inside. To my 

surprise, I am able to stand up straight, but only barely. The pitch of the tent is practically resting 

upon my head. Astonished by the height of the shelter, a couple of seconds tick by before I 

notice the length of it. The space inside stretches out before me: the temporary shelter I 

encountered on the outside has become a passageway. I surmise that the transformation has 

occurred during my bodily shift between exterior and interior. 

Instinctively, I follow the elongated space, curious to what I might find at the other end. Stepping 

carefully, I find myself at a dead end and facing a blank wall. I stare at the surface for a time, 

wondering what to do next. It does not occur to me to look back, least of all turn and go back. 

Outside, a wind must be blowing past. I can hear, see, and feel the corridor shuddering. The 

movement caused by the rush of airflow reminds me that this book-turned-map-turned-tent-

turned-hallway is still made of paper. 
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With this realisation I make a quick decision, shrug to myself—as if to say ‘why not?’—and rip the 

closed end open.  

   

Part II: Visualising as a Way of Understanding 

 

In using my experience as a maker, I am trying to create a passageway or bridge into writing 

fiction. What I have attempted to explain is the way in which I have come to understand the 

notion of imagined space, a space that I am required to occupy in order to write a fictional 

narrative. 

The account through which I led you in Part I, demonstrates the transitions between the many 

ways in which I have visualised the narrative. At first I was just thinking of the story as a singular 

entity, as my research progressed, I began to consider the mental space that I needed to 

occupy in order to make the story a reality.  

So I began with imagining my story as a book—an object that I could hold and interact with. But 

more so, I imagined it as what it might look and feel like as a completed piece. As time went on, 

I recognised that I was picturing the narrative as a journey that could be mapped out and laid 

before me. 

As I continued to tackle my research I came to realise that I had to broaden my visualisation from 

the microscopic view of my story to the realm of fiction and imagined space as a whole. 

The tent was a way for me to articulate a notion I had of fiction being a man-made space, one 

that might share concepts with the design and thinking behind architecture and the built 

environment. For the practical reasons of wanting a habitable structure to form itself out of folds 

of paper, I chose a tent. This choice also suited the transient nature of the changing forms and 

spaces. 

The passageway was an extension of the idea of fiction as a built environment, but it is also an 

ongoing metaphor for how I see the role of my art making practice in my research—in relation to 

the creative writing component. 

Perhaps I cannot physically touch fiction, but I can describe in terms of things I have touched, 

things I have seen, spaces I have been in. But then I think again. If one can write fiction, surely 

as a maker I can make fiction. So begins a relationship between two languages of creative 

expression. 

 

 

Material & Language 
 

The writing experiment above was an example of how my approach to material and 

language developed during my research. As the project progressed from mid 2014, I observed 
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that one aspect of the relationship between writing and making involved a correlation between 

the substances of material and language. It became apparent that I had developed an ability to 

use creative writing to access my imagination. Prior to this, I was relying upon my skills and 

knowledge as a maker (of physical objects) to build a passageway into the creative writing 

component of this project. Importantly, I reached a point where I was able to use both creative 

processes to enhance my ability to imagine the intangible and fictional.  

As the research journey continued, my creative writing skills improved. This influenced 

the relationship between making and writing, which therefore evolved. I was no longer relying 

solely on my ability as a maker of physical objects to penetrate the realm of story writing. My 

approach to writing matured into viewing and treating language as a material. That is, I came to 

understand language as a substance that could be approached in a parallel way to how I would 

handle the substance of material in the studio. Similarly with my approach to material, I 

considered the concept of material as language. This notion was easier to grasp, given that I 

was accustomed to using materials and making to express ideas. The following text documents 

the process of handling these substances and their relationship: 

 
Sketches & Outlines – November 2014 

 

Early manifestations of the story are akin to initial sketches for an idea of a visual artwork. These 

sketches, which may seem at first like throwaway scribbles, can often hold important ideas that 

can be further developed to transform something rough and raw into a worthwhile piece. 

Similarly, the [story] outline can be compared to detailed schematics, or …entries in a visual 

diary… Both the initial and developmental/progress sketches are essential… to the creation of 

meaningful visual art. So too are the original versions of the story and the detailed outline crucial 

to the making of the story as a whole. 

 

 

Metaphor & Symbolic Expression 
 

The above text belonged to a larger body of writing that included a narrative outline for 

Autumn’s story in relation to several books and essays by mythology theorist Joseph Campbell. 

The discussion deviated from the principal focus of the project and has therefore not been 

included as a whole text. However, studying Campbell’s work allowed for an analysis of the 

symbolic nature of Autumn’s story – particularly in relation to the choice of gold as the material 
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for Autumn’s heart. The text below, taken from the same discrete discourse, discusses the 

incorporation of a symbolic material within the language of the story: 

 
Autumn’s Symbolic Heart – November 2014 

 

…[There is an intentional] contrast between the two types of Fygwyn hearts presented [in] 

Autumn’s story, [they are symbolic] expressions of lightness and darkness. 

The primary purpose of the material of Autumn’s heart is that it is heavy. …Gold is valued for its 

material properties. In considering this, I [understand] why I made the transition from lead. In the 

beginning of Autumn’s story, the protagonist has no indication of the capabilities of her heart’s 

material. The gold is only seen as excessively heavy and as possessing a warm and appealing 

lustre and colour—a surface that happens to never tarnish or corrode. …The most important 

property of gold (in this story), however, is its workability as a material, and therefore its capacity 

to be formed into a vessel. This is something that [I intend for Autumn to discover during] her 

adventures… This manipulable quality applies to a number of metals, but gold is a particularly 

stretchy material and can be hammered to be quite thin—allowing for an optimal solid to gas 

ratio when the heart is to be filled with [the same floating gas as the other Fygwyns]. 

Thus, the intrinsic value, weight, surface quality, and ductility of gold, all contribute to its symbolic 

significance in Autumn’s story. 

Now then, aside from its materiality, … what of the heart itself? The answer to this is a simple 

one. Although the darkness exists … in the mind, the heart has always been a metaphor for 

human emotion. Depression is, of course, not the same thing as sadness, but for the purposes 

of storytelling, it suffices to simplify the complex matter of mental anguish into matters of the 

heart. 

The darkness within, therefore, has been symbolised by an external solid gold heart. This burden 

has a physical presence that can be worked upon and reformed, literally beaten into shape. And 

the best way to contain the inner darkness, for Autumn, is to transform the darkness itself into a 

container for lightness. 

 

This excerpt demonstrates one of the ways in which the following three aspects come 

together in my research project: making and material; creative story writing; and symbolic and 

metaphoric meaning. The concept of tying the processes of making and writing together has 

been imbued into the story itself from the beginning. That is, the premise of the story, and 

therefore the creative writing and language, is dependent on a specific material and a particular 

making process, each of which are symbolic and metaphoric, respectively. 

My initial intention for the story was ambitious. I was unable to reach the point in 

Autumn’s journey where she learns of the malleability of her gold heart and partakes in the 
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process of working it into a vessel. Instead, the metalsmithing techniques that I carried out 

during this project became a metaphor for Autumn’s symbolic heart. The countless hammer 

blows I carried out were analogous to Autumn’s footsteps and internal progress. Hammering 

became integral to the research as the landscapes were shaped in the studio with my 

hammers, and in turn, the terrain of Fyg influenced Autumn’s path. The relationship between 

writing and making was exceptionally complex, and as this exegesis unfolds, so too will the 

many strands of working with language and material. 

 

 

Above I have outlined the overarching themes within this project. In the following 

chapters, I describe the three major artworks and discuss the relationship between writing and 

making as it progressed with the development of the pieces.  

“Grass & Feathers” discusses the paddil field in Autumn’s story. I frame my research in 

relation to a sculpture by Greg Johns titled Guardian Figures, discussing its formal and 

conceptual resonance on the grass field. I also review the early stages of the project, which 

includes discrete experiments and their implications, as well as observations on the impact of 

hammering on creative writing. Given the involved process of making the grass field, the written 

discourse is followed by a visual chapter that describes how the piece was made. Split into 

three parts, the images illustrate the different stages of experimentation required to achieve the 

final result. 

“Water & Flowers” covers a conceptual shift from subject to substance, explaining the 

formation of the wash-blossom as it emerged from water. This discourse identifies three 

particular works by Ah Xian as being influential to the symbolic nexus between water and 

flowers. With the wash-blossom as a symbol of memory in the fictional narrative, I discuss a 

memory experiment and its effect on the flower’s development in the story. Similar to “Grass & 

Feathers”, this chapter in language is coupled with a chapter in material. The flow of ideas is 

presented chronologically and visually describes the meandering nature of my investigation into 

water and then flowers. 

In “Mountain & Islands” I expand on the mountain’s transformation from peak to flatland. 

This includes the impact Katsushika Hokusai had on my research, specifically his depiction of 

Mount Fuji and pine trees in One Hundred Views of Fuji. I also discuss materials such as 

beeswax, copper, and tree bark and the relationship these had with writing the story. The 

importance of my approach to the materials in this section is reinforced in the subsequent 

visual chapter. Divided into three parts by material types, the images demonstrate the 

formulation of the melted wax mountain. 
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The final chapter analyses the relationship between writing and making, taking into 

account the discoveries I made during my research. I discuss the work of Bronwyn Oliver as an 

ongoing influence on the project, revealing the congruence between her practice and my 

research. This flows through to a philosophical discussion on the fluid relationship between 

writing, making, and myself, based on the writings of Theodor Schwenk on the movement of 

water. In this concluding chapter I also discuss the final exhibition and my intentions for the 

presentation of this body of work. The three pieces to be displayed are Passage out of 

consciousness (grass field), Past unfolding (wash-blossom), and A seemingly impossible 

obstacle (melted wax mountain). These will be accompanied by text from Heart of Autumn. The 

description of the exhibition design includes my expectations of how the viewer will move 

through the spaces between, around, and adjacent to, the three pieces in order to engage with 

the artworks as a whole. Finally, I bring the research journey to a close with a summary of my 

investigation and its implications for contemporary creative practice. 
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1. Grass & Feathers—a chapter in language 
 

 

 

Grass 

 
I embarked upon my official research in March 2013 – approximately twelve months 

after verbalising the story in its first version. I decided to begin the story of the girl with the heart 

of gold again from scratch. In doing so, I set the first spoken and written pieces aside, leaving 

them in the back of my mind as reminders and inspiration. My instinct was to begin my 

research with making. This task, in comparison to writing, came easily to me. In my proposal I 

expressed an intention to make a field of grass from brass – based upon an existing sculpture I 

had made from paper prior to commencing my candidature (figure 1). When I began my 

research, the purpose of making the grass piece was not definitive. I had an indistinct 

impression of how it might become significant in the story and simply believed that the brass 

sculpture would represent a setting within the narrative. In general, therefore, my intention was 

for the works created to serve as windows into the realm of imagination. 

 

 
Figure 1. Grass, 2012, paper, 47 x 15 x 40cm 

 

I began making the field of grass using my metalsmithing skills and became completely 

immersed in the process. This was due to the labour intensive requirements of producing the 

field – multiples of individually hand worked grass blades. When it was first conceived, I 
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expected to make hundreds of hammered components, but I made thousands. An early 

excerpt written in March 2013 from my first visual diary states: 

 
FIELD OF GRASS 

This piece is in the forefront of my mind and I feel as though I need to start the making process 

with the grass. On the previous page [of my visual diary] I questioned its significance [to] the 

story, I think it will come to me as I work on it… JK [Johannes Kuhnen, (Primary Supervisor at 

the time)] agrees that it’s a good starting point too – grass roots/ground up sort of thing I guess. 

 

As my research progressed, the field of grass became a fundamental part of my story. 

And by seeing it through to completion, I was able to achieve more with the story and therefore 

my research than originally anticipated. This is evident in the first four chapters of the fictional 

narrative. The landscape of the grass field is used to describe Autumn’s physical environment, 

but it also resonates as a symbolic expression of her home. This is evident in the way she 

moves through and engages with the blades of grass. 

I began writing and making as planned. By the end of May 2013 I had finished the first 

chapter of the story and written a general story outline. At this early stage I was developing the 

work of fiction and working on the field of grass piece in tandem just as I had discussed in my 

proposal. In order to understand the process I was undertaking at the time, it is important to 

elaborate on what making the field of grass involved. 

 

 
Figure 2. Grass making tools, 2013 

 

For the piece to properly suggest grass, it had to be a compilation of a multitude of 

grass blades. I therefore took it upon myself to hammer each individual grass blade by hand 

from brass wire (figure 2). Once formed, filed, and finished, the blades were then set into a 

base. A pre-stretched canvas was convenient for initial testing. The canvas was placed onto a 

stand so that the ‘grassy’ top end was visible, but so too was the lower wire end – which could 

be interpreted as roots. The idea was that the viewer would be able to touch the underside of 
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the work – or the ‘roots’ – in order to cause the grass blades to move (figure 3). The intention 

for this kinetic element was to evoke a sense of the wind moving through the grass, or of 

someone walking amongst the blades.  

 

 
Figure 3. Grass field – early test, 2013, brass, stretched canvas,  

8.5cm grass height approx. 
 

For the field of grass to be effective, I originally decided that it would need to be a 

square of at least 500 x 500 mm, which would require close to 1500 blades of grass. This 

figure was based on a particular arrangement I composed at the time, which would later 

change several times before the grass field was truly evocative of its equivalent in the story (see 

chapter 2, part two).  

The task of making 1500 grass components was daunting, as hammering wire into flat 

grass blades was physically demanding and extremely repetitive. When I first began the 

process, I would make five at a time and then take a break so as to reduce the risk of physical 

strain and injury. Initially making five blades took close to an hour, as I perfected my aim with the 

hammer, built the strength in my arms, and took time getting accustomed to the rhythm of 

hammering. As months passed, I was able to make a set of five grass blades in 15-20 minutes. 

During the repetitive hammering process, I thought of ideas for my work, especially for the 

story. In the breaks between hammering I worked on the fictional narrative and developed ideas 

in my visual diaries. By establishing this process of hammering and writing, I had inadvertently 

begun to add complexity to the unique relationship between the story and the objects. The 

physical practice of making and writing started to form a bond between the story and the 
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tangible artworks – this was a tie that developed on top of the existing link of shared conceptual 

imagery (i.e. the story and visual art pieces sharing the same subject matter). 

 

 

Other Experiments 
 

 
Figure 4. Luggage Carousel, 2013, 

pencil on paper, acrylic sheet, 
aluminium, 9 x 10 x 9cm 

 

In July 2013, I began to experiment with other ideas and wrote a piece following a brief 

for a short story competition. I viewed it as an exercise to develop my creative writing skills. The 

brief stated that the story, of between 800 and 1000 words, had to feature a suitcase. “The 

Case of Manfred” was told from the point of view of the suitcase, and explored notions of 

identity and mortality. It ends of at an airport where the suitcase is abandoned on a luggage 

carousel and eventually ‘dies’. After writing the story, I decided to make a model of a luggage 

carousel (figure 4) as a way of analysing the relationship between the written narrative and the 

visual object. Like the story, I intended for this object to talk about mortality, where life can be 

paralleled to coming in one door and going out the other. After completing the story and object, 

I concluded that the outcomes, while linked, could exist independently. To consider the story 

and the object simultaneously or consecutively did not necessarily enhance either. And so I 

posed the question: What do these observations mean for my research? 

The process of writing before making in this experiment was akin to illustration. By 

definition, to illustrate something is to explain or make clear through the use of visual examples.7 

While there is an element of illustration in my work, my research sought to find a more complex 

and transformative form of expression. In review of the suitcase story and luggage carousel 

model, I honed my view of what I was trying to achieve. By this early stage of the project, I 
                                                
7 Oxford Dictionary of English, 3rd ed., s.v. “illustrate.”  
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understood my research as the development of a relationship between writing and making that 

would be distinct from illustration. 

 

 
Figure 5. Hand-held objects (work in progress), 

gilding metal, 5cm diameter for each 
 

In the following August, I commenced my next experiment. I had an idea for an event 

within my story that had not yet been written. It was for Autumn’s dream when her heart 

transforms into a bird. This metaphor indicates a potential for change, and when Autumn 

awakes, she finds a feather and views it as symbolic of her dream. With this idea I began 

developing an object based on the dilemma Autumn would face in choosing between her 

current undesirable circumstances, something known and familiar, and the possibility of a 

better, but unknown and frightening, situation (figure 5). The mock-up was a pair of hand held 

objects tethered together (figure 6), made so that the viewer could interact with the work as if 

weighing up one’s options – like scales. One object represented the heart of gold and life as 

Autumn knows it, the other featured an imprint of a feather, representing change and the 

unknown. In the hand, both objects felt similar in shape and in weight. The string was a 

reference to the Fygwyn heartstring. Aspects of this piece were unresolved, but in a general 

way it succeeded in surpassing mere illustration. Disappointingly, however, it did little to inspire 

my creative writing and barely added to the relationship between writing and making. 

 

 
Figure 6. Hand-held objects, 2013, gilding metal, silk thread, 55cm long string 
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Guardian Figures 
 

 
Figure 7. Guardian Figures Maquette, 

1982, Corten steel, 67 x 57 x42cm 
From Horizon: Greg Johns, Sculptures 

1977-2002. South Yarra, VIC: 
Macmillan Art Publishing, 2002 

 

In September 2013, I conducted an investigation into Guardian Figures by South 

Australian sculptor Greg Johns. The sculpture’s form and execution immediately struck me 

during my undergraduate studies at the Australian National University (ANU), and has remained 

embedded in my memory ever since. Originally made in 1982 as a maquette (figure 7), the 

sculpture was commissioned by ANU in 2003, and is located on the HC Coombs Building 

lawn (figure 8). Made from Corten steel, it stands approximately 2.8 metres tall. 

 

 
Figure 8. Greg Johns, Guardian Figures, 2003, Corten steel, 280 x 240 x 180cm 
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An initial observation of Guardian Figures will reveal that it is a pair of tapering spirals 

joined at the middle. By visually deconstructing the form of the sculpture, I was able to deduce 

that it is made up of numerous half circles welded together to form a pair of spirals. The second 

figure is an exact replica of the first. 

 

 
Figure 9. Sketch of square-sectioned half circles joining at right angles, 

2013, pencil on paper, 8 x 16cm 
 

It is crucial in this formal analysis to understand that each of the half circles that make 

up each figure is constructed in a square-section of the same dimension. The half circles 

connect together at right angles and the curving face of one circle segment joins with the flat 

face of the next (figure 9). This is how the junction between the half circles appears to be 

seamless and gives the sculpture its fluidity. In Johns’ survey exhibition catalogue book Horizon, 

curator John Neylon comments: 

 
Half circles were joined at right angles to set up a continuous curved flow. This option appealed 

to Johns because it altered the dynamics between the viewer and the object. Instead of creating 

a viewing experience where one plane was suddenly replaced by another the viewer could 

embark on a more complex, circular path, discovering a seemingly endless series of ‘views’ as 

the work unfolded.8 

 

It is also important to observe the size of the half circles in relation to each other. There 

is a deliberate succession of proportions in each diameter (figure 10). This sequence, from 

large half circle to small and then back again, is the very thing that allows the linear structure of 

Guardian Figures to taper and spiral. 

 

                                                
8 John Neylon, Horizon: Greg Johns, Sculptures 1977–2002 (South Yarra, VIC: Macmillan Art Publishing, 2002), 72. 
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Figure 10. Half circle proportions in Guardian Figures, 2013, digital vector drawing, dimensions variable 

 

The geometric forms and harmonious proportion give Guardian Figures its ‘universal 

form’, allowing it to transcend time and culture. To consider a more ‘primitive’ version of the 

sculpture, picture it as a purely linear structure, and strip back the bulk of the square-section to 

a single line. This one line would follow the contour of each half circle, making smaller and 

tighter turns as it ascends to the top of the spiral. At the peak of the first spiral, or figure, the line 

moves in the opposite way – the curves that it follows get larger as it spirals down ‘the other 

side’, shaping and containing the space inside the first figure (figure 11). From this point, the 

line repeats itself to form the second figure, an exact copy of the first. The single line that 

defines this imagined version of Guardian Figures ends as it begins, at the base of one of the 

figures. On either side another figure could easily be joined on to make a trio, and another to 

make four, and so on until there is an infinite army of Guardian Figures. This is the line that the 

eye follows when looking at the work, which as I have suggested is then continued in the 

imagination. As Neylon writes, 

 
The idea of a line being endless or infinite is characteristic of a number of Johns’ sculptures. 

These works, endlessly twisting and knotting yet at the same time standing monumentally still, 

function as powerful visual metaphors for the flux and flow of interconnected existence. In 

viewing them the spectator finds that new forms and relationships continue to unfold…9 

 

                             
Figure 11a. + 11b. Sketch of one guardian figure as a single line + Sketch 

 of Guardian Figures, 2013, pencil on paper, 13 x 12cm + 18 x 12cm 

                                                
9 Ibid., 33. 
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The notion of lines defining and manipulating the space around them is relevant 

specifically to my grass field artwork. After each grass blade is set into the base and the 

multitude of components are brought together, the grass creates a distinct type of space in 

between and next to each line of brass (figure 12). This is also sensed in Autumn’s movements 

within the story. The lines of brass in my field are flat with visible hammer marks, inconsistent, 

and organic, which contrasts with the geometric square-section line of Guardian Figures. 

However, like Guardian Figures, the paddil grass gives negative space a sense of volume.  

 

 
Figure 12. Grass field – early test 

 

As the linear form of Guardian Figures has a universal nature to it, so does its material. 

Corten steel is an alloy that contains copper and chrome causing a rust-like patina that acts as 

a weather resistant coat.10 This metal is used extensively in outdoor sculptures, and was an 

obvious choice for Guardian Figures because it can be welded together and its patina aids in 

achieving a seamless looking surface (figure 13). The rusty yet consistent colouring of the 

Corten steel gives it an ageless appearance. The reddish brown materiality of the piece seems 

earthy, yet the clean, sharp lines of the form contradict this reading of the work, allowing the 

spiralling figures a deeper sense of mystery. 

 

                                                
10 Ibid., 144. 
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Figure 13. Greg Johns, Guardian Figures (detail) 

 

To extend my investigation of Guardian Figures, I embarked on a drawing diary. My 

hypothesis for this two-dimensional visual experiment was that I would discover more about the 

sculpture from looking and drawing than by observation alone. Over the course of a week I 

drew sixteen studies in sessions that involved observing and drawing for 20 to 30 minutes; on 

most days I made three drawings per session. My recorded thoughts from the first day are 

shown below, followed by the first drawing (figure 14). 

 
8th September, 2013 

Drawing the sculpture proved to be extremely difficult. Much more difficult than I imagined it 

would be. I realised that I would have to go back, and keep going back to draw the work until I 

get it right. 

 

 
Figure 14. Drawing #1, 2013, 

pencil on paper, 23 x 21cm 
 

In the first study I made, the proportions and lines were inaccurate. The difficulty of the 

task prompted me to ask the following questions: what is it that I am really trying to see? Would 

drawing a perfect rendition of Guardian Figures reveal any more than a photo, or simply 

looking? One of the advantages of drawing is that the drawer decides which marks to make on 

the page in order to best express what must be conveyed. Artist and writer John Berger writes 

about drawing in his book Berger on Drawing: 
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For the artist drawing is discovery. And that is not just a slick phrase, it is quite literally true. It is 

the actual act of drawing that forces the artist to look at the object in front of him, to dissect it in 

his mind’s eye and put it together again; or, if he is drawing from memory, that forces him 

dredge his own mind, to discover the content of his own store of past observations.11 

 

On Day 5 I studied the work from a different angle. This new perspective was more 

engaging, and I spent the entire session on one drawing – Drawing #13 (figure 15). This turned 

out to be my most accurate study of the Guardian Figures yet. In the next session I used the 

same line drawing to observe the light and shade qualities of the sculpture. I did this by tracing 

Drawing #13 onto a new page. Executing the trace in the same order as the original, I outlined 

the figure in the foreground first, and finished its form before tracing the second one. This 

process revealed something new: on the half traced page, I saw the clear lines of the 

foreground figure, but behind the veil of paper were the faint lines of the figure at the rear. 

Drawings #13 and #14 (figure 16) show that one figure is hidden behind the other. There is a 

greater sense of mystery to Guardian Figures from this angle; the second figure becomes a 

shadow or an echo that hints at the possibility of repetition.  

 

    
Figure 15. + 16. Drawing #13 + Drawing #14, 2013, pencil on paper, 28 x 19cm 

 

                                                
11 John Berger, Berger on Drawing (Cork: Occasional Press, 2005), 3. 
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With these later drawings, I came to see Guardian Figures as a pair of individual 

characters rather than a sculpture of conjoined twins. I imagined a number of different 

scenarios: the front figure is deliberately shielding the figure behind; the back figure is 

deliberately hiding behind the first; or the view we see shows back of the figure in the 

foreground because the two figures are in conversation. These imagined narratives further 

emphasise the multidirectional nature of the sculpture, Guardian Figures face nowhere and 

everywhere at the same time. Finnish architectural theorist Juhani Pallasmaa, in his book The 

Thinking Hand: Existential and Embodied Wisdom in Architecture, writes about drawing and 

imagination in a way that related to my experiments: 

 
Drawing is a process of observation and expression, receiving and giving, at the same time. It is 

always a result of yet another kind of double perspective; a drawing looks simultaneously 

outwards and inwards, to the observed or imagined world, and into a draughtsman’s own 

persona and mental world. Each sketch and drawing contains a part of the maker and his/her 

mental world, at the same time that it represents an object or vista in the real world, or in an 

imagined universe.12 

 

In my drawings of Guardian Figures, a world of my own imagination was revealed. I 

projected several invented narratives onto the sculpture. This was similar to making the field of 

grass – I had physically defined a fictional world that propelled and inspired the creative writing 

process.  

 

To further accentuate the relevance of Guardian Figures to my research, I conducted a 

three-dimensional visual experiment that would assist me in analysing the object at the same 

scale as the hammered grass. I made my own version of the sculpture in miniature using 

cardboard. Instead of replicating the square-section of the linear structure, I captured its 

essence by cutting the half circles from a flat sheet and joining the ends with slots meeting at 

right angles. As I observed my rendition of Guardian Figures in the palm of my hand (figure 17), 

it became obvious that the type of line (i.e. whether square or flat bar) that defined the structure 

was not important for my investigation. 

                                                
12 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Thinking Hand: Existential and Embodied Wisdom in Architecture (Chichester, UK: John 
Wiley & Sons, 2009), 90-91. 
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Figure 17. (left) Cardboard model of Guardian Figures, 2013, cardboard, 9 x 8.5 x 5.5cm 

Figure 18. (right) Greg Johns, Guardian Figures 
 

In my hand, as a discrete object, Guardian Figures in miniature seemed fragile and 

delicate. This was a stark contrast to the oversized and solid structure of the outdoor figures 

(figure 18). Poet and literary critic Susan Stewart, in her book On Longing, makes an obvious 

yet valid point about the ways human beings measure scale, for “the miniature makes the body 

gigantic, [and] the gigantic transforms the body into miniature.” 13  Stewart also states the 

following, which I take issue with: 

 
The miniature offers us a transcendent vision which is known only through the visual. In 

approaching the miniature, our bodies erupt into a confusion of before-unrealized surfaces. We 

are able to hold the miniature object within our hand, but our hand is no longer in proportion with 

its world; instead our hand becomes a form of undifferentiated landscape, the body a kind of 

background. Once the miniature is self-enclosed, as in the case of the dollhouse, we can only 

stand outside, looking in, experiencing a type of tragic distance.14 

 

Here Stewart implies that the miniature world is accessible only through visual means, 

and even then the viewer is a distant outsider. In my practice as a maker, I have experienced 

the contrary: that small objects can have the ability to include the viewer inside the work. Take 

jewellery for example – rings, bracelets, and necklaces are generally objects that are small in 

relation to the scale of the human body but they also contain the body. In my studio 

investigations I have used scale to entice my own imagination. By making the grass at a 

miniature size, I was able to imagine Autumn engaging with it from a more distant perspective 

(figure 19) than if I had made the grass at a one to one scale as described in the story. 
                                                
13 Susan Stewart, On Longing, 10th paperback ed. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 71. 
14 Ibid., 70-71. 
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Figure 19. Grass field – early test 

 

Furthermore, Stewart’s excerpt above refers to finished objects as observed by an 

external viewer. However, difference in scale in the mind of a maker is not necessarily exclusive 

as she suggests. Neylon quotes Johns as saying: “I feel that one of my strengths as a sculptor 

is that I can visualise works on a different scale.”15 This was exemplified with the original 1982 

maquette of Guardian Figures and is evidence that studio practice can allow the maker to 

bridge the “tragic distance” that Stewart refers to. A similar approach to visualising that Johns 

speaks of occurs with architectural models, as Pallasmaa writes: “the three-dimensional 

material model speaks to the hand and body as powerfully as to the eye, and the very process 

of constructing a model simulates the process of construction.”16 While Pallasmaa refers to the 

construction of buildings, in the case of my research, his text applies to the construction of a 

fictional narrative.  

 

 
Figure 20. Model army of Guardian Figures, 2013, 

cardboard, 9 x 24 x 22cm 
                                                
15 Neylon, Horizon: Greg Johns, Sculptures 1977–2002, 144. 
16 Pallasmaa, The Thinking Hand, 57. 



	 33 

To strengthen my investigation into scale, I conducted another experiment using my 

model design of Guardian Figures. Stewart writes of repetition as presenting a threat to the 

purity of what the miniature represents.17 In considering this, I made more models to add to the 

first. As mentioned, the form of the sculpture lends itself to repetition. Using the process of laser 

cutting, I was able to make a composition of three Guardian Figures (six individual figures) 

joined together in four rows (figure 20). The mystery of the form becomes diminished with 

repetition. Where the original expressed an intimate meeting of a pair, the multiples form a 

pattern of anonymity. In this case, repetition also threatened the purity of the gigantic, because 

in imagining the multitude of figures at their full scale, they created the expression of an 

intimidating army. The results of this experiment indicated two things: firstly, as a viewer I had 

formed an opinion of the sculpture and what it represented, as was evident in my rejection of 

the figures as an intimidating force; secondly, I was able to engage in a transformative narrative 

experience through making the models, despite the unappealing result. 

My extended engagement with Guardian Figures led me to conclude that these figures 

are symbols of protection. This was another parallel between the figures and the paddil grass in 

Autumn’s story. The grasses that loom above Autumn’s head extend beyond physical 

landscape, symbolically expressing notions of home and safety. And in the case of my work, 

the repetition of each blade of grass increases the volume of the field, emphasising the 

embracing quality and nurturing energy of the paddil field. This is a contrast to the intimidating 

quality of the repeated Guardian Figures. 

 

 

Rhythm 
 

In reading for my investigation into Guardian Figures, I came across German 

philosopher Martin Heidegger’s concept of the ‘thoughtful hand’. This immediately caught my 

attention, as there were times when working with my hands allowed me to think creatively. In an 

essay titled “What Calls for Thinking” first written in 1954, Heidegger wrote: “Perhaps thinking, 

too, is just something like building a cabinet. At any rate, it is a craft, a ‘handicraft,’ and therefore 

has a special relationship to the hand.”18 He also stated “Every motion of the hand in every one 

                                                
17 Stewart, On Longing, 71. 
18 Martin Heidegger, “What Calls for Thinking,” in Basic Writings, ed. David F. Krell (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 
356-357. 
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of its works carries itself through the element of thinking, every bearing of the hand bears itself 

in that element. All of the work of the hand is rooted in thinking.”19  

I found that while undertaking a process I had become familiar with, such as hammering 

and filing grass blades, I conceptualised key turning points, characters, and their dialogue for 

the fictional narrative. Having honed my skills in hammering, my body had established muscle 

memories that permitted part of my mind to follow a known and familiar rhythm. This gave a 

different part of my mind the freedom to wander and therefore wonder about ideas relating to 

Autumn’s story. Sociologist Richard Sennet writes about this sequence of making and thinking 

in his book The Craftsman: “Every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between concrete 

practices and thinking; this dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, and these habits establish a 

rhythm between problem solving and problem finding.”20 And he continues: 

 
We might think …of routine as mindless, that a person doing something over and over goes 

missing mentally; we might equate routine as boredom. For people who develop sophisticated 

hand skills, it’s nothing like this. Doing something over and over is stimulating when organised as 

looking ahead. The substance of the routine may change, metamorphose, improve, but the 

emotional payoff is one’s experience of doing it again. There’s nothing strange about this 

experience. We all know it; it is rhythm. Built into the contractions of the human heart, the skilled 

craftsman has extended rhythm to the hand and eye.21 

 

Both Heideger and Sennet’s texts supported a supposition I had made relating to the 

relationship between writing and making that I had been investigating. In November 2013, 

observations of the research I had conducted to this point prompted me to consider the 

following: the repetitive action of hammering a piece of wire into a blade of grass, and the 

repetition in making these grass blades thousands of times, had given a rhythm to my written 

story. 

Making had contributed to the process of creative writing in a way that I had not 

hypothesised, so I wondered whether developing the story would have any rhythmic 

consequences to the art making process. In order to investigate this further, I conducted a 

written experiment to explore the concept of rhythm through the use of language. This resulted 

in the following ‘keyword exercise’: 

 

 

                                                
19 Ibid., 357.  
20 Richard Sennet, The Craftsman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 9. 
21 Ibid., 175. 
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Rhythm, n. 

 

When looking up the noun ‘rhythm’ on the Oxford English Dictionary Online, I came across a 

rather long entry. ‘Rhythm’ is a word that has been, and is currently used widely. The most 

common understanding of the word ‘rhythm’, I speculate, would be its meaning in relation to the 

field of music. It is described as “the systematic grouping of musical sounds, principally 

according to duration and periodical stress; beat; an instance of this, a particular grouping or 

arrangement of musical sounds”22. 

 […] 

Looking at the dictionary’s entry for ‘rhythm’ as a noun (i.e. not a verb), I extracted five definitions 

appropriate to my interpretation of ‘rhythm’. 

[…]  

Each of these definitions contains words that are significant to my understanding of ‘rhythm’ in 

relation to my research. These words include: ‘repetition’, ‘recurrence’, ‘cycle’, ‘sequence’, and 

‘pattern’, which are all similar or linked. Other words that I deemed important in describing 

‘rhythm’ were: ‘interval’— the break, pause, gap, space, or negative; and ‘flow’—an entity in 

itself, but can also connote ‘ebb and flow’, which could bring the discussion back to ‘cycle’ and 

‘sequence’. 

However, one word that did not occur in any of the definitions stated above, but a word that I 

feel is key to my understanding and use of ‘rhythm’, is ‘relationship’. It is through the repetition or 

pattern of a relationship that rhythm is created. This may be a relationship between sound and 

silence, movement and stillness, in and out, positive and negative, or ebb and flow. That is not to 

say that rhythmic relationships consist of only two opposing components, these are mere 

examples. However, the point is, for rhythm to even exist, one must be aware that the interval is 

just as important as the beat—musically and metaphorically.  

 

If rhythm is created through the pattern of a relationship, then it may be postulated that 

in this investigation, art making is equivalent to the ‘beat’, while creative writing is parallel to the 

‘interval’. As my research progressed, I found such a premise to be an oversimplification. The 

more complex relationship pattern between writing and making will unfold in the following 

chapters. However, the presence of rhythm in my research was established through the 

observations made above, and consequently resonated through the first major visual artwork. 

 

The principal material in the grass field is metal, specifically brass and nickel silver, 

which is worked in a very specific way in order to attain the desired form. Hammering is a 

                                                
22 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “rhythm, n.,” accessed June 19, 2014, 
http://www.oed.com.virtual.anu.edu.au/view/Entry/165403?result=1&rskey=Hh086y&&print. 
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repetitive technique and by its nature is a rhythmic process in which my material and I share an 

experience. Although the metal does not feel the blow of the hammer, it is physically impressed 

upon while my body simultaneously absorbs the shock of the same blow. The marks of the 

hammer are a physical expression of the movement of my body and therefore its rhythm. 

Furthermore, on a larger scale, the rest period in between rounds of hammering is equally as 

important as the time spent wielding the hammer. This, in addition to the repetition of forms, 

means that as an assembly of components the material of brass and nickel silver has an 

embodied rhythm. 

Another instance of a material encompassing rhythm in the field of grass, though less 

direct, is the arrangement drawing that lies on the surface of the fabric base – beneath the 

metal components (see chapter 2, part two). This drawing, before the wire components were 

inserted, showed the position of each individual blade of grass and feather. The deliberately 

marked points followed a continuous line that is symbolic of Autumn’s journey – who travels on 

foot. The rhythm of her footsteps are invisible to the viewer of the physical materials, but can be 

sensed by the reader through the language of the story. 

 

 

Feathers 
 

As I approached the end of 2013, I sought to address a number of issues I had faced 

in my early months of research with a single solution. Firstly, there was the task of having to 

make an overwhelming number of grass blades; secondly, I had an ambition to continue my 

investigation into the symbolism of the feather (discussed in “Other Experiments”); and lastly, 

due to my hypothesis on repetitive process affecting my creative writing, I decided it was 

important to continue with hammering. The following is an excerpt from the end of my first visual 

diary book: 

 
2nd September 2013 

I started an attempt at writing the dream sequence where Autumn’s heart turns into a bird. I 

didn’t get very far. … I’ve hammered about 1055 grass blades. I did the last 5 an hour or two 

ago. While I was hammering, I thought about this project, and about doing nothing but hammer 

and write until it’s all finished – whenever that may be. 

When I think about it, the field of grass that I am working on could represent more than just the 

grass. It could be the river, the hair on [a creature]’s back, the ocean, the forest, feathers on the 

bird in the dream… 
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I think a lot when I hammer, sometimes I come up with ideas for the story or for the project in 

general. 
 

A week after writing the entry above, I began an investigation into making feathers. The 

process I used was a development on the method of making grass blades, and was a 

testament to the skills I had refined from generating countless accurate hammer blows. The 

feathers were shorter and wider than the grass, but made from the same size wire. It was 

necessary to spread the material wider and thinner in order to get a more ‘feathery’ shape (see 

chapter 2, part one).  

During my experimentation with the feathers, I tested an idea where the two forms 

shared the same base. The concept was that the field of grass would transform into a plumage 

of feathers. The results were positive as the transition of individual forms came together to 

create a visually intriguing whole (figure 21). I continued to develop the transformation of grass 

into feathers because the physical outcomes were exciting, and it was linked to the symbolism I 

had conceptualised in the story. 

 

 
Figure 21. Grass to feathers transition – early test, 2013, brass, nickel silver, 

stretched canvas, steel legs, 22 x 30 x 30cm 
 

 Throughout 2014 the primary focus of my studio investigations was to develop and 

complete the grass field – which ultimately incorporated a transition into a bed of feathers. I 

spent months hammering and working on the arrangement of metal components. I designed 

and made ‘transition blades’ that were placed in between the two distinct types of hammered 

components and allowed the assembled work to flow aesthetically smoothly as upright grass 
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became flattened feathers. At the same time I worked on my creative writing and by mid 2014 

completed a draft of the first four chapters of the fictional narrative. The following excerpts from 

my third visual diary book express some of the thoughts and experiences from this period: 

 
Tuesday 22nd April 2014 

Today I made 10 brass feather blades and worked on notes for Chapter 4 [of Autumn’s story] 

and tweaked parts of Chapter 3… I think I’m stuck at the part where the grass turns into feathers 

because although I can visualise it in my head I want to see it in …the piece I’m working on, at 

least in part. That’s part of the point of the art making, it’s supposed to help me visualise and 

imagine things in the story. 

So I feel as though I should make some transition blades to make it easier for me to see how the 

artwork will turn out and how I should describe the transition in the story. 
 

Friday 16th May 2014 

I think I’m anxious to get on with Chapter 3, which is why I chose to use …older transition 

blades [that I had previously rejected]. On the following [page is an image (figure 22)] of the 

piece I’ve been working on as one looks through the paddil grass towards the transition and 

feathers. Hopefully this will help with writing Chapter 3. 

 

 
Figure 22. Grass to feather transition – another early test 

 

I must also remember that the physical visual work is not to be an exact replica of what I 

describe in the story, and I have already made the point in my [Thesis Proposal Review] that it is 

to be MORE THAN illustration. So therefore perhaps it does not need to be illustrative at all, but 

rather a means for me to access my imagination. 
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The inclusion of feathers into the grass field instigated an imperative turning point in 

Autumn’s story. A rhythm occurred between the processes of writing and making that had little 

to do with the laborious task of repetitive hammering. The relationship between the creative 

processes at this time occurred through the fluidity of an idea that went back and forth between 

studio and story – or material and language. This was analogous to dialogue, where the 

conversation began with using the symbolism of a feather within the story. In speaking to the 

materials in the studio, the concept of the dream sequence prompted ideas for incorporating 

feathers into the physical outcomes. These possibilities were then fed back into the initial idea 

and the story expanded. This marked the beginning of the flow between writing and making 

that I had created when I commenced my research. 

 

 

By February 2015, I had finalised the field of grass and feathers, and gave it the title 

Passage out of consciousness – an excerpt from a discarded part of my story. It had taken me 

almost 24 months to complete and initially gave me an immense sense of relief after so much 

hard work. This feeling of relief, however, did not last. After two years of constant toil and 

striving to complete Passage, my entire being was exhausted. I needed time to recuperate and 

applied for 12 months leave. 

 

 



2. Grass & Feathers—a chapter in material
 
 

 Passage out of consciousness, also referred to as the grass field, took me an 

arduous two years to realise. Throughout the piece, I documented the intricate process in 

four volumes of visual diaries. To redescribe this process in words alone was unfathomable. 

The concept of a visual chapter as a means to communicate the thought and work involved 

in the making of Passage seemed to be the perfect solution – carefully selected images 

paired with the most relevant excerpts from my visual diaries would be like a distilled visual 

diary, pure and simple.

 The simplicity of this chapter in material, however, was not in the task itself but in the 

result. The first hurdle I faced came more quickly than I anticipated. My attachment to 

Passage and the process that I endured in making it was extremely difficult to ‘distil’. My 

initial mistake was to begin with the written excerpts instead of the images. Having 

commenced my studio investigations at the end of February 2013, by the time I had copied 

out all of (what I deemed to be) the relevant notes from Visual Diary Book #1 up until the 

beginning of April 2013 (that is, less than two months into the project) I had over one 

thousand words. It occurred to me at this point to attempt a different approach, and in 

hindsight it made more sense to begin compiling a visual chapter with images.

 There are three parts to this chapter. The first depicts the design and metalsmithing 

involved in creating the individual grass and feather components. The next part 

demonstrates the different layout arrangements I developed and considered for bringing the 

components together. And the final section sees the first two sections merge – it illustrates 

the multiple experiments required to test the arrangements in part two with the hand-made 

components from part one. As the chapter follows the process of making the field of grass 

in this way, the third section leads to the finalisation of Passage.

 Dimensions of the completed piece:
 21cm in height from the tip of the ‘roots’ to the top of the blades.
 The field occupies a region of 140 x 53cm within a greater area of 240 x 120cm.
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3. Water & Flowers—a chapter in language 
 

 

 

Water 
 

 After Passage, the studio works took less time to make but were significantly less 

straightforward in terms of the process from conception to completion. Having established 

adept skills with hammering wire, I sought to explore different ways of transforming metal into 

another entity, as I had done with grass and feathers. Before taking leave, I experimented with 

using hammered titanium components to represent water. Based on these tests, I applied for 

funding to purchase enough titanium to make a river. In my grant application, I stated that I was 

at “a point in the story where I need[ed] to explore the qualities of water in an imaginative way.” I 

was successful, and received the Graduate Harris & Hobbs Materials Award in Visual Arts 

(2014). 

As an undergraduate, I had been seduced by the way titanium could be coloured by 

applying heat. It is one of few metals where heat can be applied to achieve a range of vivid 

colours. The colour on the surface of the titanium remains extremely durable and is often used 

as the final surface finish with no need for additional sealants. Wanting to convey a sense of 

water, I was specifically attracted to the variety of blues that could be achieved with this 

technique. I chose to heat-treat the titanium by hand with a bare flame, which allowed for a 

mixture of colours to occur in one component at a time (figure 23). 

 

 
Figure 23. Water paddle (detail), 2016, titanium, 

1.5cm long hammered section  
 

In March 2016 I set out to create the river from Autumn’s dream, experimenting with 

drawing to map out my vision for the Ribbonwater River (see chapter 4, part one). My aim was 
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to combine an arrangement drawing with hammered components, as I had done with Passage. 

Making the water components, called ‘paddles’ in my visual diaries, was a mixture of pleasure 

and pain. Hammering titanium was more taxing than brass and nickel silver, but colouring it was 

an absolute delight. I was compelled by the way the movement, heat intensity, and proximity of 

a naked flame could vary the colours as they became visible on the surface of the titanium. 

When I used my soldering torch to turn the dull grey of the titanium into vivid blues with hints of 

pale yellow, it was like painting with fire. My visual diary entry from April 2016 demonstrates how 

involved and stimulated I was by the heating and colouring technique, and is testament to the 

power this process had over me: 

 
Step 8: Place paddles on aerated concrete block to heat individually with small pointy blue flame 

(flame size and heat may vary between sessions of heating – this allows for more variation in 

colouring process). 

NOTE: The colouring process is difficult to describe. Getting the ‘right’ blue(s) or combination of 

blues takes time and practice as one needs to get used to ‘when’ (actually heat dependent 

rather than time dependent, but time is required to build up heat) the titanium will turn blue 

(actually range of blues). The process is quite intuitive and is possibly described as painting 

with fire.   

[…] 

One thing I didn’t describe in the steps is a more detailed description of the heating process. It’s 

difficult to describe the nuances of the flame movements and timing of such movements, but I 

can describe the routine of actions: 

I usually place 8 paddles on the block, equally spaced apart. I colour 8-16 paddles (1 or 2 

‘rounds’) and then turn the torch gas off. I will then place another 8 paddles on the block and 

relight the torch. I can usually colour up to 5 (sometimes only 3 or 4) paddles with the remaining 

gas in the line. Basically I try to bleed the line by heating/colouring as many paddles as possible. 

When I go back [to colouring] next time, one paddle may be partially coloured, I will move this to 

the right-most position (where I start from) and place more paddles on the block until there’s a 

total of 8. 
 

I have a distinct memory of the moment I came up with the metaphor of “painting with 

fire”. It felt like such a strong symbolic process that I wrote it in large letters where it would be 

clearly visible from the workbench in my home studio (figure 24). As I used fire to transform 

metal into water, the studio investigations felt conceptually close to alchemy. 
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Figure 24. Epiphany in the studio, 2016, felt tip on glass, 

2cm letter height approx. 
  

Hammering titanium – an extremely hard metal – took its toll on my body. After each 

round of hammering (only three to five paddles per round) the vibrations I absorbed eventually 

became unbearable. And after only a few months, I decided to stop hammering titanium and 

reconsidered my ambition to make a river. At first I reduced the area of the original river drawing, 

marking out a smaller section to be filled with paddles (see chapter 4, part one). The idea was 

to make an excerpt of the river, but the density required to achieve a sense of water still 

demanded too many components. I was forced to find a way to work with the number of 

paddles that were already hammered as noted in my visual diary: 

 
Rather than use a section of the drawing of the river to define the shape and composition of the 

river, wouldn’t it be better if the river piece was its own vessel in a way? One that holds a 

section of the river on its own – apart from the river? 

 

The idea was to make inverted vessels – a measured amount of water without the 

container. In June 2016, I made drawings for this new approach. The arrangements were 

significantly smaller and denser, containing the water paddles within the circumference of a 

circle. I had enough paddles to make two vessels, and based the sizes on a cereal and rice 

bowl (figure 25) from my kitchen cupboard. Using domestic bowls to determine the sizes was 

influenced by my intention for the works to be handled by the viewer. The outcomes were 

equivalent to trying to hold or catch water in one’s hands.  
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By October 2016, I had two river inspired pieces that had potential for further 

development (see chapter 4, part one). I focused closely on the drawings and the paddles, but 

neglected to conceptualise how I might treat the fabric that combined them. My intention was 

to carry out this part of improving the pieces, but this never came to pass. 

Despite the time and labour that went into working with the titanium, the resulting art 

objects led to a dead end, for there was no place for them in the story. My investigation into the 

relationship between writing and making was left stagnant. The repetitive process of hammering 

in these instances did not advance conceptualising or writing the story, and my supposition that 

making and writing were equivalent to ‘beat’ and ‘interval’ significantly diminished. The spatial 

visualisation required to make Passage was essential in imagining Autumn’s experiences and I 

found that the river pieces were too ambiguous as references to space and landscape. Also, 

the works in titanium were too similarly constructed to Passage, and it was necessary to 

explore and expand my making techniques and material combinations beyond what I had 

already accomplished. 

 

 
Figure 25. River excerpt – early test, 2016, titanium, 

cotton, ceramic bowl, 10 x 20 x 20cm 
 

 

Flowers 
 

  In between breaks from hammering titanium, I explored other avenues in the studio to 

further conceptualise the story. There was one particular pursuit that was closely associated 

with the river pieces, as it included the use of water as a material rather than a subject. In April 

2016, I began experimenting with ideas for an artwork that could float on the surface of water. I 

wanted to achieve a sense of lightness in my work. In the story, a sense of weightlessness is 

conveyed through the description of the transparent floating hearts of the Fygwyn people. 

Imagination through fiction allowed me to create a world of lightness with language. How then, I 
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wondered, could I attempt a similar thing with the physical materials I had at hand? The device I 

used to create lightness in the land of Fyg was a fantastical gas element that is lighter than air. 

Rather than figure out a way to incorporate a real-life gas, such as helium, or even to allude to it 

by way of near-invisible lines of suspension, I approached the idea of lightness differently. 

Water is heavier than air, yet has a density that can be penetrated such that one can move 

through and ‘be’ in it.  

In the first test I conducted, I made a mock-up by inserting miniature titanium paddles in 

fabric, and placed it into a small plastic container of water. The piece floated until the fabric had 

absorbed enough water to break the surface tension and then slowly subsided. This was an 

expected outcome. On the same day, I wandered around my backyard and picked up a flower 

on the ground that had fallen from a tree growing over the fence. The second test was to 

replace the small constructed test-piece with the naturally occurring flower. These two simple 

tests marked the birth of the wash-blossom. The next day I began making petals for the first 

flower prototype (see chapter 4, part two). 

I used aluminium to make three prototypes, and the final version of flower. There were 

practical reasons for this: it is a low density, light metal – optimal for floating on water, its 

softness and malleability were a desirable contrast to the hardness of titanium, and it is readily 

available at a low cost. However, there was also a more intuitive reason for choosing this 

material for the flower. While on leave, I experimented with painting the surface of the 

aluminium, and the satisfying results showed potential for further exploration (figure 26). I was 

aware that aluminium is known to develop an unattractive oxide on the surface, and I 

encountered this when I combined aluminium with water during my studio investigations. 

 

 
Figure 26. Anticipation (work in progress), 2015, acrylic paint and 

graphite on primed aluminium, 18 x 70 x 20cm 
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The first prototype did not present any issues with surface durability, despite being left 

bare. For the second flower prototype, I treated the surface with etch-primer so that I could 

experiment with colours. When I made the third prototype, I left bare aluminium floating in water 

for approximately a week before I noticed a change in the material. The areas that were 

immersed in water had turned an inconsistent grey-brown colour. Water, or possibly impurities 

in the water, had accelerated the oxidisation process. I realised that if I was to continue using 

aluminium, treating the surface was crucial.  

The final decision of how to prime and paint the petals and the leaf-pad was influenced 

by the story. Conversely, the description of the wash-blossoms in the story was affected by the 

making and development of the flower prototypes. I was able to write about the wash-blossoms 

(almost two years) after having made the second prototype, which was painted in a pale palette 

intended to be indicative of the notion of memory – a washed out version of reality.  

The choice of colours for the early version of the wash-blossom was partly influenced 

by Claude Monet’s Water Lilies (figure 27) at the National Gallery of Australia (NGA). I spent time 

contemplating the painted water and lily pads, and felt compelled to step into the painting to 

sense the water and the plants. I wondered how my work could be similarly evocative. The pale 

colours and shape of the second prototype helped me write about the wash-blossoms, 

however the way I imagined the petals and leaf-pad through Autumn’s eyes was not in any way 

a faded version of her reality. A strong contrast between white and green was important as a 

real and symbolic trigger. 

 

 
Figure 27. Claude Monet, Water Lilies, c.1914-17, 

oil on canvas, 180 x 200cm 
From Monet & Japan. 

Canberra: National Gallery of Australia, 2001 
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The wash-blossom was finalised in the studio after I had completed writing the story. 

Guided by the written description, the petals were left white, with no additional paint over the 

etch-primer. I applied watercolour paint, using a vibrant array of greens, to the top of the leaf-

pad (figure 28). The components were then sealed to protect the watercolours and to ensure a 

consistent surface texture throughout. 

It is appropriate, here, to point out a parallel between the titanium river pieces and the 

aluminium flower work, other than the use of water as subject and substance. The correlation is 

conceptual rather than technical, and simply highlights this: I transformed titanium by painting 

with fire, and then aluminium by painting with water. In one metal I used its properties to exploit 

the process of oxidisation, while in the other I sought to control its properties to prevent 

oxidisation. 

 

 
Figure 28. Past unfolding, 2018, watercolour, primed aluminium, 15cm leaf-pad diameter  

 

In the water and flower pieces, surface is an integral part of the process and outcome. I 

will now discuss Chinese-Australian artist Ah Xian as a master of surfaces, and subsequently 

focus on the use of water and flowers in his work because of their stimulus to my explorations. 
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Ah Xian 
 

          
Figure 29a. – 29d. Ah Xian, Human Human – Lotus, Cloisonné Figure 1, 2000-01, 

hand beaten copper with cloisonné enamel, 158 x 55.5 x 32cm 
From Ah Xian. Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2003 

 

Three pieces by Ah Xian are critical to my research: China China Bust 78, China China 

Bust 80, and Human Human – Lotus, Cloisonné Figure 1 (figure 29). I was fortunate to view 

Bust 80 (figure 30) several times throughout my candidature, as it is in the NGA collection and 

often on display. In August 2016 I travelled to Brisbane for fieldwork at the Queensland Art 

Gallery (QAG) to see Cloisonné Figure 1; and during fieldwork to Melbourne in July 2017, I 

viewed Bust 78 (figure 31), which is part of the RMIT Gallery collection.  

All three works feature flowers, leaves, stems, and buds of the lotus plant – a symbol of 

great significance in many Asian cultures. Given Ah Xian’s Chinese heritage, I investigated the 

meaning of the lotus in Chinese art. In his book Dictionary of Chinese Symbols, German 

sociologist Wolfram Eberhard writes: 

 
The lotus or sea-rose is of almost unique importance in Chinese folklore and symbolism, thanks 

largely, it would seem, to Buddhist influence: the lotus comes out of the mire but is not itself 

sullied; it is inwardly empty outwardly upright; it has no branches but smells sweet; it is the 

symbol of purity…23 

 

                                                
23 Wolfram Eberhard, Dictionary of Chinese Symbols (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 168. 
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Eberhard further states, “the symbolic field covered by the lotus is limitless”,24 and “In 

Buddhism, the fruit, the flower and the stalk of the lotus symbolise past, present and future.”25 It 

is therefore with this motif, the closed eyes of the figures, and the combination of material and 

form, that I was prompted to formulate a narrative between these three specific works. 

 

    
Figure 30. (left) Ah Xian, China China Bust 80, 2004, porcelain, celadon glaze, 41 x 39 x 24cm 

Figure 31. (right) Ah Xian, China China Bust 78,  
2002, porcelain, celadon glaze, 

43 x 41 x 24cm   
 

Several interpretations of Ah Xian’s busts and figures suggest that the closed eyes 

allude to death.26 I had an aversion to this reading and in my view the position of the eyelids 

creates a meditative facial expression, denoting internal reflection. In the catalogue for his show 

at QAG in 2003, a statement from Ah Xian supports my supposition of the spiritual nature of his 

figures: 

 
The eyes of my figural works…remain ever shut. This confirms both the natural process of 

moulding from life and my conscious decision, since it creates a much wider spiritual space to 

be living in.27 

 

                                                
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., 169. 
26 Claire Roberts, “Fishes and Dragons: Ah Xian’s China China series,” in China China (Self-published catalogue, 
2000),12; Stephan von der Schulenburg, “A la recherche de la porcelain perdue,” in Ah Xian: Skulpturen/Sculpture, 
ed. Marc Gundel et al. (Bonn: Edition Braus, 2007), 26; Deiter Brunner, “The Bust and Immortality,” in Ah Xian: 
Skulpturen/Sculpture, ed. Marc Gundel et al. (Bonn: Edition Braus, 2007) 45-46. 
27 Ah Xian, “artist statement” quoted in Suhanya Raffel and Lynne Seear, “Human Human,” in Ah Xian, (Brisbane: 
Queensland Art Gallery, 2003), 11. 
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Ah Xian’s reference to the moulding process is key to the serene expression of the 

subjects. In an essay in the same catalogue, curators Suhanya Raffel and Lynne Seear explain 

the “demanding process” of making the moulds for casting Ah Xian’s sculptures.28 Sitting for a 

long period of time, with heavy wet fabric covering one’s body, requires a state of complete 

resignation and being at absolute peace with the process, otherwise one could not endure it. 

Having previously undergone the ordeal of having my face moulded in plaster, I understood that 

the life model must completely surrender him/herself to the mould-making procedure. Similarly, 

the model is required to relinquish his or her likeness to the will of the artist. The outcome of the 

final figure is at Ah Xian’s disposal. This ‘surrendering’ of oneself can be compared to the way a 

person might ‘let go’ when meditating or praying.  

 

    
Figure 32a. + 32b. Ah Xian, China China Bust 80 (detail) 

 

Seeing the three-dimensional forms and surface materiality of the sculptures in person 

allowed me to almost embody the narrative in which I had imagined the figures participating. It is 

visually obvious that the two celadon busts are from the same body of work, and several points 

strengthen my proposed narrative. Firstly, I was able to perceive the surface of the plinth (table 

in the case of Bust 78) not as a display, or means of supporting the sculpture, but as water 

concealing the unseen lower parts of the bodies (figure 32a). Secondly, the surrounding lotus 

plants make the figures appear as though they are bathing in a natural source of water. Lastly, 

the materiality of the celadon glaze makes the skin of the busts look wet, which emphasises 

this illusion (figure 32b). Here, we see the lotus motif, combined with traditional Chinese 

                                                
28 Suhanya Raffel and Lynne Seear, “Human Human,” in Ah Xian, (Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2003), 11. 
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celadon glaze, come together on the human form to create a setting for a narrative. Further, the 

closed eyes of the figures express a sense of tranquillity that can be associated with the 

practice of cleansing one’s body.  

Meanwhile, the cloisonné figure, in its full frame without any three-dimensional lotus 

plants physically surrounding the body, signifies a setting outside of the water. The lotus plant 

motifs have been embedded into the skin (figure 33) and the eyes stay closed expressing a 

continued spiritual journey. 

 

 
Figure 33a. – 33d. Ah Xian, Human Human – Lotus, Cloisonné Figure 1 (detail) 

From Ah Xian. Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2003 
 

This is my narrative for the three pieces: the two celadon busts represent the moments 

before and after complete immersion in water, while the cloisonné figure symbolises a 

transformation as the body leaves the pool of lotuses. Images of the lotus cling to the figure and 

remain impressed upon its surface as a declaration of transcendence.  
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The illusory sequence of Ah Xian’s figures is brief, but when viewed in relation to my 

story (particularly Autumn’s engagement with the wash-blossom), there is a deep underlying 

connection between water and flowers that is similar to a link I have written into Autumn’s story. 

Therefore, as I built upon my methods of practice-led research, I began to see the works of 

others in new ways that were influenced by my research. In turn, this affected the way I 

approached the creative processes within the project, namely the creative writing. 

 

 

Symbol & Memory 
 

The wash-blossom in my story is symbolic of memory, which is referenced in its title 

Past unfolding. To write the account of Autumn’s memory in a meaningful way, I needed to 

investigate the idea of memory. As my approach was practice-led, I examined the phenomenon 

of memory through a personal account, as I would in my practice. The following memory 

exercise has been heavily edited due to its length: 

 
Memory Exercise 

 

Write about a specific memory at separate intervals …Try not to read previous accounts when 

writing subsequent accounts. 

Hypothesis: The accounts will become more and more visual. 

Memory: Eating ‘Che Ba Mao’ (Three Colour Dessert) with my father after dinner at a local 

Vietnamese restaurant on the evening of Saturday the 10th of September 2016. 

 

Account 1: 11th of September, the day after the event 

Dad had mentioned dessert right at the beginning of the meal as we were looking at the menus. 

[…] 

It was delicious. It was a dessert I believed I would remember forever. The sustained memory 

would not be merely from the taste, but rather because it made me nostalgic. You could say the 

flavours reminded me of what it was like being a Vietnamese kid again.  

[…] 

So this ‘three colour dessert’ took me back… There was something very special about that 

moment. I have tried to convey it with words by giving some context, but I’m not sure if I have 

succeeded. 

Another thing I would like to write about in regards to the dessert was how it looked at one stage 

– I think it was after I had eaten all the ice on top. The bowl was a very light grey or dark white 
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ceramic, no more than 100mm in diameter. It was filled with a white liquid, a bit like runny 

coconut milk, not quite fully opaque but not really translucent either. The white of the liquid 

wasn’t solidly one colour; it was as though there were swirls of opaque white in a translucence 

white. Floating in the liquid was a vibrant green translucent jelly, so it was almost like a bowl of 

green glass prisms set in a white glass base. It reminded me of the large Ah Xian sculpture I had 

just been to Brisbane to look at. Green lotus leaves on a white background… 

 

Account 2: 18th of September, a week and one day after the event 

…When I think about the dessert memory with my dad now, I mostly just remember a few things 

that remain distinct: …the colours of green on white – vibrant green jelly surrounded by swirly, 

milky white liquid; and the texture and flavour of the green jelly.  

… I remember enjoying the jelly so much, that it reminded me of a dessert that my grandmother 

used to make when I was a child. So while I was eating with Dad, I asked him: firstly what it was 

called (my memory of the term had escaped me, not having the need to use for ten to twenty 

years), then if he knew how to make it.  

[…] 

Now, as I recollect the conversation that night, I am transported to my grandmother’s kitchen. 

On the bench there are multiple plastic food containers, each full of different flavours of 

Vietnamese jelly that, at the time, one could only get from Ba Ngoai [maternal grandmother]. Oh I 

loved that jelly, the ‘rau cau’ that Ba Ngoai made was one of my favourite desserts, and as I 

continue to remember and write, more desserts from her kitchen come flooding back and I find 

myself having to hold back tears. Never at the time did I realise how special those moments 

were.  

[…] 

Green emeralds set in swirling white glass – more precious that I ever imagined. 

 

Account 3: 26th of September, two weeks and two days after the event 

When I close my eyes and think of that dessert, two things come to mind: the lustrous green 

rectangular prisms floating in a swirling pool of opaque and translucent whites; and a virtually 

indescribable burst of texture and flavour that reminds me of my Vietnamese-ness. The green 

hue of the jelly and its distinct texture in my mouth are inextricably linked in my memory now. The 

softness of the white liquid completes the dessert in both appearance and flavour. 

The memory stimulates my sense of vision and taste in such a way that I am transported to a 

different place – not back to the restaurant with Dad – but somewhere else entirely. …My father 

is no longer there as a physical entity, and the conversation with him seems less pertinent. 

However, his presence is still felt in this ‘other’ place, and my grandmother with her delicious ‘rau 

cau’ is there too. They are somehow embedded in the reminiscent sensations that I experience 

through my eyes, mouth, and tongue.  
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Account number 4: 15th of October, one month and five days after the event 

Sometimes, when the dessert with Dad comes to mind, I think about drawing or painting it. But I 

must confess to a fear – that my own physical depiction of the image in my mind will fail in its 

likeness to what I see in that space between memory and imagination. I would rather describe 

the image, like a set of instructions for someone else to illustrate, or to simply imagine on their 

own. 

 

1. Start with a gestural circle of pale grey – about the size of the palm of your hand without 

fingers. 

2. Inside the circle draw or paint long, narrow quadrilaterals of vibrant green – the sizes may 

vary but should range from approximately 2-6mm by 10-20mm. The composition should be 

random, but considered (for the sake of aesthetic quality). Make sure you don’t crowd the 

green components too much, there must be enough room for the background. 

3. In the negative space between the green shapes and the circle of grey, fill in with swirls of 

two different whites – If the whites are transparent, you may go over some and/or parts of 

the green quadrilaterals, this will emphasise the appearance of submersion. 

 

When reviewing this memory exercise, I was intrigued to find that my hypothesis was 

correct – the final account was almost entirely visual. However, language still played an 

important role. My decision to explain how to make the image, rather than make it myself, 

indicates that in this experiment I favoured the use of language as a means to capture 

imagination over a material/making process.  

The memory exercise played an important role in fleshing out Autumn’s past 

experiences throughout the story, the near-drowning memory with the wash-blossom in 

particular. In my personal memory described above, the reminiscence was activated by sight, 

taste, and touch (texture felt within my mouth). Autumn’s ability to recollect her ‘Fyglinghood’ is 

also multisensory. By seeing the wash-blossom she becomes entranced by the spell of the 

memory where she can feel the sensations of the past – she sees the dancing Fygwyns, she 

smells the wash-blossom and thinks of her mother, and she feels the wetness of the water on 

her skin as she almost drowns. These sensations have been written into the symbol of the 

wash-blossom through language. However, this is not to say that language is more powerful in 

this instance. It is the image and the presence of the wash-blossom – tangible through the 

painted aluminium flower produced in the studio – that brings multiple connotations, or an entire 

experience, into a single form and symbol. Here the entwinement of material and language is at 

a nexus, revealing that the functions of the two substances are equally meaningful. Reading 
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French poet and philosopher Paul Valéry’s essay “Man and the Sea Shell”, I found that it was 

necessary for me to have imbued so much meaning into a flower, for few other forms would 

hold the same sort of power over human eyes: 

 
Like a pure sound or a melodic system, of pure sounds in the midst of noises, so a crystal, a 

flower, a sea shell stand out from the common disorder of perceptible things. For us they are 

privileged objects, more intelligible to the view, although more mysterious upon reflection, than 

all those which we see indiscriminately. They present us with a strange union of ideas: order and 

fantasy, invention and necessity, law and exception.29 

 

As compelling as the form was in its symbolism, the process of making the wash-

blossom did not propel the creative writing process. Once I decided to make a flower, I 

immediately knew how it could be placed within the story – its function as a symbol for memory 

was intended from the outset. Specifically, the idea of a key memory being associated with 

Autumn’s sinking heart came about when my approach to water shifted from subject into 

substance. Using the surface of water as a discriminating substance was a perfect way to 

emphasise Autumn’s sense of separation from her kin. Despite this conceptualisation of the 

plot, when it came to continuing Autumn’s journey from the end of Chapter Four, I was left lost 

and bewildered. The wash-blossom was woven into the story much later, but still before it was 

finalised. 

                                                
29 Paul Valéry, “Man and the Sea Shell,” in Paul Valéry: An Anthology, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), 112. 



4. Water & Flowers—a chapter in material

 This visual chapter mimics the first (on Passage) in that it describes the involved 

studio investigations through a pertinent selection of images and visual diary excerpts. The 

sequence of images has been broken up into two parts. The first shows the development 

of the works pertaining to water, followed by the progression of Past unfolding, also referred 

to as the wash-blossom. While the two areas of visual inquiry are conceptually linked, this 

divide demonstrates the different subject matter, and therefore illustrates a distinction 

between the approaches to making.

Dimensions of the completed piece:
 14cm in height from the lowest stem to the tallest petal with a 15cm diameter leaf pad.
 The vessel holding the wash-blossom measures 19 x 64 x 64cm.
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5. Mountain & Islands—a chapter in language 
 

 

 

Mountain 
 

My studio investigations into the mountain were analogous to Autumn’s journey up the 

mountainside – circuitous and frustrating, yet enlightening. And by the end, the peak was 

nowhere to be seen. Engaging with ideas pertaining to the mountain and its symbolism began 

shortly after developing the titanium water components. From the first half of 2016 I was 

developing the water, flower, and mountain works simultaneously. 

The concept came from thoughts regarding the story. Autumn’s journey from the paddil 

field had to be parallel to the internal struggle I had written into her character. I viewed the 

mountain as a symbol of ‘obstacle’, and began thinking through ideas of a summit that would 

be difficult and time consuming for Autumn to surmount. To visualise this, I constructed a small 

sculpture with hexagonal section pine. The following excerpt from my visual diary explains my 

mode of thinking at the time of the first version of the mountain works: 
 

This is a little model/mock-up I made [in] March 2016. …[the idea] is to use the hex-sections to 

make the north-most mountain in Fyg. It’s the highest mountain around Fyg and the closest to 

the Ribbonwater River. Also it provides the view Autumn sees in her dream from its peak… 

Basically it’s the first physical obstacle in Autumn’s journey. 

 

    
Figure 34a. + 34b. Pine mountain version 1, 2016, pine, double-sided tape, 9 x 5 x 7cm 
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The first model of the mountain was stuck together with double-sided tape, which had 

a thickness to it (figure 34). Visible gaps occurred between the hex-section components and I 

had an urge to fill them. I contemplated pouring wax over the piece as a way of filling the gaps 

and also softening the sharp edges of the saw-cut pine. However, I was reluctant to do so 

because it would be difficult to reverse if the result was undesirable. The next excerpt from my 

visual diary describes an alternative approach to wax. 

 
My current idea is to make a wooden master and then cast it out of wax. …The reason I want to 

make the mountain out of wax is because it is a symbol of, or metaphor for, obstacles in life – 

ones that aren’t necessarily physical (like the mountain is). I had an idea in mind of someone 

saying to Autumn:  In your mind, you must make the mountain melt like wax at your feet. 

 

 
Figure 35. Pine mountain (work in progress), 2016, pine, 1.2cm sections approx.   

 

I started making what I called the ‘pine mountain’ (figure 35), a more involved and larger 

iteration of the rapid model made earlier. The hex-section components were joined with PVA 

glue and composed through self-imposed parameters combined with intuitive aesthetic 

decision-making.  

While the form of the pine mountain came together more quickly than my works in wire, 

it was still a slow process as there was a minimum thirty-minute wait between each glue-up. In 

early May, while assembling the pine mountain, I had a key conversation with David Jensz, an 

Associate Supervisor at the time, where we discussed two things. First, Jensz encouraged me 

to do more drawing and use two-dimensional works as a way of thinking about the three-
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dimensional pieces. He suggested that I draw the mountain piece from different sides – 

allowing it to ‘unfold’ into a landscape. Second, we discussed whether the mountain piece 

needed to be made from wax at all. Subsequent contemplations in my visual diary note that, 

although I agreed with Jensz’s view that the wooden piece held its own as an artwork, “I also 

just want[ed] to play with wax.” 

The last components of hex-section pine were glued on in mid-July 2016. I use these 

words specifically because of the nature of the pine mountain piece – its finish point is arbitrary 

and could keep growing infinitely. My decision to hold back from enlarging it further was due to 

my conversation with Jensz. Based on his suggestion to unfurl the three-dimensional 

configuration, I felt that the glued sculpture was sufficiently developed for the commencement 

of two-dimensional investigations into the mountain theme. 

 

 
Figure 36. Hokusai, One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, 

1988, single volume hardcover, 25 x 17.5 x 3.5cm 
 

I also began to look at a specific series of prints by Japanese artist Katsushika Hokusai. 

One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji was originally published as three volumes in book format in 

1834, 1835, and circa 1849. However, my engagement with the series was initially in the form 

of a singular hardcover book published in 1988 (figure 36). While on leave I had come across 

this reproduction of One Hundred Views in a specialist second-hand bookstore. As I opened 

the book, I was presented with a prolific collection of 102 black and white prints, each providing 

a unique glimpse of Mount Fuji. The prints were so captivating that I was compelled to 

purchase the only copy available before it could slip away. At the time I had a vague notion of 

including a mountain in Autumn’s story, and Hokusai’s bound prints spoke to me about a 

culture that revolved around a singular peak. Creating and building the culture of Fyg was 

something I knew was imperative to my story. I had identified a connection that I was yet to 

tease out. 
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In August 2016 I began a two-dimensional treatment of the mountain concept based 

on the pine sculpture, and continued my study of One Hundred Views. My approach began by 

considering the piece from all sides using photography. I took photographs of the pine 

mountain (balanced on a drinking glass) as a way of quickly recording the different elevations of 

the wooden sculpture visible when it was rotated. Afterwards I digitally traced the photographs, 

thereby acquiring multiple side views that were compositions of vector lines – these could be 

easily manipulated in thickness, colour, fill, and relative size without affecting the overall 

configuration of the digital drawing. Using the array of two-dimensional mountain ‘designs’ I had 

at hand, I used the individual elevation traces to compose an entire mountain range (see 

chapter 6, part one) – a landscape unwrapped from the wooden sculpture as Jensz had 

proposed. 

As I worked on ‘stitching’ the multiple single elevations together into a range, I 

superimposed the digital mountain composition over digital photos and a repeated scan of a 

stylised drawing of a pine tree. The stylised tree drawing I had scanned was the first instance in 

the studio of a deliberate reference to pine trees that would subsequently become as integral to 

the theme of the mountain as the mountain itself. 

 

 
Figure 37. Pine trees along the footpath, 2016 

 

There are three key factors that I attribute to my motivation to introduce pine trees. The 

first is the coincidental use of pine as the material to make the small three-dimensional form of 

the mountain. Second, the house where I was living had a row of pine trees in the front yard, 

which I saw everyday when I looked out the front windows, or went outside. Also, along a 

walking route I took almost daily, there was a pathway lined with pine trees (figure 37). I believe I 

made a conceptual link between using the material of pine with the notions of symbolic 

expression I was trying to flesh out in the theoretical part of my research. The third key factor 

was Hokusai’s One Hundred Views. The rendition of pine trees in this print series truly inspired 

me (figure 38). 



187 

 
Figures 38. + 39. Katsushika Hokusai, Fuji from a Pine Mountain (bottom), 1834 

+ A Rock Shelter on Fuji (top), 1835, woodblock print, 23 x 16cm single page 
From Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, New York: George Brazillier, 1988 

 

Hokusai’s depiction of Fuji through the lens of the Japanese life and culture of his time 

correlated with my objectives in the studio and story. As indicated by the first two visual diary 

excerpts in this chapter, I imagined the Waxing Mountain as a core element in the culture of the 

characters that I was developing. For me, the crux of One Hundred Views is that there are 

numerous prints in the series where the iconic peak is not actually visible (figure 39). When on 

the side or top of a mountain, the view one sees is completely different from viewing the 

mountain from afar. This notion of near and far, in combination with an existing subconscious 
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visual and material attachment to pine, led me to the final step of the two-dimensional treatment 

of the mountain theme. 

In September 2016, by using photographs of the pine trees growing beside the 

footpath I often walked along, I attempted to address the tension between seeing the 

mountains from afar and being in the mountains. This involved a real world engagement with 

the trees as whole beings, as well as an interaction with more detailed sections such as 

branches, stems, needles, and cones. It led to examination of the forest in relation to the 

mountainside, and in following this interest I began writing again. Early drafts of parts of Chapter 

Five of Autumn’s story were developed throughout the remaining months of spring. The 

following excerpt is an example of how the language of the story was directly affected by my 

material investigations: 

 
As their path began to descend slightly, Autumn sighed with disappointment and annoyance. 

Why did she have to waste her energy going downhill when they were supposed to be going up 

the mountain? she wondered silently. …For it was not the first time during their journey that the 

incline of the ground had changed direction. 

…In due course, however, their way predictably began to follow an upward gradient again.   

 

Autumn’s displeasure with the irregular terrain of the mountainside was influenced by 

the pine sculpture and its jagged surface (figure 40). While gluing the hex-sections together, I 

often spent time observing the form as it grew, thinking about where to add the next 

components. As I did this, I found myself imagining Autumn and Spearmint climbing the difficult 

landscape of my little pine mountain. Given my two-year absence from a process that was 

integral to my research, the return to writing was significant. However, this burst did not sustain 

momentum and did not last long. 

 

 
Figure 40. Pine mountain (detail), 2016, digitally manipulated photograph 
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Wax 
 

Assembling and then unfolding the mountain was crucial to imagining the mountain in 

my story as a symbol of struggle for Autumn, and for working out how she might deal with this 

obstacle. Without the original pine mountain I would not have been able to make the leap to 

engaging with wax – initially as a material in the studio, and subsequently as a concept in the 

story. From July to October 2016, while working on the two-dimensional investigations, I was 

also experimenting with using beeswax. At the time I was adamant that wax would somehow 

be incorporated into physical artwork. In hindsight this determination was slightly foolish yet 

necessary. Wax was a very unfamiliar material, in stark contrast to other materials I was using. 

Beeswax in particular, which I chose for its colour, smell, and natural occurrence, is particularly 

fussy. If its temperature goes a mere eight to thirteen degrees Celsius past melting point, the 

desired colour darkens and scent of honey is lost. Unfortunately the effect is irreversible. Given 

that all my wax experiments failed to achieve what I had envisioned, I now see my adamant 

attitude as misplaced. However, the frustrating beeswax I selected became a central element in 

the story, despite being excluded from use in the final visual artwork (note: the wax in the story 

comes from fictitious honey wasps rather than bees). The effort and failure were therefore 

necessary. My inability to masterfully manipulate wax in the studio prompted me to explore its 

symbolism in the story. I had learned enough from my toil with beeswax to engage with it as a 

material through language. The candle making I describe in Chapter Eight was derived from an 

early experiment where I cast a hex-section in beeswax (see chapter 6, part two) – this was 

when I was still considering a wax version of the pine mountain. And in Chapter Twelve, the 

idea for the melting mountain was present soon after I thought of incorporating wax into the 

work. I could not achieve the vast flat body of wax in physical reality, but I was able to imagine 

it. This ability to use my imagination and visualise the wax expanse (as Autumn does) enabled 

me to describe the material through the language of the story. 

 

 

Noodles & Pine Trees  
 

Having already transformed hammered wire components into plant matter such as 

grass and flower petals, it eventually occurred to me to do the same with pine trees.  

During late 2016 and early 2017 I was terribly depressed and my internal world was 

crumbling. This led to a short period of medical leave, and reflections on my state of mind and 
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living situation caused me to initiate a separation from my husband. I describe this very personal 

and sad event to give context to my situation at the time, which emphasises the magical quality 

of the work I was able to produce during a taxing period in my personal life. 

In the following autumn, two vital moments of creativity occurred that greatly influenced 

the course of the story and work in the studio. The first seemed inconsequential, and was an 

engagement with the substance of language. This can be further explained with the visual diary 

excerpt below: 

 
While I was on a walk on 1st March 2017 I was really tired and thought of describing how I was 

walking in a creative writing sort of way. In order to remember the gist of my ideas/words, I [sent] 

the sentences to [a friend]:  

 

My legs were like a pair of noodles, somehow managing to find rigidity just 

at the right moment, so as to propel my body forward in some kind of a 

step. Walking so floppily seemed to be some kind of art form. 

 

 Other than being evidence of a creative response to walking while tired and 

depressed, I had no idea that the reference to noodles would expand my story in the way that it 

did. The Noodle Masters, Stringy Grotto, and the character of Taro were all born at that 

moment. After I decided I would attempt to weave the two sentences into the story, I analysed 

the content. I asked myself a fundamental question: How does Autumn know what noodles 

are? The answer resulted in further questioning. These queries helped me to develop ideas for 

turning points throughout Autumn’s journey. And I was able to incorporate an edited version of 

the above sentences into the body of Chapter Ten. 

The second vital moment of creativity was a visual and material endeavour. I found 

some spare brass water paddles lying around and placed them on the stump in my 

metalsmithing workshop. The top of the stump was cracked and as I absent-mindedly played 

with the components, I had an urge to place the paddles into the cracks. In doing so, I 

inadvertently created a scene (figure 41). This instance of world making, particularly at such a 

dark and hopeless time, was like an alchemic transformation. By using materials I had 

manipulated in conjunction with an archaic piece of workshop equipment, I felt like an alchemist 

in the laboratory – magically transforming scraps into something of immeasurable value (despite 

the fact that the stump is rendered useless with the paddles in place).  
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Figure 41. Stalks with leaves, 2016, brass, painted stump, 6cm height 

 

The hammered brass wire components sitting vertically on a ground plane may not 

seem so different from the paddil grass, but for me it was a conceptual leap. I had been 

regarding the theme of the mountain in terms of a physical peak, lines that marked out 

mountain ranges, and stubborn beeswax. The appearance of the water paddles was 

sufficiently different, and when I looked at each one I did not see a grass blade, but a long stalk 

with a leaf shape growing out of it. I also saw a new combination of materials. I sensed an 

intimacy with the wire components that was similar to the grass, feathers, and petals, however 

the hardness of the severed tree trunk spoke to me of solid earth, rock, and mountainsides. In 

my visual diary I responded to this spark of creativity as follows: 

 
I had these brass paddles left over from the first version of the river piece. …something 

possessed me to arrange them in the cracks of the stump. I was quite pleased with the results. 

At first I thought of placing paddles in logs and/or branches, then I thought of different forms 

such as mushrooms or trees. 

 

Having previously engaged with pine trees through drawing, photography, and digital 

images, it was logical to progress to an investigation that involved hammering wire. Within a 

week of making the little world of stalks and leaves, I made a test-piece using copper wire that 

resulted in a miniature pine tree (see chapter 6, part three).  

By April 2017 I had begun careful observation of areas with pine tree growth and 

collected fallen pinecones and radiata pine bark. This was instrumental to both the making and 

the writing. For the making, I was foraging for materials. For the writing, I was beginning to see 

the environment in different ways, engaging with real landscapes through the lens of my 

agenda of world making. The collection of pine tree litter led to a number of musings on how to 
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use the found objects in the studio. The visual diary text below describes a key moment in my 

creative thinking: 

 
My idea for these bark samples is to put some copper pine trees in them, i.e. treat the bark 

pieces as the ground/land/earth. I have also thought about putting them in wax – like little 

islands or rafts where the wax is like a body of water. 

 

 
Figure 42. trees-on-bark-on-wax concept drawing (detail), 2016, 

colour pencil and graphite on paper, 12 x 19cm 
 

A few days later I made a drawing of what I envisioned (figure 42). In late April, I chose 

one of the bark specimens I had collected and realised this concept in three-dimensions. 

Before doing so, I made the following recording in my visual diary: 

 
I do really like the trees-on-bark-on-wax drawing, I wonder if the final object (assuming I make it) 

will be as evocative [as the drawing]. Looking at it did cause me to think of the story, I wonder 

about how it all fits together… 

 

Such contemplations are interesting to revisit. When I look upon that drawing of the 

copper pine trees and layers of bark now, drafted with such care and purpose, it is hard to 

believe that I drew it before I made the first bark island prototype. And given how perfect an 

illustration it is for the end of Chapter Twelve of my story, it is incredible that I had no idea how 

the story would unfold in the moment that I completed the drawing. 
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In making the first bark island with its array of copper pine trees, I once again sought to 

address the tension between seeing the mountains from a distance and being on the 

mountainside. With this test-piece, the pine trees had manifested into the third dimension and I 

began to consider how to expand this studio investigation within the realm of three-dimensional 

space. While the initial steps towards this were taken in mid 2017, the principal development of 

the bark islands came later – after I conducted fieldwork to further my research into the work of 

Hokusai. As it was his One Hundred Views that initiated my investigation into the near and far 

aspects of the mountain, it is fitting to move on to a detailed discussion of his work.  

 

 

Hokusai 
 

 
Figure 43. Selected prints from Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji 

 on display at Hokusai, NGV, 2017 
 

In July 2017 the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV) in Melbourne presented a major 

exhibition of Hokusai’s work, borrowing largely from the Japan Ukiyo-e Museum in Matsumoto. 

This was pertinent to me, as the loan included Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji in its entirety.  

Given the impact of One Hundred Views on my research so far, I hoped that viewing 

the show would provide a wider context for my investigations. In particular, I wanted to see the 

complete set of the colour ‘poster’ series that preceded One Hundred Views – the more 

famous Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji. The prospect of seeing all prints from the colour series at 

the same time was a rare opportunity. I surmised that a direct comparison of Thirty-six Views to 

One Hundred Views would give me more scope to analyse the woodblock prints, both 

individually and collectively. My aim was to gain a deeper understanding of Hokusai’s work with 

a focus on the significance of Fuji and the symbolism it presented to him as an artist.  

I travelled to Melbourne in mid-winter and went through the Hokusai exhibition (figure 

43) several times. The first experience was overwhelming. To say that Hokusai was prolific 
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would be an understatement, and so the second and third visits were just as overpowering as 

the first. Presented in the exhibition were several series of single sheet colour prints, bound 

prints, digital reproductions, and paintings on silk. The amount of visual information to take in 

was astonishing. In response I chose to remain focused on the Thirty-six Views, which actually 

consisted of forty-six colour woodblock prints, in addition to the original three volumes of One 

Hundred Views. 

Seeing One Hundred Views was not expected (figure 44). The most valuable aspect of 

viewing the originals was affirmation that the print quality was not lost in my own single volume 

copy. While the paper of the originals was different in colour and (presumably) texture to the 

1988 reproduction, the contrast between the black of the ink, washes of grey, and the ‘white’ 

of the paper, read in the same way. And although I could only draw comparisons with one 

double-page print from each of the three volumes (they were not fully open), I was satisfied. I 

had seen evidence that my personal copy was sufficient for my study into Hokusai’s ambitious 

homage to the sacred mountain of Japan. 

 

 
Figure 44. Hokusai, One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, 1834, 1835, c.1839, 

woodblock printed books, 3 x 22.7 x 29cm open book 
 

The distinct visual differences that set the Thirty-six and One Hundred Views apart are 

size, colour, and format. Henry D. Smith, author of the introduction and plate commentaries for 

the 1988 reproduction of One Hundred Views, puts it succinctly: “the Thirty-six Views are large 

single-sheet color prints, while One Hundred Views is a book, in three small volumes, printed in 

monochrome black and gray.”30 Therefore, I was both surprised and strangely impressed with 

the size of the colour poster woodblocks, for they were much smaller than I had anticipated 

and my interpretation of ‘large’ did not align with Smith’s. To say that I was impressed rather 

than disappointed might seem strange, but I was fascinated with how well the prints could be 

                                                
30 Henry D. Smith, introduction to Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mt. Fuji (New York: George Braziller, 1988), 7. 
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reproduced. Hokusai authority Gian Carlo Calza writes: “If [the Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji] are 

seen in reproduction without any indication of original size, these prints give the impression of 

being extremely large paintings”31. 

 

 
Figure 45. Katsushika Hokusai, Hodogaya on the Tokaido,1830-34, colour woodblock, 25.2 x 37.5cm 

From Hokusai. Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 2017 
 

Colour, however, is the most distinguishing feature between the two series, and 

Hokusai uses it to great effect in the Thirty-six Views. Colour creates contrast and allows the 

viewer to easily differentiate between materials and surfaces such as water, earth, sky, trees, 

scrub, snow, cloud, wood, straw, fabric, and so on (figure 45). By contrast, One Hundred 

Views is more dynamic in terms of line work, use of grey wash, and composition – Hokusai 

relied on his masterful design skills to compensate for a lack of colour (figures 46, 47).32 

 

However, in regards to the Thirty-six Views, it was unfortunate that my study of One 

Hundred Views had occurred first. My anticipation and excitement gradually dissipated as I 

stepped in front of each of the forty-six woodblock views. My supposition had been that Thirty-

six Views would expand my understanding of Hokusai and his relationship with the sacred 

                                                
31 Gian Carlo Calza, Hokusai, (London: Phaidon Press, 2003), 231. 
32 Jack Hillier, Hokusai: Paintings, Drawings and Woodcuts, (London: Phaidon Press, 1957), 116. Jack Hillier had a 
similar response to One Hundred Views. 
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mountain. Instead, as I slowly made my way along the Gallery walls, and absorbed what I could 

of each view of Mount Fuji, I felt that the poster series was a slightly inferior precursor to One 

Hundred Views. Smith shares this sentiment33.  

 

       
Figure 46a. + 46b. Katsushika Hokusai, Fuji in a Downpour + detail, c.1839, woodblock print, 

23 x 16cm. From Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, New York: George Brazillier, 1988. 
 

This anti-climax can be explained in the section in Smith’s introduction that directly 

addresses the similarities and differences between the Views of Fuji: “All that has been said so 

far applies as much to the Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji as to One Hundred Views. What sets the 

latter apart is an expansion of Hokusai’s methods of presenting Fuji beyond the standard 

landscape form.”34 After continuing his discussion with examples, Smith writes: 

 
This links in turn with what I sense to be a visionary, even mystical quality in a number of views; 

…Hokusai was consciously rejecting the world of known places in favour of those generated by 

his imagination. In this way, he was universalizing his views of Fuji without sacrificing the sense 

of immediacy that the attentive detail of his views inspires.35 

 

This idea of imagined views is reiterated in James A. Michener’s analysis of Hokusai’s 

approach to landscape. Michener explains that in his own observations of Fuji, he was never 
                                                
33 Smith, Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mt. Fuji, 7. 
34 Ibid., 19. 
35 Ibid. 
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able to see Hokusai’s views in reality.36 When considering comments from both Smith and 

Michener, there is evidence of Hokusai’s power of imagination, which is conveyed through his 

prints and evokes something deep within the viewer. To refer to Michener again: 

 
But when I am alone, looking at no specific landscape but trying in solitude to recall the force of 

nature, it is invariably Hokusai who is my Cicero. For he has created those stately, classical, all-

enduring landscapes of the mind. The have little to do with nature; they are composed of 

elements found principally in the human soul.37 

 

Here I found a deeper connection between Hokusai’s practice and my own. Autumn’s 

world consists entirely of landscapes of the mind and soul. Hokusai and I have both pursued 

world making; however I have used my imagination to create a unique people and culture 

placed in landscapes of my own making, while Hokusai has used his people and culture to 

reimagine Fuji for his own spiritual pursuits. 

 

    
Figure 47. Katsushika Hokusai, Fuji on the Swell, 1835, woodblock print, 23 x 16cm single page 

From Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, New York: George Brazillier, 1988 
 

 

                                                
36 James A. Michener, The Hokusai Sketchbooks: Selections from the Manga, (Rutland: Charles E. Tuttle, 1958), 
130. 
37 Ibid., 132. 
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It is obvious from both looking at the two series of woodblock prints, and the numerous 

texts on Views of Fuji, that Hokusai had an obsession with the mountain. Smith discusses 

“Hokusai’s spiritual preoccupation with Fuji” in relation to an fabled elixir of immortality and 

surmises, “…from an early time, Mt. Fuji was seen as the source of the secret of immortality, a 

tradition that was at the heart of Hokusai’s own obsession with the mountain.”38 I mention this 

interesting take on Hokusai’s relationship with Fuji due to the parallels between my research 

and the practice of alchemy. The Oxford Dictionary of English defines alchemy firstly as: “the 

medieval forerunner of chemistry, concerned with the transmutation of matter, in particular with 

attempts to convert base metals into gold or find a universal elixir.” In a figurative sense it is said 

to mean “a seemingly magical process of transformation, creation, or combination”39 Smith’s 

mention of an immortalising elixir drew my attention and made me speculate that perhaps 

Hokusai was some kind of alchemist. This notion was spurred on when reading Art historian 

Jack Hillier’s discussion of One Hundred Views: 

 
[The prints] grip our attention as though we were looking on the depiction of something never 

before seen by mortal eyes, until we analyse the picture and find that it is composed of quite 

everyday things and only the curious or unexpected glimpse of Fuji transmutes the ordinary into 

the memorable.40 

 

‘Transmutes’ is in bold as it is the word that resonated with me when reading this text. 

Given that it was written in 1955, Hillier’s term can be reasonably explained as an out-dated 

synonym to ‘transform’ rather than a real reference to alchemic practice. However, the 

metaphor of alchemy is still relevant in Hokusai’s work. Alchemy in a figurative context involves 

a deep knowledge and awareness of what one is wielding. That is, it is essential to understand 

the possibilities and limitations of a substance in order to use it to its greatest potential and to 

achieve the desired outcomes. In my case, the specific substances are metal in combination 

with peripheral materials, and words of the English language. In Hokusai’s case it was lines, 

marks, and washes as they appeared on paper, and his mastery in employing these elements 

into exquisite compositions is indisputable. 

 

I have been inspired to ask whether it is possible that Hokusai came to treat Fuji as a 

substance rather than a subject. I pose the question because I imagine Hokusai working as I do 

– using his imagination to formulate his compositions, not on a two-dimensional plane of a 
                                                
38 Smith, Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mt. Fuji, 10-11. 
39 Oxford Dictionary of English, 3rd ed., s.v. “alchemy.” 
40 Jack Hillier, Hokusai: Paintings, Drawings and Woodcuts, (London: Phaidon Press, 1957),116. 
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page, but in three-dimensional space, arranging his ‘subjects’ like I arrange my components of 

metal, fabric, and bark (figure 48, 49). Only when the arrangement was complete would 

Hokusai step back and see the vistas of Fuji he desired, the views he marked out in drawings 

to be sent to the printers where they would be carved from wood and printed in ink.  

 

    
Figure 48. (left) Katsushika Hokusai, Fuji from the Musashi Plain, 1834, woodblock print, 23 x 16cm 

From Hokusai: One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji, New York: George Brazillier, 1988 
Figure 49. (right) Pine mountain through paddil grass, 2019 

 

 

Islands 
 

My question about Hokusai’s treatment of Fuji as a substance stems from my own 

treatment of the mountain and its symbolic significance as an obstacle. Ultimately, by 

metaphorically dealing with the mountain as a substance that could change between solid and 

liquid states, I was able to resolve and finalise the mountain work. 

After making the first island of copper pines trees at the end of April 2017, I was excited 

to develop the islands beyond the single prototype. In the process of collecting bark, making 

copper pine trees, and combining the two, I began to mentally build on the ideas I had of 

islands and rafts. This initiated thoughts about a vast wax expanse that would visually describe 

the mountain in its completely melted state. For the next three months my attention turned away 

from the studio as I prepared for fieldwork and travelled interstate to stay with family and friends 

in an attempt to physically define an emotional separation. It was during this period of being 



200 

physically distant from my studio I began to conceptualise the next phase in developing the 

islands. While in Melbourne, I made concept drawings to express my idea for a ‘table of wax’, 

as I called it in my visual diary (see chapter 6, part three). I imagined a large rectangular surface 

scattered with islands of bark and copper trees, and deliberately assigned it the same footprint 

size as Passage. 

 
Figure 50. Frank Hurley, No title (a turreted berg), 

1913, carbon print, 43.4 x 59.4cm 
 

The wax table idea was aided by fieldwork I conducted in Melbourne. In addition to 

seeing the Hokusai exhibition at the NGV and Ah Xian’s China China Bust 78 at RMIT, I also 

requested a viewing of No title (a turreted berg), a photograph from 1913 by Frank Hurley 

(figure 50) in the NGV collection. Given my preoccupation with the mountain and wax, when I 

saw this photo, I thought of the subject as substance. That is, what I chose to see in the 

photograph was not only the subject of an iceberg floating on the sea, but also pure ice and 

water – two different states of the same material. This was similar to what I was conceptualising 

in the mountain subject and wax material. I therefore tried a brief experiment using Hurley’s 

photograph, where I changed the blue into the colour of beeswax (figure 51). The result was 

not a surprise but, rather, a confirmation of what I had been imagining. 

 

 
Figure 51. Digital colour manipulation experiment of Hurley’s No title (a turreted berg), 2017 
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When I returned to Canberra, I had an opportunity to sublet a studio space from August 

to October 2017. This proved to be extremely useful, as the space included a workbench with 

a plywood top measuring 2.4 by 1.2 metres – the same size as Passage. Here I was able to 

work with the collected bark pieces on a surface of the exact dimensions I required. I laid all of 

the bark out on the bench top, trying unsuccessfully to see a spacious arrangement of islands 

in a dense cluster of hoarded bits. I eventually realised that I had to start with a blank surface. 

After removing every single piece of bark from the bench top, there were tiny remnants of bark 

debris left behind on the plywood surface, which I deliberately photographed before brushing 

the top clean (figure 52). In that moment, I saw what I wanted to achieve with the bark islands – 

a great flat expanse with fragments that served as visual relief from an otherwise unending 

barren landscape. 

 

 
Figure 52. Bark debris, 2017 

 

Having already thought about how to record the arrangement of bark pieces, I laid out 

six sheets of reclaimed drafting film on the plywood top. This meant I could trace the outline of 

the bark pieces, and mark their positions in relation to each other as well as the edge of the 

plywood. The most difficult part was deciding which pieces of bark to use. The fragility of the 

bark became an advantage in this situation. I was able to rule out certain specimens due to 

their instability, keeping in mind that the pieces would have to endure drilling for tree installation. 

Selecting the pieces and arranging them was thoroughly absorbing and it took over an hour to 

place a total of seventeen bark islands in position (see chapter 6, part three). 

 

At the end of 2017 I took steps to physically separate from my husband and moved out 

– away from my beloved dogs, home studio, and residence of over six years. Living on my own 

was both liberating and unsettling. 
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I did not return to the bark islands until May 2018. By then, from my experiments, I 

knew that making a large flat surface of wax was unrealistic and searched for an alternative 

material. Moving house unexpectedly helped me come up with the crucial material to complete 

the final work. I purchased a set of inexpensive coasters to care for the furniture in my new 

place. The coasters were made of polished stainless steel, treated so that they appeared 

metallic yellow rather than grey. On one occasion, while thinking about how to best represent 

the wax, my eyes happened to fall upon these circular objects (figure 53). I suddenly saw the 

modest discs not as functional items, but as reflective gold pools that spoke to me of molten 

wax with tones of honey. This is when it dawned on me to use gold mirror aluminium composite 

panel (alupanel) to represent the wax upon which the islands would float. Having decided on 

the base material for the islands, it was time to install the trees. In this pivotal moment wax was 

transformed from a material in the studio into a subject in the story. 

 

 
Figure 53. Pool of gold, 2018, stainless steel, 

8.5cm diameter 
 

The tree installation process took place in my living room, with the drill press set up on 

the floor to one side. With the map of the bark arrangement laid out on the rug in the centre of 

the room, I placed the bark pieces inside their designated outlines. I took each bark piece and 

examined it carefully. Through a mostly intuitive process, which factored in the thickness and 

‘terrain’ of the bark in various areas, and a propensity for variations in dense and sparse ‘forest 

growth’, I chose the exact points in which to place every single tree and drilled a 2.0mm 

diameter hole for each one (there are 234 on all the islands). I also had to measure the depth of 

each hole, and cut the ‘trunks’ to fit within a specific range of lengths – this ensured plausible 

relative height among the trees. 

For two years after returning from leave, the creative writing was mostly dormant. 

Chapter Five had been written in fragments but was not organised into a chapter until May 

2018. Over the late autumn and winter months of 2018, the story writing flourished. By early 
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spring that year, I had finalised the last seven chapters of Autumn’s story. The process of 

recommencing the creative writing coincided with the process of installing the trees on the bark 

pieces. Finalising the third part of the visual art outcomes helped me complete my work of 

fiction – or perhaps it was the other way around. This interdependence in the relationship 

between writing and making is one of the defining features of my project. It was as though the 

two creative processes circled each other in a timid dance for several years, slowly getting to 

know each other. Gradually they came closer together and began making the same series of 

movements, the circling became more like mirroring, and then when their steps became 

synchronised, the performance was complete. 

I did not solidly produce the text for my story during the majority of the making. But all of 

the tasks involved significantly contributed to my ability to write the story in mid-2018. The 

haptic information absorbed through my hands and processed by my brain stayed with me and 

gave me a well of knowledge to draw from based on materials and making. 

 

 

Fragments 
 

 
Figure 54. Island 9 (detail), 2018, copper, 

radiata pine bark, 9 x 21 x12cm  
 

One of the key observations in this research project that relates to both making and 

writing is the bringing together of fragments. Composing an imaginary landscape in real space 

was very similar to composing the story. As I made the islands, I knew there were fragments I 

wanted to unite in the physical work, just as I knew there were turning points in the story that I 

wanted to lead the reader through.  



204 

As I was installing trees and considering the bark fragments both as singular entities 

and parts of a whole, I was very aware of the performance of my movements: I took the islands 

from the map on the floor, completed them by adding trees, and replaced them in their 

designated positions. I was working with fragments that once belonged to pine trees, which 

then became home to miniature forests, as well as parts in a new whole. Here is an example of 

metaphoric alchemy, where an inversion of materials causes a visual transformation. That is, the 

copper pines trees, due to their scale and material quality, transform the bark into rock and 

mineral (figure 54). A mineral has been used to denote vegetation and the use of tree matter 

(from a pine tree, no less) represents the earth. There is a contrast between the two materials, 

namely the aesthetic attributes of colour and surface texture, which causes a tension between 

the two substances and allows them to be read as different entities. By inverting plant and 

mineral, I have transformed the viewer’s understanding of materials with alchemic effect.  

While the islands appear dispersed and fragmented, they are inevitably pieces of the 

same singular symbolic landscape (or wax-scape as it were). In this case they are held together 

visually by the alupanel and conceptually by the narrative of the story. 

 

 
Figure 55. A seemingly impossible obstacle (work in progress), 2018, copper, radiata pine bark, pencil 

on drafting film, 11 x 240 x 120cm 
 

This process of gathering fragments and coaxing them into an imaginary world was akin 

to the process with which I resumed the creative writing. I had written bits and pieces – notes, 

ideas, snippets, even paragraphs of prose – but nothing resembling a cohesive chapter or 

chapters. As I sat in the armchair in my living room, with the islands that were slowly becoming 

inhabited with trees at my feet (figure 55), I was determined to finish my story. In more ways 
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than one, I was completing A seemingly impossible obstacle (title of the mountain/islands 

artwork). I started by bringing the segments of writing together. Just as I had done with the 

islands using materials, I had generated an imaginary world by joining up fragments through 

language. The details and specific physical tasks differed, but the process was conceptually 

the same. 

 

In Paul Valéry’s essay “Man and the Sea Shell”, he writes of shell fragments in contrast 

to broken stone. The shell’s desire for absolute totality can be compared to the outcomes of 

this project: 

 
I found this one in the sand. It attracted me because it was not a formless thing but one whose 

parts and aspects manifested an interrelation, a sequence and harmony as it were, that enabled 

me, after a single look, to conceive and foresee the aspects I had not yet examined. Its parts are 

joined by something more than the cohesion and solidarity of matter. If I compare this thing to a 

stone, I find that the shell has an identity which the stone lacks. If I break them both, the 

fragments of the stone remain stones, just as the stone itself was once no doubt part of a single 

larger one. Yet even now certain fragments of the shell suggest the fragments that were joined 

to them; in a measure they engage my imagination and incite me to think further, they call for a 

whole…41 

 

Valéry highlights that the shell is special in its constitution. When broken, its fragments 

imply that it was once complete. This is different to the homogenous substance of stone, which 

is content as a mineral, whether intact or otherwise. While my story and visual artworks were 

never wholes that were broken, I do draw a comparison with Valéry’s shell in that my creative 

outcomes share the longing to be complete – in both senses of the word, finished and whole. 

As the end of my journey drew nearer, it was as if the processes became autonomous, 

knowing where they needed to go and sweeping me up with them along the way.  

When pondering the relationship between writing and making, I could not help but 

move my hands and arms about as a way of trying to understand and articulate what I carried 

out in my practice-led research. My left hand represented one process, and the right hand, the 

other. Through these movements of my body parts, I made the correlation to dance as 

described above – circling, mirroring, and finishing. The two processes were like performers, 

and I was the choreographer. But this analogy was limited, for sometimes I too felt like a 

performer, following the guidance of the two substances of material and language. There is a 

                                                
41 Paul Valéry, “Man and the Sea Shell,” in Paul Valéry: An Anthology (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), 119. 
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better way to explain the relationship I created between writing and making, an explanation that 

requires stepping back from the immediacy of what was achieved in this chapter. 



6. Mountain & Islands—a chapter in material

 This third and final visual chapter has been divided into three parts, each pertaining 

to materials explored in the studio and story. For the last time, a composition of selected 

photographs, drawings, and visual diary notes illustrate the development of a studio 

outcome – A seemingly impossible obstacle.

Dimensions of the completed piece:
 11.3cm in height from the bottom of the

alupanel to the top of the tallest tree, with an area measuring 240 cm x 120cm.
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7. Shifting Landscapes of Material and Language 
 

 

 

Bronwyn Oliver 
 

 
Figure 56. Bronwyn Oliver, Clef, 

1993, copper, 170 x 50 x 20cm 
 

My most memorable encounter with Bronwyn Oliver’s work was in January 2017. I 

travelled to the TarraWarra Museum of Art in Healesville, Victoria to see a survey exhibition of 

Oliver’s sculptures (figure 56). It was a unique experience. Given the long drive and months of 

planning, I was filled with excitement. Wanting to take in my first impressions of the exhibition 

alone, I deliberately entered the exhibition through a threshold to the left of the main entry. I 

walked past a number of beautifully made yet relatively modest maquettes, inadvertently 

missing two smaller rooms containing earlier works. I found that I had plunged into the heart of 

the exhibition without any forewarning of what was to come. As I walked into the largest gallery 

space, I was overcome with emotion. There was a familiarity that was tangible to me as a 
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maker who understood the experience of working with immeasurable amounts of wire. In my 

notebook I recorded my impressions of seeing the work: 

 
I’ve never felt this way in an exhibition before. I am completely overwhelmed with emotion and 

am trying as hard as possible to keep myself from sobbing aloud. I’m not so successful in 

holding back tears and I’m sure my sniffling is annoying the other viewers. I’ve had to stop 

halfway through, or less, to compose myself and write this response down. I don’t fully (or 

partially for that matter) understand why I feel this way. It’s as though I’m in the presence of a 

kindred spirit, I feel the strongest connection to art I have ever experienced. I’m too overwhelmed 

to write anymore and must find somewhere to blow my nose – I forgot my handkerchief, which 

is quite unusual.  

 

Oliver’s sculptures had an extraordinary power over me (figure 57), which I found 

difficult to comprehend. I still do not fully understand my response, but that is the nature of 

strong works of art – they hold a secret that is not really meant for articulate thoughts and 

reasoning. That a viewer can understand some part of the work, or find oneself at the threshold 

to the mystery should be enough. For the purposes of my research, I will step through this 

threshold (which is different for each viewer) to delve deeper into the mystery of Oliver’s work. 

 

       
Figure 57a. – 57c. Bronwyn Oliver, Wand + details, 1991, gilded copper, 170 x 10 x 10cm 
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There is a single word that summarises my response at the TarraWarra Museum of Art 

– empathy. As a pragmatic approach to outlining the empathic link between Bronwyn Oliver 

and myself, I will draw parallels between my practice-led research and her practice. 

Wire is the most obvious visual similarity. When within a certain range of malleability, 

wire allows a two-dimensional line to twist, bend, and/or curve into the third dimension. Oliver’s 

ability to manipulate wire was breathtaking (figure 58). And in the sculptures at TarraWarra, I 

could feel the hours of labour through my body and the pain in my hands and wrists.42 The 

exhibition’s curator, Julie Ewington, make a similar observation in her catalogue essay: 

 
What strikes me about Bronwyn Oliver’s sculpture is the intense quality of focus, of 

concentration, that she brought to her work, and her unsparing commitment to make a ruling 

idea for a work unfold through the most painstaking physical production processes.43  

 

    
Figure 58a. + 58b. Bronwyn Oliver, Curl/Schiaparelli + detail, 1988, copper, 80 x 80 x 25cm 

 

In her monograph Bronwyn Oliver: Strange Things Hannah Fink also gives examples 

where Oliver’s hands endured punishment for the sake of her art.44 Fink’s insightful account of 

Oliver’s life and work gives a sense of who she was as an artist, woman, and person in the 

world.45 The entire text was important for me to read, and I gained a better grasp of my work 

and research in the context of Oliver’s oeuvre of sculpture. Unfortunately, the timing of 

publication was almost too late: Strange Things was due to be published for the exhibition at 

                                                
42 Prior to commencing this project I was diagnosed with carpel tunnel syndrome in both wrists, which was caused 
by my practice in metalsmithing; since diagnosis I hold things differently and take regular breaks to prevent further 
damage to my body. 
43 Julie Ewington, The Sculpture of Bronwyn Oliver (Healesville, VIC: Tarrawarra Museum of Art, 2016), 3-4. 
44 Hannah Fink, Bronwyn Oliver: Strange Things (Sydney: Piper Press, 2017), 71, 89. 
45 Admittedly this is conjecture, as I never met Oliver and have no idea how true to life the depiction really is. 
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TarraWarra, but it did not become available until long after it had closed. I bought a copy of 

Strange Things in March 2018 and in reading about Oliver, I felt subsequent reverberations of 

my response at TarraWarra. I wrote the following note as I was reading: 

 
This Bronwyn Oliver book is becoming difficult to read. It’s almost like we’re the same person. 

Every time I read a quotation from her, it feels like I have, or have had, the same ideas and 

thoughts. It’s actually a little scary – I know how her life ends and only months ago I was close to 

the same end. 

 

For a truly committed artist, life and practice are not separate but one and the same. In this 

academic realm of practice-led research I am forced to tear the two intertwined modes of being 

apart, and therefore become torn apart myself. 

 

While reading Strange Things I noticed underlying parallels between my practice and 

Oliver’s. These were personal traits such as obsession with practice and mental struggle, which 

may not seem directly relevant to the project. But the empathic connection described in the text 

above offers an explanation to the close proximity of our ideas, attitudes, and methods of 

handling material and language. Consequently, my approach to discussing Oliver’s work in 

relation to my own will alter slightly from this point. I will proceed by pointing out differences 

within similar conceptual themes.  

One such theme is the notion of rhythm. The presence of rhythm in my research has 

been discussed in chapter 1. Fink refers to a similar rhythmic relationship between practice and 

thought as identified by Oliver herself: “The repetition in the work becomes a kind of meditation 

on the idea as the work progresses. It is a loss of self into the ‘song’ of the idea which launched 

the work, and the rhythm of the process of making.”46 Repetition, rhythm, and physical action 

are not uncommon in constituting deep creative thought as can be seen in Paul Valéry’s essay 

“Poetry and Abstract Thought”: 

 
I knew that walking often induces in me a quickened flow of ideas and that there is a certain 

reciprocity between my pace and my thoughts – my thoughts modify my pace, my pace 

provokes my thoughts…Our various “reaction periods” are doubtless synchronized, and it is 

interesting to have to admit that a reciprocal modification is possible between a form of action 

which is purely muscular and a varied production of images, judgements, and reasonings.47 
 

                                                
46 Bronwyn Oliver, quoted in Fink, Strange Things, 159. 
47 Paul Valéry, “Poetry and Abstract Thought,” in Paul Valéry: An Anthology (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), 
146. 
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Figure 59a. – 59b. Bronwyn Oliver, Clef + details 

 

As I worked on Passage, I observed that repetition, rhythm, and physical action were a 

direct result of handling the substance of material. And the creative thought that was 

reciprocated in the rhythmic relationship influenced how I handled language. For Oliver 

however, the repetitive labour of making (figure 59) allowed for more generalised contemplation 

on the work as it moved closer to completion. Valéry’s description is even broader, referring to 

the physical action of walking rather than making. While the notion of rhythm in practice and 

creative thinking is not a new concept, it is unique for each individual. 

 

Throughout Strange Things, references to language occur as analogies for approach to 

material. Regarding exposure to large machinery at art school, a quotation from Oliver explains 

her perception of a relationship between making and language: “These tools could be used to 

make the words in the sentences I knew I wanted to say – in three dimensions.”48 Here is a 

direct account of the treatment of material as language. Fink returns to this in the monograph, 

giving an eloquent description of Oliver’s works that were made much later in her career: 

                                                
48 Bronwyn Oliver, quoted in Fink, Strange Things, 14. 
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As Bronwyn became more skilful, her shapes became increasingly fluid. …The works became 

more decisive, more authoritative, lithe like a dancer’s gesture and pliant like the sound of a cello 

moving through space. The titles of Bronwyn’s works, almost always a single emphatic word, 

often describe an action or movement – Wrap, Loop, Twist, Surge. It is as though the shapes 

have emanated from the sounds of their names, formed by the opening and closing of the 

consonants and vowels that describe them.49 

 

 
Figure 60. Bronwyn Oliver, Flare, 

1997, copper, 50 x50 x 14cm 
 

In the example above, language is referenced for its characteristic as a spoken 

substance to articulate the way Oliver expressed her ideas in sculpture (figure 60). The 

substance of language in this instance forms a relationship with the substance of material. 

Oliver’s materials define their own version of onomatopoeia within a tangible physical realm. 

Moreover, the movement that Fink refers to, particularly that of a dancer’s, emphasises a 

reference to language explored by Valéry. He comments on the development of a child’s legs 

and the discovery of dance as an inventive form of movement in contrast to walking. Valéry 

uses this as an analogy to speech, “So parallel with Walking and Dancing, he will acquire and 

distinguish the divergent types, Prose and Poetry.” 50  The comparison to poetry becomes 

explicit in Strange Things as Fink follows the text above by using Oliver’s own words: 

 
…I construct my sculpture like constructing a sentence, in the sense that I try to exclude 

associations that are clouding the centre and leave in only the associations that add meaning to 

the core. References have to be stripped right down in order to allow the essential ideas to open 

up or bloom. 

                                                
49 Fink, Strange Things, 136. 
50 Valéry, “Poetry and Abstract Thought,” 153-154. 
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By ‘constructing’ I mean both the physical and aesthetic construction. In order to generate a 

charge, or a feeling of ‘life’ or force, both the physical and aesthetic components have to share 

an economy of means. …In fact, if confronted with a fragment of any one of these ‘lives’ it is 

possible to make deductions about the nature of the whole. 

I feel that an idea has succeeded if the finished object resonates with a set of related and 

competing associations – like poetry.51 

 

Here then, is a fundamental conceptual difference between Oliver’s work and the 

outcomes of my studio investigations. Oliver’s sculptures are analogous to poetry, while I have 

expressly set out to generate a relationship between my artwork and prose. Furthermore, the 

surrounding context, or ‘clouding’ as Oliver puts it, is imperative to my work as it allows the 

language component of my research to unfold as a narrative. In fact, Oliver speaks of the notion 

of fragment in the above quotation in a similar way to Valéry’s discourse on fragments in “Man 

and the Sea Shell”, discussed in chapter 5. My approach to fragments was to bring them 

together to discover and create a whole. Oliver saw the isolation of her pieces as a means of 

amplifying the potential connotations beyond the single object. Lock (figure 61), for example, 

which stood out to me at TarraWarra, suggests multiple readings. Fink describes this sculpture 

in a way that invites several interpretations: 

 
The work made for the Turnbulls was one of her most beautiful. Bronwyn proposed two 

connected wide frond forms, which arch around and overlap slightly, like a pair of lungs. The 

surface would be bristly like Swarm, its plumage pointing outwards and around to emphasise 

the idea of the fronds reaching over towards each other. Titled Lock, it belongs with Bronwyn’s 

most convincing and original shapes… ‘It’s like a giant moth,’ says Roslyn.52 

 

Words such as ‘lungs’, ‘bristly’, ‘plumage’, ‘fronds’, and Roslyn Oxley’s ‘moth’ all 

express differing ideas in one work. Within each of these single word descriptions, there is an 

implication of a wider context that has been stripped away. My reading is that Lock represents 

a pair of wings that have been locked together, unable to spread out and fly. This interpretation 

is undoubtedly influenced by Autumn’s plummeting heart-bird at the end of Chapter Four. By 

combining a feathery appearance with a form with the perfect amount of ambiguity, Oliver has 

demonstrated her ability to harness symbolic expression in an enthralling way. 

 

 

                                                
51 Bronwyn Oliver, quoted in Fink, Strange Things, 136. 
52 Fink, Strange Things, 152. 
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Figure 61a. + 61b. Bronwyn Oliver, Lock + detail, 2002, copper, 125 x 125 x 14cm 
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The most relevant work for my research, however, is not one made from wire, nor is it 

one I have seen in person (or ever will). Tamarama Spikes (figure 62) is a work by Oliver that 

Fink discusses early in Strange Things, and her description spoke to me deeply:  

 
Tamarama Spikes was the first work made after leaving art school. It was an extraordinarily 

tenacious work. Thousands of skewers were dipped several times in plaster of Paris to form a 

little bud, which Bronwyn painted fluorescent green, The skewers were then threaded through a 

cork, a small piece of lead crimped on the bottom to balance the weight, and laced to a grid of 

string in a six-foot-square frame, held in place at inch-wide crossings.53 

 

 
Figure 62. Bronwyn Oliver, Tamarama Spikes (detail), 1981, 

paper, string, foam, plaster, lead, paint, 183 x 183cm 
From Strange Things. Sydney: Piper Press, 2017  

 
Bronwyn removed the frame and floated the net in a sheltered rockpool on the water at Gordons 

Bay near Tamarama Beach. The little cork floats scurried around as they sailed over the tide, 

‘rippling like a wheatfield in wind’, before returning to their grid. She had noticed that waves flow 

in to the shore in rows: ‘I was interested in the moving surface of the water.’ …Despite the 

hundreds of hours that had gone into its making, Tamarama Spikes was an ephemeral work 

which only came into being on the ocean that one time.54 

 

Two double-page photographs of the work accompany the text above. One shows the 

young artist standing over the work with a budded skewer in her left hand (figure 63). The 

visibility of saltwater spray droplets on the camera lens accentuates the dynamic ocean scene. 

Tamarama Spikes seemed to me like an unknown precursor to Passage in the way that the two 

works were similarly formulated. A field rippling in the wind was exactly what I set out to achieve 

in Passage. The difference being that Tamarama Spikes was activated by the tide, whereas the 

                                                
53 Ibid., 19. 
54 Ibid., 24. 
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movement of my field is triggered by viewer engagement. My two subsequent works also 

feature likenesses to Oliver’s installation. With the wash-blossom I took the same approach of 

floating a work on the surface of water. By contrast, Past unfolding is in full bloom (instead of a 

bud) and exists in calm fresh water rather than the tumultuous ocean. Lastly, each cork float 

can be viewed as a miniature island with a single stalk of vegetation. This can be loosely 

compared to the pine tree inhabited islands floating on the fictional wax expanse of A seemingly 

impossible obstacle. 

 

 
Figure 63. Bronwyn Oliver, Tamarama Spikes 
From Strange Things. Sydney: Piper Press, 2017  

 

Beyond these similarities, it is the placement of Tamarama Spikes within the natural 

environment of the ocean that takes the installation to a heightened relevance in my research. 

The thousands of budding spikes in their grid formation would have acted as a means of 

visually mapping the movement of the seawater. And the fluidity of the sea, along with other 

bodies of water, provides a perfect description of the creative processes I have been 

researching. 

As I drew close to the end of my research journey and reflected on my investigations, I 

came to understand the relationship between writing and making as fluid movement. At the end 
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of chapter 5 I attempted to explain this through an analogy of dancers and choreography, but 

the comparison fell short. Reading about Bronwyn Oliver in Strange Things helped me discover 

a much more suitable parallel. Fink paraphrases German philosopher and engineer Theodor 

Schwenk from his book Sensitive Chaos. She does this as a way of understanding Oliver’s 

work, referring to the notion of “rhythmic forces of the elements”.55 This turn of phrase piqued 

my interest in Schwenk’s ideas, and I was compelled to go directly to the source. When I read 

Sensitive Chaos and pored over Schwenk’s descriptions of the movement of water, it was as 

though I was reading a pre-existing description of the relationship between making and writing. 

Therefore, my understanding of the complex nature of the project reached its peak. 

 

 

Fluidity 
 

The notion of water in my research has been discussed as both subject and material in 

chapter 3. In the midst of my research journey, my approach to the elemental entity was purely 

within the realm of creative investigation. After I carried out an in-depth examination into 

Sensitive Chaos, I considered water as a philosophical parallel to my research. In hindsight, 

there were studio investigations that I pursued (and eventually let go of) that allowed me to 

comprehend this conceptual comparison in a way that would not have been possible without 

these visual inquiries. 

 

In the foreword to Sensitive Chaos, Schwenk writes of water as a symbolic element that 

is representative of the potential processes of formation. This imagery is associated within its 

physical property as, “the universal element, not yet solidified but remaining open to outside 

influences”.56 This notion of water being an unformed substance at the ready resonated with 

me as I analysed the data I had assembled from my investigations. The substances of material 

and language share this characteristic of water – particularly as they related to each other within 

the realm of my research. I also discovered that this quality of being open to the influences of 

substance and process is one that must be shared by the maker and writer (in this case 

myself). 

This attribute of water allows it to move as it does over the earth and through air. Within 

this idea of fluidity, Schwenk describes the diverse movements of water as they occur in a 

                                                
55 Ibid., 136. 
56 Theodor Schwenk, Sensitive Chaos (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1965), 9. 
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variety of water body types. Through analysing his text, I have found ways to particularise the 

more complex nuances of the relationship between writing, making, and myself.  

 

Let us first consider the flow of the river. The symbolic resonance of this moving body 

of water exists within the story, as presented to Autumn in her dream. Therefore the river was a 

subject of my studio investigations. Schwenk describes the way water moves along a riverbed 

as not only following the winding course of the earth, but also in the cross-section of the body 

of water when it is considered as a three-dimensional entity: 

 
The meandering flow of water is woven through with a play of finer movements. These result in 

manifold inner currents which belong intimately to the life and rhythm of a river. As well as the 

movement downstream there is a revolving movement in the cross-section of the river. Contrary 

to a first superficial impression the water not only flows downwards but also revolves about the 

axis of the river.57 

 

 
Figure 64. Rivercloud (detail), 2015, watercolour pencil on cotton fabric, 90 x 120cm 

 

In comprehending the complex multidirectional movement of water, my instinct was to 

imagine it – a spiralling motion transpiring concurrently to the curving switchbacks of a 

meandering river. This visualisation brought about memories of a making process I had 

undertaken in my studio investigations. While working on the visual artworks pertaining to water, 

I had made many attempts to capture the fluidity of the river through drawing. These sketches 
                                                
57 Schwenk, Sensitive Chaos, 15-16. 
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have been presented in part one of chapter 4. My initial drawing studies depicted the river as 

how it would be seen. As I moved forward to determine the path of the fictional river, my 

drawings began to visually express what might be felt as the water flows. However, with these 

later drawings, the spiralling and the meandering are reversed when compared to the Sensitive 

Chaos excerpt above. In my investigations I developed a drawing process whereby a single line 

is used to define a ripple effect. These are expressed through miniature switchbacks within a 

spiral. The drawing studies, best exemplified through the work titled Rivercloud (figure 64), 

indicate an intuitive awareness of the multidirectional movement of water described by 

Schwenk. 

The movement of drawing can visually express fluidity. This is reiterated with Passage 

and the arrangement drawings illustrated in chapter 2, part two. Similar to the river drawing 

studies, the singular line that defines the placement of the components in Passage expresses 

the fluid movement of the maker. Furthermore, the process involved with arranging the bark 

islands also came about through fluidity. As discussed in chapter 5, the act of bringing the 

islands together, although very different from the previous pieces, unfolded like a performance. 

Fluidity occurred, as it did with drawing, through the physical motion of myself as the maker. 

 

Determining the placement of the grass, feathers, water paddles, petals, trees, and 

bark was only a portion of the making process. Hammering and working the metal components 

was vital to this. When considered in isolation, hammering seems to lack any notion of fluidity. 

At first glance, the stop-start action of a hammer may fail to evoke any sensation of flowing 

water. A single hammer blow ends in a halted action of clashing metal. However, if we take a 

step back and think of a series of hammer blows, and then consider not one component but 

all, then the rhythm of multitudes can be seen as behaving like the ebb and flow of water.  

In the drawing studies, because the marked line is visibly continuous, fluid movement 

and the flow of time are easily grasped. If we imagined the hammer blows as marks on a similar 

surface to the drawings, in detail we would see a series of isolated moments. A wider view of 

the imaginary image would reveal that multiple blows illustrate a visual effect similar to the 

surface of water (figure 65). The conscious presence of flow is affected by scale and distance. 

Allow me to take this visual analysis further. If the lifting and bringing down of the hammer were 

also marked on a page, then the linear result too would appear continuous – albeit “choppier” 

than the smooth lines of the river drawings. Viewed as a whole, the same flow of time can be 

understood in both drawing and hammering. Therefore the overarching movement of the 

hammering process is also an expression of fluid movement. The key to seeing this is to 
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consider the scale of time. A relationship between time and the flow of water is stated in 

Sensitive Chaos as an explanation for the effect water has on space and vice-versa.58 
   

 
Figure 65a. + 65b. Anticipation (work in progress) + detail, 2015, aluminium, 15 x 90 x 0.7cm 

  

Movement, and therefore fluid movement, cannot occur unless time has passed. So far 

I have established that there are different types of fluidity in my making practice. Firstly, the 

continuous flow of drawing, used to determine the spatial arrangement of the components. And 

secondly, the rhythmic pulse of hammering, carried out to shape the components. In my studio 

investigations I combined drawing and hammering to create Passage, the river pieces, and Past 

unfolding. Schwenk describes the meshing of two fluid movements as follows: 

 
Rhythmical waves and flowing currents are two different elements of movement in water, but 

they can change over into one another or be superimposed one upon the other and work 

together.59 

 

This was a surprisingly accurate description of the way I was able to use drawing with 

hammering in the studio for many of the creative outcomes. However, it is hammering that (in 

addition to the story) ties the three major artworks together. I have discussed fluidity in relation 

to movements of the hammer, which directly affect the form of the resulting works. But the 

formation of material also has fluidity that is distinct from the physical movement of the maker. 

This is a conceptual fluidity that can be understood by firstly viewing material substance as 

analogous to liquid, and then considering Schwenk’s ideas. He explains fluids in contrast with 

solids, emphasising that the interpenetration of solid matter is impossible. A fluid element 

                                                
58 Ibid., 20. 
59 Ibid., 34. 
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however, is not exclusive in the same way. Within a liquid state, movements can occur over, 

under, and through one another.60 

The interpretation of metal as a liquid substance may initially seem questionable. A 

material such as metal seems more similar to the impenetrable solid Schwenk refers to rather 

than a fluid that can pass through itself. To assist with the conceptualisation of metal as a 

flowing substance, I turn to Water and Dreams: An Essay of the Imagination of Matter by 

Gaston Bachelard. He writes of a philosophical immersion into the substance of water as a 

means of penetrating the depths of human imagination through reverie. Bachelard describes 

the work of the metalsmith as the crafting of solid matter. In his text we see that cold metal on 

its own is solid as common knowledge dictates. But in the hands and mind of the maker, the 

material of metal becomes akin to liquid.61 It is the conceptual approach and treatment of this 

material by the artist through practice that transforms it into a fluid substance. Bachelard further 

writes: 

 
I have evoked the reverie of the forge only to show to better advantage how pleasant is the 

moulder’s reverie, to evoke the joys of softened clay, and the gratitude of the moulder, the 

dreamer, toward the water that always gives victory over compact matter.62 

 

Bachelard then compares working with metal to working with clay – as though the latter 

is more yielding and therefore more fluid than the other, claiming that his discussion of the 

metalsmith is purely to emphasise the ease and pleasure of working with a naturally more fluid 

material. This is a statement that lacks the intuitive understanding of practice. Bachelard views 

clay in this way, “for in order to create, some kind of clay is always needed, some plastic 

matter, some ambiguous matter in which earth and water can come together and unite.”63 But 

for me as a maker, it is the fluidity of metal as a pure mineral and the absence of water that 

makes the reverie into imagination more exciting and all consuming. Metal has the plasticity 

required for creation, but this property can only be exploited under specific conditions. To 

reiterate the point made above, metal acquires its changeability and fluidity through the practice 

and imagination of the maker. 

In the relationship between writing and making, through the creation and development 

of these entwined processes, I have always been at the nexus. As the substance handler, I too 

                                                
60 Ibid., 34. 
61 Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, trans. Edith R. Farrell (Michigan: 
Pegasus Foundation, 1942), 112. 
62 Ibid., 113. 
63 Ibid., 111. 
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behaved like water. When considering the resolve required to work fluidity into a solid 

substance, the following excerpt from Sensitive Chaos can be applied to the maker: 

 
In a ceaseless process it transforms the hardest rocks and the highest mountains into a flowing, 

finally ground stream of substance, and it dissolves finished forms, preparing them for new 

creation. Water is thus the great exchanger and transformer of substances in all forms…64 

 

In reading about transforming mountains into flowing substance, I am reminded of the 

wax-once-mountain in Autumn’s story. In my research I discovered that the fluidity of practice is 

transferrable. Therefore, the fluid movement and imagination of a maker can be translated into 

the same attributes of a writer.  

 

To discuss the fluidity of language and therefore the process of writing, I refer again to 

Bachelard who points out that “…human language has a liquid quality, a flow in its overall 

effect, water in its consonants.”65 Additionally, “… liquidity is, in my opinion, the very desire of 

language. Language needs to flow. It flows naturally.”66 Bachelard proceeds to discuss the 

notion of onomatopoeia and the importance of understanding it not only as sound but also as 

action that is produced, projected, and seen.67 The idea of movement in relation to consonants 

and vowels in association with onomatopoeia has been analysed in reference to the work of 

Bronwyn Oliver above. In my own research, it was the attribute of sound in language that 

allowed me to approach it in a similar way to my treatment of materials in the studio. While the 

creative writing occurred in audible silence for the most part, the imagined movements of my 

mouth and tongue, coupled with the inflections of my vocal cords, were an imperative part of 

the writing process. With the articulation of words through sounds in my mind, came the 

formation of sentences followed by the development and eventual completion of the narrative. 

And at certain times I spoke my words aloud, in order to listen to the flow of the language with 

my ears. I did this to determine if the sequence of sounds articulated what I desired to express 

to the reader. The motion of speaking is subtle yet necessary in communicating what needs to 

be expressed. And the fluidity of language is present even when reading and writing in stillness 

and silence – for the words are formed and heard in the mind. Schwenk expresses a similar 

characteristic of water in motion to that of the formation of meaning and narrative through the 

                                                
64 Schwenk, Sensitive Chaos, 78. 
65 Bachelard, Water and Dreams, 15. 
66 Ibid., 187. 
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flow of language. He explains that forms occur through the complex movements of water, not 

as a result of substance. Rather, movement shapes substance.68 

 

Fluid movement is further expressed in the content of the story – with the progression 

of Autumn’s journey. Form and movement are linked yet again, but the relationship is reversed. 

The shape of the landscape in the story defines the movement of the characters. And this has 

parallels to the course that water follows over the earth; its route is determined by its 

surroundings as it flows along the path of least resistance. Autumn, however, must work 

against the gravitational pull downwards (or downstream in the case of water). The fluidity of her 

character is more abstract and expressed through her journey – initiated by the dream of 

seeing the Ribbonwater River, continued with resolve against obstacle, and encouraged by the 

pursuit of unknown possibilities of what may lie beyond the Waxing Mountain. 

 

So far I have discussed the fluidity of the many strands of my research in isolation. But 

over the course of this exegesis, I have described the processes of making and writing by 

using the terms ‘intertwined’ or ‘entwined’ numerous times. These words represent an attempt 

to explain how the creative processes have related to each other. While the reference to 

twisted strands has sufficed so far, the analogy lacks the complexity to truly describe what has 

unfolded during my investigations. The way Theodor Schwenk explains the surfaces of water in 

relation to each other begins with an analogy to strands of a rope and then lifts it to a more 

sophisticated level: 

 
It is like the single strands which, twisted together, make a rope; only here we must imagine that 

everything is in constant change and also that new water keeps flowing through each single 

“strand” of water. This picture of strands twisted together in a spiral is only accurate with respect 

to the actual movement. One does often speak of “strands” of water; they are however not really 

single strands but whole surfaces, interweaving spatially and flowing past each other.69 

 

When I reflect upon my research journey, from the beginning I was subconsciously 

aware of the inherent flow of the substances that I was handling. As a practising artist, my 

approach to materials and making had an existing fluidity. And the English language flowed 

from my mouth readily and easily. The principal experiment in this project was to see whether I 

was able to apply my existing knowledge of fluid practice in making to develop a similarly fluid 

                                                
68 Schwenk, Sensitive Chaos, 61. 
69 Ibid., 16-17. 
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approach to creative writing. What I discovered was a far more involved relationship between 

processes, substances, and myself than I had anticipated. As articulated in the quotation 

above, each of the ‘strands’ within this project are not mere single lines of movement but rather 

entire surfaces. These threads of material, language, making, writing, and the many points of 

nexus in between, can each exist on their own plane (which can also be read as a geometrical 

surface mathematically speaking). Therefore, through coming to understand the intricate 

mechanics of the flow and fluidity of water, I have been able to reach a heightened level of 

comprehending the practices of making and writing as outlined within this project. 

 

 

Installation 
 

Following on from fluid movement in my research, there is one last form of movement to 

consider – that of the viewer. The three artworks I have discussed are symbolic expressions of 

different landscapes of the mind. These are memory (flowers), dream (feathers), and 

imagination (islands). My approach to designing the exhibition was an exploration into how to 

present the work as a whole experience rather than viewings of discrete objects. In an early test 

for the display of Passage, I realised that this was not as simple as placing the work on a stand 

or plinth. 

 

 
Figure 66. Passage out of consciousness (work in progress), 2015, brass, 

nickel silver, cotton, linen, plywood, steel, 135 x 240 x 120cm 
 

In fact, the design of Passage made its presentation problematic. The piece required 

allowances for interaction with the ‘roots’ on its underside. A solid plinth therefore could not 

work. I attempted a straightforward solution of two separate stands welded from steel and 
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painted black (figure 66). My idea was to reduce the visual bulk required to support a span of 

2.4 metres. The result detracted from the aesthetic quality and overall experience of the piece. 

After this experiment I realised I needed to work out how to strip away the “object-ness” of 

Passage and subsequent works. 

The quantity of pieces in this body of work is therefore crucial, and the final exhibition 

design is interrelated with this number. Three points of focus lifts the viewer’s experience into a 

sequential narrative from a dialogue of two, and a still moment of one. Therefore the exhibition 

will be arranged in a sequence of three stages defined by the artworks, spaced approximately 

3 metres apart. And my solution for Passage is to suspend it between walls that will read as 

architectural elements. This mode of presentation will be echoed throughout the display of all 

three pieces. To accentuate the progression of the narrative, Past unfolding, Passage out of 

consciousness, and A seemingly impossible obstacle, will be displayed at ascending heights 

starting from floor level (figure 67). 

 

   
Figure 67a. + 67b. Exhibition design models, 2018, cardboard, tape, 21 x 28 x 56cm 

 

The wash-blossom will be floating in a large circular vessel of water, placed on the floor. 

I will use grey steel and fabric for the vessel and ground cover, respectively. These loosely refer 

to the beginning of the transformation of Autumn’s heart into the heart-bird in Chapter Three – 

metal turning grey on soft feathers of a similar colour. Here the viewer may choose to enter the 

area defined by the fabric in between the walls, and sit beside the calm water to observe the 

wash-blossom more closely. The grass field will be displayed at approximately eye level to allow 

the viewer to see the paddil blades from a more intimate perspective than from above. 

Moreover, this height is conducive for playing with the filaments that hang on the underside of 

the interactive work. Finally, the islands will be installed above eye height so that the viewer 

must step up onto a platform to see the work. This is a simplified way of asking the viewer to 
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embody the act of climbing to engage with an artwork that symbolises a mountain (despite 

being visually flat). 

The walls will be white to remain neutral, and measure approximately 2.4 metres tall, 

1.2 metres wide, by 1.2 metres deep (the same depth as Passage and Obstacle). Given their 

scale, they will provide a sufficiently large surface on which to display excerpts of the text from 

the story. The quotations will be chosen so that the words directly correspond to the adjacent 

artworks. Bound volumes of the story will be at hand to allow the viewer an opportunity to 

engage with the story in a standard book format. 

 

       
Figure 68a. – 68c. Bronwyn Oliver, Vine (various views), 2005, aluminium, 1650 x 245 x 228cm 

 

My use of architectural elements can be compared to Bronwyn Oliver’s Vine – an 

installation at the Hilton Hotel in Sydney. My study of this work reveals that the space defined 

by the hotel’s architecture invites the viewer to enact the fluid movement of the sculpture’s form. 

After entering the hotel lobby from any of the three main entrances, a staircase to the left of the 

installation leads up to an intermediate level that extends behind the work. From this platform, 

an escalator travels from left to right of the sculpture and up to the next storey. At the top of the 

escalators, a walkway follows an elevated view along the right side of Vine. This meets with 

another promenade, allowing the viewer to return to the front of the sculpture from a higher 

angle. I have described the motion of an upward spiral within the Hilton’s atrium, determined by 

architectural elements (figure 68). In Architecture and Narrative: The formation of space and 

cultural meaning, architectural theorist Sophia Psarra writes, “…a building is seen as something 

to be experienced. This experience follows a route and unfolds in time.”70 Similarly, while 

Oliver’s installation is perceived as a static object, Vine embodies a narrative of its namesake 

                                                
70 Sophia Psarra, Architecture and Narrative: The formation of space and cultural meaning (New York: Routledge, 
2009), 67. 
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and holds within it the movement of a growing vine. As Julie Ewington explains, Oliver created 

“…delicate, linear, almost moving sculptures”71. The work begins in tight coils before it projects 

up through the building (figure 69), establishing a relationship with the surrounding architectural 

elements. 

 

 

 
Figure 69a. + 69b. 

Bronwyn Oliver, 
Vine 

 

Similar to Oliver’s Vine at the Hilton, I hope to achieve a relationship between the 

artworks and the structures that support them, which also define the surrounding space. In 

considering the viewer’s movement around the three works, the following idea from Theodor 

Schwenk comes to mind: “As an obstacle in the stream, the stone offers resistance to the 

water flowing towards it. The water gives way on both sides and meets again a little further 

                                                
71 Ewington, The Sculpture of Bronwyn Oliver, 3. 
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downstream.”72 Each stage of the sequence is a deliberate obstruction in a linear movement. 

The configuration of the installations will be set out to invite the viewer to participate in various 

movements around the works in order to engage with them (figure 70). To refer to Psarra again, 

“Narrative, either based on successive actions in a story or on spaces that are seen 

sequentially, is at the centre of creative imagination.”73 The exhibition has been designed to 

transport the viewer into a world I have made using both material and language. Through this 

creation of an immersive environment, Passage, Past unfolding, and Obstacle, will become 

works of installation art. 

 

 
Figure 70. Sketch of potential viewer movements, 2019, colour pencil and  

graphite on paper, 12 x 28cm 
 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

On the occasions when I leave the city to go into nature, I seek serenity and an escape 

from the hustle and bustle of everyday living. The notion of stillness in this setting does not 

mean an absolute stop, but slowing down to ponder upon what has come to pass. This is how 

my research journey came to completion, through stillness and contemplation while the water 

continues to flow. When I began this project I felt that I was attempting to grasp something I 

could not fully understand. Similar to the river pieces described in chapter 3, I attempted to hold 

water in my hands and found it fell through my fingers back into the river. As my practice-led 

research methods developed, it became clear that engaging with the substances of material 

and language required complete immersion. I had to be fluid like water. This was achieved by 

approaching practice in new ways, as described in the previous chapters. 

                                                
72 Schwenk, Sensitive Chaos, 59. 
73 Psarra, Architecture and Narrative, 68. 
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In my investigation of the relationship between making and writing, I have used my skills 

and knowledge of making to penetrate the practice of creative writing. This was an intricate 

process. It involved examinations into symbolic expression through the creation of landscapes. 

To do this, I used processes such as drawing and hammering, in addition to a fluid 

engagement with language and narrative development. Examining the work of other artists and 

thinkers enriched my research. Greg Johns, Ah Xian, Katsushika Hokusai, and Bronwyn Oliver 

have all been key makers in undertaking this project. Additionally, philosophers such as Paul 

Valéry, Gaston Bachelard, and most importantly Theodor Shwenk have contributed to the way 

in which I have conceptualised and understood my research. 

The artists that I have studied were all masters of their disciplines, manipulating basic 

materials into works of true value. In considering these makers through the lens of my research 

and creative transformation, Johns, Ah Xian, Hokusai, and Oliver have all engaged in their own 

style of fluid practice. The notion of shifting landscapes within my research encapsulates more 

than the creative outcomes. This phrase also refers to the metaphorical landscape of creative 

practice. The key discovery I have made is that the fluid movement of the maker is required to 

transition between disciplines and attain masterful handling of an unfamiliar substance. Hence, 

it is the fluidity of practice that allows for movement between the shifting landscapes of 

creativity. 
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