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On suffering and joy : 

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in a day to discuss and share ideas 
about a subject that has been the foundation of my arts practice and thinking for 
more than two decades. 

It has taken me on journeys of exploration through the western front of Belgium 
and France, the killing fields of Cambodia, through many sites of loss, trauma 
and remembrance in Germany, Austria and England, and of course through my 
life and home country of Australia.   

Preparing for and honing this talk on Remembrance and the expressive arts has 
been more challenging that I would have liked – because I cannot think of 
remembrance without thinking of grief, and grief without thinking of trauma, and 
without thinking of suffering, death, illness, ageing and the need to express, 
acknowledge, and participate in rituals of mourning and loss. And that is my life’s 
work and thesis – condensed to a 20-minute talk!   

My work encompasses Remembrance in all these guises.  It tackles the huge 
issues of recovery from trauma, especially abuse; it gives the tools and a voice to 
those confronting the end of their life, as well as assists victims and the bereaved 
to look into their loss and suffering so they might find a way to honour and 
accommodate it. 

All huge issues in a global and community context – but today I want to share 
with you something personal and intimate:   

Two artist books from a work called A little library on suffering and joy – which 
is currently in Tasmania as a finalist in Hutchins Prize for works on paper.  The 
first book is a called Wander Wonder – created in remembrance of my friend and 
artist, Pip Stokes.  It is a love story and a way I found to draw together some of 
the many threads of our friendship and collaborations in art that incorporated 
what seemed to be a range of connected as well as sometimes disparate 
passions. The second book, Lost. and loving – is a reflection on my mother’s 
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grief for her lost (dead) husband is a different form of love story.  Now well into 
old age – remembrance for my mother is not only about remembering – and 
forgetting – as I am sure many will touch on today – it is also about recreating a 
past.  This book tries to encompass those realities as it also tries to distill an 
essence of her in some form before it vanishes. 

 

A small library on suffering and joy (detail) 

 

 

Wander Wonder.   
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Lost and loving. 

 

These are concertina books – a traditional book making technique that works in 
simpatico with an unfolding story.  If viewed one way – the viewer sees individual 
pages - fragments– much like in any book; but concertina books unfold so the 
whole book can be experienced as one.  

Pip and I become friends at the Victorian College of the Arts in 2002 when we 
both were embarking on a Master of Fine Arts degree.  As our friendship grew 
through the following years we found deeper connections. Later, our PhDs each 
investigated aspects of loss and grief, and especially the services artists provide 
to mourning through acknowledging loss and suffering, and mitigating meaning.  

In 2008 Pip and I travelled through Austria and Germany looking at sites of 
trauma, mourning and remembrance.  Specifically, we were analyzing what lay at 
the heart of successful sites of memory and mourning; and where the artists’ 
hands were – or should have been.  

We later travelled through Cambodia with a similar mission. 

It was on this European odyssey, in the Judenplatz, Vienna that a sign: “Art 
Against Oblivion” caught my attention. The Judenplatz, once the heart of 
Viennese Jewry and the site of the 1420-1 Jewish pogroms, is now home to the 
austere Holocaust Memorial – the Nameless Library.   It is a place of 
remembering and restoration, a junction between the past and the present, the 
obliterated and oblivion. I recalled having seen the sign before, in Ypres, another 
European city deeply impacted by suffering and loss and contemplated whether 
Art Against Oblivion was a call to action, or making a claim. 
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Can art militate against oblivion – against nothingness? against forgetting?  This 
statement is, in essence, the purpose of these books, and more generally, the 
purpose of my work as an artist.  Work which attempts to bring focus to the 
blurry, the vanishing, the unknown and the felt, and sits that beside the story that 
is known and understood.   

Our journey coincided with the 70th anniversary of the Anschluss – the annexing 
of Austria into Nazi Germany.  This anniversary brought to our attention the very 
different approaches each country had taken in acknowledging their respective 
roles and actions in the 2nd World War.  Where Germany has claimed 
responsibility for the atrocities it had perpetrated, especially against the Jews, 
Austria was still largely in denial.   Although there are monuments, such as the 
stark and impressive Nameless Library, the language surrounding them was 
passive and platitudinous.  As a country, Austria had yet to find the courage or 
way to look into the wound and take responsibility for creating it. 

We concluded that in order to successfully mourn and heal, the necessary, but 
difficult tasks of looking at the abject, of witnessing and acknowledging the 
suffering and taking responsibility must be undertaken.  Looking can be 
overwhelming – the starkness of the truth too awful to bear – a response I see all 
the time in sexual abuse recovery work.   It seems less painful to turn away; but 
turning away, avoiding, is ultimately unhelpful because the effects of the trauma, 
the grief and the responsibility are not only buried, they continue to impose a 
disastrous legacy. 
 
The writer Emily Dickinson gives us a clue on how to tackle this delicate and 
necessary task of looking:  

Tell all the truth but tell it slant  

Success in circuit lies. 

Too bright for our infirm delight 

The truth’s superb surprise  

As lightning to the children eased.  

With explanation kind 

The truth must dazzle gradually  

Or every man be blind.  (1129) 

Dickinson advocates for a form of mediation that allows this viewing into the 
painful to happen gently. The truth must dazzle gradually. Or every man be blind.   
One form of mediation is through art and the eyes of the artist.  
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The artist does not simply record. Our role is to gaze at what hurts, disturbs and 
stultifies in order to reveal, transform and restore. Our role is to feel and prepare 
ground for others’ feelings to germinate.  We act as witness: as creative 
interpreters, offering new perspectives, and a kinder way for the truth to be seen 
and understood.  Artists delve into shadowy places. We inhabit spaces and are 
fascinated by what is repulsive to others. Indeed, it was bones, death, corpses 
and the transformation of materials that provided both Pip and I with endless 
opportunities for exploration, explanation and metaphor.   
 

 
 
The artist’s mostly intuitive, rather than intellectual, responses to matter and 
objects employed as art materials offered themselves to be re-created, re-
assembled into “grim reminders of what is essentially impossible to imagine” 
(Lerm Hayes), salves for the wounded, and hope for any of us who care to look 
and seek it. 
 
In the month before she died in 2010, I spent a few days at a much-loved cottage 
she and her husband have in the Grampians. The cottage, nestled into the edge 
of the Black Forest, burned to the ground in the fires in the year before black 
Saturday and was rebuilt.  Her connection to this place was palpable – she once 
told me: “I know every inch of that land”.   

 

It was the first time I had been there and knowing she was dying, the visit 
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naturally was imbued with feelings of imminent loss and incredible sadness.  I 
went, with her little dog as a companion, to tidy up the garden, bring back spring 
blooms, take photos of the garden and the surrounding landscape for her and 
record the sounds of screeching and mournful cockatoos.  The landscape was 
alive with spring and she was dying. 

I have returned there many times since – it is a retreat for me, a place where I 
feel this deep connection to her – and the huge weight of her death.  Others don’t 
go there now, for these very same reasons, but I love the opportunity to immerse 
myself in my memories and to nurture in me the things we both loved and 
shared. 

My book Wander Wonder was created around the time of the third anniversary of 
her death. A key element in this work is that memory is the product of a multitude 
of impulses, drawn together in the form of a collage, or approximation of the past 
and feelings about that past. The relics and the traces of a lost past that I am 
trying to incorporate into a presence in which she has no form.  It talks of 
intersections, of elements that don’t seem to sit together comfortably in the same 
story – Germany, sewing, folding, art, landscape, loss, relics and bones, yet can 
and do, as memory and in remembrance.   

 

The second book I want to share with you, LOST and loving is a story of my 
mother.  

The cottage is tucked away in the bush 
– with no TV, little mobile coverage, a 
flimsy phone connection, and no close 
neighbours – barring the kangaroos.  
For connectivity I drive 15 km to the 
Stawell library; it was there in a book 
sale that I found and bought Noel 
Streatfeilds delightful Summer Holiday 
Book.  It had wonderful old-world line 
illustrations and a quality of writing that 
drew me towards her poetic, and now 
somewhat outmoded turn of phase.   I 
started to cultivate a library of these 
phrases and sentences, cutting them 
out of the book and saving them - with 
no particular intention in mind.   That 
is, until the day I spent with mum and 
saw her advancing old age had 
exposed a new vulnerability.  At the 
time when I felt a deep sadness for her 
- I also re-found that library of words.   
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They were made for each other.  

Mark Twain said: 

“When I was younger, I could remember anything, whether it had 
happened or not;  

but my faculties are decaying now 

and soon I shall be  

so I cannot remember any but the things that never happened.”  

(qtd in Rasmussen, 176) 

My mother teeters at the edge of dementia.   Remembering, forgetting and doing 
as Mark Twain describes, making up events that never happened.   In dementia 
work there is a term for this – confabulation, which sounds aptly descriptive to 
me. The book LOST and loving was made to express to myself and others about 
this mother who continues to remember and grieve her dead husband, who 
recalls a lost past, and consciously and unconsciously fashions her own way to 
live in this world as an old lady. 

She has lived a loving and loved life – secure and stable.  She has never been 
seriously hurt or harmed, and only once ill enough to require hospitalization, so 
her outlook is rather sunny.  So too are her memories and the stories she makes 
up to remember her past. 
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The memories, hers, and mine that are in this little book, make no demands on 
exactness – but rather, on their importance, their resonance, their need for 
expression and acknowledgement. The books I make do not speak to 
photographic snapshots of the past – they don’t attempt to mimic a photo album. 
Our memories don’t work in a filmic sense of a narrative unfolding neatly and 
seamlessly; the memories most of us have are fluid, created, recreated and 
reconstructed experiences. 

Questions as to whether an event is factual or fictional, accurate or exaggerated 
are commonly raised in response to trauma and loss and are ever present to 
those who have been sexually abused (the area of trauma I most inhabit). 
Victims’ truths are, for all sorts of reasons, challenged. In a legal or therapeutic 
context, the question of being believed and having evidence to support a claim 
are different from the context in which I, as an artist, choose to work.  

Dr Dori Laub, a psychoanalyst, alongside a panel of historians, listened to the 
testimony of a Holocaust survivor describing the blowing up of four crematoria 
chimneys at Auschwitz. The historians viewed her as an unreliable witness and 
her account dismissed, as they knew that only one chimney had been blown up.  
Laub, however, understood her testimony differently - grasping that the 
destruction of one chimney was so extraordinary and its impact so great that its 
destruction must have seemed to have involved all four chimneys. (Felman and 
Laub, 59-64). 

Memory does not necessarily prove its worth in accuracy; that worth is located in 
the indelible feelings, responses, and impacts that remain in our bodies and 
minds. We recreate or reconstruct our experiences rather than retrieve copies of 
them. Sometimes in the process of reconstructing we add feelings, beliefs, or 
knowledge we obtained after the experience or completely new information, as 
my mother often does. 

In a similar way artists help make sense in the absence of ‘the truth’ through 
constructing and conserving, and through switching back and forth between truth 
and interpretation. Through creating works that are inescapably full of 
associations, emotions and symbols. 

Isak Denisen proposed that all sorrows could be borne if one can put them into a 
story, or tell a story about them (Arendt qtd in Wilkinson); this process need not 
necessarily be coherent to make sense to us. Fragments describe too. The 
stories, with made up memories provides us, or my mother and this survivor, with 
a way to emphasise the power of that experience.  

This discussion pivots on the power of the expressive arts and on the metaphor 
of art as “an instrument of thinking ... a catalyst in a new state of being”: as artist 
Antony Gormley suggests, a means to speak about the unspeakable, to look at 
the unbearable and to offer the audience a way to face a most difficult aspects of 
humanity (qtd in Nesbitt 32). 
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For millennia, the built and natural environments have been set aside for proper 
acknowledgement and mourning of the dead. The Hallstadt ossuary in Austria is 
one such place.  Here the bones of the dead have been cleaned, painted and 
laid out in a memento mori – a reminder of what once was and who we will all 
soon be. Within this commitment to looking, I have observed that people do not 
necessarily turn away, as is often claimed. To the contrary, the issues of mortality 
and purpose that have concerned humanity for thousands of years continue to 
have relevance. Yet now it seems more difficult to confront and share them as a 
community, and more difficult to hold loss and grief among the “everyday”; that 
is, encountered and incorporated as a natural part of life.  A conundrum indeed, 
as it seems to me a service that is desperately needed. 

My parents most enjoyed spending time together in their rattling Toyota Hi-Ace 
that my father had lovingly crafted into a rattling mobile home.  They adored 
being in the outback. My mother, who did not drive, observed and admired the 
smallest details and changes  she noticed in the landscape that seems, to many, 
to monotonously go on forever.    

Theirs was a marriage forged in the catholic church, and tempered by common 
values of commitment, responsibility, sharing, appreciation, and loving.  
Ultimately a marriage is private and the rupture created when one party dies 
cannot really be fully known by us, the children of that marriage.   What I saw 
was a woman adrift, unanchored and yearning for the solid ground that was her 
husband.   My father’s death challenged everything my mother did and 
understood.  As she has aged, her experience of loss has not diminished – I 
would say at times has heightened because now more than ever she yearns for 
the stability and security that he gave her. 
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Yet somehow from within the tenacity of her inner spirit she has been able to 
draw on the memory of that solid life to find a way to be now, in the present.  She 
moves backwards and forward – deciphering and re-creating her past, as well as 
deciphering, creating and recreating her present.  I had intended to simply call 
this book Lost, but in the end realised this was not so.  In her failure to accept 
oblivion, in the face of her excruciating loss: “I ought to be dead and yet I am not 
dead. This death which ought to kill me did not kill me”, she had reshaped 
herself. “There was nothing left. And yet there was something left”. (Saresma) 

 

Thank you. 
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