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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This exegesis is an account of how an artist can build a sense of place or a sense of 

belonging to a particular place through their art-making process. Specifically, it 

examines how collections or taxonomies have assisted me to understand my sense of 

belonging, as a native of Colombia dislocated to Australia, in the face of an increasingly 

dislocated and hybridised world. In arguing that collections make manifest the complex 

emotional connections people forge with the places they inhabit, I first examine the 

notion of place. Then I discuss how collections can become dwellings for experiences 

and memories, and how people also ‘dwell’ in their collections. Gaston 

Bachelard’s Poetics of space offers a framework to reflect on the tensions and 

contradictions between the intimacy of a newly developed sense of home, and the 

always changing, hybrid, and foreign public places through which one has to go and in 

which one has to dwell after geographical dislocation. Examining how contemporary 

artists who use collections or taxonomies in their work represent ideas of place, and 

how the concept of place exists through those collections I present my own ‘collection 

of collectors’ whose works have informed my studio practice. I conclude by analysing 

the bodies of work that I produced over the course of my research project, which range 

from printing and collaging collected objects to merging, reframing and recreating 

collected objects into a spatially inviting installation work. Focusing on how the studio 

methodology led to the production of the work and how it relates to the motivations 

behind them, I also reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of each project, and analyse 

how successful they were in conveying ideas of place and the place-making process. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 
Je suis l’espace où je suis (I am the space where I am) 

—Noël Arnaud 
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The central question that I address in my studio practice and throughout this exegesis is 

how artists can build a sense of place or a sense of belonging to a particular place 

through their art-making process. Specifically, I ask how collections or taxonomies can 

assist me to reconcile my sense of belonging in the face of an increasingly dislocated 

and hybridised world. I argue that collections make manifest the complex emotional 

connections people forge with the places they inhabit. I explain how collections 

themselves can become dwellings for experiences and memories, and how people also 

‘dwell’ in their collections. I describe how collections become receptacles of stories and 

how the idea of place emerges from them as those stories are shared. 

 

Throughout this exegesis, I argue that artists and poets bring places into being. Their 

work paves the way for other people to embrace undiscovered territories. They create 

narratives that make the wild natural world or the chaotic cityscape ease into the 

comfort and privacy of our homes. They invite us to more closely observe the places 

around us, and to discover their endless nuances. My art practice is concerned with my 

understanding of Australia as a place from the perspective of an immigrant. This has led 

me to consider a variety of perceptions as to how the places we inhabit can be 

understood, and how artists can build a sense of place though their artwork.  

 

Today, the world seems smaller than it was a century ago. Travelling long distances 

takes just a fraction of the time it took then, and people of different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds are more likely to live and interact in the same geographical location. 

Despite the idiosyncrasies of each person’s experience of transferring their lives from 

one place to another, all displacements have something in common: they occur in, as 

Caren Kaplan calls them, “sites of intersecting movements” of people. Some of these 

intersections may last days, some years, some a lifetime, but all of them make ‘place’ 

come about. As Kaplan writes: 

 
Exile is always already a mode of dwelling at a distance from a point of origin. 
Tourism is travel between points of origins and destinations. Diaspora disperses 
the locations of dwelling into interstitial habitus. Nomadism is the most 
attenuated concept in relation to location. Yet even theories of nomadic rhizomes 
include “nodes”—those sites of intersecting movements or “lines of flight”. 
(Kaplan, 1996, p. 143) 
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Relocating to a new country can be an intense physical and emotional experience. One 

has to become aware of the simplest behaviours and activities that were almost 

automatic in the place one used to call home; for example, how to get to the grocery 

store, how to greet people, or knowing what is considered humorous or rude. After 

geographical dislocation, one is forced to redefine what home means, and what home 

looks like.  

 

In 2007, after having lived in Colombia, South America, for 28 years, I moved to 

Australia with my husband. Suddenly, the backdrop for most of the memories I had 

accumulated was no longer tangible, and was only available through a computer screen. 

Suddenly, the language I had to use in order to communicate my most basic needs or 

my most complex thoughts was not Spanish but English. I wondered how long it would 

take to feel part of this new place. How would I be able to become a constitutive 

element of this new environment, and how would this environment shape me?  

 

To a great extent, my two apparently distant professional orientations defined the ways 

in which I grappled with my first feelings of displacement. However, the geographical 

dislocation I was experiencing coincided with the decision to redefine my professional 

pathway. I had completed my undergraduate studies in Biology and Fine Arts 

simultaneously, and, after finishing a Masters in Evolutionary Biology, I realised that 

science was, for me, not the end but the means to get in contact with the natural world. I 

found myself rethinking my professional future, and certain questions began to 

recurringly surface: how can I turn science into a tool for making art? How can I 

incorporate scientific methodologies and procedures into my art practice? How has the 

work of contemporary artists extended the dialogue between scientific and artistic 

approaches to nature? Is it not right that the conceptual separation of science and art is a 

fairly new trend in the history of Western culture? 

 

Both geographical and conceptual dislocations, such as the ones I was experiencing, are 

becoming increasingly common for migrants all over the world. Every year, millions of 

people move to different cities, countries and continents, which in turn causes new ways 

of defining ideas about place. The place a person can call theirs is no longer defined by 
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a static geographical location. Place can be defined by encounters, contacts and 

negotiations both with other people and with physical location. Place can emerge from 

transitions, changes and mutations of routines and interactions. Thus, place appears to 

be in constant flux. I argue that the individual’s experience of place parallels the large 

scale ‘flows’ that characterise globalisation dynamics exposed by scholars such as 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.  

 

The first chapter of this exegesis (Place and place-making, a theoretical approach) 

explores the concept of place and other concepts derived from it, such as home, 

landscape and the notion of having or building a sense of place. I argue in favour of an 

idea of place that is in constant flux, redefinition and hybridisation, and that this 

characteristic brings about place itself. As I will demonstrate through various examples, 

more than a location, place is filled with constant negotiations between people and their 

surroundings, between people and their memories, between people and their desires. 

Just as none of these are static elements, nor is the idea of place. In this chapter I also 

argue that, despite the homogenising forces of globalisation, each place maintains its 

uniqueness. This is possible precisely because of the exceptional nature of the 

confluence of all the elements that constitute place.  

 

In accordance with the idea of place as the confluence or the intersection of multiple 

factors, the first chapter of this exegesis also introduces the concept of the hybrid urban 

landscape. The amalgamation of floras from different geographical origins as well as 

dissimilar and sometimes antagonistic architectural styles materialises some of those 

confluences that render a place possible. That hybrid urban landscape makes a place 

unique, and can even be seen as a footprint of cultural heritage. It encompasses the 

history of human travels, discoveries, conflicts, needs and desires. My studio-based 

research aims to investigate ways in which art can, as British geographer Doreen 

Massey states, “uproot ‘space’ from that constellation of concepts in which it has so 

unquestioningly so often been embedded (stasis; closure; representation) and settle it 

among another set of ideas (heterogeneity; relationality; coevalness; liveliness)” (2005, 

p. 13).  
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In the second chapter (Collections in art as a place-making strategy today) I examine 

how contemporary artists who use collections or taxonomies in their work represent 

ideas of place, and how the concept of place exists through those collections. To do this, 

I present my own collection of collectors whose works have informed my own studio 

practice. The artists in my collection gather fragments of the places they dwell in or 

pass through. They all tell the stories of their habits and habitats. Through collections of 

found, constructed or photographed objects, they try to find or create some sort of order 

within the exuberance of the world that surrounds them. These artists’ works are all 

examples of how collections can act as place-making devices, and how the vast 

complexities of a given place can reside in the nested, smaller, but equally complex 

place generated by a collection. In very diverse ways, these artists address questions 

regarding the role of contemporary art in the construction of a sense of place, 

particularly in the context of a globalised world. 

 

What I have called ‘my collection of collectors’ has the vagaries of any personal 

collection, but acts as a spectrum of practice with which my own artwork enters in 

dialogue.  I pay special attention to the work of four contemporary artists: Mark Dion, 

Fiona Hall, Simryn Gill and Susan Hiller. These artists are well known for their use of 

collected objects. They have challenged the natural-history-museum aesthetic, criticised 

the validity of scientific taxonomies, and raised awareness about how humans affect 

natural environments. They also evidence the relevance of the discussion about the 

emotional transactions between places and humans in the context of contemporary art. I 

consider the different ways in which these artists have used their work to describe their 

emotional connections with a particular place. I also argue that through the collection of 

objects, the categorisation of materials, and the construction of poetic taxonomies, they 

make ideas of place come about.  

 

In the third chapter (Place-making after geographical dislocation, a personal account) I 

analyse the different bodies of work that I produced during my PhD candidature. I 

observe how, regardless of my methodology, materials or techniques, the motivations 

behind the three solo shows remained constant. Central to each series of works was the 

aim to use the art-making process as a way to generate emotional connections with a 
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new place after geographical dislocation, and to use art as a means to create a sense of 

belonging to my new surroundings. As organised collections of found objects are a 

recurrent element of my work, I argue that they provide an abode for memories, stories 

and experiences. Those memories can be maintained and shared, and as such, they are 

generators of places.  

 

In my studio practice, collected objects enhance my awareness of my new location in 

the world, and become comfortable in and with the Australian landscape. My first solo 

exhibition was entitled The AP (2009) and consisted of a weekly documentation of 

collected objects and press photos of world events. These two elements were brought 

together into 52 hard-ground etchings and 52 glass jars with objects that were displayed 

around the gallery space representing a year-long chronology. Through this project I 

began to understand that collections can play an important role in the process of 

naturalising oneself to a new environment.  

 

Later in my candidature, I concluded that, in many cases, environments in both the 

home country of the migrant and their new country are already highly hybridised. In 

June 2011, my exhibition entitled Híbrida dealt with processes of adaptation to new 

environments, and with the redefinition of ideas of home when hybridity is so imminent. 

Naturalised plants acted as a metaphor for that process of adaptation, and the 

development of a sense of belonging after geographical dislocation. An artistic version 

of a herbarium became the means through which to depict the emotional and nostalgic 

connections between plants and their regions of origin, and how this persists in the age 

of globalisation. These two artistic ventures provided me with the language with which 

I could reflect upon my own geographical dislocation and with which I could explore 

the emotional connections people draw with the environment that surrounds them.  

 

The final body of work of my candidature includes preserved plants that were 

previously introduced into Australia. In this case, the leaves and petals are laminated. 

The new materiality of these plastic-covered plants moves them further away from the 

environment from which they were collected, while still conserving the memories of the 

moments and locations of their collection. They become part of my herbarium, and so 
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they bring the outside urban landscape into inside my private space. The laminated 

plants become receptacles for a wide range of stories: they carry with them the journey 

those species made to Australia, the adaptation to this new place each of those species 

underwent, the fact that now they give shape and character to the city of Brisbane, and 

finally the emotional connections that they provide to a migrant such as myself with 

ideas of home.  

 

As will become evident in the third chapter, my work draws from a tradition that 

emerged during the times of Princess Victoria. At that time, more than 9,000 new plants 

per year were being brought to Britain from the different colonies, and were becoming 

part of a rich collection that was living proof of the supremacy of the empire. By then, 

the Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus had established a simple binomial classification 

system for naming plants, which lent itself to the fashionable lady’s leisure pursuit of 

painting and pressing flowers (Scourse, 1983, pp. 2-3). This was also the starting point 

for the creation of fantastic hybrid creatures and landscapes through the use of 

photocollage during the second half of the nineteenth century. As feminist critic Lucy 

Lippard stated, women personified the ability to “make something out of nothing” 

(Lippard, 1990, p. 11) bringing together the apparent simplicity of their lives with the 

complexities of the nature that was being discovered. They were able to enhance the 

domesticity that framed their everyday, and, by hybridising the familiar with the 

unknown, and the domestic with the exotic, they became the pioneers of a novel 

aesthetic that is aligned with the anxieties of the globalised world of today. 

 

Collecting, containing and organising objects are intrinsic to my artistic practice. In 

general, any collection needs a container: a specific place wherein the collection resides 

and is protected. Boxes of innumerable natures, sizes and materials are essential to most 

collections, and in my particular case, they constitute a defining element of my artwork. 

As I explain in the third chapter, the use of boxes in my work also speaks of the nested 

nature of the concept of place, and how a box is one of the minimal expressions of place 

itself. A box provides shelter to our cherished objects and therefore becomes a place 

where memories can reside. In my work, collections, boxes and introduced plants 

coalesce within the gallery and bring about a space to talk about place. 
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My series of works establish the importance of collections as a device for the 

construction and negotiation of a sense of place. “To collect is to write a life”, asserts 

William Davies King in his book Collections of nothing (2008, p. 38). The life that is 

written in the collection is always in the making, always in progress, never finished, 

constantly building a connection between past present and future. As King confirms:   

 
Collecting is a way of linking past, present, and future. Objects from the past get 
collected in the present to preserve them for the future. Collecting processes 
presence, meanwhile articulating the mysteries of desire. (King, 2008, p. 27) 
 

 
Past, present and future reside within a collection and in the places generated by it. 

Throughout this exegesis, I argue that collected objects, or fragments of given places, 

can provide the collector with a means to reflect upon past experiences. They maintain 

the physical connection with the place they came from, transcending the indexical 

nature of a photograph and becoming metonymic and metaphorical. This exegesis 

shows how collections can provide a place to reflect upon the complexities of people’s 

relationships with the places they inhabit.  
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CHAPTER ONE  
Place and place-making 

 

 
 

Every event described in history, every series of events reconstructed, has to have a place. 

—F. Lukermann (in Dean & Millar, 2005, p. 106) 
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How do we relate to the place we inhabit? What sort of connection do we build with the 

streets we walk every day? How do the places that frame our everyday existence 

determine our identity, shape our memories, and mould our behaviour? How do we 

naturalise ourselves into a new place after geographical dislocation? People live the 

implications of these questions in their daily lives. However, the concept of place is 

commonly taken for granted, and most do not stop to consider what place really means, 

or how its meaning shapes lives. My overall interest here is to ask what the role of 

contemporary art is in helping people relate to their surroundings in a closer way—in 

making more sense of one’s sense of place. I argue that in my own studio work and in 

the work of several influential contemporary artists, including Mark Dion, Susan Hiller, 

Simryn Gill and Fiona Hall, the processes of collecting, organising and naming 

fragments associated with a given place are helpful in connecting people with their 

surroundings and in making these surroundings more habitable. This chapter considers 

the questions I have posed, and investigates to what extent contemporary art is 

concerned with ideas of place. In doing so, I consider whether art can act as a means to 

build a sense of place in a globalised world. 

 

Firstly, in order to identify strategies by which people build stronger emotional bonds 

with their environment, I analyse some ambiguities and complexities surrounding the 

meaning of the word ‘place’. In doing so, I move through a spectrum that starts at Isaac 

Newton’s empirical definition of place, moves towards a more subtle approach that 

includes the concept of ‘landscape’, and ends with a more personal definition of place-

as-home. Secondly, I situate those terms in the context of an increasingly globalised 

world, exploring the effects of technology and mass media on the homogenisation of 

distant places, and the effects of the increasing mobility of the world’s population in the 

construction of that sense of place. Finally, I argue that Western urban landscapes, with 

their increasing hybridity (a term that I will discuss in detail later in this chapter), are 

symptomatic of a new definition of place: a unique confluence of innumerable physical, 

biological and social elements that is in constant flux and redefinition. With this in mind, 

I use the example of introduced flora to the city of Brisbane as a metaphor for the 

process of adapting to a new place and reconstructing feelings of home after 

geographical dislocation. 
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Place: An evolving concept 

 

Since ‘place’ can manifest itself in a variety of ways and scale—oscillating from one’s 

own pocket to the whole planet—a unique and comprehensive definition of the term is 

not only impossible but derogative of the concept itself. The different definitions of 

place, their proponents, and their key concepts lie on a spectrum that is as diverse as 

place: on one end is Newton’s empirical scientific definition of place, followed by 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s and Martin Heidegger’s accounts of spatiality as a defining 

feature of humanity, and finally Gaston Bachelard’s position on the other end of the 

spectrum, where place is intimate, personal and poetic. These apparently disjointed 

ideas and theories are brought together with the help of British geographer Doreen 

Massey’s description of place as circumstantial, ever changing and ever evolving 

(Massey, 2005). In this chapter I argue that place is more subtle than the abstract 

physical entity defined by Newtonian physics, and that art, especially art that employs 

collected objects, transcends the physicality of place. 

 

I contend that place is where encounters happen. These encounters may be emotional 

transactions between two or more people, between somebody and their place of 

dwelling, between somebody and their memories; encounters such as moments in which 

people experience the world around them through the “engagement of our intellect and 

all our senses” (de Jong, 2008, p. 25); or encounters such as co-occurrences of our body 

and the world. Place, then, transcends the physical location as it gets loaded with the 

emotional and symbolic footprints of these transactions, co-occurrences and 

engagements.  

 

Newton, the father of classical mechanics, defined place as “a part of space which a 

body takes up” (1934, p. 6). He also argued that space is an entity distinct from the body, 

and that it exists independently from the presence of a body (Rynasiewicz, 2011). 

However, bodies interact to render societies, and these interacting bodies and their sets 

of behaviours and beliefs take up that space. Each of the subsequent scholars I will 

discuss here contributes to a dynamic conceptualisation of ‘place’ that becomes 

increasingly relevant in the context of globalisation. Place, then, is “the coming together 
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of the biophysical, social and spiritual worlds” (Vanclay, 2008, p. 3), which can be 

understood as a “dynamic and relational structure in which we are already embedded, 

rather than some static object” (Malpas, 2008, p. 330) that is external to us. Thus, place 

is not only a specific physical location, but also an entity in need of constant negotiation 

between the acting body and the (aesthetic) environment that surrounds it. In an 

inverted view of the definitions of space and place presented here, Michel de Certeau 

considers space to be determined by the temporal aspects of human relationships. He 

considers place (space for us) to be a relatively stable pre-established location that turns 

into space (place for us) when people’s trajectories, narratives, intentions and 

experiences intersect. 

 
A space exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, 
and time variables. Thus space is composed of intersections of mobile elements. 
It is in a sense actuated by the ensemble of movements deployed within it. Space 
occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, 
temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs 
or contractual proximities. (…) In short, space is a practiced place. (de Certeau, 
1984, p. 117) 
 

  
Cultural geographer Frank Vanclay (2008, p. 4) writes that when an individual can tell a 

story about a specific locality and share through that story something that indicates 

personal meaning, place emerges. A geographical location, regardless of its extension, 

becomes their place through storytelling, Vanclay continues, as the individual “assert[s] 

some authority, or ownership, or at least some connection to that place”. One way to 

understand place, then, is as a “specific site where stories are shared” (Ros, 2008, p. 99), 

and, with the sharing of those stories, comes the feeling of belonging, the feeling of not 

being alone. Furthermore, according to de Certeau, local legends make places habitable 

“through the opportunity they offer to store up rich silences and wordless stories, or 

rather through their capacity to create cellars and garrets everywhere” (de Certeau, 1984, 

p. 106). Those legends create crevices in the surface of space, allowing memories to 

persist and mutate, and places to come about. 

 

In his book Place and experience, Jeff Malpas argues that “our connection to place may 

be part of what makes for the possibility of identity, and so also of difference” (2008, p. 

328). While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to define what constitutes identity 
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(individual, regional or national), it is useful to note that the emotional bonds people 

generate with their surroundings, and the impact those surroundings have on them, play 

a role in bringing them more closely together with those who share them, and somehow 

more distant to those who do not. However, the limits between insiders and outsiders, or 

between those who do and don’t belong, are as permeable as a glass window: where a 

thin material exposes the inside and the outside and allows them to coexist without 

completely merging.  

 

The philosophy of place has been discussed since the early Greeks, who understood 

place (topos) as essential to the existence of human beings. For Aristotle, to exist was to 

exist in a place. However, this idea of place was overshadowed in Western philosophy 

by the definition of place as “an abstract ‘location’ within spatial coordinates” that 

emerged during the predominance of scientific empiricism and its need for an objective 

and measurable spatial framework (Dovey, 2010, p. 4). 

 

During the twentieth century, philosophers such as Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger 

revived the question over the ontology of place. Although both philosophers differ 

greatly in the emphasis they place on topics such as the meaning of being, authenticity 

or intentionality, they concur in the notion of a precognitive and essential nature of 

place. From a phenomenological perspective, Merleau-Ponty argues in favour of an 

account of place based on the line of reasoning that being a body is to be tied to a 

certain world, and that our body is not primarily in space but of it (2002, p. 171). He 

also argues that experience reveals itself beneath objective space, and that experience is 

“merely the outer covering” of a primitive spatiality, which merges with the body’s very 

being.  

 

Space is not the setting (real or logical) in which things are arranged, but the 
means whereby the position of things becomes possible. This means that instead 
of imagining it as a sort of ether in which all things float, or conceiving it 
abstractly as a characteristic that they have in common, we must think of it as the 
universal power enabling them to be connected. (…) I catch space at its source, 
and now think the relationships which underlie this word, realizing then that they 
live only through the medium of a subject who traces out and sustains them; and 
pass from spatialized to spatializing space. (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 284) 
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He continues to say that it is one’s phenomenal, not objective, body that moves through 

space, and that by doing so, one grasps and perceives objects. It is in the “face of its 

tasks” that the body finds its here and situates itself—not through determining its 

position in relation to external coordinates but through anchoring its presence by being 

active in the world by touching, by grabbing, by walking. Therefore, he says:  “I know 

indubitably where my pipe is, and thereby I know where my hand and my body are” 

(2002, p. 115). For Merleau-Ponty, space is presupposed to the act of observation and 

thought; it is “at the core of the subject” (2002, p. 296), making its bodily being possible.  

 

Similar to Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the bodily experience as the base of our perception, 

Heidegger’s Da-sein, understood ontologically as the subject, is “spatial in a primordial 

sense” (1996, p. 112, first published in German in 1927). Both philosophers disagree 

with René Descartes’ Cogito ergo sum and agree on placing the existence of the being 

prior to the rational act. That existence comes about in the being-in-the world, in the 

being-in-space. Space, Heidegger says, is not something that faces man, neither is it “an 

external object, nor an inner experience” (2001, p. 154). Space would be, then, 

constitutive of humans. Being human means to dwell in the world with and within 

things (understanding ‘dwelling’ not as an act nor an activity but as being on Earth as 

mortals1). Heidegger says it clearly: “Man is insofar as he dwells” (2001, p. 145)  

 

The being on Earth that Heidegger describes encompasses humans’ everyday 

experiences, and therefore belongs to the realm of the habit, the habitual, the 

inhabitation. As people inhabit, they build, inhabit, preserve, nurture and construct. “To 

build is in itself already to dwell” says Heidegger (2001, p. 144, first published in 

German in 1951). People make space come about as they dwell; as dwellers, space is at 

their core. “Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we build”, states 

Heidegger, suggesting that the relationship humans have with space is in itself the basis 

for the emergence of culture. 

Many authors argue for the close connection between spatial understanding and the 

construction of personal memories. In accordance with Merleau-Ponty’s thinking, one 

can say that experience is spatial. From the perspective of neuropsychological research, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For Heidegger, being mortal is defined by the capacity to die. An animal’s life, by contrast, ends. 
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it appears that the part of the brain (centred on the hippocampus) devoted to spatial 

cognition “may be the principal vehicle of personal memory” (Neisser & Winograd, 

1988, p. 369). Memories of even the most subtle flavour or smell may allow people to 

revisit previously visited places, and create an autobiography in which they keep adding 

memories as they visit or dwell in new places. People can even rearrange details of the 

places they have visited, and transform them into something that never existed, or take 

images of known places to create new ones in their imagination. Memory and 

imagination—past and future—seem then, to be closely connected to spatial experience. 

 

In his book The poetics of space (first published in French in 1958), Gaston Bachelard 

considers space to be auxiliary to the fixation of memories. He says that memories are 

“housed” in the places in which people have dwelled and, writing metaphorically, 

argues that “in the theatre of the past that is constituted by memory, the stage setting 

maintains the characters in their dominant role” (Bachelard, 1994, p. 8). Bachelard 

suggests that when people remember their past, they do not remember dates as the 

actual vehicles of images. Rather, they remember the rooms, corridors, staircases and 

streets where experiences and interactions took place. He summarises these connections 

elegantly, stating “in its countless alveoli, space contains compressed time. That is what 

space is for” (1994, p. 8). 

 

Given that one’s very first memories and dreams are usually framed by the place in 

which one is born and spends their childhood years, people tend to believe, José Luis 

Pardo relates, that they have some kind of indelible bond to that place, and that those 

birthmarks, sympathies and emotional attachments are nonnegotiable and permanent. 

People believe that when they are geographically distant to their native land, they 

somehow betray their origins, and that, as a sort of punishment, words “cease to talk to 

us in our native tongue and become ambiguous and empty” (2010, p. 2). I argue that 

even if one has strong emotional bonds to their native land, their ability to build new 

connections to multiple places is not necessarily impeded. Understanding one’s ‘place’ 

as something in a state of flux and constant construction offers people the possibility of 

feeling at home even after processes of geographical dislocation. 
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Pardo highlights the fact that the distribution of people and objects in space is a totally 

accidental phenomenon (2010, p. 14). He argues that the construction of historical, 

cultural and geographical places is not a process that emerges spontaneously with the 

mere existence of a location but “the outcome of a negotiation”, the product of an 

agreement. That negotiation occurs between an individual and the physical world, and 

between individuals when transiting through and dwelling in the physical world. As 

Kim Dovey says, “place is a dynamic ensemble of people and environment that is at 

once material and experimental, spatial and social” (2010, p. 7). The outcome of the 

negotiations between these elements is always changing, always evolving.  

 

However, even if flux and accident are at the core of the construction of place, there are 

some elements that come together at a given time to constitute it. If one could take a 

picture of a place and freeze in time all its components, what would those components 

be? According to the Project for Public Spaces’ (PPS)2 webpage, the elements of any 

‘successful place’ (Figure 1) are numerous and their interactions complex: some are 

tangible and measurable (as in the condition of buildings and the land-use patterns) and 

some are symbolic and intangible (as in the level of friendliness or vitality). According 

to the diagram, place comprises some key attributes that are defined by how people live, 

experience, feel, use and dwell in a specific location, not only as individuals, but also as 

a community. It is the balance between those different attributes that makes a place 

‘successful’ and that allows people to experience a sense of place there.  

 

For instance, people find it easier to feel comfortable in a public place if it looks clean, 

if the option to choose where to sit is available, or if it is easy to access and go through. 

Also, people tend to like, and therefore revisit, places that offer activities to participate 

in, and places that allow for social interaction. If a public space has attributes that suit 

both individual and communal needs, and if it shows itself as a place that is worth 

taking care of, then the emotional emergence of a relationship between people and place 

is more probable. This relationship also allows for a society to come together and 

identify itself with a particular way of thinking and behaving. This relationship is a key 

element for an individual to feel at home.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 PPS is a non-profit planning, design and educational organisation engaged in helping communities to 
create and sustain public spaces. 
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Figure 1: 

‘Place’ diagram 
developed by  

Project for Public Spaces 
 

(What makes a successful place?  http://www.pps.org/articles/grplacefeat/)  

 

The sense of belonging to a place one can experience encompasses the same diversity as 

seen in the concept of place itself. First, there is the state of objectivity and lack of 

emotionality—zero sense of belonging—that is necessary to study physical phenomena 

within the empirical scientific context: in this instance, place is a mere locality. The 

second is a subtler manifestation of place, which is as a landscape; as I will later 

describe, a landscape comes about when there is an emotional connection to a physical 

setting. And finally, the maximum expression of a sense of belonging—and the 

additional level of subtlety in the meaning of place—is when one refers to a place as 

home. As I argue later in this chapter, the intimacy of the private dwelling allows 

individuals to come to terms with the complexities of the outside, and to generate, 

through different strategies, a sense of place within a particular geographical context. I 

now investigate the relevance of the concepts of landscape and home in relation to the 

understanding of place I have posited, and show how these concepts are problematised 

by globalisation. 

 

While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore all the implications of the rich 

tradition of landscape, it is suffice to say that landscape is relevant to the discussion 

about place and the construction of a sense of place in that there is no landscape without 

a person to reflect upon it. By this I mean that landscape is not merely a location or 
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setting, but it is what people think about a location and how they relate to it from an 

emotional or functional point of view. It comes about when considerations about the 

aesthetic appeal of a specific setting take place. In his book Landscape and memory, 

Simon Schama argues that “landscape is a work of the mind and its scenery is built up 

as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock” (1995, pp. 6-7). The Oxford 

English dictionary defines landscape as “all the visible features of an area of 

countryside or land”. Both definitions clearly indicate that there is the need for an 

observer for landscape to exist. In the context of this discussion, landscape is somehow 

equivalent to place, in that both arise from the interactions between an individual or a 

community and their spatial locality, and that both have permeable limits that contract 

and expand as someone dwells in them, moves through them, observes them. One could 

say that landscape arises through the shared experience of a physical setting, allowing 

for those who are sharing the experience to identify themselves with a place, and 

therefore to generate social relatedness. Deleuze and Guattari extend this to build a 

connection between any given landscape and one’s relations with human faces and what 

they evoke:  

 

All faces envelop an unknown, unexplored landscape; all landscapes are 
populated by a loved or dreamed-of face, develop a face to come or already past. 
What face has not called upon the landscapes it amalgamated, see and hill; what 
landscape has not evoked the face that would have completed it, providing an 
unexpected complement for its lines and traits? (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 
172-173) 

 
 
Memories of familiar faces and of experiences related to those faces always have a 

given landscape as backdrop. Familiarity is also the first element of the construction of 

an idea of home. One feels partly at home, when they can picture themselves framed in 

a particular landscape, whether it is surrounded by mountains, in the middle of a heavily 

urbanised city, or along a series of tidy suburban gardens. Home is the place from where 

one sees a familiar landscape. Often these landscapes are brought into the interior of 

people’s houses in the form of a photograph or a painting to reiterate the feeling of 

being part of the environment that surrounds the dwelling. Landscape can become, then, 

a vehicle for nostalgia when people are far from the place that they call home. It is also 



	  

	   19	  

a vehicle for individual, and even national, identity, when people consider themselves to 

be another constitutive element (among their fellow compatriots) of that landscape.  

 

Home is an artefact that consists of a comfort zone that people create for themselves. 

With this in mind, environmental scientist George Seddon coined the expression “home 

is where your fridge is” (1997, p. 119). Seddon also argues that the extension of home 

can range from a local habitation to a whole country, and that the endeavour to create a 

psychic homeland is common to every culture around the world. Heidegger mentions 

how the truck driver feels at home on the highway (2001, p. 143) because, even if his 

shelter is not there, he inhabits the highway; his habits take place in the highway. People 

all share, to a lesser or greater extent, the sensation of feeling at home at a given place. 

This sensation emerges as the result of “physically and socially informed knowledge 

acquired over time and through experience” (Howes, 2005, p. 7). This means that home 

can be built as people spend time in a place, and accumulate shared experiences with 

others. Home is, then, a device to avoid feelings of loneliness, a device to help people 

feel significant, and a safe shelter where both separation and admixture occur. 

 

Bachelard argues that a house allows humans to imagine and to dream because it 

provides a safe shelter for the mind to wander and wonder. He continues, saying that the 

house is “our corner of the world” where our first universe takes shape (1994, p. 4), and 

where the illusion of protection liberates the mind and allows it to be creative. Life, says 

Bachelard, “begins well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the blossom of the 

house” (1994, p. 7). However, he goes beyond the physical limits of the actual dwelling, 

and states that the notion of home is present in any inhabited space. One could say, then, 

that any place could be a home once people inhabit it, feel safe in it, and build long-

lasting memories in it. 

 
Not only our memories, but the things we have forgotten are ‘housed’. Our 
soul is an abode. And by remembering ‘houses’ and ‘rooms’, we learn to 
‘abide’ within ourselves. Now everything becomes clear, the house images 
move in both directions: they are in us as much as we are in them. (Bachelard, 
1994, p. xxxvii) 
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Having a home can also be equivalent to what has been called having a sense of place: 

that engagement and ‘embeddedness’ with and in a place and that is “essentially 

relational in character” (Malpas, 2008, p. 330); the familiarity and affinity with a place 

that comes with the daily rooting of our habits. I now discuss what the concept of sense 

of place entails and some of the processes through which it can be built. As Ursula de 

Jong writes, “assessing a sense of place is not an exact science, but a creative analysis 

of the attributes of a place” (2008, p. 24). As way of introduction, it is useful summarise 

the components that Vanclay uses to understand a sense of place (2008, p. 8): 

 

 

1) A feeling of attachment and bonding to a place:  

This is the “extent to which an individual has positive feelings about their local 

environment and/or community” (Vanclay 2008, p. 8), and the extent to which they 

consider themself a part of that environment and vice versa.  

 

2) A feeling of familiarity and awareness: 

This is the “the extent of knowledge an individual has about a specific place or local 

environment” (Vanclay 2008, p. 8). There cannot be a sense of place without the 

awareness of differences and similarities between the place people inhabit and other 

places. In other words, it is necessary for people to be aware of what makes their 

surroundings unique and become familiar with those characteristics. 

 

3) A sense of place commitment:  

This is “the extent to which individuals are willing to contribute to their local place” 

(Vanclay 2008, p. 8), by actively engaging in its improvement or by willingly avoiding 

to spoil it. People who have place commitment do so because they consider the 

wellbeing of the place to add to their wellbeing as individuals and as communities. 

 

The relation between place and human being is thus exactly seen to be one in 
which human beings are indeed shaped by place, and while human beings may 
have a responsibility to respect and care for place, and so there is indeed a 
measure of mutuality here, it is human beings who stand under the authority of 
place, rather than the other way around. (Malpas, 2008, p. 329) 
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Malpas argues that “to have a sense of place is not to own, but rather to be owned by the 

places we inhabit, it is to ‘own up’ to the complexity and mutuality of both place and 

human being” (2008, p. 331). For Australian Aborigines, the role of guardianship, 

instead of proprietorship or authority over the place, allows for the mutuality that 

Malpas mentions (2008, p. 329). Feeling part of a place, feeling that the place is familiar 

and that one does not have to think too much to get around it, and feeling that one’s 

actions (or lack of them) have an impact on the place they inhabit contributes to the 

construction of one calls a sense of place. In this and the following chapter I describe 

various ways in which these emotions manifest themselves, and analyse the work of 

some contemporary artists who endeavour to create a bond between themselves and 

their surroundings through their art-making process.  

 

Having established the notion of place in the context of this discussion, and having 

explored what it means to build a sense of place, I consider the implications of these 

two concepts in our daily life, and in ontological processes as the construction of 

identity. First, I discuss the connection between landscape and the emergence of a sense 

of place, and second, I argue that it is through creative endeavours, such as painting and 

poetry, that artists make places more habitable. Also, I position this discussion in the 

context of a globalised world, and ask what the implications of globalisation and the 

mobility of people have on the place-making process. 

 
As is the case with landscape, a sense of place comes about “when we are involved in 

an act of creation” (Lehman, 2008, p. 106). Any artistic expression or philosophical 

speculation that deals with the relational aspects of human life helps people to build a 

connection to the places they inhabit and are instrumental in processing the 

complexities of the landscapes they observe and experience. People ascribe symbolic 

meaning to landmarks and make them iconic, which also contributes to the emergence 

of a sense of place (Vanclay, 2008, p. 3). When space becomes humanised, that is, 

brought within the realm of one’s culture, it gets translated into place (Seddon, 1997, p. 

36). In A thousand plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari discuss the territorialising forces of 

art, saying the artist is “the first person to set out a boundary stone, or to make a mark” 

(1987, p. 348). According to them, the expressive qualities of art are “necessarily 
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appropriative, (…) in the sense that they delineate a territory that will belong to the 

subject that carries or produces them” (1987, p. 349).  

 

One example of this is the role that poets played in easing the naturalisation process of 

English settlers to Australia. Brian Elliott argues (1967) that when arriving to a new 

unexplored country, it is first necessary to comprehend the physical environment of that 

unknown place. He says that there is a topographical urge, which consists of answering 

the question of what the place looks like. This is followed by an ecological urge, which 

asks how life arranges itself there, and how humans fit in. Afterwards, the urge is a 

moral one: one can start asking what are the influences of the environment upon people, 

and their mark upon the environment. Finally come “more subtler enquiries” about the 

spiritual and emotional qualities that the particular environment brings about in people, 

and about the ways in which the forces of nature influence the imagination. Poetry and 

other creative endeavours might be ways to answer these questions regarding the 

journey of place-making. The real founders of places, says Pardo, are poets and artists 

(2010, p. 6). They render those places habitable. 

 

As in the case of poetry, fantasy literature acts as a portal to unknown and apparently 

threatening places. For example, the spirits of place were in charge of guarding each 

stream, grove and mountain in early Greek mythology. Although nowadays those 

deities have no apparent functional value, and their role has become a “decorative one” 

(Seddon, 1997, p. 113), one could argue that the existence of many fantastical 

characters is necessary to render a place more habitable. For instance, garden gnomes, 

fairies, elves—and, in Australia, May Gibbs’ gumnut babies—invite children to explore 

the forest by making it more appealing and exciting than scary or threatening. 

Furthermore, one could argue that these fantastical characters could ease the way for 

Vanclay’s components of sense of place to come about: the excitement, curiosity and 

fascination about a specific place that certain literature conveys can also encourage 

feelings of attachment, familiarity and commitment. 

 

Another creative endeavour by which people gain familiarity with their surroundings is 

by assigning names to new places. The existence of a place begins with its name 
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(Vanclay, 2008, p. 4), and “the absence of names is equivalent to the absence of place” 

(Relph, 2008, p. 311). Capitan Cook’s names for the mountains, creeks and valleys he 

encountered when he first arrived to Australia are “metaphors of the journey” and points 

of departure for the emerging connections between the new inhabitants and that old land 

(Carter, 1988, p. 110). Having toponymic awareness, that is, to know the names of 

rivers, mountains, streets or suburbs, allows people to transit between them more 

comfortably and effortlessly. On a daily basis, people take ‘natural’ journeys without 

thinking of the names of the places they walk through, feeling like true ‘locals’ when 

able to give directions and tell those names to a lost tourist trying to find their way 

around.  

 

These are just some examples of the acts of creation that bring about a sense of place. In 

the second chapter, I analyse the works of four contemporary artists as a means to argue 

that collections and taxonomies are also a creative endeavour that can render places 

habitable. The works of Simryn Gill, Susan Hiller, Fiona Hall and Mark Dion act as 

examples for the contribution of contemporary art in the place-making process. 

However, in order to contextualise this discussion, it is first worth considering the 

significance of place in a globalised world.  

 

Uniqueness within a globalised world 

 

Malpas asks: is place “merely another form of nostalgia for a past that is no longer 

relevant or real?” (2008, p. 326) If one sees their emotional and logical relationship with 

their surroundings and with their physical location as a crucial component of being 

human, the discussion will always be relevant. One misleading belief that Pardo 

highlights is that globalisation has removed ‘place’, leaving behind something 

“uninhabitable, empty, insipid, abstract and profane, continuous, homogeneous and 

limitless” called global space (Pardo, 2010, p. 2). In this undefined space, he proposes, 

it is possible to “transit, but … it is impossible to dwell” (Pardo, 2010, p. 2). Is this 

really the case, or are there strategies (through art, for example) to keep the 

idiosyncrasies of one’s own place relevant and alive?  
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The phenomenon of globalisation has been present in human history since ancient 

colonisations, but it is the acceleration of the dislocation and change associated with it 

that has changed the scale in which it is perceived. The effects of globalisation are no 

longer spread over several generations, but perceived by individuals during their 

lifetime. It seems talking about a completely homogenised and globalised world is 

probably not even relevant now. It is true that people know more about distant countries 

now than what they did twenty years ago (at least, in a superficial way), and that a sense 

of interdependency has been somehow increased by mass media (which reveals that 

what happens in one country affects many others), but it is also true that “the world has 

not grown cosier for most of us” (Seddon, 1997, pp. 128-129). It seems that, in a 

postmodern sense, people need to experience place both in local and extended ways 

simultaneously. Place is specific and local, and placelessness is general and shared 

(Relph, 2008, p. 312). This does not necessarily mean that placelessness is a negative 

term; it is just a characteristic of a location that is to some extent disconnected from its 

context, and that has some uniformity and standardisation that allows that location to be 

‘anywhere’ in the world. Nowadays, most people aim to be part of a place that is 

defined by the minimum restrictions needed to still be considered unique, but still feel 

and be part of the global. It seems to be pointless to erect walls against the global world, 

argues Pardo. He very poetically says that it is perhaps necessary to open some 

windows that are the right size: small enough to let the adequate doses of poison in to 

become resistant against it, and big enough to avoid suffocation in enclosed interiors 

(Pardo, 2010, p. 30).  

 

In today’s increasingly mobile and virtually connected world, simultaneous information 

from distant places is literally available in the palm of one’s hand. Michel Foucault 

discusses the anxieties of our era being more related to notions of space than to an 

understanding of time. He writes, 

 
The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in the 
epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of near and 
far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at the moment, I believe, when 
our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing through time 
than that of a network that connects points and intersections with its own skein. 
(Foucault, 1980, p. 69) 
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Intersections are specific and local, even in the context of a globalised world. The 

specificity of those intersections is, then, a sort of antidote against the homogenising 

forces of globalisation. Whether it is in the intimacy of a house, on a train, or at a 

restaurant, local, specific, unique place is happening. Foucault recognised the relevance 

of Bachelard’s reflections about internal and intimate space, but argues that neither his 

“richly qualitative imaginary plenum nor early modern models of homogeneous and 

(usually) void space does justice to what we now experience” (Casey, 1997, p. 299). 

People constantly cross thresholds between the inside and outside, between private and 

public spaces, between familiar and social settings (oscillating between Foucault and 

Bachelard’s notions of place), and it is in those thresholds where the complexities of 

place happen. It is in those complexities where globalisation loses ground.  

 

Deleuze and Guattari identify that the nomad behaviour of today’s society is in response 

to the phenomenon of globalisation, arguing that through an infinite succession of local 

operations, people couple their place with the global world (1987, p. 371). Those local 

operations happen either in what they call ‘striated’ or ‘smooth’ space, which are 

defined as follows: 

 
In striated space, lines or trajectories tend to be subordinated to points: one goes 
from one point to another. In the smooth, it is the opposite: the points are 
subordinated to the trajectory. (…) There are stops and trajectories in both the 
smooth and the striated. But in smooth space, the stop follows from the trajectory; 
once again, the interval takes all, the interval is substance. (Deleuze & Guattari, 
1987, p. 478) 

 
(Smooth space) is a space of contact, of small tactile or manual actions of contact, 
rather than a visual space like Euclid's striated space. Smooth space is a field 
without conduits or channels. A field, a heterogeneous smooth space, is wedded 
to a very particular type of multiplicity: nonmetric, acentered, rhizomatic 
multiplicities that occupy space without ‘counting’ it and can ‘be explored only 
by legwork’. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 371) 

 
 

To repeat, the “interval is substance”; in those intervals, place occurs—they entail 

relatedness between people and their physical settings, between motion and mutability, 

and they counteract the apparent uniformity of global architectural and behavioural 

trends. As an artist, I search for the smooth space that these authors describe: the one 

that is characterised precisely by the smallest deviation, and that therefore has “no 
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homogeneity, except between infinitely proximate points”. When I collect and 

incorporate an object it to my artwork, I create a landmark in that smooth space that 

constantly moves; I materialise that interval between the world and myself; I connect 

those infinitely proximate points where I find a sense of home while the rest of the 

world keeps changing, spinning, mutating. Although they very eloquently describe the 

nuances of our transitions between striated and smooth space, Deleuze and Guattari fail 

to acknowledge that people still use tangible objects to mark a territory and to build the 

much-needed illusion of home. In my work as an artist, I seek to identify what still 

binds people to an idea of home, even when living in states of transiency. I seek to 

observe the mobile and mutating nature places I inhabit. I use my studio as a place to 

reflect upon place. 

 

Massey argues against an essentialist definition of place, and in favour of a global sense 

of place. If it is now recognised, she says, “that people have multiple identities, then the 

same point can be made in relation to places” (2001, p. 174). Massey continues to argue 

that it is a misconception to identify communities with places in a world where people 

can form communities virtually and thousands of kilometres apart. Thus, it is more 

relevant today to talk about a conception of place that privileges “routes rather than 

roots” (Dovey, 2010, p. 5). The specificity of a particular place in the context of a 

globalised world would be given, then, by “a particular constellation of social relations, 

meeting and weaving together at a particular locus” (Massey, 2001, p. 175). Therefore, 

one can argue that globalisation does not necessarily imply homogenisation. On the 

contrary, the unevenness of geographical development, together with the fact “that each 

place is the focus of a distinct mixture of wider and more local social relations” (Massey, 

2001, p. 177) gives each place its uniqueness.  

 

However, I argue that Massey’s extroverted sense of place poses a challenge: how do 

we find the uniqueness of each place? Where are the tangible footprints of what makes a 

place distinctive? And, is it even necessary to worry about these things? George Seddon 

believes it is: 



	  

	   27	  

Yet experience itself is of the specific, and each of us is an individual with a need 
to see ourselves in a unique set of relations, as well as in general ones. This need 
is not fully met in a homogenising world, and many aspects of our life, including 
much of the fashion industry and the featurism (detail that has no function other 
than to distinguish one house or garden from the next) still characteristic of 
domestic architecture and suburban gardens are evidence of unfulfilled cravings 
for personal identity set in a distinctive environment. (Seddon, 1997, p. 114) 

 
 
As Seddon points out, the urge to find, keep and even enhance the features that make 

our surroundings ‘distinctive’ is still very evident, even in the most cosmopolitan of 

settings. It seems that the tension between the local, endemic and the global, 

cosmopolitan is completely unavoidable. Moreover, that tension perhaps brings depth 

and interest to everyday life. When looking at almost any Western city from a distance, 

one can see a rapidly increasing number of designed and built homogeneous landscapes. 

They seem to belong to no particular place, they are easy to understand, and are 

somehow insipid. But the challenge today is to look closer, and to find their uniqueness, 

their particularities, their specificity. In 2008, the Ritz-Carlton chain invested $180 

million to remodel their Kapalua hotel in Maui, Hawaii, to give it a more local 

atmosphere. This project was part of the chain’s strategy to provide clients not only with 

consistent outstanding service but also with a sense of the hotel’s surrounding local 

culture.  
 
Back then [in the 1980s and 1990s], it was all about consistency, particularly 
consistency of service. Today's guests still want the consistency, but when they're 
here they want to feel as though they are in Maui. That's what our renovation was 
all about. (General Manager Tom Donovan in Watkins, 2008) 

 
 

The sense of place the Ritz-Carlton tries to convey through guestrooms with dark 

hardwood floors, area rugs with Kukui floral motifs, and Hawaiian print artwork framed 

with koa wood is highly stylised, unrealistic and staged. Despite this, the fact that the 

chain is making such a substantial investment in rendering the Kapalua hotel more 

unique and locally inspired is a sign of the change in the way people perceive place 

nowadays. The tension between the homogenising forces of globalisation and the 

yearning for local lore and vernacularism is bringing about a shift in the narratives about 

place. Joseph Koerner argues that when human society was rooted, “we didn’t have a 

sense of a place as being a place, because anything that wasn’t that place wasn’t in the 
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world” (in Dean & Millar, 2005, p. 185). Today, itinerancy has permeated the world to 

such an extent that people are actively searching for (or deliberately creating) those 

features that make a place, and experiences within it, unique and different from other 

places.  

 

A central concern of my studio practice is to recognise the features of the Australian 

urban landscape that make it unique despite the influence of globalised urban landscape 

development, and find my own place within it: to experience the exceptional confluence 

of elements that make ‘this’ place come about. Through my studio work, I reveal my 

own desire to order the environment that contextualises my everyday existence. I intend 

to find or build artefacts that act as makers of home, and evidence their relevance in 

today’s increasingly mobile societies. I want to observe how, for myself as a migrant, 

life-long habits had to be adjusted or replaced through improvisation in a new setting, 

and how these new habits become habitations, habitats, places. To do so, I focus on the 

flora of Brisbane, considering how it reflects the local-global dynamic, and 

understanding it as a means to build a closer relationship with my surroundings. The 

third chapter will show that the hybrid urban landscape is a confluence of the history of 

human settlement and a myriad of personal stories. It reflects the trajectory of social 

development since it is the product of governmental policies as well as personal tastes 

in the domestic garden. Through an exploration of Brisbane’s hybrid landscape, I am 

finding my place in the world, collecting plants that bring back memories of where I 

was born, and plants that are new and exciting and give the experience of being in 

Australia a feeling of having a fresh start in life. While the urban landscapes of most 

large cities use a hybrid of architectural styles and floras, the specific combination of 

those elements in Brisbane makes it a unique place. 

 

Having demonstrated that globalisation does not necessarily erase the possibility for a 

place to be unique and distinctive, and how relevant it is for people to feel that their 

place in the world is somehow exclusive, I now turn the discussion to the role of the 

urban landscape in shaping ideas of place in a globalised context. Given that mobility is 

one of the characteristics of the globalised world, I examine the implications of 

geographical dislocations on the place-making process.  
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For many Australians who experience today’s urban life, domestic gardens provide the 

most intimate encounters with biophysical nature. For non-Indigenous Australians, the 

decision to plant native species instead of non-native ones in those gardens can be 

understood as a desire to become ‘more native’ to this country, an attitude that Mulcock 

has called “settler-descendant ‘indigenization’” (2008, p. 183). It is a decision that 

entails a degree of “embeddedness in place that is usually reserved, in settler societies, 

for people of Aboriginal descent alone” (Mulcock, 2008, p. 188). Planting and knowing 

the names of native plant species can be a means of expressing a personal sense of place, 

and of expressing a positive connection to the Australian landscape. 

 

However, there is generally a very limited diversity of street trees in cities of all 

continents, making the urban landscape predictable and to a certain extent placeless. For 

example, in the Asia-Pacific region, the royal Poinciana (Delonix regia) (Figure 2), 

several species of Cassia, the African tulip tree (Spathodea campanulata), a few palms, 

the tropical almond (Terminalia catappa), and the rain tree (Koelreuteria elegans) 

define a major part of the aesthetic experience people have when going through 

different cities from Cairns to Chiang Mai (Seddon, 1997, p. 113). The extravagant, but 

uniform, beauty of these trees has replaced the great diversity of the native flora of the 

places in which they are found. Is this an intrinsically negative fact? There is probably 

no correct answer to that question. One can say that today the idea of an unspoiled and 

untouched environment, especially in the urban context, is impossible to maintain, but it 

is difficult not to lament the loss of natural diversity.  
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Figure 2: 

Royal Poinciana  
(Delonix regia) 

 

 

For centuries, humans have taken plants and animals out of their original habitats, and 

introduced them to new landscapes, traditions and customs. Many introduced plants and 

animals have become a very significant element of the identity of certain places. For 

example, it is now impossible to think about Indian cuisine without chillies, and about 

Italian cuisine without tomatoes (both plants of South American origin that were spread 

around the world following Spanish colonisation). Further, roaming sheep on green 

hillsides immediately come to mind when thinking about New Zealand, and the 

Colombian broken geography would be a completely different place if a coffee quilt 

were not covering a large portion of the Andes. At what point does an animal like the 

sheep, a plant like the coffee, or any migrant become a native of the place they have 

migrated to? How long does it take for them to become native? 

 

The English botanist John Henslow introduced the concept of nativeness to botanical 

jargon in 1935 and, not long after, botanists started using the term ‘alien’—adapted 

from common law—to refer to plants that were foreign to the British flora (Chew & 
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Hamilton, pp. 35-47). Since then, biodiversity advocates have used “military metaphors 

and exaggerated claims of impending harm to help convey the message that introduced 

species are the enemies of man and nature” (Davis et al., 2011). However, in 2011, 

Mark Davis and 18 other ecologists published a paper recommending the re-evaluation 

of the idea that non-native necessarily means harmful. They argue that the 

preoccupation with the native/alien dichotomy should be replaced with an analysis of 

the role and impact of a particular species in a given ecosystem, regardless of its origin.  

 
Indeed, many of the species that people think of as native are actually alien. For 
instance, in the United States, the ring-necked pheasant, the state bird of South 
Dakota, is not native to the great plains of North America but was introduced 
from Asia as a game bird in the latter half of the nineteenth century. (Davis et al., 
2011) 

 
 
Therefore, the presence of introduced species can be understood as a footprint of social 

and cultural heritage, and thus as having a great deal of historical value. Despite this, it 

is true that in some cases, the initiatives to conserve both the natural and social heritages 

are in conflict. It is also true that some introduced species have become invasive and 

have outcompeted native ones. However, in resonance with the paper by Davis and 

collaborators, and as I argue in the third chapter, humans can be seen as a means of 

dispersal for many species to get to distant places. In fact, introduced species can also 

become a positive element of a new ecosystem (especially if it is a disturbed one), and 

create constructive interactions with other species. Assessing the ecological impact of 

species, not by their origin but by the net biological effect they have on a particular 

location can free those species from cultural prejudice, and allow for more accurate and 

efficient ecological management. In this already altered world, which is, to a great 

extent, far removed from an ideal pristine state, giving up the native/alien dichotomy 

can allow one to see each ecosystem, each place, with the uniqueness that comes about 

with admixture.  

 

This introduction and naturalisation of species to new geographical locations can be 

seen as a metaphor for human migration and the adaptation and construction of a sense 

of place after geographical dislocation. Humans, as with any other species, form part of 

a complex ecosystem. When transferred to a new ecosystem, with a completely new set 
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of interactions and hierarchies, any species undergoes changes that allow it to survive. 

A new niche arises after that adaptation process; a niche defined by the interaction with 

other species, by the interaction with the physical location. If people can consider 

themselves as a species in the middle of an adaptation process to a living and evolving 

ecosystem, where interactions between species are in constant redefinition, it will also 

allow them to understand place as something transient, itinerant and transitory.  

 

What sort of challenges does adapting to a new physical location pose? After people 

have become familiar with a particular location and—to continue the native/alien 

species metaphor—have become naturalised to a particular place, moving to a new 

location forces them to once more think about where they are, and how to find their way 

around. People are faced with an unfamiliar architecture, unknown flora or a foreign 

language. This means they have to think the place from the beginning, and observe 

things that had become invisible for them in their home countries, such as street names 

and distances. To take Heidegger’s example, uninitiated people might be closer to a 

distant bridge “than someone who uses it daily as an indifferent river crossing” (2001, p. 

154). 

 

Being in a new place provides contrast, whether it is through the experience of 

travelling or after permanent relocation. “Contrast heightens perception”, and the 

manifestations of this can be both crude and subtle (Seddon, 1997, p. 131). People start 

comparing this new place with a romanticised past where the everyday was effortless, 

and where life was stable and conflict-free. However, at some point in time, the 

fantasised nature of that lost paradise becomes unsustainable, and the need for being 

here more than there grows stronger. There are as many strategies to fulfil this need as 

people in the world. In my particular case, and in the case of some contemporary artists 

(as seen in the second chapter), the construction of collections of found objects plays a 

pivotal role in the place-making process.  

 

As migrants try to situate their bodily experiences in new places, their thoughts might 

wander to the place where most of their memories originate. The feeling of 

disconnection of body and thought creates discomfort and unease. Regardless of scale 
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(be it a new country, or just a new suburb), people feel the urge to reposition the centre 

of the world and make it natural again. People are forced to bring body and thought 

together using any strategies at hand to get back in touch with what Merleau-Ponty calls 

“real life”: 

 

Our body and our perception always summon us to take as the centre of the world 
that environment with which they present us. But this environment is not 
necessarily that of our own life. I can ‘be somewhere else’ while staying here, 
and if I am kept far away from what I love, I feel out of touch with real life. 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 333) 

 
 
The ‘somewhere else’ and the ‘here’ are always in conflict after a process of relocation. 

The scope of our life, says Merleau-Ponty, is given not only by the “physical and 

geographical distance between myself and all things”, but also by a “lived distance” that 

creates a bond between myself and the things that are important to me (2002, p. 333). 

When people are geographically distant to the things that matter to them, the scope of 

their lives widens. This is both stimulating and demanding. Heidegger says that people 

are never “here only, as this encapsulated body” (2001, p. 155). He argues that being 

‘there’ simultaneously with being ‘here’ allows people to pervade the world and go 

through it. This is even more true during processes of relocation, since people feel the 

urge to explore and know the ‘here’, and they have the ‘there’ as the reference point to 

guide them. As people fluctuate between the two, they move through the world. 

 

“An entire past comes to dwell in a new house”, says Bachelard (1994, p. 5), evoking 

the enormous amount of memories that people bring with them to a new place after 

geographical dislocation. As people build up a sense of place, memory and imagination 

intertwines their previous dwelling-places with their daily experiences to create an 

admixed present. And, according to Bachelard, those memories of sheltered, known and 

familiar places of the past allow people to dream in the present.  

 

However, the yearning for one’s first home can hinder their capacity to adapt to a new 

place. Massey says that “to travel between places is to move between collections of 

trajectories and to reinsert yourself in the ones to which you relate” (2005, p. 130). This 

idea of place as collections of trajectories, or as “a simultaneity of stories-so-far” 
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releases people from the emotional obstacles posed by intense nostalgia. Also, knowing 

that the places migrants left behind have been constantly changing, and that, therefore, 

those places do not exist anymore, can allow people to focus their attention on the 

present, and experience new places with enhanced intensity. “The here is no more (and 

no less) than our encounter, and what is made of it” (2005, p. 139), says Massey. With 

this remark, she encourages people to build their sense of place based on their 

constantly changing and evolving interactions with space and the people around them.  

 

“We consider the past, and a sort of remorse at not having lived profoundly enough in 

the old house fills our hearts, comes up from the past, overwhelms us”, says Bachelard 

(1994, p. 56). In spite of this feeling, people can then enjoy the challenges of the place-

making process after geographical dislocation if they understand their relationship with 

place to be something provisional and unfixed. Further, if people believe their sense of 

place to be, as Dovey puts it, “forged out of its connections with other places rather than 

local contingencies” (2010, p. 5), then migrants can experience that new place as the 

opportunity to know themselves in a different environment. This will inevitably make 

them more aware of their behaviour, and will undoubtedly make them rethink their 

habits. After some time, migrants will become a constitutive element that place and 

their new (always provisional) identity will include both memories of other places and 

everyday experiences of the here and now.  

 

In this chapter, I have highlighted the importance of place and the relevance of 

becoming aware of the connections and relationships people build with their 

surroundings. I have argued that place is a dynamic term that comes about through 

encounters, negotiations and creative acts. This discussion has also shown how terms 

such as home and landscape are interwoven in people’s sense of place and in the way 

they identify themselves as part of a community. Furthermore, I have asked how 

relevant these discussions about place are in a globalised world where time and space 

seem to have shrunk. Finally, I have demonstrated how the hybrid urban landscape is a 

reflection of the mixture of memories of different and distant places that shape how an 

individual experiences the world: the ‘here’ and ‘there’ become combined in people’s 

memories and habits as well as in the diversity of trees on the streets.  



	  

	   35	  

At the beginning of this chapter I asked some basic questions about place as a concept 

around which people’s lives revolve. This chapter has explored some of the responses to 

these questions as a means to contextualise the concept of place and related concepts of 

home and landscape. These questions have set the ground for the discussion that will 

follow in the second and third chapters. Here, the discussion focuses on the role of 

contemporary art, particularly artists who use collected objects or some other sort of 

collections to provide both themselves and their audience with a bridge to a particular 

place. I argue that art can become a pivotal element for the adaptation process of an 

individual to a new environment, and how acknowledging the hybrid nature of almost 

any urban landscape can ease the way for the construction of a sense of belonging to a 

new place after geographical dislocation. If having a basal sense of place is primal and 

essential to humans, it is important to recognise how art can enhance that sense of place 

and make people’s relation with their surroundings visible and meaningful.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Collections in art as a place-making strategy today 
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As demonstrated by the first chapter, place is a dynamic term defined by people’s 

interactions with a physical location and with those who live in it, but also defined by 

other intangibles, such as memories and ideas of home, and one’s emotional 

attachments to a physical location past or present. There are as many strategies to 

generate a sense of place as there are people in the world. In this chapter, however, I 

argue that when people gather objects from the places they visit or inhabit, and make 

them part of a collection, they engage in a process of creating a sense of place. They 

bring the complexities of the outside into the sheltered, intelligible and familiar context 

of home, or in the case of artists, into the creative and personal context of the studio. 

Every acquisition, says Roger Cardinal, “whether crucial or trivial, marks an 

unrepeatable conjuncture of subject, found object, place and moment” (1994, p. 68). In 

turn, the collection becomes place as well: a place that bridges between the scene of 

original appropriation of the object and the memories of the experiences lived there; a 

place that is more expansive than the objects or the physical location themselves, and is 

loaded with a “supplementary narrative discourse that both attaches [the objects to their] 

origins and creates a myth with regards to those origins” (Stewart, 1993, p. 136). Here I 

discuss the role played by collections in the construction of a sense of place. More 

specifically, I discuss how contemporary artists have used collections of made or found 

objects to generate or to decipher their relationship with the places they inhabit, and I 

investigate how the work of these artists relates to my own studio practice.  

 

Any collector establishes some sort of order within and through their collection. Even 

compulsive hoarders institute an order through the selection and acquisition process, 

and those objects are gathered at a specific location. Intentional selection, acquisition 

and disposal of objects are inherent to any collection (Pearce, 1994, p. 159). However, 

for a collection to distinguish itself from accumulation or possession, certain 

characteristics need to be present. First, “a collection is not a collection until someone 

thinks of it in those terms”, says Susan Pearce (1994, p. 158). Second, one has to be 

able to draw extraordinary meaning from the collected objects, ideas or experiences, 

suggesting that the collection transcends the sum of its parts (Belk, 1995, p. 8). And 

finally, the real value of the elements of a collection must be given by the relation they 
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bear to other elements in the collection, “such as being one of a series, part of a whole 

or a specimen of a class” (Durost, 1932, p. 10).  

 

In this chapter I argue that another essential characteristic of any collection is that in the 

space between each of its elements, place emerges: a place that allows for a narrative to 

surface, a place that tells a story, a place where memories reside. To build my argument, 

I present the works of some artists who have influenced my studio practice, and, as I am 

a collector myself, I present them as elements of my own collection of images and 

ideas: a collection of collectors, a collection of places made into artworks. The artists 

who comprise my collection are collectors of plants, soil, toilet-paper squares, pollen, 

and experiences, and they all have, I argue, an urge to make sense of their place in the 

world. They all are making sense of their sense of place.  

 

Building a sense of place through the construction of collections is something that can 

be found in the work of numerous contemporary artists, as understanding the nature of 

collections “is one way of exploring our human relationship with the external physical 

world of which they are a part” (Pearce, 1994, p. 194). Through my own collection of 

artists and works, I present some examples that I have collected and categorised into my 

own personal collection of artists and works. Some artists who have informed my work 

are collectors of natural materials. For example, they gather, preserve and organise 

pollen grains, leaves, soil and clovers. Other artists draw from the tradition of the 

cabinet of curiosities and build their own ones that contain chewing gum, photographs 

or toilet paper squares. Some artists build collections of handmade objects inspired by 

nature, such as plant leaves, microscopic algae or seedpods. Other artists collect 

postcards that encapsulate their own or other people’s experiences and places they have 

visited. The idea of place permeates their work: place as understood by the convergence 

of experiences in a particular location and during a specific moment in time; place as 

understood as the relationship between people and their physical surroundings; place as 

seen as the negotiations between here and there, between the inside and outside; place 

as in the fabric of memories that get shared and told. Place occurs in the collections 

these artists have built. They turn place into an entity that can transcend the limits of a 
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physical location to travel to distant countries and be experienced by people around the 

world. They render the experience of a specific place universal.  

 

My collection of collectors mirrors my own art-making process: during my daily 

journeys and routines, I am observant of objects that can expand my collection. They 

are mostly plants, seedpods, feathers and other natural materials that encapsulate a 

specific place and a specific moment in time. I gather them and organise them in my 

studio, and they transform that space with their presence. Both the natural materials and 

obsolete scientific equipment that I am able to retrieve from various laboratories wait 

sometimes for years to become part of an artwork. Organised on shelves, in jars, or 

hanging from the walls, obeying an order defined by affinity, similarity, or sometimes 

by chronological serendipity, they bring the complexities of the outside into my private 

space, and help me ease the process of familiarising myself with those complexities. In 

a similar way, my collection of artists has grown as a daily search for those works that 

speak of the emotional connections humans forge with the places they inhabit. These 

works allow me to reflect on my own practice, and, as they accumulate, they fall into 

organic categories that grow, overlap and mutate.  

 

Collectors cannot help themselves. They collect and keep collecting, knowing that the 

collection will never be completed. They find excitement and encouragement in the fact 

that the collection keeps growing, making more and more evident what is still waiting to 

be found. Indeed, what makes a collection transcends mere accumulation, Jean 

Baudrillard says, “is not only the fact of its being culturally complex, but the fact of its 

incompleteness, the fact that it lacks something” (1994, p. 23). In this spirit, and 

knowing that there are still many elements to be added, here is a sample of my own 

collection of collectors. They are all artists who gather fragments of the places they 

dwell in or go through. They all tell the stories of their habitats. They try to find or build 

some sort of order within the exuberance of the world that surrounds them. This 

collection obeys a particular taxonomy: a taxonomy that is as arbitrary as the elements 

in the collection; a taxonomy that is flexible, overlapping and by no means precise or 

validated; a taxonomy that is representative rather than definitive. My collection of 

collectors is congruent with the idea that places are nested entities: a place occurs within 
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a region, which is a new place altogether, and as a collector, I can place myself within a 

larger collection of other collector artists.  

 

Specific works by these artists have informed my own work in various ways. Some are 

ironic and humorous (such as works by Mark Dion) and contrast greatly with the 

absence of irony in my work. Some pair art and science in their anthropocentric 

artificiality (such as Richard Barnes) and make me wonder how my scientific training 

influences my studio practice. Some are contemplators of nature (such as Wolfgang 

Laib) and I find a significant affinity with their delicate, precise and clean way of 

presenting that nature within the gallery space. My collection consists of seven 

overlapping categories, which are by no means complete or comprehensive, but they 

provide a structure that allows me to consider my own work from seven different 

perspectives. Later in the chapter, I consider the work of four artists from my collection 

in greater detail: Mark Dion, Fiona Hall, Simryn Gill and Susan Hiller. They act as my 

case studies to show how contemporary art can play a significant role in the place-

making process, either after processes of migration, in response to the transformation of 

a particular habitat, or against globalisation and its homogenising tendencies. But first, 

my ‘collection of collectors’: 
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Collection of collectors 
 
Category 1: Collectors of nature 
 
María Fernanda Cardoso  Woven water: Submarine landscape (2005) 
Brian D. Collier  81 cubic inches (2001) 
Tacita Dean   Collections of five, six, and seven leaf clovers (2008) 
Ingrid Koivukangas   Waiting for spring (2001) 
Wolfgang Laib  Pollen from hazelnut (2002) 
Janet Laurence  Cellular gardens (2005)  
Sue Lawty   One beach, fourteen drawings (2004) 
Alastair Mackie  A is to B as B is to C (2010) 
Shona Wilson   Macroscope (2009) 
Miguel Angel Blanco  Biblioteca del bosque (1985–) 
 
 
 
The first category of artists consists of collectors of natural materials. They gather, keep 

and rearrange twigs, leaves, seedpods, pebbles, soil, pollen, clovers and starfish, and 

give them a new life in the private context of their studios. With these objects and 

materials, they transform the gallery space into a place for contemplating the patterns of 

nature. They turn the gallery into a place where they share their obsessive behaviour, 

their gathering impulse and their search for new ways to give those objects and 

materials an order. The ideas of place that they convey relate to the close and intimate 

relationship between the collector and their surroundings; a place that emerges from 

close observation, systematic accumulation and engrossed attitudes towards the 

complexities of nature. These artists revel in the slightest nuances and variations 

between colours, shapes and textures in whatever objects they collect. By doing so, they 

acknowledge and enhance the unique characteristics of a given place, as the activity of 

collecting can be a process by which people generate landmarks and materialise 

connections with specific places. The work of these artists is the result of an incredibly 

conscious metamorphosis that transforms collected natural materials into dwellings for 

stories, fantasies and memories. I find a great affinity with these artists as I often use 

natural materials in my work, and my studio practice is methodical, delicate, repetitive, 

clean and precise. 
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Category 2: Herbarium/museum 
 
Alberto Baraya  Tatuajes botánicos (2002–) 
Richard Barnes  Man with buffalo (2007)  
Mark Dion   Travels of William Bartram (2008) 
Jef Geys    Quadra medicinale (2009) 
Susan Hiller   From the Freud Museum (1991–96) 
Carsten Höller   Soma (2010) 
Robert MacPherson  Frog poems (1982–) 
Gregory Pryor   Black solander (2005) 
Richard Ross   Museology (1977–89) 
Robyn Stacey Book: Museum (2007) 
 
 
The second category belongs to artists who have reinterpreted a herbarium or some sort 

of natural history museum and have created a place to reflect upon the artificiality of 

our ideas of nature. They are collectors of tattooed flowers, extinct plants, random 

weeds and scientific names. In his book about the culture and evolution of natural 

history museums, Stuffed animals and pickle heads, Stephen Asma (2001, p. 168) writes  

 
In museums, nature is constructed rather than discovered. (…) The nature that is 
constructed for public consumption (in natural history museums, anyway) is 
usually an excerpted and accentuated paragraph of the otherwise boundless book.  

 
 
This constructed rather than discovered nature and its aesthetic appeal has been at the 

core of numerous artists’ work, which has either challenged and criticised it, or 

embraced and enhanced it. Some works in this category are ironical and satirical, and 

therefore they contrast greatly with my own work. Works such as Richard Barnes’s 

Man with buffalo (2007, Figure 3)—which exposes the staged character of natural-

history museums—refer humorously to a wilderness that has been tamed by humans. In 

this particular case, it appears for one moment like a vacuum cleaner is the weapon a 

man has used to make a large buffalo surrender. 

 

For my latest body of works, which I describe in detail in the next chapter, I created my 

own version of a herbarium. By inviting viewers to touch and closely observe the 

specimens, I aim to generate an immersing experience that demystifies science, while 

rendering the herbarium a place for sharing experiences, enhancing awareness about the 

history behind the specimens, and simply playing the game of curiosity.  
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Figure 3: 

Richard Barnes 
Man with buffalo 

(2007) 
 

Chromogenic print 
20x24in 

 
 
 
 
Category 3: Cabinet of curiosities 
 
Christian Boltanski  Vitrine de reference (1970) 
Joseph Cornell   Museum (1944–48) 
Steffen Dam   Cabinet of Curiosities (2010) 
Mark Dion   Travels of William Bartram (2008) 
Herbert Distel    Museum of drawers (1970–77) 
 
 
After visiting Cuvier’s natural history cabinets at the Muséum National d'Histoire 

Naturelle in Paris in 1833, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote his essay Nature in which he 

stated that it is only through the observation and the study of nature that a valid 

understanding of reality can be possible. Writing on Emerson, Asma notes, “Nature 

cabinets, according to Emerson, allow for rational contemplation. Rational 

contemplation of nature’s forms leads to something beneath the surface appearances” 

(Asma, 2001, p. 129). With this in mind, the third category of my collection of 

collectors is dedicated to artists who revive the old tradition of the cabinet of curiosities. 

They collect or make objects that become part of a classificatory system, in which 

objects become specimens. In a cabinet of curiosities, specimens play a syntactical role, 

like words that confer meaning to the context of a rule-governed semantic system 
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(Asma, 2001, p. 170). As such, the cabinet of curiosities expands the notion of a 

scientific collection, as it acquires the gesture of authorship (Suderburg, 2000, p. 8) and 

transcends the constraints of a scientifically functional system of classification.  

 

Baudrillard states that humans have a natural urge to possess objects. However, he 

explains that possession can only happen when the object is deprived of its original 

function and when its value and significance are rendered relative to a subject (1994, pp. 

7-8). Within the artworks inspired by the cabinet of curiosities, as an object stops being 

defined by its function, there is a myriad of possible meanings that the subject (in this 

case, both the artist and the viewer) can confer to the object. This process of possession, 

and therefore redefinition, can only happen when the object is relocated into a new 

context, when it is reframed into a new set of coordinates, and when it prompts novel 

conversations with a new place. With these characteristics in mind, Erika Suderburg 

suggests that it is in the Wunderkammern of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

where some of the primordial elements of contemporary installation art can be found 

(2000, p. 7). The works by artists in this category of my collection of collectors render 

those connections visible. They challenge ideas of possession and the validity of 

scientifically established classification methods, they play with the act of relocation, and 

they make objects build new relations with a particular place, which ultimately becomes 

the artwork.  

 

In my work, the use of reclaimed boxes and other materials from science laboratories, 

the order I assign to found objects and plants, and the meticulous and precise 

presentation of my collections relate both to the natural-history-museum aesthetic and 

the intricacies and arbitrary nature of the cabinet of curiosities. My work can be seen as 

a microcosm where I try to stage the complexities of the different places I inhabit, 

where I intend to grasp my own connections with those places, and where I create a 

novel place that others can experience and share with me. The herbarium, the natural-

history museum, and the cabinet of curiosities do not exist without the place that 

contains them. One could say that the space occupied by those collections is as much a 

defining element as the collected specimens themselves. So is my work, and so is the 

work of the artists in these two categories of my collection of collectors: the collected 
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object is an excuse to experience the rhythms of the collection within a space; each 

object has value in the context of a place, whether it is critiquing the institutional 

restrictions of the museum or the gallery, or whether it is generating a completely new 

set of interactions with objects outside their expected context.  

 
Category 4: Journals as collections of places 
 
Eugene Carchesio  Dead leaves of Tokyo (1999) 
Candy Jernigan  Book: Evidence (1999) 
Jari Silomäki   My weather diary (2001–07) 
Lenore Tawney  Book: Signs on the wind: Postcard collages (2002) 
Martin Wilner   Making history (2007) 
Miguel Angel Blanco  Biblioteca del bosque (1985–) 
 
 
The fourth group of collectors belongs to artists who have taken the discipline of 

keeping a journal as an essential element of their art practice. They are collectors of 

places since they gather postcards, coasters, train tickets, and innumerable objects that 

carry with them the confluence of a particular time and space. They take notes and 

photographs, or make drawings that build a dynamic, always changing, self-portrait, and 

that become a tangible footprint of an experience. Those footprints make a place 

transcend its physical locality; they make a place transportable and susceptible of being 

shared.  The apparently mundane or irrelevant objects these artists gather and organise 

among notes and drawings have now a voice within a narrative. As those objects 

become part of a collection, they transcend their original function to become witnesses 

of the collector’s experiences, to speak of the passing of time, to encapsulate place in its 

most comprehensive definition.  

 

As I show in the next chapter, my project The AP (2009) was a sort of journal that I kept 

for one year. This journal brought together collected objects (witnesses of my daily 

journeys and my interest for natural materials) with press photos of the most relevant 

events that happened around the world. This journal consolidated memories that would 

have otherwise been lost; it refers to a chronology of events that happened 

simultaneously in different locations, but that were brought together to render a new 

place possible, the place that art allows for—the place of imagination, the place of 

constructed memory. 
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Category 5: Collectors of moments 
 
Hans-Peter Feldmann  100 years (2004–05) 
Simryn Gill   Dalam (2001) 
On Kawara   I got up (1968–) 
Andy Warhol   Time capsules 21 (1974) 
Zhang Xiaogang   Describing the week of … (2007) 
Miguel Angel Blanco  Biblioteca del bosque (1985–) 
 
 
The fifth category includes artists who collect specific moments. They try to freeze time, 

for example, in the shape of a postcard that records when the artist woke up that 

morning, or by putting into a box whatever happened to be on a desk at a given time. 

Labels with dates and locations give these works the value of a document of the past, 

and raise ordinary objects to a higher value by transforming them into an artwork. The 

persistence of those moments would be non-existent if it was not for the power of art to 

create and maintain memories. Collecting, as in Andy Warhol’s Time capsules, can be 

seen as a photographic document, for, as Sven Spieker notes, a photograph records what 

is ‘there’ at a certain time in a certain place (2008, p. 3). These artists collect not objects 

but dots on their own timelines; they collect memories and make them public, 

encapsulating the confluence of time and space. 

 

In my case, when I document the date, location and contextual facts associated with a 

particular found object, I am also collecting a moment. This creates an inevitable 

overlap between this category of collectors and the previous one, as each object in my 

collection is both an entry in a sort of journey, and a collected moment. In both cases, 

what is ultimately collected is the transient intersection between a given place and 

myself. In mine and in the work of these artists, their work speaks about these 

intersections.  
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Category 6: Collectors of collections 
 
Karsten Bott   Museum of life (2007) 
Liza Congdon   A collection a day (2010) 
Susan Hiller   From the Freud Museum (1991–96) 
 
 
Category 7: Collectors of dwelling places 
 
Hubert Duprat   Caddisfly larvae (1980–)  
Fiona Hall   Tender (2003–05) 
 
 
These two categories are smaller than the other categories in my collection, but not 

because they are any less significant. The sixth category belongs to collectors of 

collections and the seventh to collectors of dwelling places. Collectors of collections 

want to create a new layer of order by bringing together objects that already belong to a 

certain category. They create a new dimension in the layered and nested realm of 

collections, and therefore they generate places that exist within other places. There is 

evidently an additional obsessive compulsion to these artists whose collections have the 

maximum potential to keep expanding.  

 

My final category includes two artists: Hubert Duprat and Fiona Hall. Both have built 

collections of objects that provide shelter. Duprat, using different caddis fly species, 

created a collection of minute dwelling places. However, these little sheaths that caddis 

fly larvae normally build were different in this case: Duprat provided them with other 

materials than the ones they normally use. Instead of sand grains, other mineral crystals 

and plant material, these larvae made their houses with gold spangles and precious and 

semi-precious stones. I believe this work is an interesting metaphor for the place-

making process today, as the alteration of a natural phenomenon gave rise to a unique, 

functional and beautiful outcome. The hybrid and constructed nature that surrounds 

urban life is far removed from the pristine ecosystems that preceded the existence of 

cities. However, it provides people with a substrate onto which to build their daily 

experiences, it is dynamic and always evolving, and it allows for people to adapt when 

coming from afar. Duprat’s caddis flies also exemplify how people integrate the outside 

world with the intimacy of their home when they collect objects that are valuable to 
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them. Collections can be seen as a bridge between intimate and public places—a 

threshold between inside and outside. 

 

Four of the artists in my collection stand out in their impact on my process of 

understanding how art can act as a strategy to create a sense of place. These four artists 

have something in common: they have responded in very diverse ways to their 

experiences with nature, and with specific locations with which they have built 

emotional connections. In their work, notions of place move from the institutionalised 

realm of science, the natural-history museum, or the art gallery to the uniqueness and 

freedom of the personal experience. While Mark Dion, Fiona Hall, Simryn Gill and 

Susan Hiller can be clustered together as artists who challenge the natural-history-

museum aesthetic, I believe this characterisation to be limiting. I propose to see their 

work through a different lens, which acknowledges far richer and more diverse 

interpretations and value. I believe these artists generate a bond with the places they 

inhabit or visit through organised collections of found or constructed objects, and they 

make those collections render places more habitable for themselves and for viewers.  

 

These four artists vary greatly in the notions of place they convey. Dion, for example, 

strips science from its function and uses it to evidence the artificiality of the nature that 

science studies. By doing so, the place Dion evokes is an ironic place where familiarity 

and novelty are juxtaposed, and where the institutionalised character of both the gallery 

and science itself present a wilderness that is utterly mediated and constructed. Also 

using irony, Hall inverts the value of materials by turning dollar notes into nests, and 

sardine tins into exuberant and sensual tropical plants. Through these transformations, 

Hall evokes the value of people’s ideas of home, the commercialisation of nature, and 

the effect humans have on the places they occupy. In a much more subtle way than Dion 

and Hall, Gill also evokes a place that is the result of human intervention; a place that 

exists only when people make it come about. The objects she collects on the beach can 

suggest a particular place because she collected them, because she took them out of 

their original context, and because, by doing so, she gave these originally silent objects 

a voice to speak of where they came from. Gill’s place, then, is a dislocated place: a 

place that can be talked about when things (and people) are somewhere else. Finally, 
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Hiller’s anthropological approach to place invites viewers to think about collected 

objects as bridges between wherever they are at a given moment and the object’s 

original location. Hiller’s place is a remembered place; a place that holds the memories 

of individuals as much as ones of entire cultures; a place that probably does not exist in 

its original state anymore, but that keeps existing in its fragments, in the collected 

objects.  

 

Mark Dion 

 

Dion is as American artist who has devoted his work to exploring and critiquing the 

epistemological discourse used for the representations of nature. For this purpose, he 

has challenged the classification systems that have arisen in different moments in 

history, and by doing so, he has criticised the institutional notions of truth conveyed by 

natural-history museums. Here I consider some of his works from a different 

perspective: I argue that his work talks about place and how science alters our notion of 

it. By bringing the natural world into the institutionalised sphere of the gallery, Dion 

confronts viewers with the idea that the place called the wild is as institutionalised as the 

gallery. He reveals the constructed character of society’s concept of nature, and invites 

viewers to rethink the limits between inside and outside, between here and there, 

between the comfort of the gallery, the home, the laboratory and the already tamed 

wilderness of nature.  

 

In his project entitled the Travels of William Bartram–Reconsidered (2007–08) (Figure 

4), Dion juxtaposes the journeys of a great naturalist of the late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth century with his own, making evident the changes that have occurred in the 

last 200 years in the places they visited, and creating a dialogue between both characters 

and their perceptions of nature. The synergies and tensions between art and science 

become the means by which Dion explores nature in terms of relations and ecologies, 

and the means by which to evidence the degree of distortion, mediation and 

transformation of people’s notions of the ‘natural world’. 
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In his work A cabinet of alligators (2008), Dion displays an assortment of alligator- 

shaped or themed souvenirs that range from postcards to mugs and ashtrays in a wooden 

vitrine. The 200 years that separate William Bartram from Dion have transformed the 

nature both wanted to study. This becomes ironically evident through the fact that 

today’s collected specimens of alligators are not the flesh-and-bone animals that made 

Bartram’s journeys so adventurous, but are lifeless, sad and nostalgic souvenirs that one 

would find at a garage sale with a one-dollar price tag. The collection and display of 

these objects in such a nostalgically loaded cabinet makes the viewer wonder about the 

past, and those places where the animals used to live. Extinction, both of species and 

their habitats, has become such a common concern that it may alter the way people 

perceive a territory and the history behind it: the US of 200 years ago was home to so 

many of these majestic and threatening creatures that are now reduced to porcelain trays. 

These valleys and rivers are not what they used to be, a reality that Dion confronts 

viewers with. 

 

Because these alligators are man-made poses questions concerning the representation of 

nature and the systems used to classify it. Is nature the real subject of scientists’ study, 

or is it just another cultural construct onto which they impose a taxonomical grid to 

allow them to discuss it? As Gregory Volk points out, the Cabinet of alligators 

evidences one of the numerous ways in which nature gets “distorted, transformed and 

endlessly mediated by us” (2008, p. 68). One can extrapolate from Dion’s work that the 

outcome of scientific research commonly gets influenced by ideologies about the 

natural world, and therefore by emotional connections to what is researched. 
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Figure 4: 

Mark Dion 
Travels of William Bartram 

–Reconsidered (2008) 
 

wood cabinet, glass jars, 
 cotton batting, and found objects 

 195.6 x121.9 x 68.6cm 
 

 

 

Another work within the Travels of William Bartram–Reconsidered is A cabinet of 

plants. This work consists of a door-less cabinet divided into 18 compartments in which 

numerous herbarium vouchers rest. Contrary to Bartram’s plant collection, Dion’s one 

does not include any information about the collected specimens, leaving room for an 

emotional rather than a rational appreciation. However, the urge to name observable 

things, and the predominance of words above images and objects—which science 

helped to impose upon the Western world—causes discomfort and dissatisfaction. 

These emotions might be the means by which Dion challenges people’s ability to 

experience nature in a more direct way, and he does this by letting a fragile leaf present 

itself as something, as Volk describes, “sacred or sublime” (2008, p. 79). In Dion’s 

work, scientific discipline and rigour blend with ambiguity and subtlety. Freed from the 

expectations of scientifically based knowledge, Dion becomes a poet, with the “right to 

be suggestive” (Bachelard, 1994, p. 53). The nature he encapsulates in his work, being 
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more imagined than factual, is happily “not subject to verification by reality” 

(Bachelard, 1994, p. 86). 

 

In Dion’s work, the idea of nature echoes the concept of place that has been discussed 

so far: a symbolically loaded physical location that frames encounters between people, 

and negotiations between people and a surrounding environment. Dion’s cabinets of 

curiosities, whether they are full of postcards, buttons, animal or plant parts, encapsulate 

a natural world that is, as he said about tropical rainforests, “also a map for our 

assumptions, desires and projections about what constitutes nature” (Dion in Corrin, 

Kwon, & Bryson, 1997, p. 8). The nature Dion evokes in his work is a place that people 

construct in their imagination; a place people inhabit in their dreams. It is a nature that 

is ‘out there’ and that exists in opposition to the comfort of home. The nature Dion 

invites viewers to imagine, sometimes hostile, other times strange and mysterious, 

makes the idea of home more homely.  

 

Dion urges viewers to see the North American territory as a complex amalgamation of 

conflicting histories. Place comes about when these histories intersect, diverge and 

intersect again. An idea of place in constant redefinition and flux is conveyed by each 

piece in the Travels of William Bartram—Reconsidered exhibition, as Volk eloquently 

describes:  

 
You get the feeling that America, old and new, is on display, with all its 
convulsions and pleasantries, its mighty myths and retirement communities, its 
idealism and shopping. (Volk, 2008, p. 85) 
 
 

The ‘presentness’ of space, as Massey calls it, is “a product of a multitude of histories 

whose resonances are still there”, and that are still being written today (2005, p. 118). 

The old wooden cabinets from the nineteenth century, the vintage alligator-shaped 

ashtrays (“cultural dinosaurs” as Dion calls them) probably dating back to the 1950s or 

1960s, the brand new postcards that Dion hand-painted during his journey, are all 

essential elements of the US of today. They are all constitutive factors of North America 

as a place that is constantly defined and redefined, socially constructed, and 

permanently in flux between different cultural trends. 
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Travels of William Bartram—Reconsidered, as with a previous work by Dion entitled 

Tropical nature (1991), occurs in, talks about and reconfigures a multiplicity of 

different places. One is the place where the artist spends time collecting specimens, 

which can be understood as a site of physical intervention. In the case of Tropical 

Nature, this was an uninhabited spot in a rainforest near Caracas, Venezuela, where 

Dion set up a camping site and collected plants, rocks, feathers, insects and other natural 

materials. A second is where specimens are exhibited; for example, the gallery space 

Dion used in Caracas, where the specimens were displayed as works of art themselves, 

and were contextualised within the institutional realm of the gallery. This second place 

can be understood as a site of discursive effects and reception. A third place, as Miwon 

Kwon suggests, is the curatorial framework of an exhibition, and the fourth one is the 

more intangible but more lasting place generated by the relation that the artist generates 

between themself and the original location, and the viewers and the experience of the 

exhibition. These two last places can also be seen as sites of effect and reception. 

However, even if they have the original place as material source and ‘inspiration’, these 

places have a life of their own and are not restricted by an indexical relationship to it 

(2005, pp. 44-45).  

 

In my own work, I aim to transcend the indexical relationship with the original location 

from which I collected my specimens, and, like Mark Dion has done on multiple 

occasions, generate a new place of novel interactions and meanings. Using the gallery 

space as a vehicle, I intend to suggest the emotional connections with those sites of 

physical intervention, and generate the possibility for the construction of a multilayered, 

evolving, dynamic, living place of interactions and experiences. 

 

Fiona Hall  

 

This Australian artist began her career as a photographer, but has expanded her practice 

to sculpture, painting, garden design, installation, and to many meeting points between 

these categories. Regardless of the technique or material she uses, Hall recurringly 

explores the tensions between culture and nature by evidencing the “human desire for 

Eden on earth” and the pleasure and pain associated with that desire (Ewington, 2005, p. 
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27). European colonisers have constructed a Garden of Eden around their colonies, 

bringing about tensions between themselves, the introduced life and the native floras 

and faunas. Further, Western economies have rendered the natural world a product for 

consumption. As a severe observant and critic of the aftermath of colonisation, Hall is 

deeply interested in what Julie Ewington calls “the intricate and necessarily unfinished 

project of humanity’s relationship with nature” (2005, p. 23). Her work ruminates on 

the following questions through a vast diversity of materials, scales and formats. How 

do we fit into the places we inhabit? How does our presence alter and affect that place? 

How can art with its narratives and languages shed light onto the effects of the human 

condition on the world around us?  

 

The garden is a recurring theme in Hall’s work. She argues the garden is a place where 

two apparently opposite forces coalesce: the “riotous and fecund variety in the natural 

world”, as she puts it, and the “botanist’s attempts to systematise it” (Ewington, 2005, p. 

23). As I proposed in the previous chapter, for an increasing number of people living in 

big cities, urban gardens provide the closest interaction with biophysical nature 

avaialable. Within the boundaries of a well-maintained garden, one can glimpse at the 

profusion of the plant world, and also experience the control that humans impose on it. 

In accordance with this, Ewington says that Hall’s “particular territory became the 

discrepancies between the systematic pretensions of intellectual disciplines and the 

unbridled, unsystematic abundance of the world” (2005, p. 47). With these tensions in 

mind, a garden with its articulated boundaries can be understood as a complex 

collection, in which a process of ordering life occurs, and where the codification and 

ritualisation of social time and space takes place (Stewart, 2005, p. 100). Hall’s work 

delves deep into the garden and the multiplicity of sociological and historical meanings 

associated with it.  

 

Hall’s first major sculptural piece was Paradisus terrestris (1990) (Figure 5). In this 

work, Hall uses plants that have connotations related to the Garden of Eden and with the 

idea of the idyllic exotic tropics, and she juxtaposes them with sexual parts of the 

human body. Traced in metal, these passionfruit, grapefruit, banana, bird of paradise, 

marijuana and other succulent, thorny plants emerge delicately from a sardine tin where 
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the human body is enclosed. Hall elegantly juxtaposes plant and body to confront 

viewers with the usufructuary character of people’s relation with nature; nature being 

the provider of pleasure, the fulfiller of human needs. More so, she places the plant 

world in the realm of the distant and prohibited in opposition to the privacy and 

intimacy of the body. Both plant and body are juxtaposed against text (with the 

Linnaean classification and the common name of the plant), which tames and 

domesticates the explicit wild in nature and the hidden wild within us. In this work, Hall 

creates a collection of plant-human hybrids. Her museum cases are, in this instance, 

sardine tins. They encapsulate the essence of each hybrid and present it to the audience 

in an organised and neat way by which sex, botany and language are brought together in 

a museological arrangement.  
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Figure 5: 

Fiona Hall 
Paradisus terrestris  

(1989–90) 
 

Aluminium, tin  
25 x 12 x 3cm 

 
 

 

In accordance with the previous discussion regarding the meaning of place as a 

symbolically loaded space, Hall invites viewers to think about the places people 

construct when they bring foreign flora into the privacy of their gardens. This hybrid 

nature people build around them provides the backdrop for constantly accumulating 

memories, for interactions with others and for the delimitation between alterity and the 

self. This hybrid landscape is a reminder of the hybrid history of Australia, and the idea 

of cultural and ethnic admixture as a major component for the construction of an 

Australian identity. All these plants that have come from distant countries became 

naturalised into Australian territory, as have so many people who shape and become 

shaped by the Australian landscape: a landscape that was once endemic to its ultimate 

expression; a landscape that has become hybrid, and with its hybridity has become 

familiar and welcoming.  

 

Hall is concerned with the relations humans have with the natural world, be it the 

intimate connection people build with their domestic garden and its potential to allow 

for the experience of the “magical inter-connectedness of living things” (Ewington, 
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2005, p. 112), or the asymmetrical relation between humans and their environment 

based on exploitation and trade. Both places—the intimate and the public, the one that 

is cared for and the one that is used and taken advantage of—coalesce in Fiona Hall’s 

work with tension and mutual complementation.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: 

Fiona Hall 
Tender (2003–05) 

 
US dollars,  

dimensions variable 
 

 

This is the case of her work Tender (2003–05), which consists of a series of bird nests 

made from shredded American one-dollar bills (Figure 6). Tender brings together two 

conflicting aspects of place between which every individual oscillates: the first one is 

the dwelling, the shelter with its intimacy and protection, and the second is the outside 

world with its impersonal machinery of the capitalist economy. These elaborated 

handmade nests with their uniqueness and delicacy make viewers think about the care 

and love invested in the creation of a home. The artificial character of the nests also 

makes them think about the illusion of the first home, to which one always wants to 

return. Fiona Hall’s nests evoke a place that is a figment of one’s imagination, a dreamt 

shelter to which one can return, regardless of the heartless stampede of the global trade. 

These two segments of Bachelard’s chapter on nests in his Poetics of space expand 

beautifully the idea of the return-to-the-nest-house from the outside world: 
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A nest-house is never young. Indeed, speaking as a pedant, we might say that it is 
the natural habitat of the function of inhabiting. For not only do we come back to 
it, but we dream to come back to it, the way a bird comes back to its nest. (…) An 
intimate component of faithful loyalty reacts upon the related images of nest and 
house. (…)  If we return to the old home as to a nest, it is because memories are 
dreams, because the home of other days has become a great image of lost 
intimacy. (Bachelard, 1994, pp. 99-100) 

 
 
Tender is a work that makes one think of lost intimacy, a work that resonates with 

unfulfilled desires to return to a first home. However, Bachelard comforts readers by 

saying that they can still continue building the nest, the house, the world, with their 

imagination (1994, p. 104), and suggests that the unfinished nature of mankind’s nest is 

what allows for the imagination to blossom. In this case, a collection of hand-made 

nests invites one to do just that: imagine the nests’ inhabitants; imagine the places to 

which those nests could belong to; imagine the kind of world that would render one-

dollar-bill nests possible.  

 

In Tender, as in many of her works, Hall uses collections or a series of objects. 

Collections, one could argue, carry with them the strength of reiteration and insistence, 

which can provide individual objects with an eloquence that they would not have in 

isolation. Also, collections give both the collector and the viewer the possibility to find 

patterns, to build connections, to discover or invent narratives. In relation to Paradisus 

terrestris, Ewington says: “one image would be charming, intimate, special; twenty-

three are compelling, confronting, inescapably public, eventually cathartic” (2005, p. 

102). However, Bachelard warns about the risk certain collections pose to the 

imagination, saying:   

 
And so the old nest enters into the category of objects. The more varied the 
objects, the simpler the concept. But as our collection of nests grows, our 
imagination remains idle, and we lose contact with living nests. (Bachelard, 1994, 
p. 94) 

 
 
Hall’s collections of nests, plants and tins do not lose contact with the living world, 

provoking the viewer’s imagination. These organised objects invite one to complete a 

hidden narrative with their imagination. They are close enough to the natural world to 

trigger empathy, and to raise awareness of the damage humans are causing to it, but 
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imaginative enough to open up the possibility for other realities and oneiric places. 

Hall’s collection of nests does not lose contact with living nests. Her handmade nests 

connect people with the places where living nests exist, and with the countless stories 

happening there. 

 

Simryn Gill 
 

Gill was born in Singapore, but has lived in Malaysia, India, Singapore, England and 

Australia. Spending time in developed and developing countries, and experiencing the 

contrasts between them has led her to embark on a search for what she calls her ‘place-

in-the-world’. Her work revolves around an idea of place understood as a notion in the 

making, defined by “human relationships to a location, activated through memory, lived 

experience and language” (Storer, 2008, p. 44). I interviewed Gill in March 2012 and 

here I merge my interpretation of her work with ideas and anecdotes she shared with me 

during that interview.3 

 

The act of gathering and collecting is very significant in Gill’s work. However, it is not 

the idea of a fixed order, rather the one of disorder, that drives her. She is aware of the 

fact that it is impossible to find clarity through the apparent completeness of lists: the 

more people organise and arrange, categorise and list objects, the more gaps they find 

and the more incomplete the list becomes. Gill’s work engages with the element of 

disorder and its possibilities, as well as the activity of collecting rather than the 

completed collection. If one considers her work to use a sort of taxonomy, it would be 

one that is concerned with the process of collecting, rather than one associated with the 

material or physical qualities of the objects. “This collecting and compiling and listing 

is like trying to catch a glimpse of what lies at the core, the centre, the inside of 

whatever these discarded things are outside of” (2007, p. 83), says Gill. Taxonomy, then, 

would be understood as “a verb rather than a noun”; taxonomy understood as being 

active in the world, as engaging with it. Therefore, the relationship between the 

collected objects might not be that clear for the viewer: what holds them together is the 

moment when they were collected, the actual activity of collecting them, the “ways of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 In this section, quotes that are unreferenced correspond to quotes from the interview. 
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moving that resulted in that collection or a quality of looking”, as she explains.  

 

An example of this is her work May 2006, which consists of a set of 817 gelatin silver 

photographs that the artist took in Marrickville during a 30-day period. The only 

apparent link between the photographs is the fact that they were all taken with a film 

that had already expired, and the fact that they were all printed on the same paper. But 

what really holds the photographs together is the journey behind them, the time spent in 

those places, the act of entrapping in the substance of the photographic film “the period 

in which it became extinct” (Gill, 2007, p. 84). What holds those photographs together 

is the attitude behind them: a willingness to closely observe a place that was thought 

known and familiar; a desire to find the place’s wholeness through the collection of 

snaps of time. “So nothing stands alone”, Gill says, “everything is in relation to 

everything else in whatever collection you make”. The collection and the possibility it 

offers to compare individual elements and to find connections between them is 

something found in Gill’s work. Russell Storer acknowledges the symbolic potential of 

Gill’s found objects, saying that they “are no longer commodities that can be exchanged 

for any other, they are unique artefacts, carrying evidence of specific human activities 

and transactions” (Storer, 2008, p. 46). Further, in identifying that collections can aid 

the place-making processes, Storer eloquently states, “May 2006 is imbued with the 

idea that the gathering and ordering of fragments can perhaps arrive at the kernel of 

truth about place, about where one is” (Storer, 2008, p. 57). 

 

May 2006 is comparable to Dalam, a series of 260 photographs of home interiors 

(especially living rooms) in the Malay Peninsula (Figure 7). In 2001, Gill knocked on 

the doors of rich and poor people, and found a variety of places that was consistent with 

the ethnic, cultural and socio-economic diversity of the Malaysian population. In the 

intimacy of the home, Gill found the materialisation of the place-making process: the 

furniture, decorations, and family pictures, which all frame people’s lives, and 

materially convey what is relevant for the individual, serving as backdrop for new 

memories. This resonates with Bachelard’s idea that the house precedes the universe 

(1994, p. 139). Those living rooms and all the moments lived in them define to a great 

extent how their inhabitants understand, perceive and experience the rest of the world. 
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Through her collection of home interiors, Gill provides the possibility to imagine 

numerous different stories, lives and worlds. Each picture by itself can hold great 

complexity, but what she is interested in, she says, “is how you look at them across each 

other”. This collection of photographs is a collection of places, of moments, of houses, 

of identities.  

 

Gill’s work is a response to the places she inhabits. It is “a kind of immersion or 

habitation” in the world that brings about her art. But she has very contrasting responses 

to the various places where she spends most of her time. She thinks about Port Dickson 

in Malaysia and Sydney in Australia in very different ways, and has experienced “how 

the countries think about themselves in very different ways”. In Port Dickson she feels 

at ease, Gill says, because her senses and her body know, understand and respond to the 

place and the people’s ways of thinking. However, she finds Australia a difficult place 

to live in. Even after her children have grown up in Australia, and even after many years 

of living and working there, her relationship with the place is still grudging and 

complex.  
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Figure 7: 

Simryn Gill 
Dalam (2001) 

 
Type c photographs, 
From a series of 260 
23.5 x 23.5cm each 

 

 

 

The question she asks, then, is how people can be engaged with a place, and how people 

can be actively thinking about the place they live in if there is so much fluidity in terms 

of where people are and where they can live. Place takes a complicated dimension, 

argues Storer, “Experiences of separation and displacement are common, and vastly 

different languages, narratives and memories often overlap” (Storer, 2008, p. 45). 

Through her practice, Gill asks what is the commitment required to be in place 

wherever one happens to be. She is concerned with the processes by which people 

“become engaged in the structure and the texture of the places”, and more specifically 

based on her experience of living in various countries, she asks: what does it take, and 

at what point do we feel we have the voice to speak about a certain place?  

 

Gill still feels like an outsider in Australia; as such, she says she has become familiar 

with the feeling of “obsessive vigilance” normal to any foreigner. She says a foreigner 

is “someone who needs to be mindful of their own and other people’s meanings, 
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gestures and references, inadvertent or otherwise, at all times” (Gill, 2007, p. 87). With 

that in mind, she asks: 
 
How much time must pass before the passage into a full state of being in a place 
can be fulfilled? How much time does it take for a place to come to inhabit you as 
much as you inhabit it? How long before your presence seeps into the timbre, the 
tone of a place, so that your being there shifts, even if imperceptibly, the texture 
of what is local? (Gill, 2007, p. 87) 
 
 

Her work is a means by which she intends to occupy a place rather than hovering over it. 

It is a means to turn place into an action. In her work, she brings place to life through 

her actions: walking, collecting, photographing as strategies to let the place permeate 

her, and to let her actions permeate the place. She came to understand, she says, 

“habitation as present engagement: almost like a regular talking of oneself into 

existence in a place” (Gill, 2007, p. 87).  

 

Gill’s perceived outsider status is possibly a driving force in her work, as she feels 

attracted by the influx of life, and by the awareness necessary to move through a new 

place. When people move away from where they grew up, or where they were nurtured, 

they can feel that nothing is automatic anymore. “You have to process everything 

around you. You have to think about the categories and meanings of everything around 

you”, she says. As I argued in the previous chapter, it is through acts of creation that 

people can build a sense of place. The deep discomfort Gill still feels in Australia, and 

the urge to build a sense of place, has had a major creative power in her work. 

 

However, Gill’s work invites people to reconsider ideas of inside and outside, and ideas 

of here and there. Her work brings to the public sphere the intimacy of the living space, 

and renders intimate the sidewalks and front windows of shops. Her work is a product 

of her constantly evolving notion of being-here, of being-in-the-world. Gill’s life-long 

journey from Singapore to Australia, passing through Malaysia, India, and England 

makes her work evoke a world where, as Bachelard puts it, “outside and inside are both 

intimate—they are always ready to be reversed, to exchange their hostility” (1994, p. 

218). Even if inside and outside are myths from which commonly alienation emerges, 

Gill’s work offers a place where the two terms meet and complement each other. 
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Bachelard, in accordance with the complexity of Gill’s insider/outsider perspective of 

the world, expands his notion of the relation between inside and outside as follows: 

 
In any case, inside and outside, as experienced by the imagination, can no longer 
be taken in their simple reciprocity; consequently, by omitting geometrical 
references when we speak of the first expression of being, by choosing more 
concrete, more phenomenologically exact inceptions, we shall come to realise 
that the dialectics of inside and outside multiply with countless diversified 
nuances. (Bachelard, 1994, p. 216) 

 
 
These countless diversified nuances can be found in Gill’s work. The place that she 

talks about in her work is unique yet universal, it is hers yet public, it is delicate yet 

resilient, it is inside yet outside.  

 

So, if inside and outside flex within each other, and if the ideas of local and global seem 

to be complementary instead of opposite, is it nostalgia that one feels when longing for 

their first home? What does the word nostalgia really mean in this world where human 

mobility is rapidly increasing? When asked about the meaning of the word nostalgia in 

her work, Gill warns about the commonplace use of the term. Nostalgia, she says, is “a 

very badly and overly used word”. She is more concerned about having a voice and 

being able to talk about a specific place. However, she asks, who is perceived to have 

the right to speak from where? Is speaking from her Malaysian voice nostalgic? She 

considers it is more relevant to ask about how people merge the past with the present, 

and understanding the word present as a continuum. Gill’s notion of place is not fixed. 

Whenever she is in one place, the other place is always in a kind of nostalgic location: 

past and present as coexisting terms, as elements of a dynamic relation, as tones of the 

continuum of time and space. Interestingly, she already has that feeling in relation to 

Australia, in relation to Britain where she was educated, in relation to India where she 

went to boarding school and where her ancestors are from. So, as people accumulate 

places during their lives, Gill wonders, “does the deployment of the accumulation 

within us become nostalgic deployment?” If one is a moving being rather than a fixed 

being, the only option, then, is to represent anything but one’s own set of present and 

past places and experiences within the continuum. Gill says she has moved away from 
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the word nostalgia within that description, but still thinks the thing that is described as 

nostalgia is also lodged inside that dynamic of the continuous present. 

 

Gill believes there is a deep separation between profoundly held instincts and what 

people think everyone else is doing and feeling. News media, she says, is increasingly 

“like a magazine, telling us views from this part of the world and that part of the world, 

telling us you should love to be somewhere else, you should love to travel, you should 

love to just go and consume the world”. Gill regrets the fact that Kuala Lumpur is not a 

walking city anymore, and that it is full of malls with a similar set of shops in each one 

of them. She feels saddened by the fact that there are no more small shops that one can 

walk to. She asks, “is this just going to happen so we may as well just learn to live with 

it or should one give oneself permission to feel sad about what is happening?” This 

position against the homogenising forces of mass media informs Gill’s work, and roots 

her practice to direct experiences of the everyday, the physical and local everyday. This 

is why ideas of place are at the core of her work: each piece is the result of inhabiting 

her own reality; as she explains, each piece is a compilation of the qualities, the details 

and the forms of her reality and the ways in which she inhabits it. Her work is always 

happening, it is always unfolding in a particular place. 
 
When a dreamer can reconstruct the world from an object that he transforms 
magically through his care of it, we become convinced that everything in the life 
of a poet is germinal. (Bachelard, 1994, p. 70) 
 

 
Whether a photograph of a living room, a broken glass carved by the ocean waves, torn 

pages of books turned into beads, seedpods on toy wheels or mango skin, Gill makes 

place appear in front of viewer’s eyes. Her works offer a place that can be shared, talked 

about and experienced over and over again. To echo Bachelard, her collections are 

germinal. 
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Susan Hiller  
 

Hiller is an American artist who lives and works in London. After finishing a PhD in 

anthropology, and doing field work in Central America, Hiller became disillusioned 

with academic anthropology and with the “impossibility of the ‘participant/observer’ 

posture” within it (Lippard, 1996, p. xi). The search for evidence in anthropological 

work rendered ‘the other’ an object subject to experimentation and statistical analysis, 

which posed both emotional and intellectual discomfort. In response, Hiller’s work 

demonstrates how art can be a very powerful means to observe that ‘other’ without the 

restraints of science, and with the empathy that emerges when the artist really becomes 

a “full participant” of the culture in which he or she lives (Lippard, 1996, p. xi). With 

the rigour of a scientist, but with the freedom that art confers, Hiller challenges ideas of 

‘true’ and ‘false’ by focusing on themes that are impossible to falsify. Mystic and 

paranormal phenomena fall out of the realm of science. However, Hiller finds evidence 

for them in her collections of objects, dreams, narratives, and languages. The evidence 

she finds is based on her own experience, as art allows her to be free from the quest for 

the elusive (or even inexistent) ‘objective truth’ that is characteristic of any scientific 

endeavour. For example, in her work Dream mapping (1974), she transfers the activity 

of mapping, which is usually applied to objects and locations in the physical world, to 

something completely immaterial (Brett, 1996, p. 17). “Because of the collaborative 

formation of its meanings”, she says, “art enables certain futures not otherwise possible 

to appear” (Hiller in Einzig, 1996, p. 3).  

 

Art and science have been commonly put in two opposite extremes of the knowledge 

spectrum. However, Hiller’s work evidences how they consist of different strategies to 

generate knowledge, but also how they can interact to offer a more complete version of 

the world. She thinks art plays an epistemological role, as artists “address the nature of 

meaning, of reality, and an enormous range of ideas” (1996, p. 236). However, she 

argues that artists do all this from the perspective of a non-specialist, and that is 

probably what confers the freedom to suggest and create new knowledge. Furthermore, 

one can say that science studies and explains the real world that is already ‘out there’, 

but artists can also “contribute to the creation of the real” (Einzig, 1996, p. 3). One 
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could say of art in general what Susan Hiller says about dreaming and collecting: “they 

have nothing to do with the necessities of the physical existence” (1996, p. 228). In my 

personal search for a fruitful interaction between my scientific training and my art 

practice, I find Hiller’s work inspiring and encouraging. Her work demonstrates how 

scientific knowledge, analysis, rigour, discipline, and cataloguing techniques can be 

used in the service of art. About this she says, “I confess a long-standing wish to blend 

art and science, poetry and analysis” (Hiller, 1995, n.p.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 8: 
Susan Hiller 

From the Freud Museum  
(1991–96) 

 
glass vitrine, cardboard  

boxes and objects, 
dimensions variable 

 

 

In some of her works, Hiller uses the museological display to refer to a constructed past, 

present and future, and to show how, rather than definitive, a museum is representative 

of a reality vulnerable of being interpreted. She uses every-day and ephemeral objects, 

extracting new meanings from them, and asking the viewer “to participate in the making 

of a pattern” (Bradley, 1996, p. 9). Her work From the Freud Museum (1991–96) 

(Figure 8) was an installation at the Freud Museum in London. The building was the 

home of Sigmund Freud and his family until 1982 when his youngest daughter passed 

away. Here, visitors can see Freud’s study, his library, and his extensive and rigorously 

organised collection of antiquities. Hiller used one of the vitrines that was already in the 
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Museum to place her archival boxes full of apparently random objects and reproduced 

images. She brought her own collection, her own classification system, and with them 

her own set of stories to a place already loaded with “layers and layers and layers of 

meaning in the present, as well as a very significant past”, as she puts it (1996, p. 226). 

In this context of nested places and nested meanings, Susan Hiller invites the viewer to 

collaborate with her in the outcome of her work. She says that the viewers are 

interpreters and detectives, and collected objects are the starting points that provoke a 

multiplicity of meanings, connections, and stories. About her own work she says: “I've 

worked collecting objects, orchestrating relationships, and inventing fluid taxonomies, 

while not excluding myself from them” (Hiller, 1995, n.p.). 

 

The lighting, the glass, the way the boxes are presented and neatly labelled one next to 

the other are all elements that confer the objects inside Hiller’s vitrine an historical aura. 

Freud’s early modernist collection of objects, Hiller’s postmodernist collection of ruins, 

discards and appropriations, and, in fact, any collection, all consist of “constant 

evocations of mortality and death” (Hiller & Einzig, 1996, p. 228). They aim to defeat 

mortality as each object perpetuates the moment and the place where it was acquired. 

Objects become, then, “events extended over time” (Hiller & Einzig, 1996, p. 167) that 

give both the collector and the viewer an embalmed version of a world that would not 

exist anymore if it was not for the collection itself.  

 

Hiller uses archaeological boxes as frames to draw attention to the things placed within 

them. However, as she explained at the Freud Museum during a series of talks on the 

occasion of her installation there, “a box isn’t a frame, it’s a space”; and in that sense, 

everything in each box “is an installation within an installation” (Hiller & Einzig, 1996, 

p. 231). However, the essence of a box is to be closed and to only reveal its content after 

an intentional act of opening it. In the case of the Freud Museum installation, the boxes 

were open and behind a thick glass, and therefore, the viewer missed out on the 

opportunity to discover, touch and flick through the myriad of objects Hiller had 

collected and arranged. This situation makes me wonder about the use of boxes in my 

own work and the meaning attached to them, which I will discuss further in the next 

chapter.  
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As James Clifford notes, collected objects have long served as “a strategy for the 

deployment of a possessive self, culture and authenticity” (1988, p. 218). Hiller’s 

organised found objects demonstrate, as she puts it herself, the “intelligent pleasure” of 

the acquisitive activity. They act as witnesses of the time and culture that surrounds her, 

and reflect her identity as a person conditioned by her training as an anthropologist. She 

says that “objects embody meanings” and “can provide me with knowledges of various 

kinds that I can later translate” (1996, p. 237). Further, if these objects are also 

accompanied by text, then objects and words trigger associations and resonate 

symbolically to potentiate meanings.  

 

How do Hiller’s collected objects speak of ideas of place, and how can they convey a 

sense of place? Guy Brett (1996, p. 17) argues that her work sets up a relationship 

between an original location where each object came from, and an artistic location that 

exists within the work of art, and says that Hiller’s collections in fact question the 

existence of that original location. Perhaps this invitation to question the veracity of that 

original location is an invitation to think about place as a constantly evolving entity 

subject to the input of imagination, flux, emotion and serendipity. Hiller’s collected 

objects speak of a place that each viewer constructs as he or she threads a narrative 

through each box and between boxes. Hiller’s collected objects encourage us, as 

Bachelard said, to “follow the daring of poets who invite us to the finesses of 

experience of intimacy, to ‘escapades’ of imagination” (1994, p. 215)   

 

Hiller’s collected objects evoke the constant negotiations that happen during the place-

making process. As Massey argues, place comes about through the constant challenge 

of negotiating a here-and-now, and through “a negotiation which must take place within 

and between both human and nonhuman” (2005, p. 140). Regardless of the strong 

reference to the museum that Hiller’s objects suggest, there is something unfinished 

about them, something inviting and alive that connects viewers more strongly with the 

places they came from. That negotiation between the human and the nonhuman that 

Massey talks about reverberates in those objects, setting them free from the embalming 

urges of the natural history museum. About this Hiller says: 
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By emphasizing the provisional and the unfinished nature of things, these objects 
demonstrate the real continuity between objects (things) and events (processes). 
By moving my own works into another state of being, I allow them to participate 
in life, instead of curating the work as though it were entombed in a museum. 
(Hiller, unpublished notes in Brett, 1996, p. 16) 
 

 
The work of Hiller, Hall and Gill makes me think about women as place-providers, as 

place-builders. These three artists deal with domestic objects, with the privacy of the 

garden, with the embodied experience of the vernacular and intimate world in 

opposition to the homogenising forces of globalisation. These three artists talk about 

their ideas of home, one searching for it in the living rooms of her compatriots (Dalam), 

the other one searching for it in nests (Tender), and the last one rendering her womb a 

landscape (10 months, Figure 9). These three artists also show us a place that can travel 

from country to country, that can disintegrate and emerge again in a new gallery space, 

a place that can gather new stories around it, and make new trajectories coalesce. In 

their work they create a place that is congruent with both Bachelard’s intimate ideas of 

home, and with Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas of smooth space. Those ritually collected 

objects, systematically collected photographs, and carefully manufactured nests all act 

as portable artefacts of home. Packed with the intimacy of personal memories, at the 

same time, they flow and change with the dynamics of the nomad world. They all 

provide an abode for memories and fantasies.
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  Figure 9: 
Susan Hiller 

10 months  
(1977–79) 

 
10 black-and-white  

composite photographs 
10 captions, 

dimensions variable 
 
 

 

In this chapter I have described different examples in which art—in particular, art that 

includes some sort of collections—aids in the process of creating a sense of place, or 

cases in which art acts as a means to generate place. If one understands any collection as 

an archive, as it documents and records specific confluences of time and space, then one 

would agree with Jacques Derrida when he says “there is no archive without a place of 

consignation, without a technique of repetition, and without a certain exteriority. No 

archive without outside” (1996, p. 11). That place of consignation, that place generated 

by the collection itself, is the place that emerges from the works of the artists mentioned 

in this chapter, and is the place that I try to create in my own work. It is a place that 

brings the complexities of the world into the intimacy of the private space, and it is also 

the place where one becomes aware of the artificiality of the nature that surrounds us.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Place-making after geographical dislocation: A personal account  
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If place is understood as a symbolically loaded location, collected objects act as devices 

to make place happen. They mark a moment of a unique convergence in time between a 

person and a locality and give a tangible form to that convergence. Such objects also 

play a metonymic role as they allow people to remember the place where they found 

them and the experience of collecting them.  

 

In this chapter, I analyse the bodies of work that I produced over the course of my 

research project, focusing on how the studio methodology led to the production of the 

work, and how it relates to the motivations behind them. Thus, I also reflect on the 

strengths and weaknesses of each project, and analyse how successful they were in 

conveying ideas of place and the place-making process. Finally, in this chapter I return 

to concepts discussed in the first chapter and the works of artists identified in the second 

chapter, with the purpose of showing how theory and practice come together within my 

research to produce new knowledge, and in my case, provide a methodology outside of 

the realm of the scientific method. 

 

As I have worked as both an artist and a scientist for many years, my time has oscillated 

between the art studio and the laboratory. Recently, I decided to become a full-time 

artist, and to keep my scientific practice to only some hours a week (so as to maintain a 

steady income). I currently work in an evolutionary genetics laboratory, which both 

pays for my art materials and provides me with moments of unrestrained divagations 

and intellectual entertainment. However, as I develop my practice, I endeavour to make 

the well-trained scientist in me yield to the artist I want to become. I aim to use 

scientific protocols and techniques to suggest novel artistic methodologies, and to reveal 

unexpected connections between ideas. My aim is to evaluate if these negotiations have 

been successful, and, if not, to explore strategies on how to use, and then transcend, 

elements of science in my artwork. To fulfil this aim I first reflect on a project I 

developed in 2009 (and from which I held the exhibition The AP). I explain the personal 

context that gave rise to it, evaluate the effectiveness of both the methodology and the 

work itself, and finally, explore the idea of using taxonomy as the raw material for my 

artwork. Then I talk about the work that constituted my second show named Híbrida 
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(2011) and the ideas behind it, and finally, I discuss the culminating body of work of 

my PhD project named Herbaria, which was exhibited in March 2013. 

 

The AP (2009) 

 

In my work as an evolutionary geneticist I am curious about how nature functions and 

changes throughout time. However, as the answers to such riddles are hidden and 

encoded into the complexities of nature itself, the only means by which scientists can 

begin to grasp them is through what Karl Popper calls “marvellously imaginative and 

bold conjectures” (1959, p. 279). That imaginative process takes the form of a 

hypothesis that I then test through analysing empirical data produced by experiments. 

Questions, hypotheses, experiments, analyses, and empirical falsification all belong to 

the ‘Hypothetico-deductive’ scientific method in which I have been trained. It is worth 

considering how much of this framework permeates my artistic practice, and whether 

my scientific training has been a beneficial or detrimental influence.   

 

In 2007 I migrated from Colombia to Australia leaving behind the city where I lived for 

28 years. As I arrived to a new continent, what used to be immediate, tactile, and 

physical became mediated, digital, and virtual. I saw my family, my old home, my city, 

and my country through the flat interface of a computer screen that gave me a deceptive 

impression of closeness. At the same time, my new city and its cityscapes were utterly 

unfamiliar. The translocation of my mind and body in space and time brought about 

feelings of dislocation and strangeness, combined with feelings of excitement and 

enthusiasm about the new immediate world. During this time of emotional intensity, I 

felt the need to elucidate my adaptation process to the Australian landscape, and I 

believed art could provide a language with which to reflect upon it.  

 

To map my location in a dislocated reality, I began using my art practice as a 

triangulation tool. Having just completed a Masters in Science, my mindset was 

scientifically tuned and led me to surrender to the procedural comfort of the 

Hypothetico-deductive method. I could not help but to formulate a hypothesis: I would 

be able to build a new sense of place through juxtaposing images from the news media 
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and collected objects from my everyday life. Through this, I would become more aware 

of the distances between Australia and the rest of the world, and become familiar with 

the new landscape to which I had moved. I planned to build a phenomenological sense 

of the word here by actively laying down the first co-ordinates of my new location, and 

by mapping my experiences in this new geography. Following the process described by 

Merleau-Ponty, who said he could know where he was by knowing where the pipe in 

his hand was (2002, p. 115), I endeavoured to anchor myself through my relation to 

certain objects.  

 

Consequently, I decided to familiarise myself with the place to which I had relocated, 

and make new connections with it, through systematically collecting objects. The 

objects became evidence of my daily journeys, reflected my interests, and witnessed my 

presence in this country. As I walked, I looked for dry leaves, seedpods, and feathers, 

which helped me to become acquainted with this new landscape full of bewilderingly 

unfamiliar species, such as banksias, grevilleas, casuarinas, and eucalypts. Collecting, 

identifying, observing, and drawing these objects became both the taxonomy of the 

objects themselves and the anatomy of my own story and landscape. They helped me 

develop a sense of ownership of my new home. 

 

Concurrently, digital press photographs helped me locate my new position in the world, 

particularly in relation to Colombia. Being aware of events happening in mine and other 

countries, and getting a sense of how far away those events were occurring, helped me 

to understand where I was. The computer became the means through which I was able 

to travel these distances virtually, keeping up to date with a distant world. Yet, as the 

collection of digital press photographs grew, it revealed the extremely mediated nature 

of the portrayed events—so selected, edited, and cropped. Fortunately, this artificiality 

allowed me to contrast the concepts of here and there, saving me from living in a place 

that was neither of them. 

 

Once a week, I would compile my collected objects and the press photos and into a 

drawing that I etched onto zinc plates. The meticulous and laborious nature of the 

etching process played an important role in establishing new memories relating to both 
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distant and local events. I am still surprised at how well I can recall what happened 

during that period of time in my own life and around the world. As the year passed, the 

routine of the weekly protocol also provided some comfort against the anxiety 

associated with moving to another country. It was reassuring to build habits in a 

moment of geographical and cultural displacement. 

 

Week by week, personal events, apparently irrelevant objects, and world news came 

together in a sphere where the scale of relevance could be deliberately altered, and 

where distant places such as Colombia and Australia could be juxtaposed: my work 

became a creative documentation of events that brought together distant realities in 52 

etchings and 52 jars containing objects. I presented all of these in my first solo 

exhibition, held in September 2009. I invited the viewer to follow a year-long 

chronology, trying to challenge their memory about world news, and encouraging them 

to draw connections between the proposed time line and their own personal stories. The 

spatial display of the work in the gallery coalesced these different elements with an 

engaging narrative that gave rise to a plethora of interpretations (Figure 10). The 52 

etchings were framed in wooden boxes with a glass top, and were installed one after the 

other around the gallery, perpendicular to the walls. The spatial parallelism, as Edward 

Tufte stated, uses our “capacity to compare and reason about multiple images that 

appear simultaneously within our eye span” (1997, p. 80), and allows the viewer to 

draw analogies, enforce contrasts, make comparisons, and “establish a structure of 

rhythms and relationships” (Tufte, 1997, p. 103) between the images.  

 

From my own perspective, being able to observe that narrative as a finished piece 

allowed me to close the chapter that told the story of moving to Australia and opened a 

new one about feeling at home. The work helped me realise that home in Colombia and 

home in Australia were not mutually exclusive concepts. My life can take place in this 

distant continent, while Colombia is only a phone call, a click, or a plane ticket away. 



	  

	   77	  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: 

The AP 
(2009) 

Installation views 
 

 

When the show was dismantled, the project had reached an end without seemingly 

allowing for further expansions, explorations, or developments in my art practice. I had 

believed that my hypothesis had proved its mettle through a year-long test: the 

juxtaposition of press photos and collected objects helped me become more aware of 

my new location in the world, and become comfortable in and with the Australian 

landscape. However, the project had failed in stimulating new ideas, falling into the trap 

of routine. I realised that I was trying to impose scientific methods on a personal, unique, 

and untestable hypothesis. I didn’t conduct experiments, but immersed myself into 

experiences from which I drew, not objective conclusions, but what Popper calls 

feelings of conviction (1959, p. 44). The subjective perceptions, memories and 
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experiences that materialised in my work were clearly and fortunately outside the scope 

of science and the scientific method. 

 

This observation led me to realise that comparing the institutions of art and science, or 

the stereotypes of the artist and the scientist was, in the context of my interests, a 

fruitless endeavour. Neither comparison would enlighten my dilemma of how to make 

art that acknowledges and makes use of my scientific training. However, observing the 

methodological differences and affinities between the two disciplines could help me 

become more aware of apparently intuitive choices I make in my studio. It could also be 

useful for me to find examples in history, when there was an active interaction and a 

mutual enlightening between the two disciplines. For instance, for the sixteenth century 

Nurnberg artisans, such as Albrecht Dürer and Wenzel Jamnitzer, nature was the 

primary source of knowledge. For them, the process of engaging through a bodily 

encounter with nature and its physicality provided a very valuable type of knowledge 

(Smith, 2004, p. 59). Their methodological notes and their observations of the objects 

and phenomena they studied were of great value for the development of science. If the 

question that motivates my artwork finds its origins in how I relate to the place that 

surrounds me, the bodily encounter with nature Dürer and Jamnitzer that professed can 

provide both the materials and ideas to create my artwork. 

 

Combining this phenomenological approach with my unavoidable urge for the 

meticulous, organised and methodical, I decided to focus on one specific discipline 

within science that I found fascinating, both from an epistemological and a practical 

point of view: taxonomy. The science of classification, taxonomy commonly entails 

collecting, naming, and organising organisms into a hierarchical system, and it provided 

me with a system to consider the connection to the place I’m exploring (through the 

collection process), and a whole conceptual and visual background to use, transform, 

and transcend. I can still learn from the methods used in science to find repeatability 

and generalisations but, as Annette Balkema and Henk Slager state below, also strive 

for the unique and particular knowledge that art allows to generate.  
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The research as conducted by artists today is not characterized by an objective, 
empirical approach, since art, obviously, does not strive for repeatability and 
generalization. Rather, artistic research is directed towards unique, particular, 
local knowledge. (Balkema & Slager, 2004, pp. 12-13) 
 
 

Concurrently, I have access to tools and strategies that are outside of the realm of 

science, as Mark Dion also points out: 
 
Even if scientists are good at what they do, they are not necessarily adept in the 
field of representation. They don't have access to the rich set of tools, like irony, 
allegory and humour, which are the meat and potatoes of art and literature. (Dion 
in Corrin et al., 1997, p. 11) 
 

 

This discussion focuses now on the discipline of taxonomy, and the herbarium as one of 

its major features, in order to justify how I have appropriated them for my personal and 

willingly unscientific pursuit. As Jasmine Foxlee and collaborators suggest, collected 

objects (souvenirs or ‘pieces of place’ as they call them) relocate “an experience of 

place into our private lives” and facilitate the sharing of those experiences (2008, p. 

204). At the beginning of the first chapter I mentioned that place was where encounters 

happen. Collected objects can be the footprint left behind from those encounters, 

“reservoirs of denotations” and “material manifestations of our journeys” (Foxlee et al., 

2008, p. 202), which can be transported from place to place, and that can fit in people’s 

pockets, carrying meaning with them. Before being collected, these objects are 

generally free from an intrinsic meaning, so it is through the act of choosing, gathering 

and relocating that the “open-ended and emerging potential to embody many meanings” 

(Foxlee et al., 2008, p. 205) comes about. Collected objects bring about stories. 

Therefore, if place emerges when people tell a story about a site, then collected objects 

bring about place. In considering what happens when these objects become part of a 

systematic collection, I question if the narrative behind that system can also play a role 

in providing a sense of place.  

 

From times before the word scientist existed, humans have been interested in decoding 

the rationality and orderliness hidden underneath the multiplicity and apparent chaos of 

natural forms. Taxonomy (from arrangement and law) has itself taken many shapes, 

ranging from the binomial nomenclature of the Linnaean Systema naturae to the 
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fictional Borgean classification that includes a category for those creatures that “from a 

long way off look like flies” (Foucault, 1970, p. xvi). Coherent or not so coherent 

systems of classification have been a key element, not only of scientific endeavours, but 

also of art and literature. In his book The infinity of lists (2009), Umberto Eco takes 

readers on a comprehensive and illuminating journey through the history of lists in daily 

life, painting, literature and even in music. Finite and infinite, poetic and practical are 

just some of the types of lists that exist, and that provide us with not one possible 

classification system or taxonomy but with multiple and evolving ones.  One could say 

that taxonomy has sometimes obeyed more inductive that deductive methodologies, 

which brings it closer to art than to science. 

 

Keeping in mind the unfinished and dynamic nature of the list-making process, it is 

worth considering the history of expeditionary botanists, such as José Celestino Mutis, 

who travelled to the vastly unknown world of South America during the eighteenth 

century. Their endeavours consisted of bringing back a detailed account of the places 

they visited, and for that purpose they made notes, drew observations, and collected 

specimens. Those botanists brought back numerous plants to their laboratories, where 

they processed them into herbarium vouchers, and classified them according to a 

complex preconceived system. Those expeditions, with the related specimens, notes, 

drawings and descriptions, played an important role in helping Europe construct an idea 

of what was beyond the immense horizon. The list of all living things suddenly 

expanded and gave people a glimpse of the complexity of the world. However, in the 

herbarium, as well as in the majority of natural-history museums, the specimens are 

dried, embalmed or somehow preserved, but certainly not alive. About this Dion says: 

 
Historically, the pursuit of nature started in the laboratory, the home, the 
collection. Things that live at a distance where brought into one's own 
environment to be studied as specimens. Which is to say, what was thought to be 
observation of life, was actually the study of death. (Dion in Corrin et al., 1997, p. 
22) 
 

 
Even if this statement is completely valid, there is something alive in any collection of 

preserved natural specimens. Benson writes that herbarium specimens “are a connecting 

link between the living organism and what is written about it” (1962, p. 401). Echoing 
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these ideas, Pardo says that “what gets written lives in the writing” (1991, p. 148), 

suggesting that the process of constructing a herbarium is a place-making process, and 

suggesting that in the herbarium also lives the place where the plants came from. When 

Pardo refers to Valentin Sorger, a Central European scientist and the main character of 

Peter Handke’s Langsame Heimkehr,4 he says that “his science helped him feel where 

he was at any given time” (Pardo, 1991, p. 148). Through drawings, descriptions, and 

the specimens he collected during his expeditions eastwards across North America, 

Sorger gained familiarity with the new, strange and still unnamed place, which in turn 

became fragments of those places to be kept alive. Drawing, observing, writing, and 

naming are all means by which to become part of the place, to be inserted in the place, 

to build place. 

 

The preserved specimen and the name that has been assigned to it are kept in the 

herbarium. There, the taxonomer draws tentative conclusions about how nature 

functions, and there they find “the stimulus for further study of questions which 

specimens may raise but do not answer” (Benson, 1962, p. 52). Here I aim to show that 

my studio is a place where I can bring my collected and organised version of nature, a 

place where a poetic and infinite list of plants, experiences and memories gets built, and 

a place that furnishes room for understanding and appropriating the landscape that 

surrounds me. Inspired by the British pavilion of the Shanghai 2010 World Expo, where 

Seed Cathedral transformed a collection of 60,000 seeds into a space of contemplation, 

wonder and awe, I aimed to explore the potential of creative taxonomies to transcend 

their classificatory function and construct seductive narratives. 

 

Contrary to what one would expect, species are normally in a state of flux, and 

boundaries between them are blurred. This is why taxonomists find themselves confined 

to a system that can never be complete or free of arbitrary decisions and judgement. 

Nevertheless, the herbarium provides a link between nature and the concept of nature. It 

renders a tangible scenario, a concrete space where one can reflect upon the 

complexities of the world. I have used the herbarium as a metaphor for my systematic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Peter Handke (born 1942) is an Austrian novelist and playwright. Langsame Heimkehr (Slow 
homecoming) is a story published in 1979 by Suhrkamp, Frankfurt. The story recounts the journey of 
scientist Valentin Sorger eastwards across North America.	  
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exploration of and adaptation to the Australian landscape, as well as a conceptual and 

aesthetic source of inspiration for my artwork. Looking at the herbarium from an artistic 

perspective liberates me from the restrictions of scientific rigour, and allows me to 

construct far more complex and profound systems than the ones classic taxonomy 

allows for. 

 

Understanding the herbarium not only as a metaphor for an art-studio methodology but 

also as the construction of an aesthetically and conceptually complex collection renders 

its value far more relevant to my artwork, and to my place-making process. The 

herbarium can be seen as an “obsessive acquisition of things” (Baudrillard, 1996)—in 

this case, plants—which defines my presence at a given place and tells something about 

who I am. I understand it as the process of exploration, recognition, and appropriation 

of a given place, and as an important element of the construction of dwelling. These dry 

leaves retain the connections forged with the place where they were collected, and are 

witnesses of encounters and experiences. The specimens in my collection transcend the 

metonymic nature of a souvenir and become metaphorical. They not only act as a 

replacement for the experience lived when they were collected, but also can become the 

receptacle for new connections, meanings and associations. 

 

Híbrida (2011) 

 

With these ideas in mind, I embarked on my second project, Híbrida (Spanish term for a 

female hybrid). This project dealt with the concept of adaptation to a new environment 

and the idea that that environment is already a hybrid that I am becoming a new part of. 

This project, as well as the previous one, provided me with the language with which I 

could reflect upon my own geographical dislocation and with which I could explore the 

emotional connections people draw with the landscape that surrounds them.  

 

For as long as I can remember, I have pressed leaves and petals inside the pages of 

books and notebooks. They have often stayed there for years until I opened those pages 

again. I then not only found a leaf, but also I revived the moment and the place where 

the leaf came from. Those memories would have been lost if it was not for that 
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fortuitous decision to immortalise that leaf. I realised that my urge to collect fragments 

of the places I visited was a fundamental part of who I am: observant, disciplined, 

organised, and with an almost obsessive attraction towards neat collections of things 

that derive from nature. With a much less classificatory attitude than the expeditionary 

botanists, I decided to turn the unconscious drive to press plants into the central element 

of my artistic project. I started pressing hundreds of leaves and petals that I came across 

around Brisbane. This time my focus was not on native plants that I had earlier sought 

to know. This time I wanted to observe and collect plants that were introduced to 

Australia and that, like me, were now part of this country and its environment.  

 

As identified in the first chapter, the urban landscape of cities around the world is being 

homogenised by the use of a very limited set of ‘street trees’. The African tulip and the 

tropical almond are just a few examples of trees that are found both in Brisbane and in 

Medellín, Colombia, but that are not native to either of them. However, some of the 

plants that adorn Brisbane come from the neotropics and used to be part of the urban 

and rural landscapes where I grew up. The trumpet tree (Tabebuia) is one of them. This 

tall tree, which loses all its leaves and replaces them with an equal amount of yellow or 

pink flowers, breaks up the continuum of greens of the Colombian Andes. One of them 

also embellishes my Brisbane neighbour’s front yard. Lantana is also native to South 

America. In Colombia this species is commonly used in gardens and public spaces as an 

ornamental plant, and I remember the red and orange varieties and their soft perfume in 

my grandmother’s backyard. Lantana was brought to Australia in 1841 and was soon 

after established in the wild, spreading along the eastern Australian coastline. It has 

become an invasive weed in New South Wales and Queensland, but remains a delicate 

and harmless, decorative plant in South Australia and Victoria. Species like these 

allowed me to feel more at home when I first arrived to Australia. 

 

Part of the adaptation process to a new place entails bringing part of our known world 

into the new one: people plant a tree native to their home country, people hang a picture 

that brings happy memories, people cook with the ingredients that bring about nostalgic 

smells. Australia is a country of migrants; its population comprises an admixture of 

people from every continent. For this reason, Australia has become a shared place, 
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transformed into a rich hybrid habitat defined by personal urges of recreating ideas of 

home. More so, the hybridity of the landscape itself evidences human dwelling and 

becomes a footprint of history. In Híbrida, science and art converged to explore this 

hybrid landscape and to render the Australian landscape my home. Through this work, 

hybridity is redefined, not as a precursor of dislocation, but one of connection. 

 

The exhibition consisted of naturalised plants that acted as a metaphor for my process of 

adaptation to a new place, and the development of a sense of belonging after 

geographical dislocation. An artistic version of a herbarium became one of the many 

possible synergies between art and science. It also became the means by which to depict 

the emotional and nostalgic connections between plants and their regions of origin, and 

how these connections persist in this globalised age. I collected and keep collecting 

plants that I know have been introduced to Australia. I press leaves and petals between 

the pages of old phonebooks and in presses that I have made. Back in my studio, I keep 

a detailed record of the dates and places where I find each plant, and find more 

information about their place of origin and the history behind their journey to Australia. 

After the material is completely dry (approximately two months), I transfer each 

specimen into tracing paper envelopes. Then, I put the envelopes into an airtight 

container in a -20ºC freezer for at least 24 hours. This process guarantees that the plants 

are free from fungi and other contaminants, and that their preservation is maximised. 

Once this process is finished, I use the plants to create my own herbarium: one that 

encapsulates my daily journeys around Brisbane; one that solidifies my relationship 

with my surroundings; one that is not overly concerned about scientific names, but that 

reminds me of the biological and ethnographic diversity that Australia possesses. 

 

In the show Híbrida, which was held at POP Gallery (Postgraduate and Other Projects, 

a Griffith University gallery space in Brisbane) in June 2011, the dried plants were the 

major component of a multifaceted installation. In the main room of the gallery, petals, 

leaves and seeds of 23 different introduced plant species were arranged in wooden 

display cases with thin long legs (Figure 11). The different heights of the display cases 

suggested a landscape in the gallery room. Some of the cases were hung on the walls to 

invite the viewers to look around the room, and an old reclaimed scientific equipment 
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box was filled with magnifying glasses for people to take a closer look into the display 

cases.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: 

Híbrida 
(2011) 

Installation views 
 

 

Opposite the display cases, on three long thin-legged tables, were over 100 piled-up 

plastic takeaway containers filled with dried passionfruit flowers. This collection was 

the result of a year-long process: across the road from the Queensland College of Art is 

a vacant lot where a passionfruit vine has been growing for nearly four years. Every day 

when I walked from the bus stop to my studio I picked a couple of flowers and took 

them to my studio. Immediately after, I put them in an airtight container and covered 

them with silica gel, a desiccant that we use in the laboratory. The dry flowers retained 

their shape and colour, and looked like embalmed museum specimens that, when 
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contrasted against the trivial matter of the plastic containers, questioned the usefulness 

and relevance of the collection itself. The accumulation of flowers speaks of my daily 

routines and my need for daily, somehow comforting, habits. They also evidence some 

of the collection’s futile pursuits: a collection is never complete, and so the collector 

rarely reaches a feeling of long-lasting satisfaction or fulfilment through the collection. 

Also, the collected object is sometimes a mere vestige of what the object was before 

being collected. A dried passionfruit flower, even preserved with the best methods, will 

never look as vibrant and as colourful as when it was picked from the vine; it will never 

look alive again. So, why bother? Where is the value in trying to immortalise objects 

from nature? I will return to this question later. 

 

Another element of the installation was behind one of the gallery’s front windows. The 

word Híbrida appeared on the white wall written in black cursive script. Pinned 

butterfly silhouettes made from laminated Jacaranda flowers accompanied the word. 

The work also featured another old reclaimed scientific equipment box that contained 

52 glass test tubes. Each tube enclosed the objects that had formed part of my first 

project, collected weekly for one year. The objects were ground, and their dust 

produced an interesting palette of colours in the vertical lines of the test tubes along the 

box. The process of grinding the objects was one of coming to terms with the fact that 

memories get transformed and modified with time, as do the places where they came 

from. Even if the objects were still present, they stopped being what they were when I 

collected them, and were now interwoven with other memories of objects, places and 

experiences. The combination of the word Híbrida, the pinned butterflies and the 

collection of ground objects was an invitation to share a journey with me: a journey 

through memories, landscapes, time, the urban flora of Brisbane, and the histories and 

stories behind the occurrence of these many migrant plants to the Australian territory.  

 

In a different room of the gallery space, I glued hundreds of dry Jacaranda flowers onto 

two adjacent walls. On the floor were thousands of bright purple paper Jacaranda 

flowers that were cut with a custom-made paper die. Interestingly, the die came from 

Colombia: I traced a dry Jacaranda leaf that I collected in Brisbane, converted the line 

into a digital image, sent the file to a person in Colombia, who made the die and posted 
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it back to Australia. The journey made by the die is the journey made by hundreds of 

introduced plants whose stories are attached to people’s stories. Whether it is for food or 

for embellishing their dwelling places, humans have domesticated plants and animals 

for millennia, and have made them travel and establish around the world. In this section 

of the installation I also tried to bring together the dead appearance of the dry real 

flowers on the walls and the vibrant and alive-looking artificial flowers on the floor. 

This juxtaposition evidenced the staged nature of any displayed collection, in particular, 

those within a natural history museum context. The artificiality of both types of flowers 

makes them come together into one category of objects: mnemonic objects that, like 

family photographs, are loaded with memories of moments and places. However, 

transcending the indexical nature of photographs, objects keep alive the emotional 

connections with the physicality of a specific place and the experience associated with it. 

Objects have the power to become metaphorical. 

 

Looking back at this work, I feel the need to ask myself about the idea of place that I am 

investigating. Does the gallery space convey the connections I am forging with the 

Australian urban landscape? Was I really able to turn the institutionalised space of the 

gallery into a place where my own stories developed? Did I allow the vernacular 

essence of my connection with place permeate my work? Were the display cases 

suggestive of the complexity of the places that I inhabit, or were they too contrived to 

allow for that complexity to materialise? The exhibition was successful in generating an 

engaging landscape within the gallery. The viewers were able to explore that landscape 

at the macro and micro levels, which is congruent with the idea of place as a nested 

entity that I want to convey. Finally, the diversity of the neatly displayed plants was 

suggestive of the tension between the always-mutating intricacies of the outside and the 

rationalised order of a collection. Thinking about these observations, it became crucial 

for the development of my practice to analyse the type of collection I was building, the 

elements that comprise my collections, and how to make them speak of ideas of place in 

a more effective and engaging way. 
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Herbaria (2013) 

 

Some questions that had begun circulating led to my final body of work in my research 

project; such questions included: How have introduced plants become a dynamic 

element of the urban ecosystem? How have they become a determining factor of the 

city’s identity and cycles? After pressing them, how can my collection preserve the 

lively and vibrant essence that drew me to collect them? How can my collection retain 

and express those ideas of life, place, dynamism, interaction, adaptation?  

 

First, drawing on the ideas of Henry Lefebvre (2004), I focused on the concept of 

dynamism, and how plants, despite their apparent immobility, are as active participants 

of the city’s rhythms as humans are. Within his study of the social space and his ideas 

about what he called rhythmanalysis, Lefebvre dedicated some space to gardens and 

courtyards. He wrote that they “seem to disappear into a sculptural immobility (…) 

situating themselves in a permanence, in a spatial simultaneity, in a coexistence” 

(Lefebvre, 2004, p. 31, first published in French in 1992). However, he goes on to say 

that we just need to look harder and longer to see that each plant has its own rhythms, 

its own time and place. Each plant changes constantly, and gives a place a vitality that 

good observants would be able to see. Each plant can tell a complex story about the 

innumerable events that preceded its occurrence at that particular place. In Brisbane, for 

example, the Jacarandas have become iconic to the city. They adorn parks and streets 

with their violet to purple-blue flowers from the end of September to the end of October 

each year, and therefore mark the time when school exams are approaching. They are 

now intertwined with the rhythms of the city and with its identity. However, Jacarandas 

are native to South America and were brought in 1864 from Brazil to Queensland by 

Walter Hill, the Botanical Gardens’ Superintendent, who planted one at the grounds of 

the Brisbane Technical College (Watson, 2010). R. Godfrey Rivers depicted that tree in 

his paining Under the Jacaranda (1903) (Figure 12), which has become one of the most 

memorable pieces of the Queensland Art Gallery collection.  

 

Glory trees (Tibouchina sp.), trumpet trees (Tabebuia sp.), hackberries (Celtis sp.), 

willows (Salix sp.), Poincianas (Delonix regia), leopard trees (Caesalpinia ferrea), 
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orchid trees (Bauhinia sp.) and poinsettias (Euphorbia pulcherrima)—interestingly, the 

latter was declared as the floral emblem of the city in 1925—are just some of the street 

trees that give Brisbane its character and that were introduced to Australia from various 

countries. These introduced species give, in a way, rhythms to the city, as one of them is 

always in bloom during every month of the year. One can see these introduced species 

as footprints of social and cultural heritage: they have witnessed processes of settlement, 

urban planning, the establishment of domestic gardens, and so many other moments in 

which humans have transformed their surroundings for their own benefit or pleasure.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: 

R. Godfrey Rivers 
Under the Jacaranda  

(1903) 
Oil on canvas  

143.4 x 107.2cm 
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It is saddening that humans have caused great destruction to many natural habitats, and 

that therefore hundreds of plant and animal species are on the verge of extinction. 

Although I strongly believe that action must be taken to prevent and restore the 

destruction of natural habitats, it would be naïve to think that urban landscapes of major 

cities can be reverted to a pristine, pre-urban state. Urban landscapes can be also seen as 

a version of nature that humans have created, and that has merits of its own. Those 

hybrid and designed landscapes deserve a place within the concept of nature: a nature 

that is constructed regardless of how wild or tamed it is. As Mark Dion ironically 

expresses in his work, this nature includes the changes humans have imposed on it; a 

nature that keeps changing and adapting with the passing of time. 

In my final body of work I celebrate the hybridity of the urban landscape as the place 

that allows me to feel at home, even when I am thousands of kilometres away from my 

home country. In each piece of my work, I place myself as one of those species that has 

migrated from afar and has become naturalised to a new environment. Through a new 

approach to the use of these introduced plants, as I will explain later, my last body of 

work brings ideas of dislocation, migration, adaptation, home, place and memory 

together more effectively than previous works havae. The hybrid urban landscape and 

its always-evolving richness re-emerge within a metallic box, where it hybridises again 

to form new species, and where a new miniature landscape occurs.  

 

To evaluate the success of the final studio outcome of my research, it is necessary to 

analyse how it differs from previous bodies of works such as The AP and Híbrida. To 

do so, I will first focus on one particular element that has remained common to the three 

exhibitions, and that has proven to be an essential component of my artistic aesthetic: 

the use of containers, in many cases, boxes, where the collected objects are preserved 

and organised. I will now analyse the possible meanings of this important component of 

my work, looking into the theory behind the activity of collecting, and observing how 

my use and interpretation of boxes and containers have evolved during my studio 

research.  

 

It is evident that one of the fundamental elements of any collection is the place where 

the collected objects are kept. One could say that the drawers, cabinets, vitrines, albums 
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or rooms where collections reside are constitutive of the collections themselves, and 

define what the collections mean to the collector and to whoever they are shared with. 

These places are abodes to memories, experiences, needs, loves and fears. They 

constitute tangible bridges between the inside and the outside, between intimate and 

public spaces, between the place of memory and the place of today. When Bachelard 

discusses drawers, chests and wardrobes as an essential element of the experience of 

dwelling, he says that in chests “the past, the present and a future are condensed”, and 

that a “casket contains the things that are unforgettable, unforgettable to us, but also 

unforgettable for those to whom we are going to give our treasures” (Bachelard, 1994, p. 

84). One could say that what Bachelard says about drawers, chests and wardrobes 

wholly applies to the places where collections reside. 

 

Collected objects are commonly kept in boxes. Regardless of the shape, material or size, 

boxes have some very interesting intrinsic characteristics: they evidence our need for 

privacy and intimacy; they are meant to be the guardians of a particular object and keep 

it from being lost or damaged; they hold not only an object, but also the intention and 

purpose with which that object was placed there. Boxes often have a lid, and that lid is 

meant to stay closed. However, it is also in the essence of any box to be opened and to 

reveal its contents. About an open box, Bachelard says: 

 
The outside is effaced with one stroke, an atmosphere of novelty and surprise 
reigns. The outside has no more meaning. And quite paradoxically, even cubic 
dimensions have no more meaning, for the reason that a new dimension—the 
dimension of intimacy—has just opened up. (Bachelard, 1994, p. 85) 

 
 
The use of boxes in my work resonates with Bachelard’s statement: they contain 

intimate memories that become public when the box is open in the gallery space; they 

render the gallery space a larger box that now contains my collections and therefore my 

experiences of and in the places I inhabit; they expand the notions of inside and outside, 

of what here and there can mean. “We open it and we discover that it is a dwelling-

place, that a house is hidden in it” (1994, p. 86), says Bachelard. I understand boxes as 

useful devices to contain and therefore create specific places that are portable, shareable 

and touchable. I also see them as artefacts that act as makers of home and give me an 

emotional anchor to this new country. Boxes obey to the nested nature of places, 



	  

	   92	  

belonging perhaps to one of place’s smallest categories: a box contains a place that 

exists at a given place, which at the same time occurs within a region, which is part of a 

country, and so on. Boxes can be, then, expressions of the closest relationship with 

where we are. Mindful of these ideas, I produced the body of works that constitute the 

final exhibition of my research project.  

 

For the final body of work of my PhD research project I responded to material that I 

retrieved from the Biological Science Department of the University of Queensland (UQ). 

The starting point of the project was a set of 20 metallic boxes containing teaching 

slides, which became the containers of my hybrid, constructed and portable garden 

(Figure 13). They became the substrate where my plants could grow: a plethora of 

plants that were introduced to Australia by humans at different times in history, and that 

act as a metaphor for my process of adaptation to this country. Plants that act as a 

metaphor for my process of building a sense of place here, and to the inevitable, unique, 

and interesting hybridity of almost any urban settlement around the world. These boxes 

had been discarded from a refurbished laboratory. However, their robust and sturdy 

metallic body, their colours that denoted field work and expeditionary pursuits, and the 

aesthetic appeal and mystery trapped in the teaching slides, made them the perfect 

starting point for a whole body of work that would bring them back to life. 
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Figure 13: 

Herbaria 
(2013) 

Metallic slide boxes 
 pressed, laminated plants 

dimensions variable 
 

 

Reflecting upon the magnetism I feel towards boxes as objects, and given that they have 

become a recurring element in my art practice, it is worth asking how their role has 

evolved throughout my research project, and how their use addresses my research 

question. As I will discuss in more detail later, in Herbaria—the final body of work for 

my candidature—the collected plants seem to resist the very nature of the boxes, 

erupting beyond the limits of their geometry and breaking out upwards and sideways. 

The lids of the boxes can no longer be closed. The size of the 152 uniform slots that 
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once held only botanical and zoological teaching slides has been expanded and now 

hosts irregular shapes that appear to be protruding from an invisible soil. Contrary to the 

glass-front wooden boxes in The AP and Híbrida, the boxes in Herbaria do not contain 

specimens that are flat and out of the reach of the viewer. The boxes are acting as a 

substrate from which a landscape emerges; they allow the collection of pressed plants to 

return to the three-dimensionality of place, to become sculptural organic outbreaks, and 

to invite the viewers to immerse themselves into a multilayered microcosm.  

 

I believe that while The AP and Híbrida offered an engaging and interesting experience 

that included close observation, association, and the triggering of memories, Herbaria 

went beyond that, and offered visitors a much more bodily interaction with the work 

and with the space that hosted it. To support this claim I will first describe the 

exhibition in detail and juxtapose my curatorial decisions against some examples of 

works by relevant installation artists.  

 

For this final exhibition I transferred a substantial portion of the contents of my artist 

studio into the gallery space. During my candidature, my studio became the repository 

of the collection I previously described: a constant gathering of objects that call my 

attention during my daily journeys, which I put into jars, organise on shelves, and hang 

from walls. My studio also became the evidence of how a collection generates place and 

allows for new stories and new experiences to emerge. I reconfigured my collection 

with numerous jars, previous works, and materials, responding to the gallery space, to 

generate a new order and a new place within the gallery. This happened in the first 

section of the space, where my own orderly chaos invited viewers to find their own 

taxonomies and build their own stories, while the second section of the gallery housed 

my series of boxes and my hybrid garden. 

 

This first section echoed ideas proposed by works such as Yard (1961) by Allan 

Kaprow and Lead and Felt (1969) by Robert Morris. In these works the piled and 

loosely staked objects rendered space more tangible through gravity and materiality. 

Simultaneously, the apparent randomness of the configuration posed questions about the 
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artist’s intended order, and the role of the viewer as responsible for creating new 

configurations and therefore meanings.  

 

In the case of Herbaria, the piled objects obeyed a hidden order: objects were arranged 

in a cluster that spread along the wall, with taller objects at the back, and smaller objects 

towards the front, with stacked jars or boxes breaking the profile of the collection here 

and there. This apparently random accumulation intended to serve two clear purposes. 

First, it acted as a reflection on the process that led to the completion of my studio-

based research project, with the recollection, appropriation and recontextualisation of 

found objects as an essential element of my art practice. Being able to take the content 

of my studio to the gallery space and to observe it in a different setting, allowed me to 

reflect upon the journey that I undertook when I first started my research: a journey of 

daily observation of the new country I had moved into, its landscapes, its colours, its 

textures; a journey that led to the generation of an emotional bond with that new land 

using the materiality of the found object to anchor my presence in Australia; a process 

that acts as a journal and evokes very clear memories of events that took place during 

my candidature.  

 

The second purpose was to act as a counterpoint to the geometrical, sequential and 

precise arrangement of the other section of the exhibition. The evident differences in 

display strategies used in the two sections created a clear aesthetic and conceptual 

demarcation between them. These differences also brought about a dynamic of contrast 

that enhanced the perception of the discrete, measured and logical rhythms of the 

section that contained the metallic boxes.  

 

The second and predominant section of the exhibition comprised the final body of work 

of my PhD candidature. On five trestle tables (with metallic legs and untreated plywood 

tops, 220 x 60cm) sat 20 metallic boxes, evenly placed, and some magnifying glasses 

that seemed to invite viewers to interact with the work. On a sixth table were 14 works 

on paper and two small wooden boxes. The trestle tables were parallel to each other and 

evenly distributed, and between them were ten wooden stools, two between each pair of 

tables. As can be seen in the installation photographs (Figure 14), the gallery space 
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(POP@AFG, Postgraduate and Other Projects at the Art Factory Gallery) is divided by 

two sets of imposing columns whose presence needed to be negotiated. These two sets 

of columns divide the gallery space longitudinally into three elongated spaces: one 

between one wall and the first set of columns, the second one between the two sets of 

columns, and the third one between the columns and the other long wall. Placing the 

series of long tables perpendicularly to these divisions and between the second and third 

described spaces made the presence of the columns an active component of the 

exhibition’s rhythms.  

 

This placement allowed for the work to embrace the space and make it part of the 

experience that the work suggested, aiming for what Claire Bishop described as making 

the space and the ensemble of elements within it be “regarded in their entirety as a 

singular entity” (2005, p. 6). The placement and configuration of the tables, and the 

deliberate contrast between them and the accumulation of objects along the wall were, 

as Erika Suderburg would say, my way to take note of the perimeters of the space, and 

my way to reconfigure it (2000, p. 4). It is clear that a private interior designated to the 

exhibition and consumption of art edits out much of the multiplicity of interactions, 

potential contradictions and randomness that happens beyond its doors (Larsen, 2005). 

However, Herbaria was successful in mutating the gallery into an exterior space that 

housed a myriad of smaller landscapes. The gallery became a reconfigured and 

inhabited place that was as much part of the work as every petal and every box. 

 

Embracing an old installation practice established by artists such as Robert Irwin (with, 

for example, his Varnese scrim of 1971), James Turrell with his skyspaces, and Michael 

Asher with his reconfigured architectonic spaces, I left a significant portion of the 

gallery space empty. These artists show a very clear predilection for empty interiors, 

and by doing so, the viewer’s perception of contingent sensory phenomena (sun, sound, 

temperature) becomes the content of the work (Bishop, 2005, p. 56). Herbaria’s empty 

space gave the viewer the opportunity to observe the collection from a distance, contrast 

its logical order with the randomness of the cluster of objects along the wall, feel the 

cool air that circulated the gallery, become aware of the raw nature of the concrete floor, 

and perceive the tonal gradients that the lighting created.  
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The lighting of the gallery space was another essential element of the installation. The 

empty space was left darker, while there were lights directed towards the first section of 

the exhibition, and one light illuminating each of the six trestle tables. Visitors’ eyes 

needed to adjust to the darker space that preceded the collections. As one approached 

the cluster of objects on the floor or the long tables, the directed light accentuated the 

workshop-looking aura of the space. Since these lights were located towards one side of 

the tables, a gradient in the intensity of the light along the tables was created. This gave 

an additional dynamism to the interaction with the work. 

 

In terms of the curatorial decisions that gave shape to Herbaria, it is important to 

acknowledge the connotations related to the history of installation art of the twentieth 

century. For instance, for artists such as Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and Richard Serra, 

the construction and the impermanence of an environment foreign to the gallery 

manifests a desire to introduce chance and indistinctness between ‘art’ and ‘life’. Art is 

for them no longer limited to the constraints of traditional painting and sculpture, where 

the viewer normally perceives the work from an uninvolving distance. The viewer is as 

much part of the significance of the work as the materials of which it is made, resulting 

in a merging dynamic between the reality and corporality of the viewer and the work 

itself.  

 

The work of these three artists, with their conceptual, minimal and post-object approach 

to art, generated spatial rhythms around it, whether it was installed inside the gallery or 

outside of it. Through Judd’s non-hierarchical repetition of cubes, Andre’s grounding 

tiles and bricks, or Serra’s sinuous oversized curves, the viewer was invited to be 

measured against the work, and therefore become aware of his or her dimensionality. 

One has to be with and go around the work, instead of standing in front of it, which 

adds confusion over what one is looking at, and from where it is meant to be viewed 

(De Oliveira, Oxley, Petry, & Archer, 1994, p. 24). Viewers’ bodies, where they stand, 

what paths they follow, and how they interact with other bodies, become essential to the 

work and makes the work an inhabited place.  
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The 20 metallic boxes that comprised this section of the exhibition were once kept at the 

Zoology Department at UQ. They contained the slides that held the contents of entire 

courses that were probably taught for decades. These heavy metallic-framed glass slides 

became obsolete with the advent of new technologies, and even if the information they 

hold is still relevant, the value based on their function has faded away irrevocably. My 

work divests these objects of their original function and gives them a new meaning— 

which, as Baudrillard suggests, is a key element of the process of collecting and 

possessing (1994, pp. 7-8). The slides became the substrate from which a multiplicity of 

layered landscapes could erupt. They became the custodians of forgotten stories that the 

viewer was able to rediscover during the exhibition. They also became landmarks that 

grounded the drifting nature of colonising plants, marking their transition from nomads 

to dwellers.  

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: 

Herbaria 
(2013) 

Installation views 
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The raw finish of the trestle tables gave the installation the atmosphere of a workshop. 

Adamantly negating the sanctity of the boxes as sculptural objects, the tables do not act 

as pedestals, but transfer the focus of the work towards the multiplicity of objects, 

images and experiences, which clearly defines the expectations of a successful 

installation (Rosenthal, 2003, p. 25). The warmth of the unpretentious plywood holds 

the cold metallic boxes, giving them a place to rest, and acting as a welcoming bridge 

between viewers and the collection. There is no protective glass separating the 

specimens from the viewers. There are no plinths, no vitrines, and no closed cabinets 

preventing the collection from being touched or damaged. These subtle but clear clues 

allowed viewers into the work. 

 

As viewers sat on the stools, they encountered an inviting accumulation of shapes. One 

visitor mentioned that those shapes “resulted in the formation of silhouettes that were 

reminiscent of delicate miniature streetscapes or broader vistas, worlds constructed of 

more filigree patterns—sometimes simple, at other times more complex shadows were 

cast against the open lids of the specimen boxes”.  With the scattered presence of 

laminated human characters, the alteration of the scale of the leaves and petals morphed 

them into trees and mountains. In resonance with Joseph Cornell’s boxes, where the 

apparitional concreteness of the Surrealist object is allowed to dwell (Hughes, 1991, p. 

257), my boxes became a theatrical space, where a delicate, precious, but also exotic 

and extraordinary fraction of an actual world came about. The hallucinatory object that 

was essential to so many Surrealist artists could be found within the landscapes of 

Herbaria. 

 

The plants that were taken from their habitat, pressed, dried, laminated and cut, entered 

a new realm of formation of novel meaning that transcended the act of collecting them. 

The collection proved the power to create place, as the title of this exegesis suggests. 

This happened through the emergence of landscapes where the viewers could transport 

themselves to recreate memories, entertain fantasies or quench curiosities. Place also 

emerged as the viewers interacted with the work and among themselves, taking the 

magnifying glasses, observing closer, and in many cases taking the plants and the slides 

out of their boxes to take an even closer look into them. These interactions, as unique, 
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unrepeatable and complex as they were, rendered my collection a place of formation: 

formation of meaning, formation of experiences, formation of memories. Viewers were, 

as Mark Rosenthal says, “in the present, experiencing temporal flow and spatial 

awareness” (2003, p. 27).  

 

The active engagement of viewers with the work was a clear contrasting feature of this 

exhibition that the previous shows intended, but had not quite achieved. The addition of 

the stools proved to be a successful inviting element that allowed the viewers to adopt a 

comfortable position to interact with the work. The stools generated an atmosphere of 

research and close observation. They suggested that the work was to be studied, touched 

and investigated. They blurred the boundaries of the three-way communication (artist 

↔ work of art ↔ viewer) that are relatively discrete in traditional painting and sculpture, 

and rendered the viewer no longer a passive receptor but a constitutive element of the 

artwork itself (Bishop, 2005, p. 10). Furthermore, the fact that the specimens of this 

collection were not in closed boxes, but were in a way sprouting from their containers, 

closed the gap between viewers and artworks. The delicacy of the specimens seduced 

the viewers to pick them up, to hold them in their hands, and to handle them gently, 

doing what would be expected from installation art in that instead of representing 

texture, space and light, it “presents these elements directly for us to experience” 

(Bishop, 2005, p. 11). 

 

It is important to acknowledge the fact that the delicacy of the laminated plants can be 

associated with femininity. In fact, this association has very strong historical roots. For 

instance, in the second half of the nineteenth century, Ferdinand Mueller—a German 

botanist who established the first herbarium in Australia—invited women from around 

the country to send him the flowers, fruits and leaves of the plants among which they 

lived. This invitation assumed that, in an epoch when women were excluded from so 

many occupations, botany was a suitable source of ‘rational amusement’ for them. 

Women were then, and in many cases continue to be, regarded as being particularly 

suited to “admire the beauties of nature, and tend to them with delicate care and anxiety” 

(Stacey & Hay, 2004, p. 13). Mueller’s female contributors might not have had the 
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official recognition in later scientific publications, but definitively potentiated the 

knowledge of native floras around the world. 

  

In my work, the delicacy of the objects and the reference to the tradition of flower 

pressing—which both have strong associations with femininity and domestic life—can 

be seen as opposed to the stereotypical association of a square, metallic box with 

masculinity and positivist, rational, scientific thought. Even though this interpretation is 

valid, the tensions between delicacy and rigidity, or between sensual and rational, 

transcend the frame of the masculine and feminine. Those tensions also speak about the 

ambivalent ways in which we make sense of our place in the world: through haptic 

experiences at times, through rational process at other times. In my reinterpreted 

herbarium, I intend to coalesce contrasting strategies to observe, experience, and grasp 

the place we inhabit. I also intend to coalesce my two areas of training, and the ways in 

which both of them, sometimes complementing each other, sometimes contradicting 

each other, shape the type of places I build around me. Finally, I intend to evidence the 

fact that the generation of knowledge (in this case, knowledge about Brisbane, its urban 

landscapes, how those landscapes came about, and how they provide a hybrid yet 

unique set of coordinates for old and new locals), is generated through processes that 

oscillate between the rational, and the irrational, between the rigid and the sensual, and 

between the sciences and the arts. 

 

In any herbarium around the world, one expects the cabinets that contain the specimens 

to remain closed at all times, unless an authorised person accesses one of them to 

retrieve a particular specimen for its analysis. Herbaria normally house numerous tall 

metallic cabinets organised along lengthy, quiet, and often narrow aisles. There are 

often allocated tables for specimen observation, and allocated spaces, normally outside 

the collection area for specimen preparation. My collection is by no means a replica of 

this type of place, nor of its aesthetic characteristics or of the restrictions that this space 

poses for the general public in terms of its accessibility. However, my collection 

overlaps with a traditional herbarium in that it provides abode for the diversity of the 

living world that surrounds our lives, and within it, that diversity becomes graspable and 

more familiar when organised into some sort of rational system. My collection also 
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overlaps with a traditional herbarium in that both of them are always growing, always 

changing, and never completed or to be regarded as finalised.  

 

In summary, the similarities and differences between my studio methodology and the 

herbarium as a scientific pursuit create a dialog that attempts to negotiate between my 

scientific training and my artistic practice. My methodology clearly follows a logical set 

of rules and procedures that have a grounding effect on my studio practice and draw my 

work closer to the aesthetic of spaces dedicated to scientific research. However, the 

divestment of my collections from a specific function, the absence of explicit data in the 

work, the experiential motivation behind the collecting process, the resistance of this 

final body of work to comply with the geometrical restrictions of the metallic boxes, 

and the open-ended nature of the outcome of the interaction between the visitor and the 

work, draw Herbaria closer to the pursuits of an artist.  

 

As exemplified by Herbaria, I have concluded that it is not only futile but also 

counterproductive to declare either loyalty to Science or Art. In my work, science can 

act as a tool to rigorously explore my emotional connections with the places I inhabit. It 

can provide me with the discipline, observation skills and understanding about 

adaptation processes in the natural context. It can also allow me to draw connections 

and formulate metaphors between evolutionary processes and the cultural construction 

of place and sense of belonging. In my case, my scientific training nurtures my art 

practice and expands its limits. In my artistic practice, as evidenced during this research 

project, there is no need for a disruption between science and art: on the contrary, the 

richness lays in finding a greater connection between these two points in the continuum 

of knowledge. 

 

Through this series of works, I argue that natural and cultural hybridity can be seen as a 

source of change, dynamism, and uniqueness. It is a fact that the presence of non-native 

species is a direct by-product of globalisation. But even if this phenomenon generates 

an apparent homogenisation of distant places, it can also be seen as the cause for new, 

exceptional ecological and cultural interactions. Becoming aware of how imminent 

hybridisation is, especially in urban settings, has the power to dissolve feelings of 
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dislocation. That hybridity was most certainly present in the home country of 

innumerable migrants, and is most certainly present in the place where they now reside. 

Becoming aware of the predominance and inevitability of hybridisation can liberate a 

displaced person from the emotional stress of the search for a pure home, since that pure 

home never existed, and any place can become home. 

 

This body of work gives answers to the question of how an artist who uses collections 

or taxonomies in his or her work evokes ideas of place, and how the concept of place 

permeates those collections. In my own case, it has been through the construction of 

landscapes within boxes, where laminated plant material creates a diversity of places 

nested within the gallery. Recalling the definitions of place discussed in the first chapter, 

my studio practice, and the creative collections that emerge from it, evidence the fact 

that through creative endeavours one can make explicit the emergence of a sense of 

place, or even make that sense of place possible. Also, in the interaction between my 

collections and the viewers, place transcends the physical location, as it gets loaded with 

the emotional and symbolic footprints of those interactions, co-occurrences and 

engagements. My collections become a site where stories are shared, and therefore they 

generate the concept of place.  

 

In response to the apparent homogenising forces of globalisation, the specificity of the 

confluence of elements that constitute a given place acts as a strong antidote. Through 

my work, I invite the viewer to reconsider globalisation as a phenomenon that does not 

necessarily implicate homogenisation, but as a process that can also lead to unique and 

interesting hybridities. Through my work I invite the viewer to become aware of the 

thresholds between the inside and outside, between private and public spaces, between 

place understood as a physical entity or as an emotional context, and to realise that it is 

in those thresholds where the complexities of place happen. It is in those complexities 

where globalisation loses ground. Through my work, and specifically through the 

construction of collections, I comprehend, transform and create a place for myself, and 

a place to share with others. I observe the imminence of the hybrid nature of the urban 

landscape of both my home country and Australia, as a means to relinquish the search 

for a pure home. I celebrate that hybridity as a source of change and uniqueness, and as 
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a means to dissolve my feelings of dislocation. My work speaks about the uselessness of 

the search for that pure home, and allows me to find ‘home’ anywhere.  
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CONCLUSION 
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The fundamental question that I have addressed through my studio practice is how 

artists can build a sense of place or a sense of belonging to a particular place through 

their art-making process. In particular, I have asked how collections or taxonomies have 

assisted people in the process of reconciling a sense of belonging in the face of an 

increasingly dislocated and hybridised world. I have argued that collections materialise 

the complex emotional connections people forge with the places they inhabit. In this 

exegesis, and through my own artistic practice, I have investigated how collections 

themselves can become dwellings for experiences and memories, and how people also 

‘dwell’ in their collections. I have also described how collections become receptacles of 

stories and how the idea of place emerges from them as those stories get shared. 

 

Humans have an innate sense of place. This internal compass guides people’s 

movements in the world; these basic coordinates allow them to know where they are 

coming from and where they are walking to as they leave home in the mornings. This 

fundamental instinct causes them to create and keep a comfortable and sheltered 

environment where they can spend the night. This basal sense of place is at the core of 

daily routines and habits. However, there are certain circumstances that challenge this. 

The first one is moving to a new physical location. One is forced to rethink and re-

establish the most basic routes, interactions and behaviours so that the new place feels 

as natural as the previous one. The second one is the increasing homogenisation of the 

urban landscape under the influence of globalised urban planning and architectural 

design. Both individuals and communities around the world are resisting those 

homogenising forces of globalisation and are taking initiatives to identify and enhance 

whatever makes their local surroundings unique. Edward Casey says about the process 

of finding a dwelling place in this mutating world: 

 

For dwelling-as-residing is not necessarily sedentary; not the literal absence of 
motion but finding a relatively stable place in the world is what matters in such 
dwelling. Such finding is possible even when in motion. The earth offers 
continual if sometimes uncomfortable accommodations as one moves across its 
surface. If human beings may peregrinate in place, so they may also dwell stably 
even as they move from place to place. (Edward S. Casey in Dean & Millar, 2005, 
p. 148) 
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As suggested by Casey, there is a need to build a sense of place, regardless of our own 

mobility. Ideas of place, then, can emerge from the intimacy of people’s daily journeys, 

in the comfort of the place they call home, and in the objects that mark their territory. 

The overlapping characteristics of personal and intimate places are spaces where 

identity—or at least ‘identifiablility’—happens: feeling part of something, of 

somewhere. Those overlapping places that are shared with other people create a sense 

of belonging, attachment, familiarity and commitment (to recall Vanclay’s components 

of sense of place, which were mentioned in the first chapter) and provide people with 

the confidence needed to move through the places they inhabit without the anxiety 

associated with the unknown. That confidence translates into habits, and those habits 

translate into habitat. 

 

Even though Bachelard’s ideas about intimate space have been greatly challenged by 

thinkers such as Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari (whose theories focus more on global 

flows and on the social, public and even political ways of understanding place), there is 

still great validity and relevance in his descriptive and poetic theories. For my work in 

particular, Bachelard’s Poetics of space offers a framework to reflect on the tensions 

and contradictions between the intimacy of a newly developed sense of home, and the 

always changing, hybrid, and foreign public places through which one has to go and in 

which one has to dwell after geographical dislocation. Bachelard provides me with the 

words to describe how memories from a distant reality intersperse with recent events to 

create a hybrid and hybridising current emotional state.  

 

A desire to order and understand the surrounding environment manifests in my own 

work and in the work of artists such as Simryn Gill. This happens through the collection 

and use of objects that are turned into familiar and personal treasures. Those objects 

also become the traces and the signs of one’s presence in a place. However, there is not 

only one story that emanates from any collected object. The artist has the power to 

embed new and dynamic stories into those objects, as Susan Hiller does within the 

archival boxes of her Freud Museum vitrines, and Mark Dion in his Cabinet of 

alligators. As Susan Stewart would say, artists supplement the collected objects with a 

narrative discourse which “creates a myth with regard to [their] origins” (1993, p. 136), 
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and allow objects to become metaphorical. The collection, she continues, allows for the 

transformation of exterior into interior. Most times this happens through a reduction of 

dimensions that allows for the conversion of   
 
the public, the monumental, and the three-dimensional into the miniature, that 
which can be enveloped by the body, or into the two-dimensional, that which can 
be appropriated within the privatized view of the individual subject. (Stewart, 
1993, pp. 137-138) 

 
 
The preservation of natural materials or objects obviously deprives them of the life they 

originally had before being collected. However, these objects are given a new life in the 

context of a collection. They stay alive for as long as they tell stories of the places 

where they were found, and keep growing and changing as long as new interpretations 

of their meanings are suggested. They vibrate while the collection keeps growing, for it 

is through the incompleteness of the collection that the collector maintains a permanent, 

attentive and observant attitude. The incompleteness of a collection enhances the 

relationship between collector and place, while the already collected objects provide 

adobe to memories of other places. Additionally, collected objects can transcend the 

indexical nature of photographs, and be at the same time metonymic and metaphoric. 

 

In my own process of building a sense of place after moving to Australia from 

Colombia, collecting seedpods, leaves and twigs from native plants allowed me to 

become acquainted with some of the species that make the Australian landscape so 

unique. Grevilleas, banksias, casuarinas and eucalyptus, with their asymmetric 

architecture and interesting character, became part of a collection that witnessed my 

daily journeys through this new environment. These collected objects, together with 

images from news that happened around the world, became the first body of work of my 

PhD candidature (The AP), in which both the place where I was situated and the places 

that I remembered or read about concurred.  

 

My collection then turned its focus towards plants that had been introduced to Australia 

from other countries. Plants like Bougainvilleas and Jacarandas provided me with a 

sense of home since these plants derive from South America and are common in my 

own home country. With these plants I share the journey from a distant country; I share 
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with them the process of adaptation to a new environment. Collecting them and 

preserving them has become an important element of my studio practice, and including 

them in my artwork has allowed me to reflect on my own process of building a sense of 

place here in Australia. My collection evidences the hybridity of the urban landscape, 

and that hybridity eases the process of becoming part of a new landscape. The 

prevalence of biological and cultural hybridisation can dissolve feelings of dislocation, 

as people can find familiar elements within that hybridity. As there was not a pure home 

to begin with, there is no need to find a pure home. Therefore, home can be found or 

built anywhere. 

 

Closed glass-front boxes housed my collection of pressed and dried plants that became 

the second series of works of my research project (Híbrida). Inviting the viewer to look 

down into the specimen boxes, the exhibition generated an atmosphere that resembled 

the natural-history museum, but failed to submerge or envelop visitors into a place that 

they could experience as a whole. As Robert Hughes suggests when talking about the 

cabinet of curiosities and its Surrealist reinterpretations around the 1940s, the box is a 

convincing artefact that focuses an image, while presenting it as real and at the same 

time private; “plainly in view, but protected from the embrowning air of real life by its 

glass plane” (1991, p. 257). As such, in Híbrida there was still the invisible but 

irrevocable division between the viewer, a work that was there to be observed, and a 

gallery space whose role was no more than hosting the exhibition. However, as the aim 

of my research is to investigate ways in which art cannot only speak about but also 

bring about a sense of place, this exhibition provided very relevant empirical 

information. The analysis of this body of work allowed me to reach crucial conclusions 

about the limitations that my own work was imposing upon itself, about strategies to 

include the gallery as part of the viewing experience, and about curatorial practices that 

play an important role in the success of an exhibition to immerse the viewer into a 

spatial experience.   

 

In the last exhibition of my research project (Herbaria), I was able to generate a close 

relation between the viewer, the work and the gallery space. The 20 metallic boxes from 

which a multiplicity of landscapes erupted were impossible to close. This created a 
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dramatic shift from previous works, as the boxes transcended their role as containers, 

and became substrate for more lively, organic, dynamic and spatial presences. This 

exhibition was successful in bringing together the findings of my studio-based research 

project because it materialised its different aims. Firstly, this body of works allowed me 

to position myself as an artist who is concerned with the humanly fundamental urge to 

generate a sense of belonging to a particular place. Secondly, it allowed me to transcend 

the process of gathering and organising found objects, achieving an evolution from 

collection to formation: formation of new meanings, formation of new experiences for 

myself and for the viewer, and therefore, formation of places. And finally, this 

exhibition brought scientific protocols, techniques and aesthetic inspiration to the realm 

of art, generating a fluid bridge between my two areas of training.  

 

Theory and practice have coalesced during my candidature to inform the process of 

creating my own definition of place, and strategies to generate a sense of place after 

geographical dislocation. From both current theories about place and my personal 

experiences, I came to realise that place is a dynamic term that keeps evolving with the 

people that live in it. Place comes about through interactions with a physical location, 

but also emerges from interactions between people, from stories that get told generation 

after generation, from planting a domestic garden, and from gathering objects that have 

some sort of meaning to the person who collects them. Place can be as small as the 

pocket in our trousers and hold the most intimate possessions. At the same time, place 

can be a whole country, and play a significant role in the level of ‘identifiability’ one 

feels with other people, their habits, behaviours and traditions.  

 

I have shown how a collection of found objects can preserve memories of visited places, 

while simultaneously creating a new place where emerging narratives reside. 

Collections provide, then, a place where past and present may co-occur, and where a 

complex exterior is translated into an intimate interior. As such, collections generate a 

palpable bridge between temporality and spatiality, and allow for metonymic and 

metaphoric dimensions of one’s understanding of ideas of place. I have also shown that 

globalisation does not necessarily equal homogenisation. The hybridity generated by 
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globalisation can also allow for the emergence of unique ecological and cultural 

interactions. It can also allow displaced people to build a new sense of home. 
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ADDITIONAL ILLUSTRATIONS	  
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 Figures 15-16: The AP (2009), installation views. Glass jars with collected objects, metallic shelves, 
framed etchings, collected objects in glass test tubes 



	  

	   114	  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 17-18: The AP (2009), installation views. Glass jars with collected objects, metallic shelves, 
framed etchings, collected objects in glass test tubes 
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Figures 19-22: The AP (2009), Week 12, 13, 14 and 15. Hard ground etchings on Magnani paper, 

28x23cm  
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Figures 23-26: The AP (2009), Week 24, 32, 37 and 38. Hard ground etchings on Magnani paper, 

28x23cm 
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Figures 27-30: The AP (2009), Week 40, 44, 46 and 47. Hard ground etchings on Magnani paper, 

28x23cm	  
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	  	  	  Figure 31: Collected objects (2010), drawings on tracing paper, different dimensions 
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Figure 32: 

Plants ready  
to be pressed 
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Figures 33-35: 

Híbrida (2011) 
(detail) 

 
Pressed plants 

on tracing paper 
28x23cm 
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Figure 36: Híbrida (2011) (detail), pressed plants on tracing paper, 28x23cm 
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Figures 37-39: Híbrida (2011), installation views. Laminated Jacaranda flowers, ground collected objects 
in glass test tubes, magnifying glasses in old scientific equipment box, dried passionfruit 
flowers in plastic containers 
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Figures 40-41: 

Híbrida (2011)  

 
Installation views 

 
Real and paper  

Jacaranda flowers 
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Figures 42-43: 

Híbrida (2011)  

 
Installation views 

 
Framed pressed  

plants on wooden tables,  
dried passion fruit  

flowers in plastic containers 
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Figures 44-45: Híbrida (2011) installation views. Framed pressed plants on wooden tables, dried 
passionfruit flowers in plastic containers 
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Figures 46-47: Herbaria (2013) details. Metallic slide boxes, pressed and laminated Jacaranda flowers, 
dimensions variable 
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       Figure 48: Herbaria (2013) installation view  
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Figures 49-51:  
Herbaria (2013) details.  

Metallic slide boxes, pressed  
and laminated flowers,  

dimensions variable 
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