
Paper given to international conference  
PERSONS, INTIMACY and LOVE.  Salzburg, AUSTRIA 2008 
 

 
ANNE RIGGS PhD Artist 
ariggs@alphalink.com.au       www.anneriggs.com 
 

1 

THE CREATIVE SPACE : art in the shadow of trauma, grief and loss 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to talk about my work as an artist, and to share with 
you thoughts on creating art in the shadow of trauma, grief and loss.  I would like 
to present observations from two mosaic projects I facilitated as part of my PhD 
project with women who have experienced sexual abuse, mostly in childhood - and 
my own arts practice in this context.  
 
As an artist who has spent a life time engaging the vulnerable, the sick, the 
disabled and the happily well in creating visual arts in non-art environments such 
as hospitals, health and community centres, I regularly encounter comments from 
people trying to understand what exactly it is that I do.  “Oh, art therapy”, No, I 
say, I am an artist.  We make art.   
 
The service art provides to the community seems, at present, to be understood in 
the terms of other disciplines, say, psychology, or psychiatry.  It is my contention, 
however, that art and creativity are of service for what they provide in their own 
right – and this is the purpose of my work as a community artist, as a practising 
artist and as a researcher.  
 
I am in the middle of the PhD – so conclusive thoughts are, at this stage, elusive.  
Nonetheless, I would like to put forward some ideas around the notion of “creative 
space” and what this contributes to well being.  When I started this project, I called 
it, The Creative Space – singular – but now, I realise it must be in the plural – The 
Creative Spaces, because I think that making and showing art provides service in a 
number of spaces that for the moment, I will call the creative spaces of The 
Community, The Private, The Internal, and The Public.  In this short presentation, I 
will focus on The Community and The Internal spheres. 
 
*** 
For the traumatised, life can be a wandering quest through the wilderness - a 
search for the essence of what it is to be human. Because an abuser is basically 
saying to the victim, “you don’t matter”, and in so doing, disables crucial bonds of 
love and connection, leaving victims in a state of ‘homelessness’, which precludes 
them feeling anchored to others, to place or to the self.  
 
My offer to these women – to participate in the mosaic group - was made with the 
purpose of exploring how learning skills, creating and being part of a community 
might help repair some of these severed connections and thus, contribute to finding 
a ‘home’ – a place of comfort within. 
 
In the aftermath of abuse, many of the women had adopted moderate to extreme 
coping strategies, which include drug/alcohol dependency and withdrawal from 
others.  Most had little contact with original families or the broader community, 
some rarely left the house and few had friends.  The recurrent expression of their 
disconnection, “Me and the outside world”, is one I found disturbing in its stark 
summary of their isolation.  
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Another salient and recurring concept was being “all bad, totally bad” and somehow 
deserving of their abuse.  I shall return to this thought a little later when I talk 
about the Internal Creative Space. However, in the meantime, I will say that this 
comment caused deep personal sadness now that the victims of sexual abuse have 
become individualised for me, and I witness the weight of this burden - which has 
been carried for years – and for some, a lifetime.   
 
For those who go through it, the experience of trauma is one of deadening, and 
reduction.  Creativity, on the other hand, is alive, enriching and full of possibilities.   
 
*** 
My work as a community artist is informed by my practice in the studio.  Artistically 
and personally, I immerse myself in what I believe are deeply important human 
considerations; I have made and continue to make works contemplative of trauma, 
grief and loss and of associated emotions and responses.  I have considered the 
pain and isolation of trauma, the illusory faith in vengeance and forgiveness; and 
the potential for transformation. 
 
My personal engagement brings to the work a current and evolving relationship 
with creativity and art - the way ideas unfold, the place for intuition – and rigor; 
not to mention the joys and the frustrations of trying to get something to work!   
I am, all the time, making, and through that practice have also embodied a 
thorough knowledge of materials and tools. 
 
This I bring to my work with the women in these groups. 
 
**** 
Freud’s insistence that both love with work are necessary for happiness is a good 
place from which to consider The Community Creative Space. 
 
Initially the artist aims to create a cohesive group – one which is focussed on the 
art, whilst also providing social enjoyment – within boundaries that feel safe.  Not 
an easy task for a group whose boundaries are anything but common.  One method 
I find useful is to invite participants to be mindful of others when using tools and to 
intervene and help when someone is in need.  It enables – it requests - the care of 
others, and in the invitation to care, the announcement is made, that in this space 
”you do matter”. 
 
The intimacy of sharing art-making with other women who also know what it is to 
be vulnerable can provide potency and comfort.  Knowing they are “not alone” in 
their distress, participants are building relationships founded on art, creativity and 
empathy - a bridge between “me” and “the outside world”.  
 
In describing the class as being “like a work environment”, one participant 
recognised the purposeful-ness of being in that space each week and the discipline 
being applied to the endeavours of the group.  A creative collaboration is enabled 
by the artist’s experience and ability to give structure and form to that purpose. 
 
Experience guides the artist on how and where to pitch the teaching - when to step 
in when to step back; what ideas can be offered; when to gently challenge a 
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participant.  Experience also helps manage emotional vulnerability whilst not giving 
in to it. 
 
The tasks I just mentioned are also important considerations for many others who 
work with vulnerable people.  What the artist contributes, in particular, to this 
workplace is the ability to create, and the knowledge and mastery of materials; the 
ability to enable the transformation of this pile of tiles, timber and glue by shifting 
the perception of them and the materials themselves into something new, 
something formed and something aesthetic. 
 
Making art requires creativity, discipline and work. 
 
 
*** 
Four mosaic panels represent the elements – earth air fire and water; they are a 
distillation of art and images - over which the women poured and extracted 
memories, ideas, pleasures and sorrows.  
 
One woman selected a series of paintings by the artist Fred Williams, for their 
depiction of the red earth and vast spaces of The Pilbara – a region in North West 
Australia.  The paintings evoked memories of waiting half an hour as immense 
trains carrying iron-ore stopped road traffic as they made their way across the 
country.  This is part of Australia she deeply loves.  
 
We laid all the selections on the table for ideas and inspiration, and made at least 
ten sketches each to investigate artistic concerns, such as content and composition.  
This very useful step of simple and un-precious drawing is a way of gathering lots 
of visual information, and testing ideas.  It is also helpful in showing that ideas can 
be sourced from anywhere, moulded, and even thrown out. 
 
After hearing women’s comments on the images – we now had about 100 - I 
suggested to the group that perhaps their choices were about connections with 
home / place.  For some, this is a vexed relationship – which I understood; there is, 
frequently a profound affection for the place, and natural environment, but many 
had moved far away from childhood homes to distance themselves physically from 
their abuse and abuser.  Memories of place are tainted with sadness and any 
number of other emotions.  
 
It is not for the artist to make decisions, on behalf of others, about what a group 
artwork will represent or look like.  Rather the artist can help shape ideas – 
however complex they might be - into some sort of coherence that will be possible 
for the group to make and complete within the boundaries of participants’ 
experience, time available and materials being used.     
 
The very normal artistic process of deciding which, of all these ideas and images, 
were to be retained or discarded, emerged as being significantly difficult.  My 
thoughts about home/place were met with blank faces, I was obviously on the 
wrong track - yet no-one willingly spoke up.   
 
The process exposed deep chasms in individual’s confidence to voice an opinion.  
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In response to this silence, I talked about making artistic decisions – how 
incorporating something emotional or painful can be a useful contribution to 
understanding, acknowledgement and healing or, conversely, it may not be helpful 
at all to include a reminder of something best left in the shadows; some images 
don’t hold enough of anything to warrant a place in an artwork; whilst others can 
spark responses that can take a work into a completely new place.   
 
Art making requires making many decisions – not life and death – but at times of 
some significance, as one participant said “I knew if the image of the snake 
remained, I would have to leave the group – and I didn’t want to leave, so I said 
no”. 
 
Because we were working in art, not therapy, decisions about content did not 
require explanation.  The image of the Pilbara had evoked fond memories for one 
participant, yet she hesitated when we were deciding whether to include or discard 
it.  Only her opinion counted on this image, “In or out?  You have to say.”   “Out”, 
she replied.  It is, as one woman said, “immensely important to have a voice”. 
 
Terms like ”it’s good or bad” are shed and replaced with functional descriptions, 
“this bit is not working” or “the blue is too dominant”.  Individual ownership of 
specific parts of the panel is forfeited in order to claim ownership of the whole.  
Participants worked across all four panels, encouraged to trust their eyes and add, 
change or remove tiles as necessary.  The artist strengthens individual’s art-making 
skills - building on talents and recognising limitations, and develops women’s skills 
to communicate with eachother in order create a cohesive artwork.  The artist is 
drawing on visual experience to guide the aesthetic of the work. 
 
With the utilization of the language of artistic engagement, a new way of speaking 
emerges – one that is becoming assured and honest, and with that a new way of 
listening is also found – the ability to hear words for what is being said, rather than 
being in code or judgement.  This process eventually leads to a developing respect 
for one’s own opinions, “decisions were being made through me and around me,” 
one said.  The voiceless can speak, the silent are heard.  
 
This process opened eyes to a way of thinking that valued experimentation and 
trust in oneself.  As one woman said, “I never got that shut down kind of feeling”. 
 
 
*** 
Initially I thought most of the projects revelations would be found in the various 
intersections between the artist, art and community, and in giving participants the 
skills and confidence to create.  However, one participant’s yearning to “put herself 
on the canvas” inspired the project where unexpectedly women first inhabited the 
private creative space and some discovered the internal creative space – and once 
there, the possibilities of taking hold of the elusive. 
 
I called the project “Putting Yourself in the Picture”, and presented a range of 
approaches to it, including the view that “you are more than your trauma” and 
suggested that this could perhaps pull into focus other aspects of the women.  We 
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discussed  the possibilities for metaphor, for the work to carry secret or oblique 
messages, to be poetic, subtle, playful, bold, intuitive.  
 
For various reasons, women designed their piece at home and sent the outline in 
the post, for me to cut out in timber.  It was the start of work being taken from the 
community into private spaces.  This habit of making at home continued beyond 
the life of the project.  
 
Mosaic seemed to have taken over women’s lives.  Not only had time been 
allocated to attend the class, now physical spaces within the home were being 
assigned for mosaics.  In addition, behaviours and relationships with others were 
dramatically altered to accommodate the desire to create. 
 
This begins to clarify the service of art – that which is unique, and separate, from 
what other community activities provide.  Making space for art at home in the 
private creative space is, I think, of interest, however, I think, the deeper beauty 
and significance of this project lies in the internal creative space - I will illustrate 
this with the example of one woman’s work:  
 
Talking about her mosaic of the Happy Child, a participant revealed that her abuse 
began “almost from the womb”.  She described herself as “voiceless”, unable to 
find the words to explain and express, either to herself or her counsellor, “what 
couldn’t be said – or known”.  As she attempted to convey the significance of her 
artwork, her usual fluency failed.  
 
In the quietness of making, she said, thoughts turned to childhood and school days, 
and something shifted – like a key turning – or a spirit coming in.  She spoke of 
intuition, of “knowing without knowing”.  She was apologetic for her lack of 
coherence – but somehow in the making of this piece of work, she understood the 
child’s pain within and her innocence.  Memories re-emerged, of successes in art, of 
having friends and being clever.  Things thought lost, had been found. 
 
She reflected further that in the making she realised “what I had become, who I 
was now, and who I might have been in a different situation”.  Behaviours now 
observed as self-sabotaging, or unusually self-protective, had not been scrutinised 
before – for her, the abnormal was normal.  In the internal creative space, that 
quiet contemplative creative place, a lifetime of misconception fell away when 
finally she knew she wasn’t “all bad, totally bad”. 
 
Healing, or finding comfort after trauma, is a journey, and this participant knows 
hers is a long one.  The creation of this work is an important part of her journey of 
discovery.  In the process, her mosaic of the Happy Child has become a precious 
object; kept in a private space in her home, away from public areas into which her 
sister makes unannounced and critical visits.  The artwork is an embodiment of 
herself; “reigniting something I had been - as a child” – only now, as the adult, she 
is able to protect the child from being hurt by others.  
 
In this internal creative space of quiet contemplation, the artwork has given life to 
something that might have remained dormant; it has provided insight and 
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recognition of the past; enjoyment and pride in making the work, and skills and 
hope for the future.   
 
“Art is an experience, a greatly emotive experience and it helped me.  It has been 
immensely … freeing.” 
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