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Abstract 
 

This exegetical study considers how the experience of death, grief, and, in particular, loss can 

be considered through symbolic imagery and sculptural installation. I surveyed academic 

writing on these emotions and experiences as well as artists’ visual responses to them. My 

research has at its starting point the death of my marriage, and the surrounding feelings of 

grief and loss. My built structures or sculptural installation reference the body in situ, absent, 

and in its corporeal decline leading to death. All three states become dominant metaphors that 

symbolise trauma, grief, loss, separation, and fear. I discovered that loss triggers emotions 

that dismantle the way in which one perceives the link between past, present, and future 

relationships. In other words, loss has the ability to destroy a sense of order, logic, and 

continuity in one’s life and to deconstruct existing belief structures. As an individual, major 

loss is generally associated with the death of a family member or close friend. The intensity 

of grief experienced by the individual is related to the intensity of the personal involvement. 

This study questions how my art practice can effectively communicate notions of death, grief, 

and loss, and, in so doing, seeks to show how human experience can be re-contextualised into 

a physical form. 
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Preface: Death and Loss Encountered—A Personal Story 

 
I remember quite vividly the first time I encountered the body of a deceased person. It was 

late January in the summer of 1965. I was just nine years old. My family and I had come back 

from our annual holidays on the Mornington Peninsular. My father had returned to work in 

his printing business. It was a Friday, a hot summer’s day in Melbourne. My Catholic mother 

decided the family would have fish and chips from the local seafood shop near to where my 

father worked. The plan was that my mother and I would buy the food, and then pick up my 

father in time for our dinner, while my two sisters waited at home for us. I remember the trip 

to the shop, as this was one of the special times I was able to sit in the front seat of the family 

car. My mother parked the car, and both she and I went into the somewhat crowded shop. 

During those days, it was common for Fridays to be busy in the seafood shop. My mother 

placed our order, and we sat waiting for our order to be called out. As we waited, more 

people came in, and others left with their own dinners wrapped up in newsprint. Finally, our 

order was called out. As we approached the counter, there was a loud screech of tyres 

followed by a big thud. Most of the people in the tiny shop moved to look out of the front 

window. My mother and I had to push through the crowded doorway to get out onto the 

footpath. My mother, clutching the fish-and-chip package tightly under one arm and holding 

my arm with the other, began to cross the road with me, walking towards our car. Suddenly, I 

saw a woman, lying face down in the middle of the road; a pool of blood had begun to collect 

around her hair. We stopped, like many others, to view the carnage. Then, as my mother 

tightened her grip on my arm and pulled me away, I noticed the fish and chips scattered all 

over the road—the potential meal of some unknown family. This image of the pieces of fried 

fish and potato would stay with me: it became a symbol of life, sudden death and loss. 

My memory of that fateful day remains with me fifty years on. I vividly recall the accident 

and how a life ended so suddenly, the randomness of death, and my subsequent feelings of 

grief and loss. 
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Introduction 

 
This exegesis is based on exploratory practice-led visual arts research. It responds to the 

research question: How can sculptural assemblage and installation trigger an empathic 

engagement with human emotions of grief and the experience of death and loss? I contend 

that sculpture and installation can engage a viewer’s emotional responses. This study 

explores the way that sculptural and installation forms can engage with notions of death, grief 

and loss. Through my written research, I demonstrate the diverse approaches artists have 

taken responding to these themes, examining the methodologies of a select group of 

contemporary artists and identifying key works by them that have the ability to evoke an 

empathetic awareness towards mortality. 

As this exegesis will detail, my studio work attempts to consider and evoke an empathetic 

engagement around the grieving process, time and memory, trauma, loneliness, depression 

and separation. Through space, sculpture and visual clues, I attempt to create a mechanism/ 

installation with which to connect with the viewer and address individual and collective 

experiences around remembrance and loss. Through the presence of absence, reality and 

illusion, the works created stand as metaphors for the frailty of the human body, the 

institution and the finality of our bodies and lives. 

In Chapter 1, I briefly investigate leading writers and researchers who deal with the grieving 

process. I then go on to give a brief historical overview of how visual artists have responded 

to these themes. Finally, I identify and briefly examine seminal texts by sociologists, writers 

and academics who have considered the universal experience of death/loss. I also reference a 

major work of mine connected to loss. 

In Chapter 2, I position my studio practice and the various methodologies I have employed 

around the topics of grief and loss in relation to other selected contemporary artists dealing 

with similar themes. These artists include Doris Salcedo, Cildo Miereles, Damien Hirst and 

Monika Sosnowska. 

In Chapter 3, I particularly focus on two artists—Doris Salcedo and Martin Puryear— 

identifying key works that consider materiality, memory and narrative. I briefly discuss my 

work here before turning to it in detail in Chapter 4, where I discuss two major projects 

within my candidature, Intersections and Empty Corridor/Shared Space, held at the Webb 

Centre Gallery in 2012. 



5 | P a g e  

In Chapter 5, I describe my involvement with the inaugural joint project between Queensland 

College of Art and St Vincent’s Private Hospital in 2014 to establish a program of visual 

research considering patients, the palliative care process and subsequently death, loss and 

grief. I provide a brief explanation of every work in my graduate exhibition, exploring their 

individual and collective relationship to the topic and my research question. 

Through their physicality and materials employed, sculptures and installations can evoke or 

provoke responses from viewers. While these will vary depending on the cultural, social and 

political environment in which they are located, they have the capacity to nurture human 

emotions. 
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Chapter 1: Responses to the Grieving Process 

 
1.1  Theorising Grief 

 
According to the ground-breaking research undertaken by Swiss psychiatrist Elisabeth 

Kübler-Ross in 1969, a person or group will go through various stages of the grieving process 

in the journey to acceptance and recovery. In her book On Death and Dying (1969), Kübler- 

Ross lists these stages as denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. Originally, 

these five stages of grief theory were applied to those facing the reality of their own death. 

But practitioners have found the constructs of her theory apply to human reactions and 

responses at multiple forms of loss and grief. Many theorists agree that grief is a non-linear 

process and that many stages may repeat. 

Writing more recently, psychology academic William Worden writes of the four tasks of 

mourning in his book Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy (2002). He suggests that one must 

accomplish these tasks for “the process of grieving to be completed and equilibrium to be re- 

established” (2002, 10). Like Kübler-Ross, he states that these tasks are in no particular order, 

though there is a seemingly natural order in that completion of some tasks presupposes 

completion of other ones. He lists the tasks as follows: to accept the reality of the loss; to 

work through the pain of grief; to adjust to an environment in which the deceased is missing; 

and to emotionally relocate the deceased and move on with life (2002, 18). He goes onto state 

that analysing these tasks to a deeper level includes the ability to accept the significance of 

the loss, the depth of the relationship to the person involved, and the correlating impact of the 

loss. Identifying different emotions such as fear, depression, melancholia, sadness, anger, 

hopelessness or guilt helps one to work through their grief. Finally, allowing an ongoing level 

of emotional connection with the loss allows the individual to continue with their life. 

1.2  Death, Grief, Loss and Visual Art Practice 

 
Psychologist John Archer (1999) suggests that, in some cases, grief that is expressed through 

particular visual arts practices enables the dead to live on in the memory of the living. He 

states: 

from the earliest of times, the visual arts have been used to provide elaborate 

tombs, representations in religious buildings, and commemorative statues and 

paintings. The use of commemorative objects, such as jewellery or small  pictures 
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of the deceased (memento mori) to sustain their memory, is just one way in which 

the arts have been incorporated into the process of grieving. (1999, 41) 

 

 

 
Just as grief can be interpreted as a collection of various cognitive, physical and emotive 

responses common to the experience of the bereaved, so too can art. Although death is 

universal, the way in which society conceives death is often culturally defined. The edifying 

expression of art can provide a visual manifestation of loss and grief within individual  

cultural frameworks. 

From a privileged position, art has contributed to the universal experiences of loss and the 

associated grief and trauma. Throughout the centuries, artists have created visual 

manifestations of these experiences; some have written and published thoughts and ideas to 

support how grief and loss can be visually experienced and represented. In some societies, 

physical manifestations of grief are discouraged. Grief is seen as a state of one’s emotional or 

physical health, and, in a clinical sense, is addressed as a state of unresolved emotions. Art 

and artists may have the ability to explore and question, confront, or attempt to make sense of 

notions of grief and loss. Through multiple methods and by challenging ideas of past forms 

and beliefs, artists attempt to convey or create a visual dialogue with the viewer through their 

work. As opposed to traditional notions of sculpture, installation art offers artists a way to 

negotiate a sense of connection and association through using mixed media and methods— 

incorporating hand-made, machine-made, found, ready-made, and pre-existing objects. The 

use of recognisable objects adds layers of meaning and resonances to the work. Through 

sculpture and the use of recognisable and traditional images, analogies, and symbols, 

contemporary artists have opportunities to create intimate spaces and experiences that can 

reflect upon and even emulate the grieving process, and to acknowledge loss as a powerful 

human emotion. 

1.3  Ways of Seeing and Responding 

 
My practice-led research is experiential in that it relies on the viewer/visitor to engage with 

objects (constructions) in particular spaces. Three additional approaches have been explored 

throughout my research: an investigation of closed versus open three-dimensional space; the 

creation of a specific environment(s), either real or virtual, that can impact upon the viewer’s 

psyche; and the employment of video, lighting, sound and/or aroma as mediums to affect a 
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change in the mood of the visitor. To convey paradoxical emotions in selected works, I 

juxtapose the experience of moving from a closed and confined space to an empty or negative 

space, together with forms or objects. In my installations or constructed environments, and 

through the use of symbolic or illusionistic imagery, emblematic and representational codes 

can be evoked via the process of visitor interaction. 

1.4  A Selective Literature Review 

 
My exegetical research has identified contemporary writings regarding sculpture, installation, 

space, and visitor interaction, and, in so doing, has contextualised my studio practice within a 

select company of contemporary visual arts practitioners. In addition, my research shows that 

visual artists who address issues of loss, death, or grief do so from immediate experience, as 

active participants and witnesses, or as social commentators. By the use of images or by 

creating an interactive environment, these artists appear to be able to interpret events and 

emotions and produce works that have the ability to engage and interact with the viewer on 

various levels. 

Some of the texts that have been seminal in informing this research are as follows: sociologist 

Peter Marris’s Loss and Change (1974); cultural studies writer David Eng’s Loss: The 

Politics of Mourning (2003); literature academic Andreas Huyssen’s Present Pasts (2003); 

performance art scholar Judith Butler’s Precarious Life (2004); and art historian Jill 

Bennett’s Empathic Vision (2005). In different, yet equally compelling, ways, these books 

have documented and considered the universal experience of death/loss. My exegetical 

research contributes a complementary perspective to the theoretical perspectives of the 

writers mentioned above, as well as providing a type of sculptural critique that clearly 

references my gender, age, and Australian identity. 

Bennett’s Empathic Vision (2005) was particularly useful in that the author is able to analyse 

how artists produce art in the context of trauma (a loss of capacity and a disconnect with the 

world), and how a viewer may respond to such art. Bennett gives an example of an exhibition 

she curated, entitled Telling Tales (1998), where she attempted to promote the idea of an 

understanding of trauma, which was an endeavour to find a communicable language of 

sensation and affect. I am particularly interested in this language that framed the exhibition 

and enabled the artists to highlight the process evident in the works, rather than just 

presenting the subject matter. 
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According to Bennett, 

 
This theoretical distinction is, in effect, the rationale for which art is to be shown as a 

kind of visual language of trauma and of the experiences of conflict and loss. (2005, 

2) 

 

 
 

Bennett further argues that art that deals with trauma is not produced by, or for, ‘survivors’. It 

is not a form of therapy or rehabilitation. Citing a national travelling exhibition in the United 

Kingdom entitled Trauma (2001), Bennett explains the focus of her book inquiry as being: 

..not on trauma itself but on the affective operations of art and on the ways in which 

these situate art in a certain relation to trauma.... and that if art purports to register the 

true experience of violence or loss then it lays claim to an experience that is 

fundamentally owned by someone. And it invites a wider audience to partake of this 

experience in some way. (2005, 3) 

 

 
 

Referencing Sandra Johnston’s video To Kill an Impulse (fig.1) and Doris Salcedo’s Untitled 

(fig.2), Bennett endeavours to analyse how these and other artworks orchestrate and activate 

a viewer’s response to notions of loss and trauma, rather than just simply commemorating the 

suffering. 

 

 

 
Figure1. Sandra Johnston To Kill an Impulse 1993, slide presentation 
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Figure 2. Doris Salcedo, Untitled 1995, wood, glass clothes, cement, 

198 x 122 x 50 cm. 

 

 
My practice is based on the hypothesis that an art installation offers the unique potential for 

the artist to involve the viewer through participation and interaction. Site-specific works can 

also transform the viewer’s perception and reaction to a space. I argue that installation art can 

create a meaning for the viewer through an interaction between space, object and a 

constructed environment. 

Visual arts researcher Julie Reiss comments: 

 
Space is considered as an active ingredient, not simply to be presented but to be 

shaped and characterized by the artist, and capable of involving the viewer and art in a 

situation of greater scope and scale. Working within the almost unlimited potential of 
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these enlarged, more spatially complex circumstances, and the artist is now free to 

influence and determine the sensations of the viewer. The human presence and 

perception of the spatial context have become materials of art. (1999, 96) 

 

 
 

Installation art considers the entire sensory experience of the viewer; rather than an object on 

a plinth or framed points of interest on a wall, installation art relies on time and space, 

placing the viewer in an immersed sensory experience that surrounds him/her. Whether or not 

the artwork ‘speaks’ to the viewer is an individual matter. Arguably, the expectations and 

background of the viewer may prohibit an empathic response to the artwork/installation, 

resulting from an unwillingness to participate, disinterestedness, or disregard, which can 

easily negate all of the intentions of the artist. In her book, Exploring Site-Specific Art, Judith 

Rugg explains how site-specific art can be considered, understood, and informed in ways that 

take into account a theoretical framework. Rugg proposes that sites and spaces: 

Consider the relationship between subjective, interior spaces and exterior material 

spaces as a site of anxiety ... and how space can be the focus for processes of 

identification where the nature of selfhood can be threatened by the fear of loss and 

exclusion. (2010, 3) 

 

 
 

In his book Relational Aesthetics, Nicolas Bourriaud (2002) describes a new way of viewing 

and interpreting contemporary art that considers the whole of human relations and their social 

contexts. He argues that: “Relational Aesthetics is a theory that judges artworks on the basis 

of the interhuman relations that they represent, produce or prompt” (Bourriaud 2002, 11). 

For Bourriaud, relational art engages in some form of social interactiveness that allows 

participation, collaboration, research-led activities and community-based projects in 

connection to the form and content of the work. This connection is of paramount concern to 

the artist as he/she attempts to form interrelations between both himself/herself and the 

viewer, and these relations become a part of an aesthetic included with the work. 

According to Bourriaud, “Relational art works seek to establish intersubjective encounters in 

which meaning is elaborated collectively” (2002, 18). To an extent, my work embraces 

aspects of relational aesthetics in that it offers the opportunity for the viewer to interact or 
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play a role in it. It differs in that it is not reliant on the audience’s physical participation. 

Instead, it attempts to create a space of social and emotional narrative and encourages the 

viewer to find a connection with the visual imagery and his/her own experiences. 

1.5  The Process of Installation 

 
When visual artists respond to a particular site or context, a designed space or a constructed 

environment, physical experiment or a personal expression, they utilise the potential of the 

spatial experience, and the work becomes an installation. Whether indoor or outdoor, 

permanent or ephemeral, art as installation engages with the specific site in question and 

often transforms the space. In her book Installation Art, Claire Bishop emphasises the multi- 

sensory experience installation art offers an audience: 

Installation art … differs from traditional media (sculpture, painting, photography, 

and video) in that it addresses the viewer directly as a literal presence in the space. … 

Installation art presupposes an embodied viewer whose senses of touch, smell and 

sound are as heightened as their sense of vision. (2005, 6) 

 
 
 

In a work completed prior to my doctoral research, entitled The Impact Between f5 (2010, see 

figs. 3 & 4), I considered how the experience of grief could be conveyed through symbolic 

imagery and installation. Based on the notion of loss that I had experienced from my marital 

divorce, this built structure became a dominant and personal metaphor symbolising trauma, 

grief, separation, and fear. 
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Figure 3. Brian Sanstrom, The Impact Between f5 2010, new and used timbers, found objects 

and light, dimensions variable. 

 

 
 

Through the experience of my divorce, I discovered that loss can trigger emotions that 

dismantle the way in which one perceives the link between past, present, and future 

relationships. In other words, loss has the ability to destroy a sense of order, logic, and 

continuity in one’s life and to deconstruct existing belief structures. For individuals, major 

loss is generally associated with the death of a family member, life partner, or close friend. 
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Figure 4. Brian Sanstrom, The Impact Between f5 2010, new and used timbers, found objects 

and light, variable dimensions 

 
 
 

The intensity of grief experienced by the individual is related to the intensity of the personal 

involvement. Archer (1999) suggests that grief is a typical human reaction, but that its form 

varies greatly as a result of circumstances and the cultural traditions within which it operates. 

Undeniably, however, a significant sense of loss can be experienced as the result of a 

relationship breakup, financial instability, redundancy, illness, or serious injury, or loss of 

personal security. Grief is a natural response to these examples of loss. It is the emotional 

suffering that one feels when someone or something you have an attachment with is taken 

away. Numerous authors (e.g., Becker 1973; Marris 1974; McCabe 2003) have discussed 

human feelings and insecurities associated with death, and indicate a need for a deepened 

understanding of grief and notions of its effect on human experience. 

Ernest Becker (1973) bases his argument on the belief that the deepest roots of human 

personality and behaviour lie in the denial of our own death. In this, he includes all of the 

horrors associated with our mortality as human beings. Starting from childhood, most people 

employ all kinds of repressions to pretend that they are not going to die. 
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Only through heroic acts can humans feel they can transcend their own mortality. The 

inevitability of death is manifest in a fear of death itself. Becker outlines specific fears related 

to death that include the following: the fear of pain and suffering (the idea people will meet 

death with excruciating pain); the fear of the unknown (what happens to the individual after 

death, which is a way to make sense of dying); the fear of eternal punishment (from a 

religious aspect, the individual may fear they will be punished for what they did or did not do 

while they were alive); the fear of non-existence (for many, the loss of life is final and they 

feel they will no longer exist); the fear of loss of control (as death takes over our ability to 

control our life); and, finally, the fear for those left behind (the fear of what will happen to 

loved ones). 

My ongoing research investigates how the death, in particular, of a loved one could be 

experienced individually or as part of a collective society, or a combination of both. When a 

group of individuals experience a major disaster or devastation through a cultural, social, 

political or environmental context, loss can be identified in the unification of common beliefs 

and ideals as a collective experience,1, The public acknowledgment and recognition of such 

loss and grief, whether it be the loss of life, culture, language, homeland, or national status, 

allows a visual arts researcher an opportunity to identify or articulate the links between the 

collective and the individual. Communal or collective loss is normally event-focused, and 

refers directly to loss experienced under external traumatic circumstances that elicit feelings 

of disbelief, shock, horror, or helplessness. 

These themes are present in the work of artists such as Francis Bacon, Andy Warhol, 

Christian Boltanski, Sophie Calle, Tracey Emin, and Bill Viola, to name just a few. While I 

acknowledge these artists, I have focused particular attention on other artists, who will be 

discussed in a subsequent section. 

My own underlying feelings and concepts around death, grief, and loss are underpinned by an 

Anglo-Saxon, Christian (specifically, Anglican) viewpoint. My perceptions of death are 

constructed through the cultural specificity of my Australianness. My upbringing as a 

Christian shaped my beliefs that are based on the concept of a life after death. This belief 

tests logic. I continue to seek a greater understanding of life and inevitability of death, 

realised through the visual. 

 
 

1 
An example of collective loss is the case of the death toll  incurred by the 9/11 terrorist attacks  in the United 

States of America. 
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In Kübler-Ross’s grieving process, the mourning phase is the stage in between denial and 

acceptance. It lasts different periods depending on the individual, and is characterised by 

feelings of depression, continued guilt, physical illness, and loneliness. My sculptural 

installations, in part, attempt to engage with this stage of the grieving process as well as with 

recovery, the last stage. Visual ambiguity that references the stage of in-betweeness is crucial 

to reading my work. 

Death/loss has the ability to challenge one’s notions of their own identity. With loss, familiar 

habits, thoughts, and behaviours no longer make sense, and, since purpose is learned and 

consolidated through one’s life experiences, often new purposes cannot readily be adopted. 

My work problematises this sense of a lack of purpose, lack of meaning and loss of the 

character that is one’s identity. I am interested in the perceptual dismantling of one’s self, 

which is associated with the revelation of inner contradictions, yet connected to the corporeal: 

the presence and absence of the body in a space. 

The idea of death is central to most religious beliefs and philosophical systems of thought. 

Through my Anglican upbringing, death is the consummation of life as well as its 

termination. It represents a desire to be with God and to fully understand his faithfulness. 

As a humanist and a rational being, I also explore the inevitability of death and the concept of 

a future afterwards in my work. Marris describes the process of dealing with death/loss and 

its interruption to one’s order as follows: 

The coherence of a social structure begins to disintegrate under the pressure of 

anomalies and contradictions it cannot assimilate, and as it does so, more relationships 

become confused, and difficult to identify. People experience a sense of loss, and try 

to reassert the past with the future. This impractical solution to their present distress 

creates an interaction of contradictory impulses, and the working out of grief 

gradually abstracts and reformulates from past experience a viable reconstruction of 

meaningful relationships. (1974, 166) 

Responses to the grieving processes are many and varied. Theoreticians and visual artists 

have in common an ability to objectify death, grief and loss. In so doing they provide tangible 

objects that speak of the intangible in an empathetic yet pragmatic way. 
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Chapter 2: Contextualising My Studio Practice 
 

 

2.1  Introduction 

 
In order to situate my studio practice, I will consider how selected contemporary artists have 

responded to the cultural, perceptual and emotional reactions to death/dying and/or major 

loss. Within the context of art, death/loss as a universal condition has been investigated in 

many genres, including film/cinema, song/music, literature/poetry, and fine art. My particular 

studio practice attempts to communicate with the viewer in an intimate way, and, by its 

materiality, attempts to show how sculpture/or sculptural installation contributes to an 

understanding of this human experience in relation to loss. By using varying methods of 

dismantling and reassembling, I attempt to re-create a psychological state of uncertainty, 

dislocation or emptiness through the manipulation of space, the juxtaposition of space, the 

corporeal and object, and/or the displacement of image and space. 

In sculptural terms, death/loss could be translated as the literal or metaphorical void or space- 

in-between; the interaction between lines and planes as well as the physicality between forms 

and objects. For example, the artist Félix Gonzáles-Torres insisted that the meanings of his 

works occupy the ‘space of the in-between’, the grey areas where questions are never fully 

possible to reconcile. (Corrin.L.G.2000) My first art project of this candidature/research 

project, entitled Intersections (2012), discussed in a subsequent chapter, considered and 

explored two-dimensional empty space or spaces in-between, utilising photographs and 

drawings of an architectural interior. The work highlighted my growing perceptual awareness 

of aesthetic possibilities within unnoticed areas.  My second project Shared Space (2012), 

also discussed later, negotiated how the dismantling of objects and space in a site-specific 

location could create a personal narrative: a sense of loss, emptiness, and a reference to a 

spiritual absence. It problematised whether space defines the object, or the object defines the 

space, and how the act of dismantling and reassembling could physically, conceptually and 

contextually reveal and expose new ways of thinking and engaging with absence and loss. 

Through installation and sculptural assemblages, I further investigated the concept of art as 

experience,2 and the pivotal role that emotion, as a methodological tool, can play in relation 

to aesthetic considerations. Through the manipulation of a constructed environment in which 

objects and space interact, I planned to further explore the tension between presence and 

 
 

 

2 
First discussed by John Dewey in Art as Experience (1934). 
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absence, reality and illusion. It could be argued that this interaction between the objects, 

space, and audience underpins the notion of ‘social’ communicative aspects of my work. By 

experimenting with ways in which to convey, share, and reciprocate feelings or thoughts 

to/from a possible audience, I hope to focus on the personal and/or collective experience of 

possible death/loss, even trauma and grief. 

My practice-based methodology revolves around the concept of using space as a social and 

emotional zone of discourse and passive interaction. During the course of my candidature, 

my work has explored concepts of materiality and immateriality by using both conventional 

and unconventional materials, multi-media such as video projections, film clips and sound 

technologies in order to engage the audience in a more holistic way. 

Marilyn McCabe (2003) cites T. A.Rando’s3 concept of loss, which includes not only that 

which is traumatic, tragic, or unexpected, but also that which is every day. Loss is natural to 

existence, consisting of both the physical and the symbolic, and is an aspect of normal 

development. McCabe explains further: “Loss involves the various deprivations, needs, wants 

and burdens, including role loss, changes in self-construct, and symbolic as well as concrete 

losses” (2003, 17). 

Through my sculptural practice, I explore the underlying and complex psychological issues 

related to an individual’s sense of loss and its impact on inter-personal relationships. I try to 

present new or particular ways of thinking about grief, loss, and the body. Through my art 

practice, I assert new ways to communicate particular constructed environments that position 

the individual within an interactive space. This practice-led research considers and, where 

appropriate, identifies methodologies drawn from major practising visual artists, such as 

Doris Salcedo, Cildo Meireles, Damien Hirst and Monika Sosnowska. This interrogation 

considers conceptual, psychoanalytical, social, emotive and historical factors that are 

influenced or associated with their work. 

In addition, the following chapter will focus on certain aspects of Salcedo’s practice as well 

as another artist, Martin Puryear. The reason I focus on these practitioners is to consider their 

specific engagement with human emotions. Salcedo engages with loss and conflict-produced 

 

 
 

3 
Dr. Rando has written over seventy works pertaining to the clinical aspects of thanatology. 
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anguish whereas Puryear’s work confronts a different sensibility similar to mine, justified 

around space, structure and materiality. 

2.2  My Practice in Context: Comparisons and Contrasts 

 
To contextualise my practice within a broader remit of contemporary visual arts practice, I 

have focussed on selected particular artists who engage with notions of loss and use space 

and their constructions—both objects and environment—to evoke an understanding of this 

human experience. I have selected four artists whose works provide four distinctly different 

ways of engaging with grief and loss, among a myriad of other interconnected human 

emotions. Doris Salcedo (1958–) is a contemporary artist whose sculptures and installations 

directly respond to the violence and conflict of everyday life in her native country of 

Colombia, and reflect a collective memory and a shared experience of that loss. Brazilian 

conceptual artist Cildo Meireles (1948–) is known for dramatic, multi-sensory environments 

that intimately involve the viewer. Working on a more personal level of loss/death, renowned 

British artist Damien Hirst (1965–) questions our awareness and convictions about the 

boundaries that separate desire and fear, life and death. Finally, Polish artist Monika 

Sosnowska (1972–) modifies pre-existing and purpose-built architectural forms to allow the 

spectator to move through the space and experience notions of dislocation. I will briefly 

discuss some key works by each of these artists below, relating their practice to my own 

where relevant. 

2.3  Doris Salcedo 

 
In Salcedo’s work entitled Plegaria Muda (Eng. Silent Prayer) (fig. 5), first exhibited in 

Moderna Museet Malmö in Sweden (2011) and then at the CAM Foundation in Portugal 

(2012), the artist continues her ongoing political commentary on the violence, loss, and 

trauma linked to both the private and public arenas of Colombia. 
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Figure 5. Doris Salcedo, Plegaria Muda 2011, timber tables, earth, grass, variable dimensions 

 
 

 
The work consists of 111 forms, each piece made up of two tables, one standing on its legs, 

and the other upturned with its legs in the air. Sandwiched in between the tables is a thick 

layer of soil and grass that permeates though the holes and the gaps of the upper table. 

Transforming objects that retain memories of personal loss and pain into installations, 

Salcedo relies on the concept of shared collective memories. 

Through the continued use and exploration of loss, death, trauma and grief, she reiterates the 

ongoing social problems affecting her homeland: 

... the civil war in Colombia defines a reality that imposes itself on my work at every 

level of its production. The precariousness of the materials that I use is already given 

in the testimonies of the victims. (Salcedo in Carlos 2011, 134) 

Plegaria Muda responds directly to the murder of 1,500 young men in deprived areas of 

Colombia. Murdered at the hands of the government army, these young men had been hired 

by the army to work in remote areas, and were then murdered and presented as ‘unidentified 

guerrillas’. 
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Salcedo states: 

 
Plegaria Muda is an attempt to live out this grief, a space demarcated by the radical 

limit imposed by death. A space that is outside of life, a place apart, that reminds us of 

the dead. (Salcedo in Carlos 2011, 27) 

For Salcedo, art offers a means of expressing collective grief, and she aims to convey a 

perception of the haptic to the viewer. By using sociological research, her art becomes a form 

of historical documentation. Plegaria Muda is not only an installation that reflects the loss 

and trauma suffered in Colombia, but also Salcedo’s investigation of the ghettos of Los 

Angeles, which considered the deaths of over 10,000 young people in violent youth gang 

wars. Salcedo establishes a connection or interchange between the role of both the victim and 

the perpetrator, and refers to a grey undefined area called the “social death” (Salcedo, in 

Carlos 2011, 25). Through her experiences in Colombia, Salcedo relates this “social death” to 

the violent loss of young life in conflicts and civil wars throughout the world. 

 

 
 

I empathically connect to this installation, I feel a strong psychological connection with the 

feelings, thoughts, and attitudes represented and I believe that its great strength is the space for 

direct interaction it offers the viewer. Viewers can walk around and through the installation, 

and their presence affects the work as much as the work affects them. Writer Mieke Bal 

suggests that the significance of the grass in the work lies in the duplicity and contradiction it 

implies. On the one hand, the grass can conceal the place of violence by growing over it, and 

thus becomes complicit in the act of killing; on the other hand, it also becomes an indication 

of life in defiance of the killings. 

She explains: 

 
Salcedo’s work, Plegaria Muda, which is committed to stillness, negotiates the gap 

between an object and its affective charge, in other words, between the object 

perceived at a distance and the viewer whose act of viewing affects it. (Bal, 2010, 85) 

 
 
 

While Salcedo’s use of absence and presence in many of her works, particularly in her 

installations, resonates with my work and concerns, obviously I do not directly share her 

cultural heritage. 
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2.4  Cildo Miereles 

 
Conceptual artist Cildo Miereles employs a variety of media, including money, chalk, and 

charcoal in his drawings, paintings, objects, installations, and performances. His work reflects 

the repressive political, social and cultural conditions in his homeland of Brazil. Early works, 

such as Coca-Cola Project (1970, fig. 6) and Banknote Project (1970, fig. 7). 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 6. Cildo Meireles, Coca-Cola Project – Insertions into Ideological Circuits (1970), 

empty coke bottles, screen print, variable dimensions 

 
 
 

deal with the systems of distribution of goods and circulation of money outside of the art 

gallery system. Meireles used a method of reinserting recycled bottles back to Coca-Cola 

plants and altered currency back into the market. Imprinting anti-American slogans on the 

bottles and anti-authority imprints on the notes, he became successful at undermining 

authoritarian regimes. 
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Figure 7. Cildo Meireles, Bank Note Project (1970), Stamped ‘Quem Matou Herzog? 

(Who Killed Herzog?) 

 

 
I acknowledge the sense of monumental space and the physical juxtaposition that appears in 

Miereles’s work. For example, Southern Cross (1970, fig. 8), exhibited in the Centro de Arte 

Reina Sofia in Madrid in 2001, and later at the Tate Modern in London in 2008 (fig. 9), 

illustrates appropriation of space, not only in an abstract way but also in a symbolic or 

metaphorical way. 
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Figure 8. Cildo Meireles, Cruzeiro do Sol (Southern Cross) 1970, 9mm cube of oak and pine 

 
 

 
This work consists of a 9mm cube of oak and pine timber, centrally resting on the gallery 

floor, alone in an empty 200-square-metre room. Within this vast space, the object becomes a 

tiny minimalist work. When viewing the work, the audience is confronted not by the small 

presence of the work but by the overwhelming absence of any other objects. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 9. Cildo Meireles Cruzeiro do Sol (Southern Cross) 2008, installation, Tate Modern 
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Meireles conceived this work in order to draw attention to the plight of the indigenous 

tribespeople of Brazil, the Tupi Indians, whose culture was destroyed by Jesuit missionaries 

and government acceptance of forest clearing. The Tupi believed that the oak and pine trees 

were sacred as they had the ability to create fire (when people rubbed sticks together), with 

the oak causing the softer pine to ignite. 

The scale of the work creates tension between the object and the vastness of the gallery 

space. It is able to communicate multiple meanings relating to the collective loss of a 

culture’s heritage. Meireles manipulates spatial dimensions in terms of scale, and comments 

on the Western world’s ability to destruct native people’s environments. 

 
 
 

Of this work, Meireles states: 

 
The Southern Cross belongs to “humiliminimalism”, that is, a small object, an almost 

nothing, really, a minimalism that endorsed a character of humility. But it also had the 

irony of being a sort of practice of baroque humiliminimalism because it was loaded 

with stories, mythologies and symbols. (Cited in Brett 2008, 58) 

 

 
 

2.5  Damien Hirst 

 
Personal loss and death are also among the foci in the work of Damien Hirst. While 

appearing quite literal, by employing shock and images of widely recognisable objects, 

Hirst’s works present a more complex view on the personal process of loss/death. By using 

iconic symbols and tools of science and religion, Hirst is able to create sculptures that 

confuse the viewer into believing the familiar understanding of these images with the 

underlying intent of the artist. In works such as, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the 

Mind of Someone Living (1991, fig.10), a tiger shark entombed in a steel-and-glass tank filled 

with formaldehyde solution, Hirst is able to present a horrific yet beautiful image of the 

meaning and fragility of life and death. In this work, the viewer is exposed to the potential 

violence of the shark through glass windows but in turn protected by the same framing. 
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Figure 10. Damien Hirst The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living 

1991, tiger shark, formaldehyde, glass, installed at Tate Modern. 
 

 

 
The shark represents simultaneously life and death, suspended and silent in its tank. Looking 

at the work, the viewer can imagine his or her own mortality. This understanding of one’s 

own mortality resonates within my work. The phrase Memento mori translates from the Latin 

into “remember your mortality”, and historically refers to artistic themes that relate to earthly 

beauty with the prospect of death. In Christian beliefs, this prospect of death serves to 

emphasise the emptiness of earthly pleasures and acts as an enticement to focus on the 

afterlife. 
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2.6  Monika Sosnowska 

 
Space and spatiality are used differently in Monika Sosnowska’s work. Sosnowska’s ability 

to ‘reconfigure’ entire spaces and create environments both comforts and alienates the 

viewer. Her constructed spaces are a result of combining fragments of architecture with 

sentimental imagery. The question that comes to mind related to how the space influenced the 

objects contained within it or was it how the objects influenced the space? Embracing 

psychology, urbanism, and architecture, Sosnowska constructs forms and installations that 

question reality. Her objects and forms relay notions of error and non-function, while, in 

larger installations, space is conveyed in the context of movement in space, rather than 

working with actual physical space. Sosnowska applies the use of labyrinth systems to create 

a sense of uncertainty in the viewer. 

As will be discussed later, this desire to liberate space or expose the hidden qualities of space 

is also evident in my work entitled Shared Space. In this work, individuals may initially take 

the space for granted, as it is a familiar space and part of the everyday experience. 

Sosnowska’s work entitled Corridor (fig.11), first exhibited as an exterior only in 2001, 

developed into a viewer interactive work presented at the Venice Biennale in 2003. 

 

 

 
Figure 11. Monika Sosnowska, Corridor 2003, installation comprising MDF, carpet, lighting 
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Her use of construction and her referencing of architecture results in structures inside other 

buildings, and presents the viewer with the potential for intimate or personal solitude. Her 

environments question the use or function of an interior. Sosnowska has described her works 

as having a parasitical relationship with the architecture they inhabit. Usually determinedly 

site-specific, they borrow some of their site’s characteristics: the doorway, the room, and the 

walls of a corridor. In other words, they use minimal elements to express a concept. Writer 

Adam Budak suggests: 

Sosnowska constructs a physical and conceptual labyrinth, an inner world of 

spatiality, staged in a sequence of interventions that emphasize space’s virtualities and 

potentials. The space and its parameters (size, dimensions, scale, plans) are being 

altered, shifted and manipulated in order to generate a unique experience of spatial 

habitat and to sharpen our perception of it. (Budak in Bradley et al. 2007, 32) 

All the chosen artists consider death, grief and loss in specific ways and through different 

mediums. They have provided a strong unambiguous concert of voices interpreting and 

considering my chosen subject. As a group and as individuals they have provided invaluable 

insights into how human emotions can be considered and evoked through and by the process 

of making. 
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Chapter 3: Salcedo and Puryear—Particular Encounters 
 

In this chapter, I once again refer to Salcedo so as to highlight her use of everyday objects, 

and how she reveals a silenced history through memory. I consider her practice alongside 

Martin Puryear to accentuate their unique engagement with materiality. Both artists have 

become exemplars, strategists, who are inspirational to me. 

3.1  Sorrow, Loss and Mourning in Salcedo’s Practice 
 

Colombian artist Doris Salcedo’s visually captivating work consistently addresses sorrow, 

loss and mourning. By drawing on complex ideas that link her art to poetry and philosophy, 

Salcedo is able to physically embody actual experiences and testimonies in her sculptures. 

The power of her work is its ability to convey the essence of rather than actual testimonies. 

By using everyday domestic and personal items, such as furniture and clothing, and organic 

substances such as hair, bone and animal fibre, she is able to bring together works that 

address loss, grief, pain, memory, absence and mourning. Her research involves listening to 

survivors of violent atrocities at the hands of military or government agencies, usually 

throughout Latin America. These accounts are transformed into restrained but powerful 

memorials to those who have lost their lives. Unlike the idea of the monument, which   

restores or preserves memory as part of a cultural heritage, Salcedo’s work exposes the silent 

history revealed in individual memory. It plays on the notion of the ‘familiar made strange’ 

through the meeting of opposites, the human and the inhuman, or organic and inorganic 

substances. Her sculptures consist of materials such as wood, metal, concrete, bone and 

animal membrane. The juxtapositions of these substances in her work create both a  

perceptual and experiential paradox—one that is out of the ordinary and unsettling. In her 

work, there is a fluctuation between visibility and invisibility, between what is revealed and 

what remains hidden. This is apparent both formally in the materials of the sculpture and in 

terms of the testimonies she has collected. Salcedo’s work presents the experiences of these 

testimonies as immediate reality, not as historic events; they encapsulate an absence by 

manifesting those experiences of violent death, torture or disappearance of a loved one. 
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3.2  Monumentality in Martin Puryear’s Work 

 
Puryear’s work Self (1978, fig. 12) reflects a style of concealed framing and hand-hewn 

surfaces in a monumental work, which rises out of the ground. Its opaque surface finishes are 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 12. Martin Puryear Self 1978 stained and painted red cedar and mahogany, 176 x 121 

x 63 cm. 



31 | P a g e  

moulded around a hidden skeletal frame. This metaphorical imagery, reflecting the self 

within the work, is also evident in Puryear’s later work Bower (1980, fig. 13), where the 

entire surface has been stripped away to reveal an underlying structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13. Martin Puryear Bower 1980, Sitka spruce and pine, 163 x 241 x 68 cm 
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Another work by Puryear entitled C.F.A.O. (2006, fig. 14) presents a head-like form in the 

shape of an African mask sitting and attached to a found wheelbarrow. 

 

 

 
Figure 14. Martin Puryear C.F.A.O 2006, painted and raw pine, found objects, 256 x 197 x 

155 cm. 

Puryear’s use of materials, such as pine rails, chalk, and plaster, which interlock to form 

shapes and present a visual and structural language, resonates within my own work. 

As Puryear states: 

 
I’m constantly learning as I work, so what I’m trying to accomplish becomes clearer 

only as I’m working. I’m interested in making sculpture that tries to describe itself to 

the world, work that acknowledges its maker and that offers an experience that’s more 

tactile and sensate. (2008, 100) 

 

 
 

Writing on his materials, he further states: 

 
I work with rigid materials, such as timber, wire and mesh, which limits the 

possibility of spontaneity such as in carving or painting. Although change and 
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adjustment are possible within the process, it is the form and the technique, which 

determines the outcome. (2008, 106) 

 

 
 

This statement resonates with me, since I also use rigid materials. Further, I also repeat 

interior spaces in my works, such as hollow voids and interior volumes that allow an 

interplay and engagement with the viewer. Upon encountering the work, the viewer is drawn 

into a dialogue on materiality, gravity and density, which they negotiate in order to make 

sense of the encounter. 

In his book From Head to Hand, David Levi Strauss asserts, 

 
Puryear’s sculptures are metaphorical structures that continually resist reduction to 

fixed or single meanings. They operate at various lines of meanings and identification, 

at a place where a form could be a basket or an internal organ or a dwelling, a figure 

or a vessel. These works activate a proliferation of narratives, metaphors, symbols and 

allusions. (2010, 5) 

 
 
 

The similar use of form and structure in my work allows the notions of conflict and tension in 

human existence to exist within the container- like voids and spaces. The embodiment within 

the sculpture of the human experience and memory permit the viewer to embrace and relate 

their own stories and experiences. The suggestiveness within the works allows the audience 

to explore not only the exterior physical but also the interior psychological space. 

 

 
 

Major differences between Puryear’s work and mine stem from our cultural backgrounds. 

Puryear pursued his craft in Africa, where he encountered the art traditions of textiles, masks, 

and carved figures. The use of Sierra Leone learnt basics with the simplest materials, 

methods, and motivations, determined by a tribal cultural experience, became a major 

influence on his style of creating works. Using the notion of our body as a vehicle in life, my 

work not only references the human body in scale but also reflects the vulnerability of the 

human form in its fragility and existence. 
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Throughout his career, Puryear adopted wood as his primary sculptural material, the qualities 

and varieties of colour, density and strength allowed him to manipulate, handle, respond to 

and engage with. In response to a major fire in 1977 within Puryear’s studio that destroyed 

most of his sculptures, tools, books and other possessions, he recalled, “After a period of 

grieving, the loss created a sense of incredible lightness, freedom and mobility” (2008, 18). 

 
 
 

Over the course of my tenure as a higher degree candidate, I engaged in a number of projects 

that, while singular, became interconnected. This came about through a process of 

distillation, reconsideration, the emergence of new knowledge that evolved through 

experimentation and a particular need on my part to marry space, structure and visitor 

interaction together. Observing the visitor interaction afforded me an opportunity to further 

refine the next stage of my work around action research. I turn to these projects in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Projects 1 and 2 of Candidature 

 
4.1  Project 1: Public Gallery Space as Interactive and Functional 

 
Before discussing my work, it is important to note that I have spent most of my paid working 

hours physically constructing, dismantling, and reconstructing interior building spaces. Over 

the last five years, I have worked for the Queensland College of Art (QCA), Griffith 

University, where I have been immersed in the lengthy annual process of converting its 

working studios into gallery spaces suitable for major exhibitions. When exhibitions 

conclude, these spaces are returned back into working studios. I have also been involved in 

the transformation of a derelict building into a contemporary art gallery (the POP Gallery).4 

This experience of manipulating large areas of space involved the tasks of designing and 

overseeing the physical building of the gallery space. This immense task, which took over 

two months to complete, involved close consideration of the requirements of the gallery and 

artists, as well as being aware of the capacity of the multi-roomed building itself. Through 

careful analysis and understanding of the many contours, levels, and materials used in the 

original and ongoing construction of this particular building, I adopted multiple building 

techniques specific to the existing building materials. I was able to ultimately present a series 

of rooms suitable for multi-disciplined artworks but also able to take into consideration the 

significance of the unique structural spaces of the rooms. This experience has allowed the 

strategic adjustment of my own viewing of confined space in an abstracted way. 

My first preliminary drawings of my candidature, entitled Intersections were exhibited at the 

POP Gallery in 2011. They were conceptually driven drawings of lines and forms, and 

photographs of internal spaces that evolved from a two-dimensional rendition into three- 

dimensional works. As works in progress, they were used as a reference point to investigate 

spatial concepts. My work considered how the wall, floors, and ceiling spaces of the POP 

Gallery interconnected, and how the gallery could be viewed purely as an abstract 

composition. I endeavoured to record the way in which planes lean, connect, or fall away 

from each other. Photographs taken of interconnecting lines and images with overlaid 

drawings offered me the opportunity to analyse and expose the potential of unnoticed 

intersections. 

 

 

 

 
 

4 
Located at 12 Ipswich Road, Woolloongabba, Brisbane. In 2013, the premises moved to another  location. 
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Figure 15. Cildo Meireles, Virtual Spaces: Corners 1968, 32 x 23 cm 

 
 

 
This work was informed by the similar methodologies employed by Meireles, whose early 

work entitled Espacos Virtuais: Cantos (Eng. Virtual Spaces: Corners) (1968, fig. 15) is also 

constructed from a series of drawings, which were more like floor plans or technical 

drawings, that directly related to the three-dimensional construction of his works. 

 

 
 

These works, when constructed, resembled corners of rooms (see fig. 16), a physical 

manifestation of his abstract investigations of space. 
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Figure 16. Cildo Meireles, Espacos Virtuais: Cantos (Virtual Spaces: Corners) 1968, 

installation view of Room I at Tate Modern 

 
 
 

In turn, Meireles cites Bruce Nauman’s work entitled Corridors (1968, fig. 17) as being a 

point of reference in relating and defining the figure in space. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 17. Bruce Nauman, Corridors, 1970, Timber, plaster, paint and lighting. 
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My next project was configured as two interconnected parts. Part 1 was entitled Empty 

Corridor and Part 2 named Shared Space. I have included a diagram of the Gallery floor plan 

(fig. 18) in which the installation was constructed, as well as photographs of parts of the 

installations in question (figs. 19, 20 and 21) and a C.D.Rom attached. 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 18.Webb Gallery Floor Plan 

 
 

 
4.2  Project 2, Part 1: A Labyrinth of Grief and Loss (Empty Corridor) 

 
My 2012 installation Empty Corridor (fig. 19) attempted to imitate the evolution of the last 

stage of mourning; i.e., the transition and adjustment to a manageable level of grief. Empty 
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Corridor was constructed as a large labyrinth: a maze of corridors hidden inside a skeletal 

framework, in which house-size external walls held multiple doorways and doors of egress 

and ingress. Doors that allowed the viewer to enter through only one of the identical doors, 

and once entered, not allow exit from that door. Presented in front of the viewer were a series 

of three-metre-high corridors becoming narrower and darker as the viewer progressed 

looking for an exit. Passing along inside the labyrinth, the viewer stumbles through confusing 

passages and doorways looking for answers to exiting the structure. Finally, by fumbling 

through the all-encompassing, dark and restrictive atmosphere, one comes to two final doors, 

where a decision has to be made: one door allows the viewer to proceed into the second part 

of the work/exhibition, while the second allows them escape from the labyrinth, but returns 

the viewer back to the start. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 19. Brian Sanstrom Empty Corridor 2012 (showing construction) 
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The experience was intended to engender in the viewer/audience multiple feelings of 

confusion and disorientation—giving them decision-making opportunities while creating an 

atmosphere of forbidding confinement, perplexity, and bewilderment. When the viewer 

negotiates and escapes from the confusion of the labyrinth into the clarity of the open space, 

it presents a respite, a breathing space or a sense of relief. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 20.View of Empty Corridor from above 
 

 

 
The non-functioning doors were intended to confuse viewers/participants and the tall narrow 

corridors to oppress, creating an experience of panic. When the viewer progresses into the 

open space, the projected illusion transforms and alters the audience’s perception of the 
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room, yet, at the same time, creates a sense of quiet/calm/reflection and personifies the notion 

of emptiness. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 21.Exit of Empty Corridor 2012 

 
 

 
I hoped that an individual’s emotional state would alter significantly while engaging or being 

immersed in the labyrinthine space. This work attempted to change or alter the physiological 

mental state of the viewer; in particular, I hoped it would stimulate feelings of anxiety. One 

of the symptoms of loss, anxiety creates unpleasant feeling of dread, fear, worry, and 

uneasiness of a particular situation. It is an appropriate cognitive and emotional response to a 

perceived threat. 

The work achieved considerable success, especially among those experiencing it individually, 

with many reports of confusion, fear, emotional distress, disorientation and uncertainty 

created by the physical components of the structure (e.g., the scale of the work, the lighting, 

and the pervading claustrophobia). Viewers experienced these reactions less so when 

accompanied by another person. Frustration in not being able to discover the door to the 

second part of the exhibition, and/or the desire not to experience the labyrinth again 

prohibited some viewers from experiencing the entire exhibition. 
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Similar feelings of disorientation and dislocation arise from engaging with the work of 

architect Peter Eisenman. His unmonumental and monumental memorial in Berlin to the 

Jewish victims of the Holocaust entitled Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (fig. 22) 

consists of 2,711 concrete slabs, or ‘stelae’, arranged in a grid-like pattern on a sloping field. 

Set in rows of 54 by 87, and at slightly askew right angles, the stelae are 2.4 metres long, 0.95 

metres wide, and vary in height from 0.2 to 4.8 metres. Its focus is on the delicate, almost 

imperceptible, lines that separate good from evil, life from death. Paths between the concrete 

blocks are laid in uneven concrete pavers, creating uncertainty underfoot. As one progresses 

through and down into the memorial, gravel replaces the pavers, causing the crunching 

underfoot to become more perceptible, which can make one uneasy. The grey concrete 

pillars, their towering forms tilting unsteadily, become more menacing and oppressive. The 

effect is intentionally disorienting, and creates a confusing atmosphere. Viewers are left alone 

with only memories of life outside. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 22. Peter Eisenman, Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe 2004, concrete. 

 
 

 
4.3  Project 2, Part 2: A Film about Absence (Shared Space) 

 
The artwork Shared Space (fig. 23) was presented as both a connecting and ending stage of 

the work Empty Corridor. It consisted of the projection of two separate large images 

(approximately 4 x 3 metres) upon the walls and corridors of the Webb Centre Gallery. The 
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two videos, similar in length at nine minutes each and subject matter, reflected the levels of 

an empty car park. The first video, shot in black-and-white of the open rooftop level, focused 

on one particular empty car-park space among a multitude of empty car-park spaces. 

Although appearing as still frame images, the motion remains fixed until, at three-minute 

intervals, the angle shifts slight position to a view of the same car-park space, as though the 

viewer had slightly moved their own head. A large thunderstorm occurring at the time of 

videoing can be heard as the prevailing soundtrack. Shot in the early hours of the morning the 

combination of rain, water and darkness create an ominous atmosphere, evident in the video. 

The second accompanying video, shot in colour on a lower level of the same car park, shows 

the entire empty space. It is focused on the centre line entry, and, like the other video, 

changes angle slightly every three minutes. This video was projected on a wall with one 

projector and spliced with another projection from a separate projector into a vestibule cavity. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 23. Brian Sanstrom Shared Space 2012, video still 
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I purposely chose to use the Webb Centre Gallery for this video installation because it 

(ironically) had been a car park in its previous incarnation. Thus, this filmic work was site- 

specific in that it was a film about a car park and its inherent and intermittent changes. When 

full, car parks are dynamic, lively environments where vehicles and people interact. Shared 

Space is based on the idea that public spaces, when empty, take on a particular resonance. 

The video reflects the familiarity of a car park, but, void of cars, it becomes nothing more 

than an empty space. When projected onto the walls of the gallery, it adapted to the 

irregularities and vagaries of the structure (figs. 24 & 25). The still imagery transfuses time 

and space. The emptiness is personified by the monumental size and space of the concrete 

structure. It becomes tomb-like, and the silence and barrenness are compounded by the 

strength of what the structure implies. Its usual everyday purpose is negated, and different 

camera angles are employed to shoot the same space, reinforcing the purposelessness of its 

function. In this work, I hoped that the empty carpark conveyed both absence and loss 

simultaneously. In both cases, the lack of identity of the space represents the lack of identity 

for the individual. 
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Figure 24. Brian Sanstrom Shared Space 2012, still from video 1 (black-and-white), 9 mins 

 

 

 
Figure 25. Brian Sanstrom Shared Space 2012, still from video 2 (colour), 9 mins 

Writing on installation art, artist and academic Deborah Porch argues: 

The intercourse of the individual through the installation provides opportunities for 

imaginative and thought provoking engagement with a visible art form or set of 

objects. The viewer perceptually and cognitively engages with objects and images and 

this interaction establishes a relationship to the presence of particular objects. The 

physical interaction and viewing of the installation is critical in regards to the varieties 

of individual responses to particular environments. (2006, 53) 

The title of this work, Shared Space, can be read or understood as a visual pun. It suggests 

the juncture of the two ideas: placing the videos of the empty car park, an empty community 

space, within the empty gallery space, devoid of art. Curator Ronald Onorato argues that: 

Installation artwork involves its habitation on a physical site, its connection to real 

conditions—be they visual, historical or social—and often, its bridging of public and 

private, individual and communal boundaries. (1997, 13) 
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In this work, I aim to question the notion of the space in-between5—how it can reveal both 

the unknown and the known; security and insecurity; chaos and order. In installation art, an 

initial sensory awareness can be simulated by the perception of space. By creating a visual 

paradox created by the manipulation of space, this work could reinforce the idea of a shared 

understanding of death/loss encountered by individuals resulting from either a personal or 

collective experience. The installation relied on the viewer to contemplate beyond the visual, 

and associate his/her own feeling of emptiness with the space. Through the interplay of 

reality and illusion, presence and absence, function and non-function, the interjection of one 

empty space into another creates a paradox, or a double entendre. 

As all people are exposed to forms of loss and trauma in their lifetimes, with varying degrees 

of responses and processes, I would argue that my work provides a relational experience6 for 

the viewer to contemplate, respond to, or with which to empathise. It is anticipated that my 

work will contribute visually to the existing body of consciousness regarding the notion of 

loss. On a personal level, this work reflects my sensitivities of depression, with battles of 

ongoing melancholy and symptoms of isolation, inadequacy, loneliness, anxiety, and guilt. 

The videos encapsulate an ongoing use of metaphor evident in my works, in a visual form 

where something represents something else. In this particular work, the stage of depression is 

focussed upon—a stage of removal or disconnection from family and friends, where one feels 

sadness, regret, fear, and uncertainty. Appearing after the successful orientation and 

completion of the Empty Corridor work, Second Space allowed a secondary emotional 

experience for the viewer. After navigating Empty Corridor, the viewer arrives at a large 

darkened space with the two large videos projected askew upon opposite walls. A distorted 

metallic soundtrack emanating softly provides a contemplative situation for the viewer. The 

works, which at first appear as still images, draw the viewer into further observation to details 

of absence within the image. The empty carpark, devoid of cars, an empty space with no 

functionality, draws parallels to the mental state of depression. An added point is the 

historical link of the exhibition space previously being a carpark, now transformed into an art 

gallery once again being visually altered back into a car park. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

5 
Homi K. Bhabha coined the phrase ‘space-in-between’ in The Location of Culture (1994). 

6 
As mentioned earlier in this paper, Bourriaud (1996) was the first to discuss ‘relational  art’. 
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Figure 26. Brian Sanstrom Shared Space 2012, video still. 

 
 

 
My 2011 and 2012 works situated themselves as installation and are an engagement with 

space. My 2014 residency at St Vincent’s Private Hospital provided an opportunity to 

consider the corporeal within the broader contexts surrounding end of life and hospitalisation. 
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Chapter 5: Residency at St Vincent’s Private  Hospital 

 
5.1  Introduction to the Residency 

 
During 2014, as part of my candidature, I was given the opportunity to become the first artist- 

in-residence at St Vincent’s Private Hospital in Kangaroo Point, Brisbane. This was a joint 

project between Queensland College of Art and St Vincent’s to establish a program to use 

artworks as a means of enriching the environment of care and support. St Vincent’s General 

Manager Cheryle Royle (“QLD Hospital Enriches Care with Artist in Residence” 2014) 

states: 

The initiative reflected a growing body of evidence to suggest that arts had the 

potential to significantly improve health outcomes. These residencies are creating 

unique opportunities for artists who wish to not only create artwork, but also 

contribute to the life of our hospital by supporting the emotional and spiritual well- 

being of our patients, their families and our staff. 

 
 

 
Partnerships such as this provide benefits for both the visual arts practitioner and the industry 

partner. In this case, the industry partner receives an opportunity to see and come to 

understand how the visual arts can not only enhance an environment, but also provide 

multiple ways into accepting, with grace, the lifecycle in all its complexities. 

 
My proposal for St Vincent’s was to continue to expand my doctoral research into 

perceptions of loss. To do this effectively, I conducted an analysis into the varying 

manifestations that grieving may take, including an examination of the cultural, social and 

religious influences on these processes. I wished to expand this to also include the clinical 

and medical procedural responses within an institution of caring. I endeavoured to find 

further inspiration for my creative processes from my observations of the caring profession’s 

systems, procedures and strategies put in place in order to respond to their own and their 

clients’ grief, trauma, and loss. 
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5.2  My Experience and Observations from the Residency 

 
At a respectful distance, I studied the procedural roles of the hospital staff, who were offering 

compassionate care to the sick or dying. I hoped to develop a general understanding of the 

best practices implemented by professionals in regards to the impact of loss. Through semi- 

structured discussions, I observed the practical considerations of clinical separation used by 

individuals in responding to grief and loss. This collective information, obtained by being 

embedded in this environment, allowed me to further provide a more focused conceptual 

structure to my understanding of grief and loss. Through my research, I was also able to 

better understand the values and vision of the Institute, as well as the history and significance 

of the land and its buildings. 

Once embedded within the hospital environment, I quickly realised the physicalness in the 

notion of loss manifested in the beds, bedpans, and patient paraphernalia. This led to an 

investigation of visceral aspects and components of the body, such as blood supply, the 

intestines, the heart, and the olfactory system, as well as their relationship with corporeal 

elements of visual arts. 

 

Much has been written about the human condition. From birth to death, we all, in a multitude 

of ways, struggle to assert our independence, our sense of self and to understand our place in 

the world. When life is coming to an end, either through the natural ageing process, or, more 

particularly, when illness besets us, we may choose to contemplate and reflect on our life, 

and consider its significance. Faced with our own mortality, reasoning can often give way to 

acceptance and finally peace. 

 

My doctoral visual arts practice sits in this zone, somewhere between acknowledging death’s 

inevitability and remembering and honouring those who have passed. The inanimate objects 

from this residency that inhabit my practice stand as testament to the physical care of a 

patient, their bodily communion with medicine, and finally their absence from the world as 

we know it. 

 
This information and the experience of being at St Vincent’s Hospital have led me to create a 

series of non-maudlin sculptural forms into a body of work. The five works sit between the 

abstracted body, and notion of the physical - tangible evidence of the corporeal within a 

hospital setting. 
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5.3  The Exhibition—Five Interconnections: Corporeality, Sculptural Installation, 

Death, Grief and Loss 

The resulting exhibition held at the Webb Centre Gallery in February 2014 allowed me the 

opportunity to create a dialogue between the audience and myself, by discussions with 

viewers and listening to individual responses to the works. 

 

For those of us who have lost a loved one, their death, once accepted, may allow us to know 

them in a way that they could not know themselves. Their absence invites us to dwell with 

their humanity, their individuality, both physically and spiritually. Aided and shaped by the 

process of selection and assemblage, the group of objects I have created may assist to not 

only remember and honour but also truly know that person, a deceased person. In this process 

of coming to know another, we come closer to understanding ourselves and our place on this 

earth. 

 
5.3.1  The Antonym for Origin 

 
The first work entitled The Antonym for Origin (fig. 27) is a large, grid-like structure 

encompassing a frame of light raw pine timbers making up sixty-four squares and thirty 

rusting, steel archive boxes that located in, around and on top of the structure. They allude to 

absence and presence by their varying stages of placement. 

 

This work reflects the ongoing recording and documentation of information and procedures 

undertaken by an institution concerning their patients. It first came to my mind when I visited 

the Montjuic Cemetery in Barcelona full of modernist architecture and sculpture, plants and 

cypress trees. Its steep slopes of the hillside give Montjuic its special character of winding 

paths and terraced niches looking seawards over the harbour. Carved into these hills are tiers 

of walls filled with niches containing the remains of deceased people: physical records of 

someone, often adorned with personal items of the deceased one. 
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Figure 27. Brian Sanstrom The Antonym for Origin 2014Pine, archive boxes, rust. 

270 x 200 x 50 cm. 
 

 

 
The Antonym for Origin (fig. 27) is a vanitas work. It reflects a finite time on this earth, the 

boxes holding the files of a person’s life. It addresses the stage of acceptance experienced in 

grief, a sign from an authority that a life has been documented as being finished. It also looks 

at the individual as being one in a group of many, multiple records of multiple lives. 
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5.3.2  Waiting for the Present 

 
The second work Waiting for the Present (fig. 28) comprises oak dowel, pine, plaster, wax 

and bitumen in a 4-metre organic form reminiscent of an internal organ. The skeletal shape 

and form encompasses both an opening or beginning and a tail or ending. Visible inside the 

form is a 50cm sphere obstructing the visual flow from beginning to end. 

 

 

 
Figure 28. Brian Sanstrom Waiting for the Present 2014, Oak, pine, plaster. 

 
400 x 100 x 100 cm. 

 

 

 
This work came about through personal experience of the initial diagnosis of possible bowel 

cancer. The lengthy procedure of testing and the emotional rollercoaster of the unknown, lack 

of clarification and of medical possibilities. The bulbous shape of the work is also like an 

hourglass placed on its side. It reflects the passage of time and the relationship of the known 

and unknown from prognosis and diagnosis. This work, as with all the works, seeks to create 

or construct a visual narrative. This way of viewing the work draws from the social patterns 
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of humans to impose order and significance on their own life experiences. A fear of death 

becomes a cause and effect of anxiety, where the mind often thinks negative and stressful 

thoughts. Known medically as thanatophobia, this fear can manifest in physical symptoms 

and conditions related to the actual prognosis. This visual form acts as a conduit for particular 

memories and experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 29. Brian Sanstrom Waiting for the Present (details) 2014 
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5.3.3  Leavings 

 
When viewed as a whole, the third work, Leavings (fig. 30), is like the façade of a tomb, or 

headstone-like form. The individual components relate to medical procedures, bodily 

functions and the degenerative process of life. The components become communicative 

devices of trauma and mortality. 

 
 

 

. 

Figure 30. Brian Sanstrom Leavings 2014, Pine, glass, porcelain. 

 
210 x 120 x 40 cm. 

 
 

 
Upon entering palliative care hospitals such as St Vincent’s, a patient must surrender a 

certain amount of dignity. The procedures surrounding normal bodily functions be 
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administered and supported by strangers. Most patients suffer feelings of helplessness and 

vulnerability always trying to regain control. This work, made from pine timber, glass and 

porcelain pieces, was inspired by the bed as site, but transformed into a coffin- like form. Here 

presence loss and absence linger with corporeality. 

 
 

 

5.3.4  Incision/Closure 

 
The fourth work, Incision/Closure (fig. 31), constructed from pine, steel and plaster, is a tall 

timber wall-like form intersected in the middle by a large half sphere. The wall was made up 

of multi-angled timbers in uniform lines of criss-cross patterns, horizontal and vertical 

connecting at multiple points. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 31. Brian Sanstrom Incision/Closure 2014, Pine, steel, plaster. 

 
270 x 240 x 200 cm. 

 
 

 
This rigid and strong form is representative of the multiple levels of institutional complexities 

and procedures within the hospital framework. Referencing Kübler-Ross’s emotional stage of 

bargaining, this timber structure represents the institution or hospital. The multiple lines and 
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levels acknowledge the procedural roles of hospital staff. The large half-shaped sphere 

supported by the frame protrudes out into the space, at odds and angles to the frame. 

It represents the human element, a circle of life cut short and in need of support from the 

hospital. Approximately seventy-eight percent of annual deaths in Western societies stem 

from causes that allow the survivors and those who are dying some measure of anticipation 

and preparation for death. 

 
 

 

5.3.5  Residuum 

 
The fifth work, Residuum (fig. 32), is a collection of 90 cm tall steel letters. Once the original 

letters that spelt out Mount Olivet Hospital on the exterior wall of the hospital, now renamed 

St Vincent’s, this work is presented as a jumble of letters that, in Foucaultian terms, 

references the medical institution as a site of control, and authority. It can also be a place of 

death, grief and loss. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 32. Brian Sanstrom Residuum 2014, Found objects, gauze bandage, tar, stains. 

 
Variable dimensions. 
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The letters were rescued from a waste bin and are presented in no particular order. There 

letters form an ambiguous, unreadable text depending of the position of viewing. The original 

steel letters are now wrapped in layers of plaster gauze bandages and stained with a 

combination of wax and bitumen to present an aged patina. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 33. Brian Sanstrom Residuum (detail) 2014 

 
 

 
Text in the didactic alludes to the origin of the forms and hints at the effort required and the 

ability of the institution as like the individual to reinvent themselves after a forgetful event. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 
This research was framed around the question How can sculptural assemblage and 

installation trigger an empathic engagement with human emotions of grief and the experience 

of death and loss? This question has been answered in a number of ways. The first and most 

considered is the body of work produced during my candidature. Complementary to my 

practice is this exegesis. 

The new knowledge discovered through my practice led research has afforded me new ways 

to consider death; in particular, the human emotions understood as grief and its subtext of 

loss. My practice-led research has also allowed for both the spatial and the corporeal to be 

investigated through interactivity, visitor response, spatial recognition, sculptural affect and 

installation. 

My early childhood experience of witnessing the road death of a stranger created, unbeknown 

to me at that time, a point of transference an embodiment of loss symbolised through 

scattered fish and chips across a road. 

The opportunity to evaluate the impact of my works presented itself in a variety of ways. 

First and foremost the exhibition in February 2014 at the Webb centre Gallery entitled “When 

gravity eludes me.” This exhibition was an in progress response to my St Vincent’s 

residency, and as such had a predominately Staff and friends attendance from the hospital. It 

should be stated that the prolonged and contractual agreement to begin the inaugural 

Queensland College of Art and St Vincent’s Palliative Care Hospital, defined the terms 

regarding anonymity and privacy. After eighteen months of negotiation between board 

members, heads of departments and senior officials, as well as Griffith University’s Legal 

and Contractual Department it was agreed the identity and or personal conversations, 

recordings or notes would not be made available or used in the resulting thesis. From an artist 

point of view this made the process difficult, frustrating and required a very different form of 

documenting interviews with participants. 

The process started with an informal interview/conversation, away from the Hospital 

grounds. Notes were taken with no reference to the name, sex, age, nationality or religious 

belief. Questions pertained more to the personal experience of working within the 

individual’s role in a palliative care hospital. Their ability to deal with constant loss and grief 

in a workplace and the impact of connection with patients and their own personal life. 
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It was the answers to these simple questions that was noted and became the basis for myself 

as an artist to see the emotional, spiritual and physical affect loss can have on individuals. 

From this exhibition at the Webb Centre Gallery, knowing the legal restrictions in place, I 

was still able to communicate with the viewers in private verbal discussions during and after 

the exhibition was over. In fact I became somewhat of a “sounding board” for many viewers 

about their own experience of loss and grief. 

Further to this viewers that had experienced this exhibition on the opening night at Webb 

spoke to me of identifying whole works that related directly to their own experience. Viewers 

spoke of ambiguity and multiple readings of the works, the contrast of imposing size and 

sensitivity within the individual assemblages. Others spoke about small details or words 

within the text that immediately evoked memories from their past grief. During the opening 

night several viewers were drawn to tears, not from the artworks and objects per se but from 

the pain within themselves that emerged. They spoke of how the works seemed familiar at 

first but demanded further enquiry to determine their possible meanings, which were varied 

depending on the emotional response to the forms, often as a result of the viewers past 

experience. 

Over the course of my candidature many occasions arose where individuals, knowing my 

thesis on loss and grief, would approach me to discuss my work, usually in a social relaxed 

setting where the discussion would inevitably lead to their own personal experience. The 

recollections could be profound, intimate, highly emotional and traumatic memories of what 

the individual had lost. Women, men both young and old would offer their personal stories. 

Their stories varied from childhood losses of a parent, parental loss of a child, violent crimes, 

unresolved relationships, loss of a pet, and the “what if” question. “What if I had done this?” 

“What if I had not  ...” “What if only...” 

I made a conscious decision to not identify individuals mainly because I felt that the 

information offered from these people would not have been forthcoming if they were to know 

these emotional tales would be published. Through this candidature I became a listener and 

receiver of some very personal and intimate stories about the many varied forms of loss 

encountered by individuals. This experience from my own artistic view created an empathic 

engagement and connection from individuals I may not have come into contact with had it 

not been for my own research into loss and grief. 
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My research question has spirited me on to consider how the abstraction of death could be 

contained and even materialised in part through wood, steel, glass and light. While the 

physicality of these materials, configured as sculptural installations is ever present, the forms 

and spaces I’ve created hopefully evoke or are conducive to considering the human emotions 

around death, grief and loss. 

 
 
 

Brian Sanstrom. 
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APPENDIX 

 
Events, exhibitions and conferences developed and attended during the candidature – 

March 2011–July 2015 

 Candidature begins March 2011 

 Delegate Presenter, 9th International Conference on New Directions in the Humanities, 

Universidad de Granada, Spain. June 2011. 

 Paper, “The Interrelation Dynamics of Grief”, published Common Ground Publishing. 

November 2011. 

 Solo Exhibition Intersections, POP Gallery, Woolloongabba, Brisbane, December 2011. 

 Exhibition Shared Space, Webb Gallery Brisbane, April 2012. 

 Artist in Residence Newington Armory New South Wales. July 2012. 

 Rookwood Cemetery, Sydney New South Wales, Hidden Exhibition, September 2012. 

 Exhibition Shared Space 2.0 Off the Kerb Gallery, Melbourne, November 2012. 

 Exhibition Down the Rabbit Hole, QCA Gallery Brisbane & USQ Gallery Toowoomba, 

August 2013. 

 Artist in Residence, St Vincent’s Palliative Care Hospital, Brisbane, November 2013. 

 Exhibition When Gravity Eludes Me, Webb Gallery, Brisbane, May 2014. 

 Photo Essay, Eluding Gravity, Spoonful magazine issue 2, Arts Health Institute. 

 Presenter, “The Art of Good Health and Wellbeing Conference”, National Gallery of 

Victoria, October 2014. 

 Presenter, Arts Health Institute National Conference, Sydney, November 2014. 

 Exhibition All Fade Away: Death, Grief and Loss. Brisbane Powerhouse, July 2015. 
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