



















































































































































































































































































































































































Fig. 99. Murrumbidgee bossiaea, detail Fig. 100. Murrumbidgee bossiaea (2012)
(2012)

required to describe the flattened stem of the Bosszaea using my existing tools and
realised I needed to make my own carving tools, designed specifically to slice
through the thickness of my engobe to create an individual mark for each plant
shape (Fig. 98). For the Bossiaea, | used a thin metal strip shaped into a wedge and
cut a triangle out of the middle. When sliced through the engobe, it left a raised
notch in the middle of the broad mark. This rib was essential to the character of the
plant, creating the raised stem within the wings of the flattened leaves (Fig. 99). My
studio methodology subsequently included making specific tools for each body of

work.

My aim for the ceramic form in Murrumbidgee Bossiaea (Fig. 100) was to represent or
refer to the plant by its height; approximately 80 cm. Making larger forms extended
my studio research, in technique and by creating a greater surface area for exploring
imagery. When reflecting on this work, however, I concluded the vase form was
unrelated to the plant form, as it had been in the work Canberra Bells, therefore
disassociating the meaning of the imagery from the form itself. I found this
problematic, therefore requiring further investigation of the idea of function and

metaphor in the ceramic form.
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Art theorist Howard Risatti defines craft through its property of function in A4
Theory of Craft: Function and Aesthetic Expression. He argues:

Function can be abstract and metaphorical without the object necessarily
losing its identity because, even if abstract and metaphorical, function is
still the subject matter of the work; it is still around function that the object

springs forth into the viewer’s consciousness.*

In other words, the conventions of craft allow us to recognise and comprehend an
object.* For example the vase inherently implies the act of containing and
displaying plants, a meaning useful to my investigation. However, I was curious to
examine the possibilities of exploring objects with abstract or metaphorical function
and where function was not the subject or the purpose of the work. To investigate
the possibilities of form holding other meaning, my next line of enquiry was to
explore the way the meaning implicit in the imagery might interact with and inform

the vessel form.

In the next group of work I investigated a more open vessel, a non-specific
container, with a visible interior. I altered the rim to refer to landscape or horizon,
and by widening the opening made the inside apparent. This raised the question of
the relationship of the inside to the imagery on the outside, both in form and
materials. For the work Banksia (Fig. 101) I developed a speckled rutile glaze for the
inside which evoked the yellow mottled colour of the flower spike. The outside was
coated in black engobe in which to represent the plant, with the background mark
making echoing the texture and shapes of the leaves and spikes. The flower colour
was referenced with glaze, forming a connection between the outside surface
imagery and the inside. By leaving the undulating rim uncoated and retaining the
white of the porcelain, a space was created between the two areas. Ideas of
landscape, flower texture and colour were evoked while retaining the idea of
containment. In the subsequent studies, Red Box Gum and Hardenbergia (Figs. 102-
103), I continued this exploration of altered form and ways to express the character

of each flower through mark making, colour and glaze.

* Howard Risatti, 4 Theory of Craft : Function and Aesthetic Expression (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2007). 288.

1 hid. 9.
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Fig. 101. Banksia (2012)

Fig. 102. Red Box Gum (2012) Fig. 108. Hardenbergia (2012)
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In February 2013, I was invited to join a research fieldtrip to the Tinderry Range,
just beyond the ACT in the Monaro, NSW with botanists and staff from the ANBG
and Richard Snashall, a documentary filmmaker.” The aim was to search for and
collect seeds from the endangered and ephemeral plant, Dampiera fusca, found only
in a few locations on the eastern edge of the Southern Tablelands. ‘Ephemeral’ in
botanical terms describes a plant that is short lived, usually when the conditions are
favourable.” In this case, a bushfire had severely burnt the area a couple of years
before, triggering the seed to germinate in large numbers. Features of the landscape
were recorded such as soil type, sunlight, topography, aspect and landform, as

information to further understand the plant.*

The environment was one of granite
tors, charred trunks and bleached branches, with regenerating Acacia and Tea-tree

and patches of prolific Dampzera.

It was an insightful experience to enter the world of the Dampiera fusca, unfamiliar
and stark, yet one in which the plant thrived. The specific environment recorded by
the botanists, with its propensity for fire, is essential to the plants existence, forming
the basis of my ideas in the studio. In the study and then the final work, The
Ephemeral Dampiera fusca: Tinderry Range (Fig. 104), I nested three forms, my aim
being to reflect the layers of hills and tors both protecting and containing the plant.
[ sliced wheel thrown walls on an angle before joining to a base, so as to reveal the
imagery and form of the vessel within. Black engobe symbolised fire, particularly
with landscape imagery, and referenced relief printmaking. The small innermost
vessel was the focal point, representing a patch of plants, coated with green engobe
to reflect the colour of the Dampiera leaf, carved, painted with the blue of the flower
and glazed. This work was significant in extending my newly formed ideas about
the vessel form, where the concept for the form was based on botanical and
environmental experience, rather than directly from the vocabulary of ceramic form,

thereby reflecting more actively aspects of the plant and the environment.

“ Richard Snashall, "Going on a Seed Hunt," in Stateline 7.30 ACT (Australia: ABC, 15 March 2013).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FG_yY86U_hs8

43 A. McCusker, "Flora of Australia: Glossary," www.anbg.gov.au/glossary (accessed 3 March 2012).
4 Fieldtrip with ANBG, Tinderry Range, NSW, 12 February, 20183.
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Fig. 104. The Ephemeral Dampiera Fusca: Tinderry Range (2013)

Conclusion

I began this phase of my research with the aim of gaining botanical and
environmental knowledge of my local area, in the field with experts, and through
institutions. This process was very fruitful and, as a result, I learnt where, with
whom and how to access information, and gained greater knowledge of plants, their
environment and their inter-relationships. I realised botanical research and
stewardship is fundamentally connected to a specific location. While in the field, I
learnt the environment is an ever-changing natural system, and as botanist Michael
Mulvaney says, “it is really important not to treat or think of everywhere the same,

that each place has a different everything.”*

Likewise, through studio research I developed conceptual, theoretical, material and

aesthetic knowledge, including testing and formulating ceramic materials,

> Conversation with Michael Mulvaney, Rare Plant Survey, Mount Majura Nature Reserve, 3 November 2013.
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experimenting with process and form, and developing new tools and techniques.
Through a combination of both of these research areas, the botanical and the studio,
and through the investigation of ways other artists engage with the natural
environment, I clarified a visual arts methodology specific to my own research. My
observations and documentation in the field were informed by my newfound
botanical knowledge and experience, but were specific to the knowledge and
questions I was developing through studio research. The two research areas were

intrinsically interconnected, requiring tacit knowledge in both.

Rather than searching for universal statements in my work, my research was
directing me to investigate ways to express a particular and individual response to a
botanical and environmental moment, in a specific place. This moment, then, was
part of a current Australian botanical narrative and, by expressing something of'it, I
would, in effect, be expressing my interpretation of current environmental culture.
More specifically, this might be communicated through the visual arts language of
title, subject, context, materials, imagery, form and colour. In this way, ceramic

objects might articulate ideas about the environment.

[ was curious now to explore further the way form might express ideas in ways
other than through a reference to function, such as drawing upon ideas from
environmental science. In Chapter Four I discuss the final part of my research as I
investigated the possibilities of form contributing to the expression of
environmental culture through relationships with each other, such as in groupings

and through installation.
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Chapter Four

Form and Placement in Expression

Perhaps, the greatest problem facing modern ceramic
artists today is how to create work which conveys or
comments somehow on the complexities of modern life. For
a ceramic artist’s work to be relevant today it somehow
must find its meaning in the issues that surround and

confront humans daily.'

Introduction

The meaning signified by form in historical ceramics decorated with Australian
flora, such as plates and vases for use or decorative display, is primarily situated
within the conventions of domestic crafted objects. In Flora Landells” Teapot with
Sturt Desert Pea or Louis Bilton’s large display vases, the classical forms signity
function or commemoration, and the surface provides a canvas for the imagery. The
botanical and cultural value inherent in the subject of the decoration, along with the
context and artist’s biographical details, could be said to provide clues to the
environmental culture of the time. But what role can ceramic form contribute to
expressing environmental culture in contemporary ceramic work? Ceramic form has
a historical vocabulary, as Howard Risatti and Philip Rawson analyse. It is through
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s concept of mimesis, or framework of recognition, that
Risatti attributes craft’s cognitive meaning.” Meaning is given to form, as Risatti
says, “at an essential, elemental level” within a system of historical conventions,
thus allowing the viewer to read or recognise form and understand it, through an
established vocabulary. Therefore, how might contemporary ceramic form,
specifically the non-utilitarian vessel, stay within this framework and ‘make sense’,

and yet contain other meaning or analogy? As part of a contemporary ceramic

' Rob Barnard, "Alternatives to the New'," in Breaking the Mould: New Approaches to Ceramacs, ed.
Cigalle Hanaor (London: Black Dog, 2007). 24

* Howard Risatti, 4 Theory of Craft : Function and Aesthetic Expression (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2007). 8.

* Ibid. 10.
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artwork, how can it express, as Rob Barnard advises “meaning in the issues that

surround and confront humans daily?”4

In this chapter, I discuss the final part of my practice-led research, where I examine
the role of form and placement in conveying botanical and environmental meaning.
Craft theorists Howard Risatti, Philip Rawson and Emmanuel Cooper provide a
theoretical framework to analyse form and the possibilities and the boundaries
necessary for its reading or meaning. Natasha Daintry, Gwyn Hanssen Pigott and
Edmund de Waal are relevant to my research, as contemporary artists examining
form in this way, bringing the importance of display and framing to the reading and
meaning of ceramic artwork. They are artists who are focused on “a contemporary
exploration of craft’s particular sensibilities and concerns,”” where material identity,
process and technique are not only paramount to the creating of artworks, but
integral to expressing meaning. I discuss these final stages of my investigation,
firstly, through three examples of research each wundertaken in specific
environments, Canberra, North Head Sanctuary in Sydney, and the Tanami and
southeast Kimberley desert region. I then discuss the conclusion to my research

project, a body of ceramic artwork based on Canberra Nature Park.

Form and Meaning

Function, as implicit to the meaning or purpose of ceramic form, began to be
questioned by ceramic practitioners from the mid-twentieth century.® The vessel
form, the elemental container, without a specified function began to be explored in
unconventional ways, and has remained a powerful presence in contemporary
crafted objects since. Vessels might retain the connection to historical ceramic
conventions through such characteristics as human scale, materials and processes,
and vocabulary of form. The presence of an inside and an outside creates a space for
containing, thus retaining a metaphorical idea of function. Philip Rawson argues the

idea of containing is essential to the language of ceramic form:

We still need, I feel, to adhere to the traditional character of ceramics as
implying the image of the containing. So our pots lose if they do not have

this double aspect: first, of containing and isolating a realm of space, maybe

4 Barnard, "Alternatives to the 'New'." 24.
5 Risatti, 4 Theory of Craft : Function and Aesthetic Expression. 288.
6 11 -

Ibid. 284.
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even sanctifying it; and second, of exhibiting outward forms, which define
the container as a special kind of presence in the world, no mere inert
object. ... We are profoundly aware of inner volume which we understand
by an inner sympathy as being centred, as we are centred, we know it to
have an affinity with our own sense of being but to be, at the same time, as

“over there”, over against us, so that we can address it as if it were another.’

Writer and maker Emmanuel Cooper, like Rawson, points out how the vessel’s
connection to function, “however loose... is a vital link to the broadly perceived but
significant association of clay with its humanist history.” This however is not its
primary purpose or only meaning. A key purpose in contemporary ceramic art is to
express ideas, and the meaning may come from a combination of subject matter and

the history and tradition of ceramic materials and processes.

Contemporary ceramic artists might use the historical vocabulary of form primarily
as a backdrop to the expression of ideas through decoration. British artist Grayson
Perry deliberately uses the classical vase or urn-like form in his work because of this
recognisable vocabulary, as he says, “the shape has to be classical invisible: then

” This allows the surface treatment or

you've got a base that people can understand.
decoration to become the focal point with its own meaning and, in Perry’s case, to

subvert the expectation of the purely decorative.

In contemporary art, the use of multiple ceramic vessels to express ideas has gained
prominence through the work of Natasha Daintry, Gwyn Hanssen Pigott and
Edmund de Waal, either through the use of similar form or through relationships
between difterent forms. In her work Ocean, Daintry engages the neutral form of the
cylinder to communicate the dynamism of a wave, its foam and mysterious depths
(Fig. 105). She achieves this through the use of a thousand slip-cast cylinders, the
qualities of coloured glaze and placement. This is a departure from the way meaning
has been signified in ceramic objects historically, and lies, as I investigate in the next
stage of my research, in the use of vessel multiples, the relationship between them

and the role of placement in determining meaning.

7 Philip Rawson, "Analogy and Metaphor in Ceramic Art," in Ceramic Millennium: Critical Writings on
Ceramic History, Theory and Art, ed. Garth Clark (Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada: Press of the Nova
Sotia College of Art and Design, 1981). 38.

¥ Emmanuel Cooper, Contemporary Ceramics (London: Thames & Hudson, 2009). 59.

? CeramicsNow, "Grayson Perry," www.ceramicsnow.org/graysonperry (accessed 15 January 2015).
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Fig. 105. Natasha Daintry, Ocean (2009)

As my research progressed, I began to see the power of metaphor and analogy in the
establishment of meaning. This could be thought of in three ways; the making
process and the vessel having connections to natural form; the wheel-thrown vessel
having similar characteristics to each other yet each unique; and multiples and
groupings of vessels carrying associations of ecology. Perhaps, form, the vessel,
could be a metaphor for containing the essence or idea of nature or the plant, just as
the origins of the ceramic vessel itself come from nature. As Risatti suggests, “craft
objects still carry within them the visual memory of their generating natural forms
and the human overcoming of nature in the creation of a world of human
expression.”' In this way, vessels might readily convey ideas about nature. Further,
wheel-formed vessels, even when thrown to replicate one another, are never the
same. This is evident between makers, for example, as shown in production
potteries, where each maker has a distinct, albeit subtle, personal style, and is also
evident between vessels made by an individual. An analogy can be made with flora,
where, within one species, plants share characteristic features, but exhibit natural

variation in form and structure.

Multiples of form, where the individual vessel is in relationship to others in a
grouping, could then carry associations of ecology, and the key to communicating

this is the role of display and installation. The making of multiple forms is also

10 Risatti, 4 Theory of Craft : Function and Aesthetic Expression. 65.
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embedded in ceramic process, particularly the wheel. Likewise ceramic vessels are
often made up of interdependent parts, for instance the cup and saucer, or gathered
into collections where each has a role to play, for example the dinner set. Given this,
the interactions and relationships between forms could thus be used to signify and

reflect the relationships and co-dependency between plants in a habitat.

Gwyn Hanssen Pigott explores the relationships between wheel-thrown forms by
deliberately positioning domestic vessels into groupings, thereby shifting the
subject of her work from the functional to still life, in reference to Italian painter
Giorgio Morandi (Fig. 106). An alternative reading of the forms is invited through
display and title without compromising the materiality and tradition of ceramics.
Her use of porcelain, the subtlety of glaze colour, the classicism of the wheel-thrown

form, and the beauty of the wood-fired surface are integral to expressing meaning.

The display, therefore, is crucial to expressing meaning in groupings of ceramic
objects. This deliberate arrangement of ceramic objects in order to carry conceptual
meaning, particularly in a gallery space, can be described as installation, a term that
Emmanuel Cooper says covers a wide range of artworks, but where “it directs as
much attention to the staging as to the objects it includes.”"" In contemporary art,
the term installation may be broadly applied; for example, site-specific artwork or

performance-based work. I use the term in this project to encompass the deliberate

Fig. 106. Gwyn Pigott, Pale Still Lifée with Teapot (2002)

= Cooper, Contemporary Ceramics. 224



arrangement of ceramic objects within a space, sometimes a constructed space, to
suggest a particular reading and meaning. Art reviewer and curator Peter Haynes

writes:

The best installation art constructs an environment within the gallery
space that both situates and involves the viewer in dialogue with the parts
and the whole of that environment. As much as this is a physical experience

it must also be an intellectual and emotional one.'

Edmund de Waal is similarly concerned with the way ceramic vessels can be
reframed, through placement and installation, to signity other meaning. He writes of
the work breathturn, 1: “I've been thinking about new ways to make pauses, spaces
and silences, where breath is held inside and between each vessel, between the
objects and the vitrines, the vitrines and the room.”” In this work, he positions
wheel-thrown cylinders in spaces and groupings along rows of shelves to express
ideas about breath and poetry (Fig. 107). The display, the groupings and spaces, the
title and intention, and the relationship of the work to the installation space are all

considered together to realise the work’s meaning.

el [ I Lill

Fig. 107. Edmund de Waal, breathturn, 1 (2013).

12 Peter Haynes, "Exotic Fires Light Vision," The Canberra Times 8 May 2014 8.

13 Gagosian Gallery, "Edmund De Waal: Atemwende," Gagosian Gallery,
http://www.gagosian.com/exhibitions/edmund-de-waal--september-12-2013. (accessed 12 October
2014).
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Painting the Hills of Canberra (2013)

To test out ideas around form and placement as ways to express ideas of nature and
environmental culture, I needed to work on a larger scale, and so I began research
which culminated in a body of work, Painting the Hills of Canberra (Fig.108)."* My
starting point was a less well-known aspect of Walter Burley Griftfin and Marion
Mahony Griffin’s plan for the design of Canberra. Their grand vision was to
revegetate or 'paint’ the hills of Canberra each in a single colour of flowering plants,
predominately Australian flora.'”> My idea in researching this subject was to
investigate the environmental and botanical history of the Canberra area through
archival material, and to connect this knowledge to the botanical research and

resources I had been developing.

Fig. 108. Painting the Hills of Canberra, installation view (2013)

14 Painting the Hills of Canberra, (1 November-14 December 2013) CraftACT: Craft and Design
Centre, Canberra.

"% Eric Sparke and ACT Administration (Australia). Central Office., Canberra 1954-1980 (Canberra:
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1988). 256.
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The scope of this research introduced me to the range of archival and resource
material that might be useful when researching environmental culture through the
environmental history of a location. The Griffin’s vision was in response to previous
land use, in which extensive clearing had degraded Canberra’s hills. As botanist
Alan Cunningham had imagined ninety years earlier: “the boundary hills... [had
indeed furnished] ... the necessary timber for the construction of huts and sheep
yards of magnitude”.'® The Griffin’s reverence for nature and appreciation of
conservation informed their plan, thus Canberra was to be “a city designed to suit

'"and where they sought to “unite nature and culture.””® Central to

the landscape”
the plan were the land and water axes linking and uniting the five prominent hills
and the highest peak in the ACT, Mount Bimberi. I studied archival material in the
National Library of Australia collections, the Australian National Archives to view
Marion Mahony Griffin’s original renderings of the design, and Archives ACT for

evidence of plantings. Fieldwork was undertaken to all locations, to research plants

in the field, and was followed up with research from plant data sources.

In 1913, when Walter Griffin arrived in Canberra “he quickly grew enchanted with

" as did his wife, upon her arrival. At the time,

the country’s landscape and flora”
information about Australian plants was limited, and so Marion Mahony Griftin
compiled her own lists, colour coded into botanical notebooks as a basis for the
plantings.”® Their idea was to name each hill with the colour of flowering plants,
thus Rosy Hill (Black Mountain) planted with pink and white flowers, Golden Hill
(Mt Ainslie) with yellow flora, White Hill (Mt Mugga Mugga) with white flowers
and silver foliage, Purple Hill (Mt Pleasant) with purple flowers and Red Hill with

red flowers.? I studied her notebooks in the National Library of Australia and

compared the intended list of flora for each hill with current species lists.”> From

'® Sarah Ryan, "History of Canberra Nature Park: Report for the Act Commissioner for Sustainability
and the Environment," (Canberra: Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the
Environment, April 2011). 4.

' David Frickler, "A Vision Splendid: How the Griffins Imagined Australia's Capital," ed. National
Archives of Australia. (Canberra: National Archives of Australia, 2013). 3.

'® Christopher Vernon, "Vision of the Century: How the Griffins Pictured Australia's Capital," in 4
Vision Splendid: How the Griffins Imagined Australia's Capital, ed. National Archives of Australia.
(Canberra: National Archives of Australia, 2013). 5

" Ibid. 19.

2% Papers of Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony collected by Eric Nicholls, 1900-1947.
National Library of Australia, Canberra.

*! Sparke and ACT Administration (Australia). Central Office., Canberra 1954-1980. 256.

2 Plant Lists, Wednesday Walkers, Australian Native Plant Society Canberra Region.
http://phyla.com.au/anps_canberra/index.php/wednesday-walks/wednesday-walks-plant-lists
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Fig. 114. White Hill, detail from Painting the Hills of Canberra (2013).

and typewriter font she used in her notebooks. Each grouping represented
Australian flora in a distinct location and environment, and connected materially,
technically and conceptually with each other to express an overall relationship of

historical and contemporary botanical significance.

This work was a significant breakthrough in my research because I had found,
through placement and installation, the final aspect through which to express ideas
about environmental culture. The research further clarified my understanding that
the subject of my work, the representation of Australian flora and environmental
culture, required an in-depth knowledge of both a specific location and the human
interaction with the plants and the environment. Each place has a unique botanical
and environmental history and culture, in other words, its own Australian botanical
narrative. I was ready to examine these ideas in completely different locations, and
so I took the opportunities presented to me to do fieldwork in two distinct
environments, North Head Sanctuary, Sydney and the southeast Kimberley in

Western Australia.
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The Sanctuary (2014)

North Head Sanctuary in Manly was particularly interesting, because it contains an
endangered ecosystem, a situation I had not investigated previously. The
remarkable ‘Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub’ ecosystem is distinctive, because it has
evolved on nutrient-poor sand deposits on the Sydney sandstone cliff tops. Only 1%
of the original ecosystem currently exists, in the form of a number of remnants,
North Head being the largest.” It comprises iconic Sydney flora such as Coastal
Banksias, Flannel Flowers, Mountain Devils and Spider Grevilleas and includes a
hanging swamp and heath fields. The headland is protected from encroaching
suburbia owing to its environmental status, and the natural vegetation has been
sateguarded since British settlement by a history of military and quarantine stations.
I drew upon the methodology I had established by investigating the conservation
values and characteristic flora, threats, and environmental history. This was
tfollowed by a field trip to draw, photograph, identity and list species, noting ones in
flower, growth form and heights of plants, and recording historical and cultural

landmarks.

My research methodology enabled me to be more aware while I was in the field, of
the ideas and possible avenues for my creative response, and to take note of the ways
landform, flower shape and colour amongst other characteristics, might be
interpreted through the ceramic medium as an installation or grouping. Central to
my consideration was also an awareness of where and how I would display the work
and the limitations or possibilities affecting its framing. I wrote ideas down as they
came to mind; for example, early thoughts were to make cylinders to represent each
plant, denting them while soft in order to fit together, or making reference to the
cultural history of military and quarantine bases through inlaid lines depicting maps
or building plans. The containment and restriction of the geographical environment,
the cliffs and boundary line from suburbia, led me to consider a form that would

contain the flora or ecosystem, either as a tray or a shelf.

» NSW Scientific Committee, "Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub in the Sydney Basin Bioregion -
Endangered Ecological Community Listing," NSW Environment and Heritage,
http://www/environment.nsw.gov.au (6 January 2014).
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In the studio I experimented with clays, form and materials to express my ideas
from the field. I hand built a form based on the headland shape and cliffs, using
rough coloured clay and reduction firing, to evoke the colour and texture of the
tamous Sydney sandstone. Ten significant plants from the ecosystem were chosen
and a vessel made for each to represent the plant species. The forms were loosely
cylindrical, to allow a clustering to fit into the restricted space, and varying in
height and shape, to allude to the different structures and variation of each plant.
This work continued to establish my ideas around the vessel form acting as a
metaphor for a plant. In Philip Rawson’s word: “The essence of the metaphor is that
the suggestions conveyed by the pot’s inflections and forms are communicated as
allusions, while the pot retains its existential identity, visibly and tactually, as what
in fact it is.”** The final work expressed ideas of individual plants within an
ecosystem, not just through representation on the surface, but through shape,
material, colour and texture, and, with an imaginative leap from the literal, as I
experimented with the positioning of a tray form to contain the plants, by turning it

over to become a shelf (Figs. 115-116).

Fig. 115. The Sanctuary (2014)

# Philip S. Rawson, Ceramics, The Appreciation of the Arts ; 6. (1971). 189.
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Fig. 116. The Sanctuary, detail (2014).

The Arid Zone (2014)

In July 2014 I joined a group of artists from the ANU to accompany writer and
artist Kim Mahood to the Paruku Indigenous Protected area in the southeast
Kimberley, Western Australia. I saw this as an opportunity to examine, for the first
time, the arid zone flora and environment, and, through involvement with the local

community of Mulan, gain a greater understanding of Aboriginal, in this case
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Walmajarri, culture. It would fill a gap in my research to put both the east coast
environment in perspective within Australia as a whole, and to gain some insight
into the connection that Aboriginal people have to the flora and environment of
their country. With my research focus being on a scientific approach to botanical
and environmental knowledge, I was particularly interested in a recent project
undertaken by the community and scientists to share and publish biocultural

knowledge of the area.”

[ immersed myself in the flora and the environment, seeking to gain some
understanding through a western botanical approach and observing a Walmajarri
approach. I became familiar with the flora through field guides and ecological
reports, the Olive Pink Botanic Gardens in Alice Springs, and through fieldtrips
with Aboriginal elders, Shirley Yoomarie and Evelyn Clancy from Mulan.** I made
drawings and plant collections, and undertook clay experiments, materials
exploration, photography, and I walked. I was fascinated by the extraordinary flora,
the variation in ecosystems, and the importance of the flora and country as an
embedded part of Aboriginal history, their past and present culture, and for food and
other uses. I glimpsed the vast difference between Aboriginal connection to land and

that of white settlers and how historically, as Libby Robin states:

Traditional Aboriginal understandings of ‘country’, and their idea that
nature and culture are inseparable, fitted so poorly into institutions of

settler society that the Aboriginal people were treated as ‘outside’ society.”’

The contrast I observed between my western approach to the environment and the
Walmajarri one was profound, reinforcing the way different cultural systems of
understanding put different values on the environment. It became clearer that my
understanding and expression of environmental culture in my research was

subjective, and, as I was keenly aware, based on my own cultural background.

% Bessie Doonday, Charmia Samuels, Evelyn Clancy et al., Walmajarri Plants and Animals: Biocultural
Knowledge from the Paruku Indigenous Protected Area, Southern Kimberley, Australia (Broome: Paruku
IPA, WWTF-Australia, Dept. of Land Resource Management, 2013).

*% Department of Environment and Conservation, "Resource Condition Report for a Significant
Western Australian Wetland: Lake Gregory (Paruku) System," (Perth: Department of Environment
and Conservation, 2009).

2 Libby Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press,
2007). 7.
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Fig. 117. Tanami Desert with Silver-leaf Grevillea (2014)

The expression of Aboriginal connection to land through artwork is well
documented. Although the Mulan Community did not have a history of ceramic
making, I had seen artists from the Aboriginal community of Ernabella use sgraftito
on vessel forms during their visits to the ANU. I remember the moment of
comprehension, when I saw the pared back geometric symbols and patterns, as
representations of a deep and intimate connection to place. It was an Australian
place, of a particular land and ecosystem and spoke of personal and community
relationships across time, in other words an expression of an Australian botanical
narrative and environmental culture. In many ways it expressed what I was trying
to do and at the same time I recognised that I could not use this symbolism. I had to

find my own visual language from my European ancestry and culture.

In the resulting studio research, Tanami Desert with Silver-leaf Grevillea and Paruku
Lakes with Bush Potato (Figs. 117-118), I explored the relationship of ceramic vessel
forms to each other, through the contemporary reframing of objects, the ceramic
still life. The ceramic still life commonly contains objects of everyday use, for
example bottles, bowls and cups, as in the work of Gwyn Hanssen Pigott. Edmund
de Waal writes it is because of this familiarity that the still life has its impact,
“where unassuming pots are defamiliarized and become special objects of
contemplation.””® In still life, a number of aspects are taken into account: the overall
grouping; the commonalities and subtle differences between vessels, through form

and surface treatment; the spaces between the vessels and their relationship to each

2 Edmund De Waal, Twentieth Century Ceramics, World of Art. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003).
198.
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Fig. 118. Paraku Lakes with Bush Potato (2014).

other. I saw a parallel between these ideas and the way I was observing plants in the
arid zone; for example, the spaces between plants are significant, owing to scarcity
of water and nutrients, and striking because of the red sand. This had the effect of
framing each plant, so the commonalities and subtle differences between form,
colour and structure became a point of reflection. This prompted me to consider the
resulting ceramic work as a metaphor for the botanical and environmental features
of the desert, where the plant (as pot) rather than the pot (as pot) was an object of
contemplation. Author Jeftfrey Jones observes in Gwyn Hanssen Pigott’s work that
the still life, “remind[s] us of the quiet existence of things, especially those
categories of things that are taken for granted and overlooked.”” In The Arid Zone,
therefore, meaning was derived in part from this idea; to be reminded of a particular

plant that may be taken for granted and overlooked.

In the two environments studied, the red colour of the sandy earth and the termite
nests is fundamental to each environment, and part of the reason for each species
adaptation for survival. This materiality I, therefore, made inherent to the work,
testing materials to develop a slip with this colour and texture to use in the
composition of my surface imagery. Vessels were made in porcelain to represent the
flora and in red clay to symbolise termite nests. In the desert I noticed the vertical
coatings of stems and branches with termite nests and using this idea I poured red
textured slip over rims and inside forms in the series Tanami Desert with Silver-

Leafed Grevillea.

? Jeffrey Jones, "Keeping Quiet and Finding a Voice: Ceramics and the Art of Silence," Interpreting
Ceramics, no. 5 (2004). Section 2.
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Fig. 119. Paraku Lakes with Bush Potato, Fig. 120. Tanami Desert with Silver-leaf
detail (2014) Grevillea, detail (2014).

The expression of a sense of place was dominant in this work, using botanical and
ceramic references. The vessel form was inherent to my idea of using the still life,
where each was a metaphor for flora in a distinctive ecosystem. In each form, a plant
was evoked through the materiality of clay, shape, colour and imagery, but the
properties of the vessel were retained (Figs. 119-120). Continuing the reference to
ceramic still life through title, I used the location and a specific and notable plant,

rather than referring, conventionally, to a notable form in the grouping.

Islands & Corridors (2015)

The culmination of my research findings comprises an installation of ceramic work
titled Islands & Corridors, based on the remnant natural environment of the thirty-
three reserves that comprise Canberra Nature Park. This location had become
important to me as my primary site for botanical research with experts and
advocates, in institutions and in the field. My research had encompassed its
environmental history and I was familiar with its cultural and botanical significance.
I knew the names of plants, understood the specificity of its ecosystems, had
memories of sighting rare species, and appreciated the dedication and wins and
losses felt by those who took responsibility for stewardship. Canberra Nature Park

is representative of wider environmental issues, both scientifically and culturally,
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and has a range of environmental values. The ongoing research, advocacy and
maintenance required to preserve these reserves into the future are indicative of the
relationship of humans to nature in the 215t century. Therefore, Canberra Nature
Park, with its legislative protection, recognised value for conservation of threatened
species and ecosystems, its appreciation for recreation, and the threats it is

challenged by, is representative of current environmental culture.

A recent development in biodiversity conservation is the recognition that
identifying and maintaining the ecological integrity of urban and other (pastoral and
agricultural) landscapes is important for maintaining as much biodiversity as
possible.”” As more is understood about the increasing pressure placed on species for
their survival, from population growth, weeds, clearing and climate change, to name
a few, the wilderness reserve, as Libby Robin writes, “is now considered only part of
the answer.””' Preserving remnant bush, in small urban reserves such as Canberra
Nature Park, in effect provides islands and corridors for species.’”® These ideas

propelled the resulting installation of ceramic works, Islands & Corridors.

My understanding of an Australian botanical narrative and environmental culture,
as specific to a particular site, time, species and environment, prompted new
investigations. Therefore, further botanical research was undertaken in the field, in
research facilities, and using databases and archival material. Ceramic materials,
processes and forms were developed for this work, either as new research or based
on previous research. My knowledge of historical and current botanical
methodology informed ceramic processes in the studio research. Out of this
research, I developed an installation consisting of six bodies of work to reflect,
individually and as groups, botanical, environmental and culturally significant
aspects of Canberra Nature Park. Images are not included in this section due to the
work being in progress and the limitations of photographing the work before it is

installed.

30 Conservation Partners Program, “Protecting Remnant Bush,” Conservation Management Note 11-
2003. (Hurstville, NSW: NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, 2003).
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/nature/Factsheet1 1ProtectingRemnants.pdf
(accessed 2 October 2014).

*! Robin. 175.

32 Environment ACT, "Canberra Nature Park Management Plan," (Canberra: Department of Urban
Services, 1999). 17.
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Herbarium dishes: There are seven endangered species in the ACT and in this
work I made ceramic and glass vessels representative of petri dishes, in order to
underscore the role of botanical science in my research and as a form of knowledge
within environmental culture. Each species was studied in the Australian National
Herbarium under a microscope, magnitying the plant ten fold. In this way, I could
pay close attention to the detail and subtle beauty of plants that may exist only on a
specimen sheet in the future. Further, I looked through the collecting notes on each
herbarium sheet, and noticed the location of each specimen, and, in many cases there
have been no recent sightings or the values of the land have subsequently changed,
for example for road infrastructure. The ceramic processes I explored to represent
each plant were informed by the method of studying the plant on its sheet, and my
experience in the field of collecting and arranging herbarium specimens. I tested
new materials and techniques to represent Australian flora texturally through

pressed and layered coloured porcelain clay.

Drooping She-oak habitat: The Drooping She-oak, Allocasuarina verticillata, is
endemic to the ACT and a prime food source for the endangered Glossy Black
Cockatoo. Contributing to the pockets of Drooping She-oak in Canberra’s nature
parks has been the project K2C, the planting of A. wverticillata to provide food
corridors from Kosciuszko through Canberra to the coast.”” Again this project and
others recognise the value of connectivity between bush areas in various types of
landholdings to retain biodiversity. The tall vase-shaped vessels were an exploration
of the morphology of the Drooping She-oak, drawing upon studio research
undertaken into the way form might echo surface imagery. I developed a way to
work with porcelain for larger forms, by throwing a wall in sections, joining on the
wheel, re-throwing and then adding another. In using porcelain, the drawn mark
through the black engobe revealed the pure white of the body, creating shapes and
spaces on each form and across forms. The red glaze on the inside adheres to the
convention of sealing the inside of a vessel, and references the colour of the flower
and heartwood of the She-oak, and the hidden flash of red in the black tail feathers of
the Glossy Black Cockatoo.

3 Kosciuszko 2 Coast, "K2c Glossy Black-Cockatoo Project," http://k2c.org.au/node/ 1082 (accessed
28 October 2014).

128



Black mountain orchids: Here I made a vessel form for each of the more than sixty
species of orchid inhabiting Black Mountain, referring to the remarkable
biodiversity present in an island of bushland surrounded by roads in the centre of
the city, and to acknowledge the successful regeneration that has taken place.
Australian orchid expert David L. Jones states: “Orchids provide an excellent gauge
of the health of a plant community,”* as they are vulnerable to all sorts of human
induced threats including climate change. The ACT is orchid rich and Black
Mountain especially so, including many threatened species. I participated in walks
with local orchid experts, and despite many exciting encounters, I was aware I
would be unable to view let alone draw each species from a live plant specimen, and
therefore resorted to photos from the ACT Orchid Study Group and plant

databases.®

In my historical research of an Australian botanical narrative, drawings such as
Ferdinand Bauer’s orchids had impressed me with their delicacy and varying weight
of line (Figs. 121-122). In the resulting ceramic work I extended an approach that I
had already experimented with during the project to create a drawn line. This
referenced the importance of this botanical identification tool, as noted by botanical
artist Rosemary Wise: that “for showing details of plant structure, whether in a field
guide or botanical monograph, line drawings are essential.”*® Likewise a version of
this technique was one I had examined through the work of Hannah Barlow, where
marks, as academic Moira Vincentelli describes, are “incised in the unfired clay with
colour rubbed in to pick out the lines.”” On each cylindrical vessel a different orchid
was drawn into the surface using newly sourced tools ranging from fine scalpel
blades to sharp metal points. The delicacy of the orchids required a new
investigation of mark making, such as razor thin incisions and stippling. The marks

were then filled with black ceramic pigment and refined by sanding after firing.

3* David L. Jones, ( Jean Egan and Tony Wood), Field Guide to the Orchids of the Australian Capital
Territory (Canberra: National Parks Association of the ACT, 2008). 22.

%> Orchidgroupact@anu.edu.au

36 Rosemary Wise, "Drawing Plants: Ten Pointers to Botanical Illustration," Plant talk 17(April
1999). 29.

37 Moira Vincentelli, Women and Ceramics: Gendered Vessels (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2000). 90.
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Fig. 121. Attributed to Ferdinand Bauer, Diuris pauciflora, and detail (1801)

Fig. 122. Attributed to Ferdinand Bauer, Prasophyllum regium, and detail (1801)
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To make each vessel metaphorically become the orchid it represents, I developed a
range of coloured glazes, based on each flower colour to use on the inside of the
vessel. The fine edge of the rim would be translucent, showing the glow of the glaze
colour and the surface of the vessel polished and white like fine paper or vellum,

with a textured print-like quality to the carved and inlaid line.

Natural Temperate Lowland Grasslands: Canberra Nature Park also contains
significant remnants of one of the most endangered ecosystems in Australia, the
Natural Temperate Lowland Grasslands. ™ Perennial tussock grasses, such as
Kangaroo and Wallaby grass, dominate, with a rich variety of small flowering forbs.
Through my research I was aware of the etchings of grasses in the original
publication of Novae Hollandiae Plantarum Specimen (Figs 123-124).”° This was the
resulting documentation of French botanist Jacques-Julien Houtou de Labillardiere’s
botanical exploration on the Bruni d'Entrecasteaux's expedition in 1791, and the
first serious attempt at a description of Australia’s flora as it was then known.* |
was particularly taken with the way the etchings of grasses revealed how they were
placed on the herbarium sheet. The convention is that the grass is folded as many
times as needed to fit the allocated space. This source, and my experience of

collecting and placing herbarium specimens, informed my ideas for representation.

For this work I made vessel forms in which to depict local grasses, surrounded by
smaller forms in porcelain with sgraffito imagery of the colourful flowering forbs
that are so much a feature of the grassland ecosystems. I used a range of mixed dark
coloured clays, to refer to the shades of soil type found in the grasslands and as a
textured surface for carving and inlaying porcelain to represent the grasses. This
created lines and marks in white, to suggest the aura of a bleached stem. White was
echoed inside the wildflower vessels, with varying shades of green engobe as a

background for the representational imagery on the outside surface.

¥ ACT Government, "A Vision Splendid of the Grassy Plains Extended: Act Lowland Native
Grasslands Conservation Strategy," (Canberra: Arts, Heritage and Environment, 2005). 3.

% Jacques-Julien Houtou de La Billardiere, Novae Hollandiae Plantarum Specimen (Paris: Typographia
Dominae Huzard, 1804-1806).

0 Australian Dictionary of Biography, "La Billardiere, Jacques-Julien Houtou De (1755 - 1834),"
National Center of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/la-
billardiere-jacques-julien-houtou-de-2316/text3007 (accessed 3 February 2015).
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Fig. 128. Arundo semiannularis Fig. 124. Gahnia psittacorum

Jacques-Julien Houtou de Labillardiere, Novae Hollandiae Plantarum Specimen (1804)

Distinct Species in the Canberra Nature Park: This is work where I investigated
surface imagery and botanical detail on a larger scale, as individual species with
particular structural features conducive to textural representation or with cultural
or botanical significance to the Canberra area. This work references a relief
printmaking approach to sgraffito developed in part from an investigation of
ceramics by Gladys Reynell and prints by Margaret Preston and refined through

studio research.

Seed Jars: The final grouping again references the scientific approach I used for my
research and alludes to the act of preserving. My involvement with the National
Seed Bank to collect seeds was a major part of my fieldwork research. Seed banks
are considered a way of ensuring the future of biodiversity and “hold the potential
for our future.” Seed banks are initiatives that recognise the value plants hold in
human survival, for food, medicine and for possibilities as yet unknown. The largest,
Kew’s Millennium Seed Bank, aims by 2020 “to secure the safe storage of seed from

25% of the world’s bankable plants” as an urgent priority, when “today — between

! Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, "About the Millennium Seed Bank," http://www.kew.org/science-
conservation/collections/millennium-seed-bank/about-millennium-seed-bank (accessed 8 February
2015).
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60,000 to 100,000 species of plant are faced with the threat of extinction — roughly a
quarter of all plant species.”* The focus of this grouping of work was the
endangered Yellow Box-Red Gum ecosystem, a major part of Canberra Nature

Park’s environment.

Conclusion

In this final part of my research project, my investigation focused on the role of
display and placement in expressing environmental culture. I found commonalities
conceptually between ceramic processes and conventions, and botanical knowledge.
Vessels, being rooted in natural form, and the hand-made process of wheel-
throwing, in which no two are the same, have similar qualities to plants, where each
is an individual expression of common characteristics. In this way metaphor and
analogy became part of the establishment of meaning. This extended into groupings
or installation of form, referencing ecologies comprising interdependent elements.
In the installation Islands & Corridors, these ideas are explored further and on a
larger scale, based on my perspective of an Australian botanical narrative, in an

environment that I had come to know well.

“2 Ibid.
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Conclusion

Must this narrative be emplotted as tragedy, or is there an

alternative ending?:

This practice-led research was initiated by my curiosity about the way the
occurrence of Australian flora in ceramic history might reflect settler society’s
growing understanding and valuing of Australia’s exceptional environment.
Together with current concern for the survival of species, the primary focus of the
research was to investigate how environmental culture might be expressed through

representations of Australian flora and the vessel form in contemporary ceramic art.

To conceptualise and connect natural and cultural histories, I constructed a project-
specific ‘Australian botanical narrative’, a framework utilising theoretical and
practical approaches to understanding flora and the environment. This framework
proved useful to encompass the broad scope of acquired scientific and cultural
knowledge of Australian plants across the time span from British settlement to
today, relevant to ceramic objects. Establishing this interdisciplinary approach
proved crucial to my research project. It provided context and subject knowledge as
background to my investigation of historical ceramic objects, informed ways of
researching contemporary botanical and environmental science and provided a rich
resource of scientific and cultural documentation for material, technical and

conceptual ideas in the studio.

The project began with an investigation of connections between historical ceramics
decorated with Australian flora and an Australian botanical narrative. I found richly
intertwined relationships between artists using Australian flora in ceramic imagery
and experts or advocates of botanical knowledge, including amateur botanisers,
collectors, botanists, curators, illustrators and conservationists. Environmental
attitudes, and botanical knowledge in particular, contributed to the use of Australian

flora throughout this ceramic history.

! Peter Burke, "Afterword," in Nature's End: History and the Environment, ed. Sverker Sorlin and Paul Warde
(Houndmills, Basingtstoke; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 356.
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In the early colonial period, the degree of interest in Australian flora was gauged by
their absence, though the fledgling industry possibly valued functional attributes
more than decorative. The perceived aberrance of Australia’s new (flora) and fauna
was expressed in the Kanguroo Mug in 1793, but from the 1880s a new pride in
Australia’s plants, for example the Waratah, was evident in its popularity for
decoration. It was a culmination of many influences that led to the extraordinary
flourishing of Australian flora from the 1880s into the 1930s. These included
decorative styles receptive to plant forms, and techniques such as china painting
eminently suited to botanical representation. National pride and patriotism
increased their popularity with first the Centenary, then Federation and the First
World War. In part, the popularity of Australian flora in ceramic decoration
included the esteem botany held and a growing understanding and valuing of the
Australian environment more broadly, as indicated by the establishment of national
parks and reserves, and legislation protecting forests and flora. After this period,
studio artists reflected environmental culture in a variety of ways, motivated by a
personal engagement with Australian flora and the environment. As I found, these
historical objects exhibited environmental culture through an expression of
botanical knowledge, including title, the subject of and variety of plant species,

context, and biographical details and botanical interest of the artist.

Botanical knowledge and the rich resource of natural history documentation was
relevant to many of these artists’ work and, as I found, to my own. Botanical
illustration is closely linked to representations of Australian flora in botanical
ceramics, both historically and currently, and formed a key aspect in my own
approach to representation. I explored composition by working directly from plant
specimens using botanical illustration practice, and mark-making techniques
through an investigation of work by artists in a range of media. A key finding was
the establishment of meaning through metaphor when form and imagery were
conceived of together. Ceramic materials, tools and techniques were tested and
formulated to develop a colour and textural palette to reflect characteristics of

Australian plants.

Historical research also provided clues to an investigation of a current Australian
botanical narrative. I learnt the importance of location to botanical research as I

engaged in fieldwork both with locally based botanical groups and research
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institutions, and in a number of diverse ecosystems. From this, and through
investigating the working methods of other artists, a visual arts methodology was
formed, as a way of researching in the field and in archives, specific to the
conceptual, theoretical and practical approach I was developing in the studio. In this
way, an Australian botanical narrative became a way to build connections from the
past to the present through studio research. This research clarified my
understanding that the expression of environmental culture is specific to a place,
time and cultural perspective, including a scientific one, in an ever-changing natural

system.

By engaging deeply with botanical and environmental knowledge, I saw its
potential for informing the making process, where studio research might embody
botanical research. My exploration of wheel-thrown form began with the individual
vessel, and, as my project developed, the meaning of form became important for
expressing ideas about an environment. A reference to function directly expresses
the relationship of plants to ceramic culture, such as the vase, or to science, as in a
petri dish. If, conceptually, the non-functional vessel symbolises an individual plant,
then, when placed together, vessel groupings indicate ecosystems, becoming a
metaphorical space for the environment. The process of making forms on the wheel
aligned with these ideas, in that each vessel, though exhibiting similar
characteristics, is individual, in the same way plants are within a species. In this

way, ceramic form and botanical references were interconnected.

The expansive term ‘environmental culture’ was useful for corralling ideas around
values attributed to the environment, allowing room to explore its many facets and
complexities. My approach focused on the way scientific knowledge contributes to
understanding the environment; for example, through studying biodiversity,
relationships between species, and mitigating threats through conservation
research. The resourcing of science depends on the values and attitudes that society
has with respect to maintaining or protecting its natural resources, or
environmental culture. For example, legislation around threatened grassland species
equates to funding for research into seed collection and propagation. In
acknowledging current environmental culture in the representation of Australian
flora on the ceramic vessel, my research extends the responsibility of stewardship

into other spheres, including ceramic art.
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Ceramic objects might express environmental culture in a number of ways,
including those used historically, such as title, subject matter and context.
Theoretical understandings of the vessel in contemporary ceramic art, extend the
establishment of meaning through the use of multiples, placement and staging of
artwork. By exploring the vessel in this way, and by working with the
commonalities between ceramic and botanical references, my research establishes,
that ideas of environmental culture can be expressed through title, subject matter
and context, and through metaphor, materiality, form, colour, texture, placement

and installation.

Through this research, I have drawn upon the historical use of Australian flora in
ceramic objects to develop a current approach to their use, finding parallels between
botanical and environmental knowledge and ceramic culture. This research
contributes to the contemporary art practice discourse on the nature of society’s

relationship to flora and the environment in Australia.
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