
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drawing the Artesian: Extracting Methods to Visualise Unseen 

Landscapes 

 

Judith Roberts 

Bachelor of Fine Arts with Honours (First class) 

 

 

Queensland College of Art 

Fine Art 

 

 

Submitted in fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of 

Doctor of Visual Art 

June 2015 

 

 

 



ABSTRACT 

 

Groundwater basins are vast subterranean reservoirs of water whose complexity is not yet 

fully understood by scientists. These ancient aquifers resist simple imaging and, through their 

enormity, depth and systemic complexity, present challenges to scientists and artists alike. 

My research practice has sought to deploy various drawing strategies and print processes to 

uncover something of the land/water interactive systems that we cannot visibly experience.  

A deeper personal understanding of the fragile history and geography of Western Queensland 

has been revealed through the physical act of mark making on site at these watersheds. 

Through the construction of my immersive drawing investigations, the earth, rocks, water and 

the surrounding physical environments have influenced my ways of seeing, reacting and 

perceiving and, in the process, enabled a new response to land. 
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Key Definitions1 

Aquifer 

Rock or sediment in formation, group of formations or part of a formation, that is saturated 
and sufficiently permeable to transmit quantities of water to wells and springs. 

Aquifer connectivity 

The degree to which groundwater can transfer between two adjacent aquifers or to the 
surface. 

Aquifer discharge 

Water leaving an aquifer. 

Aquifer recharge 

The amount of water replenishing an aquifer over a given time period. 

Aquitard 

A saturated geological unit that is less permeable than an aquifer and incapable of 
transmitting useful quantities of water. Aquitards often form a confining layer over an 
artesian aquifer. 

Artesian 

Pertaining to a confined aquifer in which the groundwater is under positive pressure (i.e., a 
bore screened into the aquifer will have its water level above ground). 

Bore/borehole 

A narrow, artificially constructed hole or cavity used to intercept, collect or store water 
from an aquifer, or to passively observe or collect groundwater information. Also known as 
a borehole, well or piezometer.  

Drawdown 

The reduction in groundwater pressure caused by extraction of groundwater from a 
confined formation, or the lowering of the water table in an unconfined aquifer. 

Immersion   
‘Immersion’ describes ‘being’ in an environment; i.e., being conscious of one’s body in a 
particular place and the conscious/unconscious experiences that are felt through this 
involvement. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari2 cite artist Paul Cézanne who no longer 
‘saw’ the wheat field or object in front of him when he painted. Rather, he lost himself 
without realising landmarks or distinctive features and points. Through immersion, familiar 
perspectives are dispersed and forms and contours emerge into one another. There are no 
points of reference, whether it is in the landscape itself or the marks translated on the paper. 
 
Indexical   
Indexical is a form of sign that Charles Peirce formally identified in the nineteenth century. 
The indexical sign correlates with a sensory feature that is directly visible, audible, or can 
                                                 
1 Public Affairs  Department of the Environment, "Ecological and Hydrogeological Survey of the 
Great Artesian Basin springs - Springsure, Eulo, Bourke and Bogan River supergroups" (Canberra: 
Department of the Environment, Public Affairs 2014), vi–ivx. 
2 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (London: 
Continuum, 2004), 544. 
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be smelt/felt, and is relevant to a situation or context. Further meaning to the sign is created 
when the works are juxtaposed and installed together in the gallery space, often creating an 
analogy or metaphor, but it always carries an index to that specific site. 
 
Phenomenology  
Maurice Merleau-Ponty coined the term ‘phenomenology’, which examines the role of 
attention in relation to the body in the world. The definition is two-fold as it addresses the 
meaning of the experience of our own conscious world through the body and those objects, 
events, and flow of time that make up the experience, as well as the actual significance and 
contribution of these phenomena. 
 
Qualitative  
As opposed to measurable, quantitative research, qualitative research is exploratory and 
acknowledges the subjectivity of the researcher. Qualitative research includes a diverse 
range of methodologies and an inextricable combination of theory and practice. In this 
thesis, the quantitative research includes re-interpreting and re-contextualising my 
experiences with the Great Artesian Basin through my art studio practice, which in turn 
allows for methods of experimentation and discovery. My research methodology aims to 
understand the specific and often peculiar phenomena that underpins my practice “within 
the context of the cultural environment”.3  
 

Saturated zone 

That part of Earth's crust beneath the regional water table in which all voids, large and 
small, are filled with water under pressure greater than atmospheric. 

 

                                                 
3 Robyn Stewart, "Practice vs Praxis: Constructing Models for Practitioner-Based Research," in 
ACUADS Australian Council of University Art and Design Schools, ed. Nigel Krauth and Tess Brady 
(Adelaide: The University of Southern Queensland, 2001). 
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Introduction 

Groundwater basins are among the last unknown landscapes on earth. The vastness of these 

hidden waters is yet to be fully realised, and these ancient structures can be used to unfold a 

new set of challenges in drawing. My studio research examines new ways to engage with, 

perceive, and imagine this critical resource with reference to the geography and land 

management practices of the region. The purpose of my research is to experiment with 

strategies of drawing to reveal something of the hidden interrelationships of land/water 

systems in Australia that we cannot visibly experience. Specifically, I want to know how 

investigative drawing can make visible the interconnected activities of human, water and land 

systems within the Great Artesian Basin. 

 

Writing for the ‘Taking in Water’ special issue of Artlink in 2001, Stephanie Radok stated 

that after Mabo and the dispelling of the myth of terra nullius, a space had been given to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the past and current occupation of Australia.1 She 

proposed that: “Art that concerns itself with some manifestation of water demonstrates what 

can be considered a new phase in Australian art about the land.”2 Throughout the research, I 

have immersed myself literally and metaphysically in the waters of the rivers and creeks, and 

on sites that human intervention has dramatically changed, particularly that of the pastoral 

industry in inland western Queensland. In Western land management, agricultural and 

pastoral practices, groundwater has always been perceived differently to surface water. 

Because it is not visible in its source, it appears infinite and unmetered and adds to the myths 

of a seemingly paradoxical country.3 When drawing in these watersheds, I imagine the 

connections to the groundwater and traverse my way down the bed of these unpredictable 

water systems.  

 

My research is focused specifically on the watersheds of the Maranoa Nebine regions. 

Aiming to understand the way that humans interact with the earth's land and water, I examine 

the often contradictory traces we leave on the land. Through time spent at these sites, I have 

                                                 
1 Stephanie Radok, "A Water or a Light," Artlink 21, no. 1 (2001), 47. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Michael Cathcart, The Water Dreamers: The Remarkable History of Our Dry Continent (Melbourne: 
Text Publishing Company, 2009). 
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sought out these traces and interpreted them through visceral interpretations of drawing and 

print mediums. The investigative practice can make these interventions visible through 

building schematic and complex models of experience. I will argue that drawing methods are 

able to contribute to the understanding and imagery of phenomena that can be difficult to 

realise due to the 'invisible' nature of the Great Artesian Basin. The qualitative research is 

based upon my extensive recent site visits and intimate experience of these areas. 

 

I lived on a pastoral property in the Great Artesian Basin area on the Murray Darling Basin 

for over twenty years. Varying weather and environmental events determined management 

decisions on a daily basis. One’s water supply is in direct view, and seeing it guides 

household and farm activity. My children grew up swimming and playing on various 

watercourses and these areas have become places marked by celebrations, solace, survival 

and death. On several occasions, I witnessed a body of water coming down its dry bed, 

keeping up with its pace on the edges of the bank. These moments are sublime in bringing the 

body into a larger spatial conception. Water is ubiquitous. We cannot be separated from 

water, as we are liquid selves, part of a closed temporal system of which the largest element.  

 

Roni Horn points out that we never see water alone;4 it is always contained in a river, creek, 

basin or glass. 

Something so intimate and familiar constantly presents itself as unfamiliar...Water is 
very elusive, it's more a state of perpetual relation, it offers a complexity that defines 
identity as a much more open-ended thing.5  

 

An element of the research is the scientific study required to understand the workings of the 

Basin. This was imperative not only to comprehend the flux and changes of the Basin and 

watersheds, but also to realise where my research could find greater significance. It was also 

important to realise how an arts practice can contribute to the holistic knowledge of these 

places. Through the act of drawing on various sites, I have wondered how much of the 

surrounding topography and environment imposes itself upon the physical conditions of the 

human body, which in turn affects and conditions our ways of seeing, reacting, and 

perceiving. Temperatures can be extreme in these environments, and travelling to remote 

                                                 
4 B. Huseman, ed. Roni Horn (New York and London: Whitney Museum of American art; Tate 
Modern 2009), 165. 
5 Ibid. 
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locations can be arduous, especially when alone. Navigating terrain such as steep riverbanks 

and keeping alert to other hazards also determines certain factors. I question how this relates 

to the way I work in situ and in the studio, and then wonder if this transfers visually to reveal 

other sources of knowledge.  

 

Historically, intuition has formed a critical knowledge of our drive to navigate lands. 

Paradoxically, it could be the unawareness or dismissal of this visceral knowledge that has 

undermined the potential of the human body as a vessel to make connections to the world.6 In 

Phenomenology of Perception (originally published in 1945), Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

defends the nature of our bodily involvement with the world and how vision and body unite 

in perceiving our actual experiences.7 Phenomenology emphasises how the body integrates 

with the world through the familiarity of our senses, and through realising our lived 

experience. As Merleau-Ponty writes: “Phenomenology seeks to illuminate our living 

experiences in the natural world with other people and other living creatures.”8 

 

Although the scope of my research does not include indigenous histories in depth, I will be 

citing and including references to these repositories of knowledge where appropriate. First 

Nations peoples have an ongoing presence and spiritual connection to country, and water 

sources are central to this knowledge. Early European explorers and settlers capitalised on the 

knowledge of indigenous people in terms of tracks, water locations and water signs while 

they charted and formed their own understanding of the pronounced differences of water and 

land use on the Australian continent. Although land battles were fought, these also included 

battles for water, which are still ongoing. Catriona Moore states that most Australians now 

recognise that “reconciliation and environmental sustainability are related issues”,9 and my 

research supports this broader understanding. 

 

This exegesis is divided into five chapters. I will provide a brief outline of the various 

chapters here. Chapter 1 focuses on the geographical phenomenon of the Great Artesian 

                                                 
6 Lawrence Hass, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy (Bloomington USA: Indiana University Press, 2008), 
165.  
7 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, ed. Colin Smith (New York: Routledge, 
2002). 
8 Hass, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy, 7. 
9 Catriona Moore, "Not Just a Pretty Picture: Art as Ecological Communication," in Water Wind Art 
and Debate: How Environmental Concerns Impact on Disciplinary Research, ed. Gavin Birch 
(Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2007), 345. 
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Basin and its connections to ephemeral rivers and creeks as well as my own connections to 

these areas. I investigate the spatial and political divisions across its surface and the ways in 

which humans engage, perceive and imagine this water body. This includes contemporary 

issues pertaining to the recent extraction of water from the Basin by the mining industry, the 

historical and ongoing use of groundwater by the pastoral industry, and the cultural 

significance of these water resources to indigenous peoples. This chapter also describes the 

visions of land by early explorers and artists. In the chapter, I investigate the history of the 

'outback' landscape imagery, centring on the production of images by photographers, 

explorers and the early pastoral industry. The paintings and drawings of the 1940s to 1960s 

by artists such as Sidney Nolan and Russell Drysdale replaced stories from the pastoral 

Australian landscape to reveal displaced indigenous people, environmental degradation and 

new myths to reconsider a new response to land.  

 

Chapter 2 presents research on the discourse of drawing and lithography as investigative 

tools. Through the writing of Merleau-Ponty, I discuss the possibilities of using the body as a 

measure of meaning in the experience of drawing. The action of drawing or mark making has 

been used for tens of thousands of years to perceive and trace humans’ surrounding 

environments, to make sense or make evident of what is physically there and imagine other 

geographical or historical perspectives. The human need to link, connect and find relations to 

things, even though they may be disparate, are part of the investigation. This use of analogical 

application ties together the phenomena that are visible and invisible to the human eye, a way 

to express ourselves on familiar and unfamiliar experiences. Drawing is a way of seeing these 

interconnections by use of print mediums, chance methods, and schematic drawing. The 

specific technique of frottage reveals a surface that can be interpreted physically, historically 

and culturally and I reference the frottage work of Ian Howard, Michelle Stuart and Masao 

Okabe in this chapter. 

 

I also focus on a lineage of artists who have responded to land as a metaphoric personal 

journey, including Judy Watson. The analysis will cover the site works of the 1970s’ land 

artists in America and Europe who signalled “a new revolution in art and made possible a 

new range of responses to landscape and nature”.10 All of the artists researched make work 

that is site responsive, although it may not be necessarily be of a particular location. 

                                                 
10 Ben Tufnell, Land Art (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 12. 
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An essential component of the research is the scientific study required to understand the 

workings of the Basin. In Chapter 3, I outline my investigative drawing process through 

which I use mark-making and typography. This helps provide a clearer understanding of this 

critical water resource and the relationships that exist between the land and its inhabitants, 

including the physical boundaries that define these relationships. The key elements of science 

that assisted this process are based on concepts of ecology, hydrogeology, and 

geomorphology. The investigative drawing, informed through the prism of science, is 

achieved through direct experience on site. The phenomenology of the drawing—that is, the 

experiences of the artist during the drawing processes—brought together with the science 

begin to render visible the water courses and their interconnections. During the process of 

drawing, the narrative of the groundwater systems will become clearer as the boundaries that 

define the space, physically, politically and historically are gradually understood. 

 

 

Land and boundaries play a prominent part in the narratives of groundwater. Water, in all its 

forms, has shaped, mapped, and determined locations of the colonised and indigenous land 

histories. For instance, the stock routes throughout Australia, which are a continuum of 

historical and present-day tracks/roads used by indigenous peoples, explorers, surveyors, 

pastoralists and others, link water sources. Western history is a story structured by the 

drawing of lines and the marking of borders that can be physical or conceptual and are always 

laid upon the surface of contested spaces. Rendering space as blank and vacant was a way of 

colonising the ‘bush’. Strategies used by the early explorers through to stakeholders in the 

politics of land today regard space as a commodified resource. This continuum underlies a 

large part in the graphical and conceptual mark-making in my practice. 

 

Chapter 4 frames my studio practice with the theoretical, historical and phenomenological 

approaches that embody the research project. The emphasis is on the physical, visceral 

methods I use in my immersion within the landscapes, which are recontextualised in the 

studio and gallery spaces. This methodology not only requires trust in the inherent qualities of 

the land I work in but also the graphical means of approximation that make the work allusive 

and open. 
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Chapter 1 

This chapter outlines the geographical and historical aspects of the Great Artesian Basin 

(GAB); specifically, the pastoral industry and the implications that the drilling of the artesian 

water brought with it. This information gives a background to the sites of my drawing 

practice as well as a political framework on contemporary groundwater issues. My research 

considers the visions and imagery of land/water by early explorers, settlers and artists in 

Australia as well as how myths of the abundance of water have been created and 

disseminated. 

 

1.1 The GAB  

The GAB is a complex hydro-geological system expanding across one-fifth of Australia. Its 

multiple layers of aquifers (porous) and aquitards (non-porous) carry and store water under 

the vast expanse of Australia's inland areas. For 130 years, the GAB has enabled agriculture 

to flourish across Australia, supplying communities with water for gardening, household and 

businesses that otherwise would not exist. Up until the late-twentieth century, the GAB was 

believed to be a singularly large laterally flowing system. The most recent data by the CSIRO 

(2012, figure 1) indicate that basins formed during the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods sit on 

top of older geological basins and that, in turn, newer surface drainage divisions have formed, 

such as the Murray Darling and Lake Eyre Basins.11 This uppermost aquifer produces flowing 

artesian water-bores and therefore is the most frequently exploited groundwater source in 

Queensland.12 For thousands of years, artesian springs drawing from this hidden water 

resource sustained life for indigenous peoples who still maintain sacred connections to these 

springs and waterholes.13  

 

                                                 
11 T.R. Ransley et al., "The Three-dimensional Visualisation of the Great Artesian Basin," In A Report 
to the Australian Government from the CSIRO Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Assessment, ed. 
T.R. Ransley and B.D. Smerdon (Queensland: CSIRO, 2012). 
12 R.J. Fensham and R.J. Fairfax, "Spring Wetlands of the Great Artesian Basin, Queensland, 
Australia," Wetlands Ecology and Management 11 (2003). 
13 Dean Ah Chee, "Indigenous People's Connections with Kwatye (Water) in the Great Artesian 
Water," Department of Environment and Natural resources 1995 Witjira National Park Management 
Plan (1995). 
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Figure 1 Geographic extent of the Great Artesian Basin and selected overlying surface water drainage 
divisions. Sourced from Brian Smerdon and Tim Ransley, "Water Resource Assessment for the Surat 
Region: A Report to the Australian Government from the CSIRO Great Artesian Basin Water 
Resource Assessment," CSIRO: Water for a Healthy Country Flagship (Canberra: CSIRO, 2012), 3. 
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Figure 2 Great Artesian Basin physiography. Sourced from W.D. Welsh, Gabflow: A Steady State 
Groundwater Flow Model of the Great Artesian Basin (Canberra: Bureau of Rural Sciences, 2000), 3. 

However, the workings of this ancient underground reservoir are only just beginning to be 

understood by scientists. The extent of interconnectivity to other sub-surface water reservoirs 

is yet to be fully conceptualised, but, according to the Department of Environment and 

Natural Resources, mechanisms are known to include diffuse, ephemeral river, and mountain 
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recharge.14 The Maranoa River is a recharge location for the Basin (figure 2). Intake beds are 

located where rainfall and elevation is highest, such as the Great Dividing Range. According 

to the previously cited CSIRO data (2012),15 the intake beds recharge groundwater flow 

through “aquifers formed in the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods to the natural areas of low 

elevations and at the location of springs”.16 Discharge occurs where groundwater emerges 

from the Earth, such as through springs or seepage into rivers.17 Water from the discharge 

springs in the lower inland margins of the Basin can be 800,000 years old, travelling a 

minuscule distance each year (figures 3–5).18 

 

Figure 3 Mound Springs, Wabma Kadarbu Mound Springs Conservation Park, 2011. Photo: Jude 
Roberts. 

                                                 
14 Ransley et al., " Three-dimensional Visualisation." 
15 Ibid., vi. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., 124. 
18 R.J. Fensham and R.J. Fairfax, "Great Artesian Basin Springs in Southern Queensland 1911-2000," 
Memoirs of the Queensland Museum (Brisbane2003), 
www.qm.qld.gov.au/~/media/Documents/.../n49-1-fairfax-fensham.pdf. 
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Figure 4 Tego Springs, Culgoa National Park, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 
Figure 5 Spring-fed river (Merivale) flows over paper at the confluence of the Merivale and Maranoa 
Rivers, 2013. Photo: Jenny Walker. 
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Springs and rivers have been read as miraculous phenomena by human beings in their 

struggles for survival, and ancient cultures across the world have associated them with 

spiritual power; even today, they still carry a mythological status. Previously, Western 

ideology have represented rivers and their sources as powerful, untapped wildernesses, or 

cascading flows of greatness, which invariably contribute to visionary myths of infinite 

resources and eternal abundance. Over the past century, the construction of thousands of 

bores has reduced artesian pressure, with a cataclysmic effect on the activity and ecology of 

springs.19 According to studies by R. J. Fensham and R. J. Fairfax, “two-thirds of Queensland 

springs in the discharge areas no longer flow”.20 

 

Mitchell, a town located on the Maranoa River, is one of the many western towns in 

Queensland that rely on artesian water, and is a key location to my research. Bore water is 

piped to homes at temperatures of 50 degrees Celsius, heated within the Earth’s crust; as 

such, households need a cooling tank as opposed to a hot water system. It has watered 

gardens and sustained green lawns and shrubs in the parks and roadside strips for nearly 

ninety years. Further west, in the Wallam and Nebine catchments, artesian bores have made 

possible the existence of properties and towns, especially in the ‘back blocks’ away from land 

without river frontage or substantial waterholes. 

 

Research indicates that because droughts are a subjective notion, the once soft grounds that let 

moisture into the earth to replenish springs, soaks, caches and wetlands no longer exist in 

Australia.21 Only half the water sources that the Murray-Darling catchment encompassed in 

1788 exist today, so that “Rain which broke a drought then does not now.”22 Paul Carter 

writes about Australia's absence of water, referring to the ephemeral rivers, lakes, dry deltas 

and waterholes.23 Water has defined our presence as a species and our occupation of Australia 

from the ancient past until today, yet water resource issues have never been as pertinent. 

                                                 
19 R.J Fairfax and R.J. Fensham, "In the Footsteps of J. Alfred Griffiths: A Cataclysmic History of 
Great Artesian Basin Springs in Queensland, Australia.," Australian Geographic Studies 40, no. 2 
(2002). 
20 Fensham and Fairfax, "Great Artesian Basin Springs," 2. 
21 Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines made Australia (Sydney: Allen and 
Unwin, 2011). 
22 Ibid., 107. 
23 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber & Faber Limited, 
1987). 
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1.2 Explorers and Early History of the GAB 

The various early expeditions by explorers, such as John Oxley, Charles Sturt, Burke and 

Wills, and Major Thomas Mitchell, were initiated to explore the land’s opportunity for 

development to open routes for agricultural, pastoral, and other industries.24 Explorers 

referenced water extensively in their journals, recognising the need to locate, document and 

measure water sites as well as record every rainfall and significant meteorological event.25 

Botanical indicators were observed for the presence of water, whether permanent or 

ephemeral. Related landscapes were also documented through notation, observation, 

drawings, and collecting data of the geology of the area.  

 

Early explorers were hopeful of the existence of a great river system that would drain out to a 

potential northern trade route. Sturt’s expedition in 1849 was motivated by the discovery of 

an ‘inland sea’, which is one of the earlier assumptions and myths that still pervades 

Australia.26 More than often, these explorers experienced alienation in inland Australia, 

which was evident in their journals and writings that often related to the search for water for 

survival.27 Early European surveyors, explorers, and pastoralists relied on the transfer of 

indigenous knowledge of food, water and pathways that were considered critical for the 

success of their expeditions throughout Australia. Accounts of observing and following signs 

of the first people’s footprints, or cuttings in the trees, led to water points.28 The explorers 

were unaware of any permanent groundwater supplies, let alone vast basins of artesian water. 

Nevertheless, they dug for water in dry streambeds to intercept shallow groundwater, as 

evidenced by Wills in his report from the Cooper Creek in 1860: 

We found a small shallow pond of water, in the sandy bed of the creek. This did not 
look very promising, but on digging I found that the whole bed of the creek was a 
mass of loose sand, through which the water freely permeated, and that the waterhole 
we found was only a spot where, the level of the surface of the sand being below that 
of the water, the latter oozed through.29 
 

                                                 
24 Peter Thorne, in Burke and Wills: The scientific Legacy of the Victorian Exploring Expedition, ed. 
E.B. Joyce and D.A. McCann (Victoria: CSIRO publishing, 2010). 
25 E.B. Joyce and D.A. McCann, eds., Burke and Wills: The Scientific Legacy of the Victorian 
Exploring Expedition (Collingwood, Victoria: CSIRO publishing, 2012). 
26 Cathcart, The Water Dreamers, 82–98. 
27 Joyce and McCann, Burke and Wills. 
28 P.G. Spooner, M. Firman, Yalmanbirra, "Origins of Travelling Stock Routes: Connections to 
Indigenous Traditional Pathways," The Rangeland Journal, CSIRO Publishing 32, no. 3 (2010): 329–
39. 
29 Joyce and McCann, Burke and Wills, 209. 
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In his journal, Sir Thomas Mitchell extensively documents exchanges of navigation and other 

information, although there was little understanding of the complexities of indigenous 

navigational skills or their connections to country.30 The following extract is from his fourth 

expedition in 1846 while exploring the Maranoa River and its tributaries: 

The old native at Tagàndo, had pointed much to the northwest, frequently repeating the 
word ‘Maran’; whether that was, or what was, the name of this river, remained to be 
ascertained.31 

 

At one point, as they travelled the Macquarie River, Mitchell and his expedition heard from 

travellers that a flood was approaching, and decided to follow the river down to its junction 

with the Darling. Here they witnessed the phenomenon of the Darling River coming down the 

dry bed, which is typical of the Australian non-perennial river systems. It is worth citing 

Mitchell’s impressions of the sudden arrival of the floodwaters:  

 
Some hours later, and after the moon had risen, a murmuring sound like that of a 
distant waterfall, mingled with occasional cracks as of breaking timber, drew our 
attention, and I hastened to the river bank. By very slow degrees the sound grew 
louder, and at length, so audible as to draw various persons besides from the camp to 
the riverside. 
 
Still no flood appeared, although its approach was indicated by the occasional rending 
of trees with a loud noise. Such a phenomenon in a serene moonlight night was quite 
new to us all. At length the rushing sound of waters and loud cracking of timber 
announced that the flood was in the next bend. It rushed into our sight, glittering in the 
moonbeams, a moving cataract, tossing before it ancient trees, and snapping them 
against its banks. It was preceded by a point of meandering water, picking its way like 
a thing of life, through the deepest parts of the dark, dry, and shady bed of what thus 
again became a flowing river. 
 
By my party, situated as we were at that time, beating about the country, and impeded 
in our journey, solely by the almost total absence of water—suffering excessively from 
thirst and extreme heat--I am convinced the scene never can be forgotten. Here came at 
once abundance, the product of storms in the far-off mountains that overlooked our 
homes. My first impulse was to have welcomed this flood on our knees, for the scene 
was sublime in itself, while the subject—an abundance of water sent to us in a desert—
greatly heightened the effect to our eyes. Suffice it to say I had witnessed nothing of 
such interest in all my Australian travels.32 

 

                                                 
30 Spooner P, "Origins of Travelling Stock Routes:Connections to Indigenous traditional pathways." 
31 Thomas Mitchell, "Journal of an Expedition in the Interior of Tropical Australia in Search of a 
Route from Sydney to the Gulf of Carpentaria," (1848), 162, 
http://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:216968/AU0037_Interior_of_Tropical_Australia.pdf. 
 
32 Ibid., 58.  
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I have included this transcript, since I have had a similar flood experience on the Maranoa 

River as well as the Wallam Creek, although not as fierce. After Mitchell’s ‘discovery’ of 

good pastoral country, settlers travelled out to the Maranoa and Warrego areas. Mary 

McManus and her family were the first settlers to travel out to the Maranoa Regions and settle 

on Mt. Abundance station in the mid-1800s. Her memoirs record her perspective of the early 

pastoralists’ lives in these areas. The following is a story she records about the Manandilla 

spring and a conversation between an Indigenous man of the area and her brother:  

 
There is a wonderful spring on Manandilla, of running water, which issues constantly 
from a rock into a basin in a deep gorge or gully, the water being beautifully clear and 
cool. This spring has never been known to be dry either by the blacks or by any 
Europeans. … A very old blackfellow once told my brother that when he was young 
there was a very long drought, and when all the other creeks and rivers were dried up 
the natives all made for the Manandilla spring, where they remained till all the game 
was killed and eaten, …. The same old blackfellow also assured my brother that such a 
drought will occur again and destroy every living creature. Truly, not a very promising 
outlook for the present inhabitants of the Maranoa.33 

 

This story recounts the constant extreme conditions of the Australian inland areas. 

 

1.3 Treasures Deeper Down 

In the late-nineteenth century, surveyors travelled regions in Queensland to determine sites 

for bores and tanks for the stock routes and public roads (figures 6, 7). Bore drains were 

carefully planned to distribute gravity feed water for long distances in flat country.34 The first 

sub-artesian (non-flowing) water obtained by boring in Queensland was by the state 

government near Cunnamulla on the Cudnappa Creek in 1882.35 

 

                                                 
33 Mary A. McManus, Reminiscences of the Early Settlement of the Maranoa District 1903 (A Project 
Gutenberg of Australia eBook, 2013), http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks13/1300171h.html. 
34  Bill Kitson and Judith McKay, Surveying Queensland 1839-1945: A Pictorial History (Brisbane: 
Queensland Department Natural Resources and Water Qld Museum, 2006). 
35 ‘Artesian’ describes the condition of the water pressure. When groundwater relies on a pump to 
reach the surface, the bore is called a sub-artesian bore; when it flows freely to the surface after it has 
been drilled, it is an artesian bore. 
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Figure 6 Tom Clappison(left) on an artesian bore drain survey, 1920s. Sourced from Bill Kitson and 
Judith McKay, Surveying Queensland 1839–1945: A Pictorial History (Brisbane: Qld Department 
Natural Resources and Water, 2006), 106. 

 

 
Figure 7 Water bore at Charlotte Plains Station, 1891. Sourced from John Oxley Library, State 
Library of Queensland. 

Subsequently, more bores were drilled and great excitement grew as the ‘inexhaustible’ 

supply of artesian waters gave hope to arid regions of Australia. People travelled hundreds of 

miles to witness this phenomenon as it caught the popular imagination and gave hope of “an 
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assured future”.36 Never before had the inland water systems been such a preoccupation of 

artists, writers and photographers and it is no wonder, as communities and farmers had 

suffered years of recurrent droughts with financial losses and social hardships. 

 

Early European settlers to the continent dreamed and imagined of an interior of unknown 

abundance, an inland sea or river of opportunity. Those living in Western Queensland had 

already experienced overwhelming hardship from coming to terms with differences of a new 

land especially the debilitating effects of drought. They created inland rivers from an inland 

sea, albeit a sea that was underground. The bores were a way to release their dreams of future 

possibilities. Bill Kitson records a Queensland newspaper article from August 1897 that read, 

“We have played sad havoc with nature. We laugh at droughts.”37 

 

This sense of awe is apparent in photographs held in the John Oxley Library in Brisbane and 

Sydney Powerhouse where families are seen formally dressed in front of the outpour of water. 

Standing proudly with grandparents, children, and drillers, they stood against a backdrop 

showing the bore drains winding their way behind to the horizon, toward the future. It would 

have been a glorious sight for those living in semi-arid and desert landscapes “knowing” that 

their futures on the land were “forever” secured with water (figures 8–15). 

                                                 
36 J.M. Powell, "Western Baptisms: The Development of Artesian Supplies," in Plains of Promise 
Rivers of Destiny: Water Management and the Development of Queensland 1824–1990 (Bowen Hills 
Brisbane: Boolarong Publications, 1991), 69. 
37 Kitson and McKay, Surveying Queensland 1839-1945,107. 



 17

 
Figure 8 Early Artesian Bores, Noorama 1. Sourced J.M. Powell, "Western Baptisms: The 
Development of Artesian Supplies," In Plains of Promise Rivers of Destiny: Water Management and 
the Development of Queensland 1824–1990 (Bowen Hills Brisbane: Boolarong Publications, 1991), 
65–78. 
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Figure 9 Family Group Pose with an Artesian Bore. Photo: John Oxley Library, State Library of 
Queensland. 

  
Figure 10 Kerry & Co. Kuse's Bore, Charleville, 1895. Photo: Sydney Powerhouse. 
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Figure 11 Artesian Bore ca. 1894. Source: Photo John Oxley Library 2003 Ref. APU-56 Artesian 
bores of Queensland, State Library of Queensland.  

  

Figure 12 Corio Bore on Weelamurra Station in the Cunnamulla District, 1902. Photo John Oxley 
Library, Collection Reference 5842 George Balsillie Photographs, State Library of Queensland. 
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Figure 13 Charleville Town Bore, 1902–1904. Photo: John Oxley Library,Collection Reference:5842 
George Balsillie, State Library of Queensland. 

 

Figure 14 Artesian Bore at Charleville, ca.1906. Photo: John Oxley Library Collection,  State Library 
of Queensland. 

 



 21

 

Figure 15 Artesian Bore in the Cunnamulla District, Queensland, ca. 1925. Photo: John Oxley Library 
Collection, State Library of Queensland. 

 

Owen Powell describes the fountains of water spurting from a bore head in Charleville in 

1889 that reached heights of over 36 metres,38 throwing up pieces of an ancient landscape of  

fossilised rocks and ferns (figure 13).39 Other accounts of tremendous water pressure show 

that even if the engineers wanted to block the outflow of water, it would have been almost 

impossible. Bores began to service towns, and country was ‘opened up’ in unwatered 

backcountry. In the late nineteenth-century, Boatman Station (60 km west of our previous 

property) had a daily yield of 19 million litres, filling 11 dams and running 80 km of 

watercourses.40 The property could increase its carrying capacity by 100,000 sheep after the 

water was drilled.41 

 

Artesian bores became the vital artery of the inland economy. Michael Cathcart describes it as 

the beginning of the symbolism of a conquered inland country by men of vision.42 In addition, 

Paul Carter states that the advancement of pastoral and mining development has always relied 
                                                 
38 Owen Powell, "Song of the Artesian Water: Aridity, Drought and Disputation 
along Queensland’s Pastoral Frontier in Australia," The Rangeland Journal 34, no. 3 (2012): 305–317. 
39 Owen Powell, "Great Artesian Basin: Water from Deeper Down" Queensland Historical Atlas 
(February 2011). 
40 Powell, "Western Baptisms," 69. 
41 Ibid., 61. 
42 Cathcart, The Water Dreamers. 
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on “a picturesque veil over reality”.43 This was evident in forthcoming water policies, acts 

and bills. 

Michael Cathcart’s The Water Dreamers (2009) is referenced by Owen Powell (cited in 

Powell 2012) to explain the succession of misleading information exaggerating the abundance 

of resources in Australia: 

As the last geographical frontiers of Australian land exploration closed, speculation 
over the GAB opened another. Like the land explorers, men of science were mobilised 
in the pursuit of knowledge, attempting to fill a new cartographic ‘blank’ though this 
time below the surface. In doing so, however, they followed a pattern of projecting 
visions of abundance based on ‘rational’ assumptions that failed to comprehend the 
extent of Australia’s aridity.44 
 

The folk literature written by A.B ‘Banjo’ Paterson, Song of the Artesian Water (1896)45 was 

written in a time of great social and economic upheaval in the history of the Australian 

pastoral industry. Powell states that the poem encapsulates an era that celebrated the notion of 

progress as the tapping of the bore water appeared to be a way of unlocking the “wealth of 

Australia’s arid frontiers”:46 

And it’s down, deeper down 
Oh, it comes from deeper down:  
It is flowing, ever flowing, in a free, unstinted measure  
From the silent hidden places where the old earth hides her treasure  
Where the old earth hides her treasures deeper down.47 

 

As Paterson evokes in his poem, groundwater has always been perceived differently than 

surface waters; because it is not visible, it appears infinite and unmetered.48 In 1896, Henry 

Chamberlain Russell, Sydney’s government astronomer, talked of the “probable 

inexhaustible” groundwater as an irrigation method of topping up the volumes of the Darling 

River.49 Five years later, hydrologist G. W. Cox estimated that water pressure from the 

Artesian Basin would fill the dry rivers and creeks in the interior, and perhaps even a portion 

of this may reach the sea. Cox believed that, with increased evaporation from the water, the 

climate would become more favorable for precipitation. Various theories led to a belief in an 

absolute renewable source against what we now know as unsustainable. Following 

                                                 
43 Paul Carter, Material Thinking: The Theory and Practice of Creative Research (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Publishing, 2004), 22. 
44 Powell, "Song of the Artesian Water." 308 
45 Powell, "Song of the Artesian Water." 
46 Ibid. 
47 Powell, "Great Artesian Basin: Water from Deeper Down," 305. 
48 Powell, "Song of the Artesian Water." 
49 Powell, "Great Artesian Basin: Water from Deeper Down," 312. 
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diminishing water pressure, the Water Supply Bill of 1891 was brought in to overturn a 

common English law under which water would be the property of the Crown. Yet it wasn’t 

until 1910 that a state jurisdiction was made, the Rights in Water and Water Conservation and 

Utilisation Act 1910. New South Wales followed suit two years later, which also marked a 

year of interstate conferences that emphasised the need to do further research into the GAB 

and to realise its extent.50 Powell makes the comparison with political arena today in Australia 

when he writes that the “ability of skeptics to exploit uncertainty and prevent environmental 

regulation finds uncanny parallels with recent climate change debate”.51  

 

During a severe drought in the mid-1880s, government support established bores along the 

stock routes in large parts of Western Queensland.52 Between 1885 and 1901, 800 bores were 

sunk in Queensland despite evidence of reduced flows with existing bores.53 My husband’s 

family property had an artesian bore put down in 1903 at Lussvale that serviced a flow of 

water continuously in the channel drain 25 km north of the bore. This way, the sheep would 

only have a short distance to travel to an open drain and thus no one area of grass would be 

inundated with stock. Drains were cleaned twice a year by the use of a delver54 to keep the 

water running (figure 16). His family remembers that soon after the neighbours put down a 

bore in the 1940s, the water level dropped and the bore ceased running on its own. A pump 

jack was installed to extract the water, and today an electric pump is used when it is necessary 

to pump water into the troughs (figure 17). The drawdown (the reduction in artesian pressure) 

was most probably affected by a nearby bore, but the water level change would have been an 

indication of a wider extraction of groundwater.  

 

                                                 
50 Powell, "Great Artesian Basin: Water from Deeper Down," 311. 
51 Ibid., 315. 
52 Ibid., 309 
53 Emily O'Gorman, Flood Country: An Environmental History of the Murray-Darling Basin 
(Collingwood, Victoria: CSIRO Publishing, 2012), 77. 
54 A delver is a one-person plough that furrowed the base of the bore drains, and then the v- 
attachment behind would drag the earth and vegetation through to make a v shape for the water to 
move easily through the channels. This was done twice a year, earlier on with a bullock or later with a 
tractor if affordable. 
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Figure 16 Delver, Charlotte Plains, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

Figure 17 Original Pump jack from Lussvale relocated north of Mitchell, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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1.4 Recent Political Events of the GAB 

Managing groundwater resources is a worldwide challenge and has proved politically 

contentious for scientists and governments. The Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative 

is a partnership between governments and landholders “to accelerate work to repair 

uncontrolled artesian bores and replace open earthen bore drains with piped water reticulation 

systems”.55 Since the beginning of this project, water pressure has improved but the system 

remains under immense constraints because many free-flowing bores remain and there are 

new demands, with mining and other industries extracting the water.  

My first recollection of freely flowing bore drains was the sight of water awash the road on 

the Bindebango plain, south of our property, in the late 1970s. At the time, I didn’t understand 

the concept of running bores, not having grown up in the area. The overflow of drains had 

become a shallow lake on an arid, treeless plain. This vision is still imprinted in my memory. 

Over thirty years later, in 2005, I recall the running bore drains in nearby Thrushton National 

Park. A visit to the park in 2014 revealed where pipes have been capped, making these drains 

obsolete. In his memoirs, Jim Gasteen recalls the bore at Thrushton being sunk in 1921.56 The 

flow pressure was over 4 million litres (1.169 million gallons) a day, and the bore drains 

totalled 110km (70 miles) in distance.57 Of the 5,000 free flowing bores drilled since the early 

century, at least half have ceased flowing due to reduced pressure. Gasteen also writes about 

the first soaks of water when his family grew melons in the drains. The produce was prolific 

but was never repeated again as the infertile acid soils were compacted by the bore water. The 

bore drains have continued to contribute to land degradation with problems of salinity, soil 

structure, infestation of woody weeds and feral animal dispersion.58  

 

As part of my research, in July 2014, I stayed on a property near Cunnamulla, the areas of 

which had turned off the running bore tap the day before I arrived after 100 years of 

continuous flowing drains (figure 18). The drains were still almost full of water. It was a 

remarkable point of time to be witnessing. Over the century, ecosystems have formed along 

                                                 
55 Australian Government, "Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative," ed. Environment 
Department of the Sustainability, Water, Population and Communities (Canberra: Australian 
Government, 2011). 
56 Jim Gasteen, Under the Mulga (Brisbane: University of Queensland press, 2005). 
57 Ibid., 16. 
58 R. Cox, A.Barron, and editors, "The Great Artesian Basin Resource Study," (1998). 
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these human-made channels where animals drink and rest. Wetlands are known to have 

formed, and some species of fish and vegetation that are endemic to the springs have been 

discovered. During my stay, I saw much bird and wildlife activity with many small fish 

swimming in the heated sections of the channels close to the bore head. Understandably, there 

is some ambivalence toward the rehabilitation (capping) of bores, but property owners see 

long- and short-term financial and environmental benefits. The bore drains have been a linear, 

managed water network that has been redeveloped into a point system of tanks, polypipe and 

troughs. Now the only visible water is within these vessels (figure 19). 

 

Groundwater concerns in the twenty-first century are worldwide, and, according to 

hydrogeologist Dr Richard Evans, the challenge in Australia is predominantly due to its arid 

climate combined with abundant natural resources.59 Despite being one of Australia’s largest 

geological features, groundwater’s social and economic history has been largely overlooked. 

In 2008, the CSIRO published The Ten Commitments: Reshaping the Lucky Country’s 

Environment60 where groundwater is suggested to be integrated into a single surface/ground 

water management system, as both water bodies are now known to be interconnected. 

According to Michael Jamieson from the Office of Groundwater Impact Assessment, the 

coal-seam gas industry (CSG) in Australia is placing further pressure on the Basin.61  

 

The fact that we cannot clearly see the implications of the groundwater makes it easier for 

governments to stress the importance of employment and trade relations over environmental 

damage. We know that stream flow may have dropped by half in the past century, but 

measuring groundwater is more difficult.62 A report by the NSW Great Artesian Basin 

Authority (2014) reviews the question of the Basin’s capacity to withstand the extraction of 

water for CSG. It proposes that declining pressure of water is jeopardising its drive to push 

the water to the surface. In conclusion, we can never be certain about the underground world 

                                                 
59 Dr Richard Evans, "Message from the IAH Australia President" (paper presented at the Solving the 
Groundwater Challenges of the 21st Century, Perth, 15–19 September 2013). 
60 Peter Cullen, "Water," in Ten Committments Reshaping the Lucky Country's Environment, ed. 
David Lindenmayer (Collingwood Victoria: CSIRO Publishing, 2008). 
61 Michael Jamieson, Linda Foster, and Sanjeev Pandey, "A Monitoring Network for Improving 
Groundwater Management in the Area of Coal Seam Gas Development in the Surat and Southern 
Bowen Basins in Queensland," in Solving the Groundwater Challenges of the 21st Century, ed. 
International Association of Hydrogeologists (Perth: IAH, 2013). 
62 Cullen, "Water." 
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of groundwater, so scientists are only describing probabilities of potential consequences. This 

means that the uncertainty can be exploited by skeptics. Analysing phenomena that are not 

easily visible is also a challenge to scientists who rely on data and technologies to formulate a 

picture of these landforms. At the 2013 conference for the International Association of 

Hydrogeologists, Professor Craig Simmons stated that groundwater needs a voice to make it 

visible and relevant to broader society. He is aware of the perceptions of groundwater even 

within the hydrogeologist community. There is a perceived lack of urgency in contrast to 

rivers in which floods and droughts are visibly seen and reported. Simmons believes that there 

never has been a greater opportunity for education, reforms and research to make a difference 

in the long-term management and sustainability of groundwater reserves worldwide.63 In 

Drawing Water (2014),64 artist and writer Tania Kovats remarks that the last two remote 

landscapes are the deep oceans and space. The groundwater basins of the world could also be 

added to this list. Perhaps they will be the last to be fully realised by scientists, as their porous 

and impermeable structures are impassable by the human body. 

                                                 
63 Craig T. Simmons, "The Groundwater Grand Challenge," in Solving the Groundwater Challenges of 
the 21st Century, ed. IHA (Perth, W.A: International Conference Hydrologists, 2013). 
64 Kovats, Drawing Water: Drawing as a Mechanism for Exploration. 
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Figure 18 Bore drain stopped flowing after taps turned off at Cunnamulla, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 19 Trough at Mungallala, Qld, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts 2014. 

1.5 Historical Visions of Land  

 

On his Expedition into the Interior of Tropical Australia in 1846, Major Mitchell saw “visions 

of what the land might soon become”.65 He passed through the Maranoa/Balonne regions, and 

recorded in his journal on 10 April 1846: 

That lagoon presented an excellent place for a cattle-station. Water could never fail, as 
the main stream was at hand, if even the lagoon dried up, which seemed not at all 
likely.66 

 

During this time, good rains had fallen. And a month later, he wrote:  

So, turning, I ascended an elevated northeastern extremity of Mount Abundance, and 
from it beheld the finest country I had ever seen in a primeval state. A champagne 
region, spotted with wood, stretching as far as human vision, or even the telescope, 

                                                 
65 Cathcart, The Water Dreamers, 119. 
66 Mitchell, "Journal of an Expedition," 122.  
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could reach. It was intersected by river lines from the North, distinguishable by 
columns of smoke. A noble mountain mass arose in the midst of that fine country, and 
was so elongated in a S. W. and N. E. direction, as to deserve the name of a range.67 

 

Carter argues that Mitchell’s reinventions of land were “a strategy for transplanting space 

into a conceivable object”,68 a way of “rendering the country habitable”.69 It was also a way 

of rendering a blank vacant space as a clean slate to work from, and a way of colonisation to 

be facilitated. The vacant silent continent had to be mapped, explored and mastered, and, 

more importantly, “civilised”.70 There are strategies used in landscape painting that are 

indexical to how the empire saw the colonised land through an “imperial gaze”.71 Simon 

Schama explains meteorological elements, such as storms and wilderness, to index the past, 

while cleared, sun-lit fields and horizons of hills declare the future, free of tensions of the 

past.72 Early settlers and explorers looked toward the future, abandoning, ignoring or 

dismissing previous events and histories, especially of those things they didn't understand. 

The perceived void was replaced by a national story of white progress, which still 

perpetuates in mainstream Australia, with bush poetry, endless gumtree landscapes, and 

recent melodramas, including Baz Luhrmann’s Australia (2007).73 

 

1.6 From Colonial to Modern Artists: Perceiving the ‘Bush’ 

The urban-based Heidelberg School artists of the late 1890s, including Tom Roberts and 

Frederick McCubbin, helped establish a dominant myth of a land of endless resources and 

the bush as a romantic space. There was no trace, history or presence of an indigenous 

history, but a vision of “the explorer, pioneer and settler” that everyone, including the 

aboriginal people, could “supposedly share”.74 The unforgiving landscape, romantic pastoral 

scene are embedded in the Australian historical subconscious. Ian Burn notes that these 

                                                 
67 Ibid., 152. 
68 Cathcart, The Water Dreamers, 119. 
69 Ibid., 120. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (United Kingdom: Fontana Press, 1996). 
72 Ibid. 
73 Moore, "Not Just a Pretty Picture: Art as Ecological Communication." 
74 Gordon Bennett, "The Manifest Toe," in The Art of Gordon Bennett, ed. Ian Mclean and Gordon 
Bennett (Roseville, NSW: Craftsman House publishers, 1996). Artist Gordon Bennett writes about his 
experiences growing up. 
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early-twentieth century artists’ depictions of landscape reflect on how the bourgeoisie saw 

themselves through a balanced detached viewpoint.75  

 

During the war years, Russell Drysdale, Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker discovered that the 

Australian landscape could be used as a metaphor for an “Australian experience”76 to 

express national traumas, isolation and displacement. Nolan realised that “already the 

Australian landscape was an imaginative construction…even in the …remote desert”. By 

going back to the past “to find myths that explained the present”,77 he re-imagined the 

paradox of the Australian landscape and its relationship with the heroic failures of explorers 

and settlers, shaping a new Australian consciousness. Drysdale questioned the complexities 

and diversities of rural Australia. He owes more to the metaphysical works of Giorgio de 

Chirico than to the plein-air Heidelberg school. Against the tide of modernity, Drysdale 

chose the rural and outback landscape as his subject to portray a desolate and oppressive 

landscape, confirming heroic struggle with the land. He was able to depict our human 

capacity for environmental degradation and the displacement of indigenous peoples. 

Drysdale also included settler women, whose monumental bodies stand defiant in the remote 

landscape.  

 

For example, in The Drover’s Wife (1945, figure 20), the woman possesses an internal 

loneliness and isolation. Whereas previously, nature was often seen as timeless and 

unchanging, Drysdale recognised the fractures in the landscape. He also discovered motifs 

for his artworks within the degraded environments that he witnessed in the drought-stricken 

areas of Western Queensland during 1944.78 These entangled forms become symbols of the 

human contribution to the apocalyptic landscapes seen in his drawings and reflect the 

alienation felt by settlers during drought and other hard times (figure 21). The geographical 
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and cultural histories of the GAB present a platform to find new motifs, symbols and marks 

to contribute to the land and water myths of this geological feature of inland Australia. 

 
Figure 20 Russell Drysdale, The Drover’s Wife, 1945, oil on canvas. Sourced from Christopher 
Heathcote, Russell Drysdale: Defining the Modern Australian Landscape (Healesville, Vic.: 
Tarrawarra Museum of Art, 2014).

Figure 21 Russell Drysdale, Study for Drought series drawing, 1945, pen and ink and 
wash, 36.8x 40.4cm. Sourced from Christopher Heathcote, Russell Drysdale: Defining the 
Modern Australian Landscape (Healesville, Vic.: Tarrawarra Museum of Art, 2014). 
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Chapter 2  

My research centres on the discourses of drawing and print processes in relation to site-

responsive art. In this chapter, I will introduce drawing as an extended process where the 

draughtsperson engages directly with both the objects and the materiality of a site through a 

complex and multilayered engagement with its location. I will be arguing about drawing’s 

unique qualities of evoking a phenomenon that is not fully known or visibly seen. This will be 

accomplished by referring to the lineage of artists who are responding to land/water and use 

methods that embrace chance such as frottage. Looking back at the ‘Land Art’ of the 1970s 

and forward to its future frames how land art is defined today. I use Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological framework to introduce my methodologies. It is an important aspect of 

approaching the activity of drawing. Instead of centring our own body within the world, the 

research explores how the world presents itself to us in perception and in conscious 

experience. 

 

2.1 Drawing the Earth 

Drawing, as an ancient human tool of understanding and exploration of phenomena, 

underwent a paradigmatic shift throughout the twentieth century. Contemporary practices 

continue to be shaped by a return to what Deanna Petherbridge describes as a “rejection of 

systematic, coherent and differentiated skill-based systems of drawing”79 as well as a 

breakdown of traditional methods. A more personalised method of drawing, which is often 

looser, seemingly unresolved, and sometimes directly revealing of a thought process have 

replaced this.  

 

Drawing is a significant device in contemporary arts as it has the capacity to make analogies 

between objects of apparently discordant characteristics. The need to link and connect the 

seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown, is a way of expressing self to relate to 

others and the natural world. Andrea Kantrowitz understands the initial reason to draw in the 
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first place as a need “to discover something new that is unanticipated”.80 The action alone 

brings a deeper understanding, empathy, and memory transfer to its subject. There are in 

excess of seventy active meanings of ‘how to draw’, some of which include to lure and draw 

in; to trace; to represent; to come closer, reveal, induce and to haul up; to extract and take 

from a source; and to bring up into a regular order.81 This is an indication that drawing doesn't 

have a determinate meaning, but encapsulates a means of transitioning from one state to 

another, an ongoing process of making and thinking. For this reason, drawing encompasses 

different, exploratory ways of graphical investigation and can communicate complexities of 

land and water issues. 

 

Drawing/mark making allows the drawer to disengage from making the aesthetical 

distinctions between good and bad, and instead look at the whole and its interrelationship to 

other elements. In this way, the work of drawing as a schema of investigatory presence offers 

visual opportunities not afforded by other mediums. Barbara Stafford states that one way of 

trying to find similarities to the elements drawn is to use analogy.82 Analogy works by 

exploring one term by means of another. In this way, there can be a transitioning of meaning 

even after the drawing is made. This in turn can connect drawn components from the 

landscape to complex issues that can otherwise be fragmented or exaggerated. It can close the 

space of an existing dichotomy so that different meanings are apparent. For example, when an 

object is drawn and placed with other disparate objects or landscapes, its meaning can take on 

a different perspective and can open a new dialogue that wasn’t visible before. Another way 

of seeing is generated, “rather than ‘the other’, thus providing immense reflective potential 

for thought and experience”.83 

 

Considering that this arts practice is one of the oldest mediums of art making, the ideas and 

execution of drawing are already intuitive of the distinctions of postmodernism. It is a 

prerogative of drawing to look less finished and sophisticated than painting and therefore 

allows a breakdown between high and low levels of art making. Philip Rawson notes that the 
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“relationships between marks, which embody the main meaning of a drawing, can only be 

read into the marks by the spectator”.84  

 

Petherbridge conceives of drawing as a continuum of abstraction. The association between 

the artist’s perception to the mark making can form abstractions.85 The way the drawer can 

abstract from observation is significant; the conceptual idea can manifest itself instead of the 

physicality of the thing being observed. Often, one needs to draw a thing or place many times 

before an abstraction of what is being drawn can take place. Observational drawing is a way 

of placing oneself in an environment and transcribing the relationships of patterns and forms 

to the perceptions of the drawer. One approach implemented by Paul Cézanne, still applied in 

contemporary drawing, is to no longer see the object while drawing or painting it. Instead, the 

drawer loses sight of landmarks or the need to identify distinctive features and points. 

Cezanne proclaimed that “painting from nature is not copying the object; it is realising one’s 

sensations”.86 

 

The genre and action of drawing can be used in response to a human need to “turn unfamiliar 

space into known place”.87 This is because drawing can be unsettling and open ended. Its 

ability to directly connect the body and thought processes of the drawer to the earth, ground, 

and surfaces enables new discoveries. The way we perceive time, says Philip Rawson, is 

analogous with the activities of drawing, allowing a continuous shift “in seeing, thinking, 

remembering, and imagining, controlling and being controlled”.88 Contemporary 

philosophers, writers, and scientists identify time as non-linear, a complex mixture of events, 

memories folding over one another, unfixed and turbulent, real and imagined and directed by 

individual perceptions existing on different levels.  
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2.2 Phenomenology in Drawing 

Through the physical act of drawing on the watersheds of Western Queensland, I have gained 

a deeper personal understanding of their fragile histories and geography. My practice has 

been informed from a response to this set of in situ experiences accumulated over time. 

Through our different experiences, people construct different sensory perceptions and each 

person then has specific emotional states to filter and reflect on this information. Merleau-

Ponty realised the significance of the body in bringing the possibility of meaning to our 

varied experiences: 

By thus remaking contact with the body and with the world, we shall rediscover 
ourself, since, perceiving as we do with our body, the body is a natural self and, as it 
were, the subject of perception.89   

 

Using a phenomenological approach, the methodologies of intuition and insight allow for an 

opening out of all the senses, as visual abilities alone have not been deemed adequate in the 

past to understand the full connections of the complexities of land and water. Perception is 

often seen as an unreliable “subjective representation” in contrast to an objective “reality”,90 

but, in contrast to a positivist approach, phenomenology, “seeks to maintain ties of meaning 

between researcher and phenomenon”.91 Peter Hay concludes that “different people are 

sensitive to different aspects of phenomenon and therefore their individual perceptions enrich 

an understanding”.92 

 

Physically, the act of drawing derives from using the senses to comprehend a more insightful 

view of their subject. I refer back to artists who epitomised this approach. While Vincent van 

Gogh placed a significant emphasis on drawing as a support to his painting, he also saw it as a 

technique to break through a wall between “what one feels and what one can do”.93 The 

action and motions of drawing reveal and create marks, textures and images to collectively 

generate new data as well as to fix a memory or sense of what is being drawn. Henri Michaux 

related to the “murking up”94 of paper to finding emerging forms—the use of accretion, 

rubbing out, scratching and deleting forms as ways of leading a drawing into another 
                                                 
89 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception (New York: Routledge, 2008), 9. 
90 Hass, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy, 36–36. 
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92 Hass, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy, 144. 
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2008), 124. 
94 Petherbridge, The Primacy of Drawing, 156. 
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direction. Tracing, tearing and layering are other ways of revealing the preceding stages and 

showing how “'the past affects the present through memory”.95  

 

In his seminal text, The Natural Way to Draw, Kimon Nicolaides wrote about teaching his 

students in the 1930s to draw; he told them to ‘see’ correctly, not just by using their eyes, but 

all their five senses.96 His methodologies of drawing continue to influence contemporary 

drawing scholarship. Nicolaides realised that all the senses played a part in the observation of 

what is being drawn and to contribute to the perceptions of our experiences. ‘Seeing’ is 

realising how something is, and how it can be linked to something else.97 Rawson states that 

our sense of time resides in a highly selective “diachronic stream of conscious images”98 and 

we see the world actively as a complex plurality of these unfolding in time. It is seemingly 

from this perception that, as humans, we felt the need to pursue our vision through drawing. 

By making models of the visual experiences before us, we were able to peel away layers and 

examine their complicated interactions, even to make models of the phenomena we cannot 

see. In this way, as artists, we have the capacity to show new ways of uniting the brain and 

body by sensory experience that can contribute to our knowledge of cognitive science.  

 

Yves Klein’s series of work Cosmogonies series (1960–62) used the indexical process of an 

immediate process of drawing without the direct hand.99 One source states that his obsession 

with “movement, change and dematerialisation”100 brought him to work with tools that 

allowed him to distance himself from the work. In his early paintings, Klein used models who 

had sponged themselves with paint and imprinted their movements on paper. He also used 

elements of fire, water, and air, executed with fire torches and other tools. These later images 

were produced from a direct process where atmospheric conditions determined the marks 

made. For Klein, describing or documenting forms or events in nature was “less important 

than the spirit and energy of the moment”.101 
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Merleau-Ponty saw these actions of bodies and transferring marks as “the representation of 

pure phenomenology… as the trace of the immediate”.102 While Klein may have stated that 

chance triumphed over the actions transferred on his works, it is well known that he had much 

control. Even in the works soaked in the mouth of the Loup River (1960), he painted the 

leaves and rushes, added blue pigment to the water and strategically placed the paper on the 

vegetation forms (figures 22–23).103 

  
 
Figure 22 Photograph of Yves Klein making his Cosmogonies series 1960, from Klein Archives. 
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Figure 23 Photograph of Yves Klein making his Cosmogonies series 1960, from Klein Archives. 

Land artist Richard Long took Paul Klee’s vision of the world as an active site of drawing. 

Long implicated that the Earth’s surface is a ground to be scarred and marked upon. The 

traces, marks, material and surfaces of a drawing occupy a space between the body and the 

environment that is capable of change by scarring, rubbing and inscribing. As in the Earth’s 

regolith and the protective layer of human epidermis, the paper's surface acts like a skin when 

drawn upon, and each intervention becomes part of the next. The cumulative process of 

making marks is rendered visible with each rubbing or drawn line. This open form of drawing 

does not seek to hide its history, but makes evident how the past actions affect the present. 

 

2.3 Chance as a Tool for Change 

The use of chance in drawing offers a way to change the way one perceives an experience, 

which consequently opens the opportunity to diverge from an original source or idea. Mark-

making in situ often incorporates aleatoricism strategies because the processes involved rely 

on unpredictable events and use of materials. These include temporal and spatial elements, 

such as the weather, different seasons, earth/sediments, and living/non-living phenomena.  

Another aspect of chance is where images are created by accessing deeper unconscious levels 

of the mind. This was a major structure of the Surrealists’ manifesto; to combat rationalist 
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ideologies, these artists aimed to unleash the automatic thoughts that were thought to oppress 

everyday life. According to George Brecht (1957), by using chance methods, these processes 

are tools to escape the “biases engrained in our personality by our culture and personal past 

history”.104 For Hans Arp, chance connected him in a primal way: 

Chance opened up perceptions to me, immediate spiritual insights. Intuition led me to 
revere the law of chance as the highest and deepest of laws, the law that rises from the 
fundamental.105 

 

One fundamental strategy that incorporates aleatoricism is frottage, a term coined by Max 

Ernst. It can be used to generate ideas or to interrogate the tabula rasa of the white page, and 

suggests an indexical trace or process. This process allows textures, forms and relief designs 

to be revealed when a sheet of paper is laid over the object and a rubbing is taken from it. The 

wrapping around of an object suggests that it is felt, that it has been in touch with the object 

that has been transferred. Wrapping an object and rubbing across its indentations and outlines 

is both physical and gestural. This method transfers the geography of the object, including its 

history and aura, onto the material surface, capturing a specific moment in the object's 

history. I have researched three artists who use this method: Ian Howard, Masao Okabe, and 

Michelle Stuart.  

 

2.4  Ian Howard, Masao Okabe, and Michelle Stuart: Methods of 
Frottage /Rubbings 

 

Ian Howard found that the technique of rubbing could be used convincingly as a vehicle for 

conveying an absolute reality (figure 24). It solidifies something from an experience that may 

otherwise be invisible to the viewer. By their sheer scale, the paper or canvas rubbings of war 

equipment—hung in a gallery—can remind the viewer of the enormity of the actual war. 

Furthermore, Howard discusses the concept of contagious energy and outlines that when an 

object has been in contact with something, it takes on its essence. Something is left from the 

contact with the object within the contemporary landscape. This method reiterates the whole 

relationship of the sculptural object and the symbolic significance of drawing on site.106 The 
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art of one’s time is about the objects or experiences that are telling us about the life of that 

item.107  

 

Masoa Okabe uses rubbings to address past atrocities (in particular, Hiroshima) and future 

crises. In his installation Is There a Future for Our Past? (2007, figure 25), impressions are 

seen as the past, the past present, and the older present. Once the transfer is made, it is 

immediately placed in the past. As Naoki Matsuyami writes, Okabe relays a message of a 

contradiction in contemporary society: 

 

One of the defining characteristics of the current times is that something like the 
'apocalypse' can be imagined easily and in various ways: global warming, destruction 
of nature, dramatic population growth to name but a few. In other words we are 
experiencing a "crisis of the future". This exhibition Is There a Future For Our Past? 
(2007) however focuses on the past and the possibility of taking this past into the 
future.108 
 

 
 
Figure 24 Ian Howard field work, Changbai Mountain, North Korea, 2013. Source: 
www.ianhoward.net.au/exhibitions-solo/borderline-art-2013.html. 
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Figure 25 Masao Okabe, Is There a Future for Our Past? 2007, Installation view, MONA 2015. 
Photo: Jude Roberts. 

In Okabe’s frottage, the traces of the land (the city of Hiroshima, in this case) and the traces 

of one’s body are shown and appear as an accumulation of time. This method is one of the  

most fundamental marks we can make as humans and each transfer is distinct from any other 

part of the earth. Okabe states: 

 

Frottage is not a new technique at all and only requires a pencil and a piece of paper 
that is placed onto the fabric of the city or the road to make an impression of the 
"expression of the present". It is a technique that allows one to obtain a vast 
imagination through sensing the irregularity of a surface with one's own hands. I 
believe it has an almost primordial character in comparison to printing or other media 
that are subject to the continuous and accelerating development of technology.109 

 

Michelle Stuart laboriously pounds pigments from specific sites into sheets or rolls of paper. 

The transferring of visual information from site to paper imbues a metaphysical aspect to the 

work as they become records of live, porous, breathing objects in the same way that time and 

weather score the earth.110 Stuart’s work is mostly of specific places, whether imagined or 
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real. The paper pieces occupy physicality, and show a rhythmic rubbing process from the 

tactile surfaces that result.  

The artist has found new ways to envisage different perspectives on landscape with her 

preoccupation of the Earth’s surfaces and geological compositions. Some of these reworked 

surfaces are like skin. Her procedure involves collecting and recollecting through drawings, 

collected materials and photographs.111 These methods are a micro-macrocosmic view of 

nature by the fragmentations of maps, rubbings and drawings. The sense of duration and 

continuity of both the land and past peoples are embedded in the processes where time, place 

and space are recontextualised. This is also apparent when Stuart uses the same roll of paper 

but relocates the work to other situations such as in Niagara Gorge Path Relocated (1975, 

figures 26, 27).112 This idea was the impetus for my own project within the One River project, 

which I will discuss in Chapter 4. The vertical installation reads differently to Western 

civilizations. In Nazca Lines Star Chart, Nazca (1981, figure 28), a central focal point, 

horizon or depth of field is disregarded. The work implies an open connection of histories in 

the way Stuart takes rubbings from the geometric constellation lines where American 

indigenous peoples carved into the terrain. From these points and lines, a grid or type of map 

is formed. 
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Figure 26 Michelle Stuart, Installing Niagara Gorge Path Relocated, 1975. Sourced Michelle Stuart, 
Sculptural Objects: Journeys in and out of the Studio (New York: Edizioni Charta, 2011), 28. 

 
 
Figure 27 Michelle Stuart, Niagara Gorge Path Relocated 1975. Sourced Michelle Stuart, Sculptural 
Objects: Journeys in and out of the Studio (New York: Edizioni Charta, 2011), 26. 
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Figure 28 Michelle Stuart Nazca Lines Star Chart 2011, Nazca, Earth from site on rag paper mounted 
on board, 427 x 305cm. Sourced Cornelia Butler and Catherine de Zegher, eds. On Line: Drawing 
through the Twentieth Century (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2011), 223. 
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Stuart re-examines her own histories and places so that “artist and viewer can imagine new 

paths for self and society.”113 This is executed by using constellation charts recalling both the 

way Indigenous and Western cultures position themselves in the universe. 114 Lucy R. 

Lippard sees Stuart’s preoccupation with travel, navigation and mapping as an attempt to 

address and reconcile the mythic relationship between the everyday and the spiritual.115 Stuart 

is reminded by the landscape she works in of how she sees her own land, so ultimately the 

works are autobiographical.116  

 

2.5 Site-Responsive Art 

First Nations peoples have used cultural arts practices in the land for thousands of years. 

Today there is an affirmation that Australia’s whole “cultural arts field”117 has developed, 

with, as Sasha Grishin explains, “a constant and continuing dialect between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous art”.118 With this in mind, the scope of land and site-specific/responsive art, 

as well as the genre of landscape, have widened with the advent of postmodernism and the 

emergence of post-colonial, feminist, eco and environmental art. Landscape has moved from 

a traditional form of pictorial representation to a more complex awareness and response to 

ethical and social practices.  

 

Site responsiveness in art occurs when the artist is directly engaged in a methodical 

investigation of the site as part of the investigative process. It can take into account 

geography, locality, topography, community and history on a local, private, or national 

aspect, and these can be considered to be open for anyone's use and interpretation.119 The 

process has a direct relationship to the site in terms of form, materials, and/or concept. Tacita 

Dean, an English visual artist, concludes that ‘place’ can only ever be personal, and not 

generalised.120 The artist has to consider the social use of the site as a continuing narrative of 
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which she is another part. The social engagement of the work is most important. One of the 

definitive meanings of place as a phenomenological treatment is something that cannot be 

measured in objective terms, but rather one that has a human component or involvement; 

otherwise it would be non-existent as a place. This continuum of place is reconsidered by 

academics and philosophers such as Grosz who offer alternate ways of rethinking time and 

change. Grosz suggests an acceptance to an ongoing changing present as a form of connecting 

to the past when she writes: 

The more clearly we understand our temporal location as beings who straddle the past 
and the future without the security of a stable and abiding present, the more mobile our 
possibilities are, and the more transformation becomes conceivable.121 

 

When presented with a view of that place in an artwork, there are universally held 

preconceptions. Ian McKeever (1996) describes drawing in the landscape thus: 

 

Drawing here is an act of making evident what it is that we see. This is picturing as 
well, but within that act of drawing is the more important act of placing ourselves in 
that landscape, that we are tracing not only the boundaries of vision, but of the self.122  
 

This is pivotal in the work of indigenous artist Judy Watson who draws on connections to her 

family home regions. Watson’s work speaks of water and earth as carriers of histories as 

much as landscapes are living organisms. The works on paper absorb fluids that become 

vessels of memory. In her work, the acts of pouring, soaking, absorbing and washing off are 

ways to experience the nuances and meanings that come from working in landscapes. 

Ultimately, her drawings look deeply into what is beneath, and the works of her 

grandmother’s country (Waanyi) speak about the subterranean basins of water as metaphors 

for memory, family and histories: 

Somehow water forces us to go deeper than familiar adversarial positions and 
contemplate what we really share-this instinct to life. Water carries a symbolic and 
subconscious power-water in effect constantly calls us to higher notions of social 
integration and connection.123 
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2.6 Land Art from the 1970s to Contemporary Land Art  

Land art has expanded into broader fields since the 1970s, but there are some aspects of this 

genre that formed a reassessment of long-established ways of thinking about land, nature and 

human intervention that are still relevant today. Robert Smithson sought to make art that 

could reveal things as they really are, to give a point of view of the physicality of the terrain, 

as opposed to a representational one. Smithson embraced the notion of entropy, anticipating 

changes within a landscape and acknowledged geologic time or fluid entropy. This is a 

contemporary notion of flux where everything is gradually breaking down. Smithson’s 

approach to keeping close to a temporal surface is still relevant, although our relationships to 

time may be changing. Time is integral in works of art where the process is emphasised and 

revealed and often cannot be comprehended through a single image. This concept of plurality 

as a graphical response to time is used to bring forth something of a continuum of experience 

from these landscapes and places.  

 

Richard Long accused the American practitioners of 1970s’ Land art of being ultimately 

destructive to the land. By taking an ephemeral engagement with the land on his walking 

journeys, he evidenced a relationship between human and nature, reflecting a European 

existence with emphasis on the complexities of time, space and experience. Lippard notes that 

Long's approach to making land art as opposed to ‘landscapes’ implies an entering into the 

land, and not a representation of it.124 But by making work absent of previous cultural 

systems, playing with a sense of “inscription and erasure”, Long has also been accused of 

transcending violent histories and treating sites as “empty”.125 Lippard also discusses how 

Land artists’ rejection of the anthropomorphic stances and the pedestal of the heroic vertical 

sculpture led artists to identify with the ground, earth, roads, journeys and the horizontal.126 

The processes of a journey as the work of art have continued in a contemporary theme with 

artists.  

 

                                                 
124 Bernd Herzogenrath, "Nature/Geophilosophy/Machinics/Ecosophy," in Deleuze/Guattari & 
Ecology, ed. Bernd Herzogenrath (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
125 Yates McKee, "Land Art in Parallax: Media, Violence, Political Ecology," ed. Kelly Baum, 
Nobodys Property: Art, Land, Space 2000-2010 (Princeton: Princeton University Art Museum, 2010), 
https://photopoliticsplace.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/nobodys-property-2ndpass-galleys-yates-
mckee.pdf, 51. 
126 Lippard, Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory, 124. 



 49

The difference in today’s land art is that our relationship between culture and nature has 

radically changed. Western societies are confronted with the issues brought about as a direct 

consequence of our own actions. Many artists are engaged in social issues and not so much as 

an intervention of the landscape itself.  

 

Bill Gilbert from the University of Albuquerque, New Mexico, designates the term 

LAND/Art, which has emerged from a project in this state.127 The name serves as a disruption 

and describes the genre of a new approach to Land art.128 Gilbert documents his own walking 

journey, which he calls ‘physiocartography’, integrating maps charting the exact route of 

specific walking routes and audio recordings of locations (figure 29). He describes these 

walking campaigns as addressing the “disjunction between the way we conceive of the land 

through abstractions such as maps and our haptic experience to the land through engagement 

with specific places”.129 Gilbert constructs a set plan for his walks but leaves no trace or a 

pictorial documentation of the actual track, but, like Long, he charts the physical geographical 

space onto the map.130 He cites nineteenth-century geologist John Wesley Powell “who also 

understood the inconsistency in the intellectual perception of the land as represented in maps 

or other rendered forms of cartography versus the actual physical appearance of being directly 

on the land”.131 Today, Land art has expanded its definition but there is an emphasis on 

keeping a connection to the physical world. This is evident with artists who engage with a 

familiar or daily life situation by being in situ, incorporating a journey in the land and using 

their bodily senses in contrast to an ever increasing virtual world.  

 

                                                 
127 Lucy Lippard, "Land Art New Mexico," in Land Art/New Mexico, ed. Kathleen Shields & Bill 
Gilbert (New Mexico, Sante Fe: Radius Books, 2009), 48. 
128 Bill Gilbert, introduction to Land Art/New Mexico. 
129 Fox, "Land Art," 162. 
130 Gilbert, Land Art/New Mexico, 162. 
131 Ibid., 124. 
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Figure 29 Bill Gilbert, Matter of Fact: Walk to Work, 2009, (detail), installation with natural 
materials, video 24 x 4 ft. Installed in Site Works and second site at 516 Arts Documents Walks. 
Sourced William L. Fox, "Land Art," Land/Art New Mexico, edited by Kathleen Shields & Bill Gilbert 
2009.  
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Chapter 3 

This research addresses where and how arts and science meet at a confluence, and where my 

arts practice can find significance within this area. I conceptualise the lands/sites that I work 

from through geographical and phenomenological methodologies. This chapter includes the 

concept of boundaries, which is significant in understanding the historical implications of 

land and its contemporary relevance. I integrate geography and lived experience as a basis of 

knowledge through the direct interactions I have with the sites. Robyn Stewart suggests that 

artists should develop more integrated and holistic understandings of art practice through 

research processes that articulate findings in meaningful ways.132 In qualitative research, it is 

possible to integrate personal experience with the wider context of the subject. In this way, 

self-reflective methods can be rationalised by “interweaving self-consciousness with 

experience”.133 

 

3.1  The Confluence of Art and Science  

Scientists have concluded that the physical laws and theories we have are approximate 

expressions. In his book After Finitude, Quentin Meisseilloux states that the only element of 

the laws of nature that is necessary to remember is that they are contingent.134 He argues that 

these laws are dependent on uncertain circumstances and don’t always behave as they should, 

and therefore are not absolute. Subsequently, there are gaps in scientific investigation where 

arts research can contribute and go beyond existing boundaries. As with science, art asks 

questions, and the doubt it generates can enable new experiences,135 as David Walsh, director 

of the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA), Tasmania, asserts in the following statement: 

There is always a sense of doubt associated with a science and arts practice. Without 
this there would be no questioning. Scientific doubt is the most life affirming thing that 
we have access to…as doubt is so sustaining as it enables new experiences.136  

 

                                                 
132 Robyn Stewart, "Practice vs Praxis: Constructing Models for Practitioner-Based Research," in 
ACUADS Australian Council of University Art and Design Schools, ed. Nigel Krauth and Tess Brady 
(Adelaide: The University of Southern Queensland, 2001). 
133 Ibid. 
134 Quentin Meisseilloux, "Humes Problem," in After Finitude (Portland: Continuum Publishing 
Group, 2010), 88. 
135 Iversen, Chance: Documents of Contemporary Art, 35. 
136 ABC and Classic Midday Show, "Margaret Throsby Interviews David Walsh," in Midday Show 
(Sydney: ABC Online Services, 2014). 
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Although art and science are relatively autonomous, each may draw from the other, as both 

disciplines organise, structure and map elements within the Earth’s systems.137 Academic 

Elizabeth Grosz articulates the difference between them, stating that while science—in 

particular, geography—calculates data in a measurable way, “art seeks the unpredictable, its 

force and impact”.138 Furthermore, Grosz believes that life is essentially linked to the 

movement of time and should be open to “the accidental, the random [and] the 

unexpected”.139  

In his essay “Chance Imagery” (1957), George Brecht explains the importance of chance in 

deducing observations through science: 

Science tells us that the universe is what we conceive it to be, and chance enables us to 
determine what we conceive it to be (for the conception is only partly conscious).140  

 

In using chance, the unconscious levels of the mind can bring forward what is unknown or 

unlooked for. In any form of chance, there is a universe of possible results, yet each chance 

event is defined by a selection of limitations. As Brecht explains, “there is no absolute chance 

or random event”.141 As such, there are limitations to the experiences the artist may have 

while drawing, but works created through incorporating chance processes are open to a 

universe of unexpected directions. 

 

3.2  Typographical Investigation and the Phenomenology of Drawing 

In 1887, Halford Mackinder of London’s Royal Geographical Society argued that geography 

is a bridge to the separating of “the natural sciences and the study of humanity”.142 His 

definition of a science whose main function is to trace the interaction of humans in society is 

still used by contemporary geographers. I approach art making in a similar way to the 

discipline of geography, because it brings together elements and phenomena within a local 

habitat but then determines its patterns and surrounding ecosystems in a wider context. Each 

region can be studied/drawn in various ways, and a unique pattern can be woven. In this way, 

                                                 
137 Elizabeth Grosz, Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008). 
138 Ibid., 15. 
139 Elizabeth Grosz, "Introduction," The Nick of Time, 7. 
140 Brecht in Iversen, Chance: Documents of Contemporary Art, 43. 
141 Ibid., 35. 
142 N. Castree et al., A Companion to Environmental Geography (Chischester, United Kingdom: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2009), 1. 
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one can seek “the complexities that exist together in a part of the earth in its spatial 

integration”143 as well as map the changes that occur. These changes are also concerned with 

temporal scales. For example, the large-scale physical features of a mountain or river are 

formed by processes on a micro-scale over geological deep time. Other changes occur in a 

much shorter time, after flood events and human-made or natural occurrences.  

 

Artists and scientists concerned with land and geographical practices are driven by a desire to 

know a place beyond its surface appearance. To record natural phenomena graphically is a 

deep yearning that belongs to empirical science but can also be traced to Romanticism. From 

its inception, the discipline of geography has had connections with drawing, as it is derived 

from geo-graphica, a Greek translation of “earth drawing” or “earth writing”.144 However, 

geography, which can also translate to “the writing of lands”,145 has also been argued as an 

“inventory of conquest, a way in which an invader assesses new territory in order to control 

it”.146 When London’s Royal Geographic Society was formed in 1830, Australia was 

recognised as terra incognita, with less than five percent of the continent having been 

explored.147 The interior was seen as unknown territory, a blank space, devoid of water or life, 

“waiting to be filled in”.148 Carter outlines the nature of the discovery process of the explorer; 

in particular, Captain James Cook:  

Despite its tabula rasa appearance, the map was, from the beginning, designed to 
record particular information. As the spaces of its grid were written over, there was 
revealed a palimpsest of the explorer’s experience, a Criss-cross of routes gradually 
thickening and congealing into fixed seas and lands.149  

 

In this way, the explorer clears away any previously occupied spaces, so that the map and 

discovery process can be concealed, making a path for a ‘successful contribution’ to science 

and discovery. In qualitative research, phenomenological methodology is described by first-

                                                 
143 Arild Holt-Jenson, Geography History and Concepts: A Student's Guide (London: Sage 
Publications, 2009), 9. 
144 Holt-Jenson, Geography History and Concepts: A Student's Guide, 9. 
145 Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 23. 
146 Castree et al., "Introduction:Making Sense of Environmental Geography," 50. 
147 Cathcart, The Water Dreamers, 50. 
148 Ibid., 51. 
149 Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 23. 
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hand experience.150 It is drawn from a knowing and awareness of familiar or intuited 

knowledge. Merleau-Ponty explains the substance of phenomenology: 

All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from my own 
particular point of view, or from some experience of the world, without which the 
symbols of science would be meaningless. The whole universe of science is built upon 
the world as directly experienced, and if we want to subject science itself to rigorous 
scrutiny and arrive at a precise assessment of its meaning and scope, we must begin by 
reawakening the basic experience of the world of which science is the second-order 
experience.151 

 

As Merleau-Ponty suggests in the World of Perception (1945), science does not close itself 

off to other avenues of inquiry, such as the arts and philosophy. A phenomenological 

approach can highlight the fundamental essence of the thing at hand. 

 

The terrain we each live in develops our sensory perceptions, so that different environments 

form a different set of experiences and emotional responses. Each one of us has our own 

sensory data and emotional states to filter this information. The British land artist Andy 

Goldsworthy describes the way that a snake moves across the bed of a river; that it reveals 

an acute feeling of its surroundings.152 Although perception is often seen as an unreliable 

subjective representation in contrast to an objective reality, these qualitative and intuitive 

qualities are immeasurable but essential in knowing a place or phenomena. Artists have the 

capacity to show new ways that the brain and body unite in a sensory experience that can 

contribute to what has not yet been considered.  

 

3.3 Boundaries 

My research includes historical, political, symbolic and physical understandings of 

boundaries to conceptualise the processes of drawing in the groundwater systems. Lynette 

Russell writes “Western history is a story structured by the drawing of lines and the marking 

of borders.”153 Our concepts of boundaries and spaces are also changing, with drilling, 

mining, farming, industrialisation and deforestation across the world. She states that borders, 

                                                 
150 Hay, Main Currents in Western Environmental Thought. 
151 Ibid., 143. 
152 Andy Goldsworthy, Time (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 2000). 
153 Lynette Russell, "Introduction," in Colonial Frontiers Indigenous: European Encounters in Settler 
Societies, ed. Lynette Russell, Studies in Imperialism (Manchester, New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2001), 1. 
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which can be physical or conceptual, are always contested spaces. In my research, re-

evaluating structures such as boundaries is a way to bring a critical analysis to past and 

present perceptions. In the Australian landscape, boundaries in the form of fences are 

permanent features that are mostly straight linear structures, sometimes with one edge of the 

boundary following a watercourse. Flood fences are constructed to ‘float’ across rivers and 

creeks during a flood and are often constructed from wire and found logs. In Australia, the 

Land Act of 1869 required settlers to fence their land.154 Carter describes this act of settling as 

not “a matter of marking out pre-existing boundaries”,155 but as a means of expressing 

presence where there is a front and a back, “establishing symbolic enclosures”.156 In a 

pastoral sense, they are constructed to keep domestic animals in and feral or other native 

animals, which compete with grasses and water, out.  

 

In Carter’s Road to Botany Bay, anthropologist R. Moyle writes that the Alyawarra people 

of Northern Territory invariably recognise boundary points as water sources. These 

boundary points lie at the centre of things, not at the periphery,157 which is opposed to the 

Western boundary of fences, paddocks and property. Further to this, In Words for Country, 

Heather Goodall explains how Yuwalaraay people understand the networks of watering 

places as reference points as opposed to the permanent Western perception of earth and 

stones.158 Marcia Langton presents that what has emerged consistently from Pama 

knowledge are what anthropologist Tim Ingolds (1993) terms the “notion of the temporality 

of landscape”.159 Permeable boundaries change with seasons and cosmological factors, such 

as the tides, and with human activity.160  

 

There are also boundaries of the GAB that are mapped out by scientists to visualise how 

groundwater interacts with river water and how the water table and topography compare to 

                                                 
154 Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 167. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Ibid., 168. 
157 Ibid., 345. 
158 Heather Goodall, "The River Runs Backwards," in Words for Country: Landscape and Language 
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one another. It is the underlying basins that create the structure and shape of the GAB and 

scientists conceptualise this phenomenon in a framework both vertically and laterally in 

three-dimensional maps. Previously unseen representations of geological sequencing can 

now be visualised and assessed. This chapter has shown how science and art practices 

question conceptions of place in order to delve further into the compelling notion of the 

unknown. Human sensory experience can contribute to ideas that have not been thought of 

by strategies that are accidental and unexpected. In this way, creating and imagining new 

graphical responses can provide a re-evaluation of previous perceptions of land and 

boundaries. 
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Chapter 4 

4.1 In an Artesian Landscape (Studio Practice) 

My studio-led research aims to extract drawing methods that can visualise and imagine 

phenomena such as the hidden waters of the groundwater basins. My investigation is situated 

in the Wallam/Nebine and Maranoa catchments. It is about how places affect the body and, in 

turn, ways of interacting with these sites by processes of drawing. These include elements of 

chance, transfer and frottage as well as observational studies, and extensions of printmaking. 

The graphic reproduction methods of lithography have highlighted the geographical, 

historical and philosophical aspects of my work. 

 

I focus on the transitioning aspect of drawing, which can move from various states and 

therefore is close to the properties and perceptions of land and water. The 

metaphysical/physical properties of paper and the processes of lithography are discussed, as 

both are a wellspring for material and concepts. The chapter includes ways of picturing the 

land and water including site-responsive arts projects I have been involved with. Time is 

integral when working and drawing in the land, and I attempt to contextualise these terms in 

contemporary drawing. In conclusion, I will discuss my examination exhibition Drawing the 

Artesian, summarising my findings and clarifying its broader meaning. 

 

In my practice, it is vital to show a continuum of place by various processes of art making. 

An important initial strategy I use is to allow my mind to let the object being drawn disappear 

into its surroundings, like Cézanne, mentioned above. Fred Williams, who was a significant 

landscape painter and printmaker in Australia in the 1960s, also shared a method of drawing 

that eliminated the horizon. This compositional tactic lacked a constructed focal point or 

framed repoussoir of trees,161 which can be seen in his series You Yangs Landscape (1962–63, 

figure 30). Williams flattened the deep space normally associated with depictions of the 

landscape. By painting/drawing the work flat on a table or floor, the work could be turned 

around and Williams was able to focus on abstract forms and to eliminate a central fixed 

point.162 This is the same process that I use throughout the making of a drawing. 

 

                                                 
161 Grishin, "The Relevance of Landscape," 40. 
162 Patrick McCaughey, Fred Williams 1927-1982 (Melbourne: Murdoch Books, 2008), 163. 
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Figure 30 Fred Williams, You Yangs Drawing, 1964, brown and black chalk on paper, 73 x 55.5cm. 
Sourced from Patrick McCaughey, Fred Williams 1927-1982, 2008. 
 

My research focus is on water, but the art making is mostly worked on from the earth, 

whether in situ or in the studio. I draw on the flat, the earth, floor or table. For artist Judy 

Watson, painting the land from “both above and beneath [is a way] to integrate the body with 
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Country.”163  In my mind, the skin of the earth is the floor for human and geological activity, 

but it is also a ceiling for the Basins beneath. The main focus, ground water, is encased, 

stored or permeating through rocks, silt and sand. This layer is part of the regolith, the 

unconsolidated blanket of material on the Earth’s surface that undergoes constant flux and 

movements to the deeper layers of geological basins.   

 

Extreme weather patterns are encountered regularly in Australia and none more so than in 

inland country. These are experienced as a more heightened reality for people in rural areas 

than in the urban regions as the landscape surrounds one’s body every moment. The earth is 

all encompassing in the semi-arid zone of Western Queensland. The soil, dust and earth 

permeate into one’s entire being where nothing escapes the inundation of red iron stain. All 

my rural life has been spent living beside a non-perennial water hole, which allows one to 

cross or walk along the bed to the next pool or body of water. The flow of water is only 

present in times of heavy rain or if rain has fallen in the local watershed. Other water sites 

situated in the paddocks are human-made earth dams or tanks, referred to as ‘turkey nests’ 

(figures 31, 32). The water clarity and colour varies in these regions depending on the soils: 

deep sandy, alluvial, alkaline, or clay red earths. During certain times of the year, the water 

hue is almost black when eucalyptus leaves release their oil into the still water (figure 33). 

The smells of the water vary too, but after living in these regions, it becomes part of one’s 

everyday familiar senses. It wasn't until I showered recently in Wallam Creek water after a 

few years’ interval that the sensation of the oily pungent water came flooding back into my 

memory. There is no lather when soap is used with this hard alkaline water and the residue 

leaves a film from the minerals and oil present. 

                                                 
163 Watson, Judy Watson: Blood Language, 13. 
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Figure 31 Turkey Nest Dam Mitchell, paper soaking 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

Figure 32 Turkey Nest Dam: View from windmill, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 33 Wallam Creek showing blackened water, 2005. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

East of the Wallam Creek is the Maranoa River, which is mostly clear water when running, as 

this is a boulder/cobble and sand-based river, of which the upper reaches are partially spring 

fed by the Merivale River. During the summer, heavy rains fall mostly at night in these semi-

arid zones. My family and I would walk down to the creek bed from our house just 40 metres 

away during these downpours to observe and anticipate the rising levels and experience the 

torrent of water throughout the evening. The pump that serviced the house had to be lifted to 

higher ground once the water broke the banks. The sound of water flooding the undulating 

grounds, finding its own gravity in the gullies toward the creek, is an exhilarating memory. 

Sometimes, the sounds were deafening with frogs, insects and birds, who, only the day before, 
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had been silent and hidden. A full creek meant a change of the everyday chores from keeping 

water up to stock and garden.164  

 

There was something metaphysical about these experiences; it felt like there was something 

bigger that I was being immersed and swallowed up into. All my senses are active. Tim 

Winton has written about similar experiences in his article “Wild Brown Land”, where he 

notes feeling a “craving for physical sensation, to be in a dynamic, living system”; he states: 

When you feel that landscape is leaning in on you in a way—all the time—always 
leaning in making claims and it changes your shape.165 

 

These instances of immersion—of using all of one’s senses—are parallel to the experience of 

drawing and being absolutely absorbed within the landscape. 

  

4.2 Drawing: Transitioning from One State to Another 

Drawing’s immediacy allows it to transition from one state to another; an ongoing process of 

making and thinking.166 The methods I use in my studio practice are about these occurrences 

of fluctuations and the activity of a moving state that Ian McKeever (1996) poetically reflects 

on in relation to drawing: 

permeating the whole body, it is in everything, eroding and redistributing in search of 
an ideal state, a state encouraged by the sedimentation of the earth. In this flow of 
things there is no cessation, no inertia, just endless movement, displacing, distributing 
and locating, yet again to displace.167  

 

When first encountering a landscape, I draw fragments, using my observation skills. I also 

take photographs, soak papers, collect sediments, make rubbings and record sounds of the 

environment. These all combine as a collection and whole unit of the experience of that 

particular site (figures 34, 35). The immersive approach I take to drawing is in contradiction 

                                                 
164 After my family and I sold and left our grazing property in 2006, the community of Mitchell 
experienced an unprecedented flood followed by three years of one of the driest periods in European 
recorded history (still undergoing in specific areas). 

165 “Tim Winton Speaks of New Signs of Life," Drive with Richard Glover, aired on ABC Radio, 29 
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speaks-of-new-signs-of-life.html. 
166 Petherbridge, The Primacy of Drawing, 12. 
167 Tucker, "A Dance at the Edge(s) of Time." 
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to the distancing perspective of objectifying the landscape. I actively reject the convention of 

distance and perspective common to landscape painting and drawing. 

 
 
Figure 34 Jude Roberts drawing at Thrushton National Park 2014. Photo: Clare Cowley. 
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Figure 35 Jude Roberts drawing on Maranoa River, 2014. Photo: Donna Malone. 
 

Marks, interventions and clearings formed on the ground can be deliberate, incidental or 

accidental, which also applies to the approach that I use in the studio. By drawing on human 

activities, including land structures and pastoral practices, I can formulate patterns within the 

human–land synthesis and re-evaluate my own perceptions of these environments (figure 38). 

The studio methodology of using tools, equipment and objects from past or current pastoral 

activities for various mark making techniques recontextualises their previous usage and 

meaning. 

 

I mostly use procedures that are set up to capture a degree of chance. Other strategies involve 

random ways to provoke a “high-risk spontaneity”,168 where the final result is unpredictable. 

Both share the fact that the images and marks are created without a conscious plan. This 

appeals to my art making, as outcomes are unknown and the process is open to making 

unexpected discoveries. These include using various tools, which are often found objects from 

the area I am working in, such as a copper trough float, shower roses, pipes and organic 

objects (figure 36). The float is used to draw curved, broken lines. When it rotates, its rim 

                                                 
168 Iversen, Chance: Documents of Contemporary Art, 12. 



 65

presses against the surface as it travels around. Carbon paper is placed facing down on the 

paper or stone and covers the surface, so a controlled placement of line is difficult. The float 

form also hides the actual progression of drawing, so minimum control is used in directing the 

tool. Fine netting also can be used to break up the full line when placed on top of the carbon 

while moving. 

 
 
Figure 36 Drawing with copper float and carbon paper, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
 

I have used other human-made equipment for frottage, including obsolete hand-drilled sheep 

races (figure 37), corroded tanks and other found metal objects. Each of these objects is used 

as a mark making implement, but the marks they generate are not always obvious in their 

origin. Each piece of detritus is made useful again in another way, recontextualised and given 

a new purpose and meaning. The drawings are schematic and often the objects are 

represented in symbolic form. 
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Figure 37 Piercing holes in paper from sheep race, Mitchell, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
 

 

 
Figure 38 Drawing on pump site, Mitchell 2010. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

4.3 Paper 

Paper is a central material to my practice because of its absorption and durable properties. 

These qualities make it more accessible to document the experience of drawing and the 

moving body in the watershed spaces. I began using paper to layer sediments and pigments, 
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wash off areas and reapply further marks onto the drawings while keeping former layers 

underneath. Papers, particularly those of the lighter Japanese variety, can be manipulated to 

cover objects in the landscape, including steel equipment and netting fences (figures 39–41). 

The crushed shapes embossed from the objects form a sculptural element to the work. The 

paper is often left with buckles and is not pressed flat, creating a topographical intent. Paper is 

more deceiving than it appears. It can connate an indestructibility of life, yet at any moment 

can become fragile and tear or disintegrate especially when exposed to water. 

 

Figure 39 Paper clipped to yard fence, Kokoda, Mitchell 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

Paper has a material history to the earth itself in the form of tree fibres and other vegetation. 

Some paper is also transparent, especially kozo. When using oily crayons rubbed against a 

surface, this transparency is heightened. Paper has a memory of where it was rolled, folded 

and creased and so can take on something of the surface it once laid upon. 
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Figure 40 Imprinting pipeway, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

For the set of lithographic prints Never the Same River (2014, figure 43), I have imprinted a 

flood fence, signifying humankind’s integral part in environmental change (figure 41). These 

suspended fence lines cross waterways and, because of their sporadic repairs after floods, 

have characteristics of irregularity and uncertainty.  

 

Figure 41 Imprinting flood fence, Mungallala 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Dryland river systems, such as the Maranoa River, have an inherent flow variability that share 

ephemeral and unpredictable qualities. Sometimes, I have been present to witness a body of 

water flowing down the dry sand bed. I followed the riverbank in a northerly direction by foot 

waiting for its immanent appearance. The first sounds were a distant movement of shrubs and 

vegetation. According to my father-in-law, who had lived on the river since the 1940s, the 

river comes down in different ways each time. One time, it came through like a wall of water, 

but this time it was much gentler. It was like a snake traversing its way along the edges, 

feeling its way down each hollow. Water holes fill and disappear as the water passes 

downstream, while foam builds up and floats on the front of the surge (figure 42). 

 

 

 

Figure 42 Maranoa River coming down dry bed, 2006. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 43 Jude Roberts, Never the Same River I and II, 2014, 2 colour lithograph on Japanese paper 
with oil crayon , 2 x 96.5cm x 76cm (viewed sideways). Photo: Carl Warner. 
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Figure 44 Jude Roberts, Works in progress, 2015, mixed media with shot perforations, dimensions 
variable. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

Figure 45 Jude Roberts, Soaking khadi paper in river 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 46 Jude Roberts, Drawdown I, river stains and mixed media including charcoal and carbon on 
Khadi paper, 70cm x 85cm, 2013. Photo: Carl Warner 
 

To create some of my work, I soaked sheets of khadi paper in the river overnight so as to 

absorb the oils and minerals in the Maranoa River. When it was dry, I scraped the paper in the 

charcoal remains of a bush fire. When returning to the studio, I drew lines with white gouache 

to suggest a system overlaying the fluidity of the water space. Although some of the works 

have a gold horizon line, they also give an aerial or mapping perspective that offers a way for 

the work to be viewed from different angles169 (figures 44–46). 

4.4 Lithography 

More so than any other print medium, lithography is one of the most direct extensions of 

drawing as a print process. Stone lithography also has the ability to reconfigure the 

drawing during the process. The immediate and tactile application of drawing materials on the 

                                                 
169 Over many years during our annual shearing, I had opportunities to see the country from the 
window of a small aircraft while spotting for sheep. Looking down on the land gives a clear indication 
of the mapping of the place. 
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lithographic stone contribute to the haptic nature of lithography, and in this way can privilege 

the hand to ‘see’. It has been documented that the elderly Goya, with failing eyesight, drew on 

lithographic stones with a magnifying glass.170 This way the artist could feel the progress of 

the drawing because of the greasy texture of the crayons. When one draws with a lithographic 

crayon onto the stone, its oily consistency pulls over the stone and the drawer instantly feels 

the contact of the two contrasting surfaces. Robert Rauschenberg described the stone’s 

‘sensual’ surface as a ‘sexy’ object to draw on and experiment with.171 Its finely grained 

porous surface allows tusche to flow slowly over its typography until the fluid levels itself on 

the stone and remains still until it dries. This is different to any other surface or plate because 

of its matte texture that is made up of tiny fossils and shell fragments which make up calcium 

carbonate. In terms of geology, it is a soft chalky stone, partially porous and easily scratched. 

Its colour is variable and ranges from pale yellows to greys. Limestone is a 'nonclastic' rock, 

made from plant material and the shells of organisms that fall to the seabed. During the 

formation of the GAB, limestone lay overtop of the sandstone formations. 

 

Figure 47 Jude Roberts, drawing stencils on stone, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts.  

                                                 
170 Petherbridge, The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories of Practice: 110. 
171 Jane Kinsman, The Art of Collaboration:The big Americans, ed. Jane Kinsman (Canberra: The 

National Gallery of Australia, 2002). 13. 
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Figure 48 Two images showing drawn stone on the graining rack, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

The middle part of the basin that had sunk down had an inland sea covering much of western 

Queensland, and it is here where limestone or a mix of muds and limestone can exist. This 



 75

narrative is indexical to the geology of the Basin and the context of my studio research in 

lithography. When I transfer material onto the lithographic stone through a sheet of rubbing 

crayon or carbon, it becomes a similar process to the frottage methods I use in the landscape. 

This rubbing method is a way of traversing the creek beds and sites using one’s entire body to 

translate something experienced at that moment. Our visual perceptions alone are inadequate 

to create an understanding of real and imagined forms and these methods of drawing allow 

our other senses to contribute to the act of mark making. I have found that re-enacting 

techniques from the outside environment to the studio are ways of transferring information 

connecting one place to another.  

 

Figure 49 Carbon paper, stencils, chisel and crayons for drawing on stone, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

Part of the etching procedure in lithography involves replacing the greasy materials, such as 

tusche and crayons, into the drawn areas with ink in the roll-up stage while water is either 

repelled or retained as the result of these conditions. An exchange of material that transforms 

from one body to another is attributed to printmaking procedures. Artists form a relationship 

with a stone. It helps to recognise the stone’s recent history, knowing its levels and hairline 

cracks and the fact that previous drawings can appear as a trace after graining (rotating a metal 

disc in circular motions with carborundum grit as an abrasive, which erases the stone’s 

previous image) when the stone is dry. Mckeever explains the processes within landscape 

comparable to his artistic processes in Field Series (1979) as follows:  

Drawing and photography are like landscape in that they are able to expose and 
obscure, reveal and conceal. They can erode and produce an image, or reveal 
abstractions, or reduce further to expose new grounds, and relationships.172  

                                                 
172 Kate Stevens, "Imprint," in Imprint, ed. Kate Stevens (London: Hackelbury Fine Art, 2014), 18. 
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The continual activity of graining the stone after each final print is analogous with the paradox 

of historical and contemporary land exploration. The lithographic stone already has a 

connection to the past, like a palimpsest, where information is erased so that new messages 

are written. I exhibited certain lithograph prints in a solo show entitled Aquifer in 2014 at the 

Crane Art Centre, Philadelphia. Other prints were shown in the Mythscapes in the Watery 

Realm Wales–Australia print exchange and Shandong University/Queensland College of Art 

(2014–15) at Griffith University (figure 43, 50–54). 

  

Figure 50 Jude Roberts, Aquifer 2014 (installation view) dimensions variable, Installed at Crane Arts, 
Philadelphia. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 51 Jude Roberts, from the Aquifer series, lithograph with monotype using found cochineal, 50 
x 65cm, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 
Figure 52 Jude Roberts, from the Aquifer series 2013, lithograph on Japanese gampi paper, 55 x 
82cm. Photo: Alice Roberts. 
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Figure 53 Jude Roberts, from the Aquifer series 2014, 2 colour lithograph on magnani paper, 24.5 x 
34cm. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

 
 
Figure 54 Jude Roberts, from the Aquifer series, 2013, lithograph with found cochineal on Japanese 
paper, 49 x 66cm. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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4.5 Picturing the Land and Water 

 
Since the 1960s, artists have reacted to the fears of increasing industrialisation and ecological 

threats, including climate change, and have expanded the ways that they relate to the places 

we live in and the impacts that humans have on the land. In her essay about photography and 

place, Susan Best reiterates that “picturing the land has become more complicated 

ethically”.173 In a contemporary understanding, landscape critiques a former colonial 

definition as a broad view of which the eye can comprehend at a glance and comfortably step 

into its scene. With the emergence of land rights movements and our questioning of contested 

spaces, artists now consider the social use of sites as a continuing narrative of which the artist 

is another part.174 Along with this, the global mobility of artists has expanded the array of arts 

engagements in site-responsive localities and communities.  

 

As a result, contemporary artists are often part of common goal projects, collaborations and/or 

participatory projects. One such group I am involved in is the Bimblebox Nature Refuge arts 

project in Central West Queensland (Bimblebox is the name of a property and of a species of 

tree). It is an artist group’s creative response to their “experience of a unique and threatened 

environment”.175 Two different installations have resulted from this encounter: Document 

Bimblebox176 at Sawtooth Gallery, Launceston, Tasmania, in 2013; and a touring exhibition 

Bimblebox: Art Science Nature, 2013–16.177  

 

After my initial trip to Bimblebox, I collected material that could be used in the process of 

monotype/drawings. This included charcoal that was obtained from poplar box (bimblebox) 

timber from paddocks that were burnt by controlled bush fires (figures 55–57). Other natural 

sediments were used on the plates for the monotype transfer onto the paper but printed in an 

irregular fashion. Some sediment areas were taken away, others formed layers like an 

                                                 
173 Susan Best, "Landscape after Land Rights, after Conceptual Art," Eyeline, no. 75 (2011), 33. 
174 Ibid. 
175 Jill Sampson, Bimblebox Arts Project, August 2012, 

http://bimbleboxartproject.wordpress.com/category/bimblebox-art-project/. 
176 Bimblebox: Art, Science, Nature, http://www.bimbleboxexhibition.com/exhibition.html. 
177 Bimblebox: Art, Science, Nature is a touring exhibition partnered by Museum and Gallery 

Services Queensland and Redland Art Gallery in association with Bimblebox Nature Refuge. Assisted 
by the Australian Government through the Australia Council for the Arts, its arts funding and advisory 
body, the Gordon Darling Foundation and proudly sponsored by Artfully, Tangible Media, Planet 
Boab, Wotif.com, Platypus Graphics, artisan and At A Glance. Digital Catalogue can be downloaded 
on an IPAD https://itunes.apple.com/ao/app/bimblebox/id876765027?mt=8. 
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accretion of the Earth’s surface. This resulted in random markings, as the process is not 

consistent. Again, I used carbon and found tools to draw lines. Drawing is already “subversive 

of reality”,178 where the line becomes an abstraction of suggestibility or trace and therefore 

can attain intangible qualities of the real and imagined themes. Works of this method include 

Greater Acceleration (2013, figure 58) and a series of untitled monotypes (2012, figure 59) 

that incorporate lines sourced from property maps. The collection of maps, of which two are 

shown, are hand drawn, and show instructions to the grader driver as well as various water 

points (figure 60).  

 

 

 

Figure 55 Applying sediment mixture to monotype plate, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

                                                 
178 Petherbridge, The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories of Practice, 426. 
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Figure 56 Jude Roberts collecting charcoal, Mitchell 2013. Photo: Jude Macklin. 

 

 

Figure 57 Mixing found charcoal, 2013. Photo: Jill Sampson. 
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Figure 58 Jude Roberts Greater Acceleration 2013, monotype and drawing on khadi paper, 208cm x 
70cm (sideways view). Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 59 Jude Roberts Untitled, 2012, monotype with found charcoal and sediments, 70cm x 105cm. 
Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 60 Property maps showing instructions to grader driver and water points, Mitchell 2013. 
Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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On my second trip to Bimblebox in September 2013, I took a hosho paper tarpaulin made by a 

professional canvas equipment maker. It was fragile because of the process of sewing the 

pieces of hosho paper together by a commercial sewing machine (figure 61). On arriving at 

the Nature Refuge, I set out to tie the tarp over ‘demarcated’ areas of shrubby heathlands, 

spinifex communities, and pockets of yellow jacket trees and grasses to symbolise the 

protection or isolation of these ecosystems. I photographed the area beneath the ceiling 

provided by the tarpaulin to offer a glimpse of these localised plant species (figures 62, 63). 

 

Figure 61 Tarp maker sewing hosho paper, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

In the studio, I applied a blended liquid of charcoal/binder from the Bimblebox (eucalyptus 

populnae) to the paper by different methods of soaking, splattering or imprinting. I lay the 

charcoal fluid out onto used lithographic plates and then lowered sections of the tarpaulin over 

the plates. The paper absorbed the fluid mix, sucking it up into its fibres (figures 64–69). 

Another tarp was made from tyvek, and I used the frottage method to mark the material with 

the transfer of textures from indentations of boring insects. These marks resemble 

hieroglyphic writing and are made from rubbing graphite over the patterned trunks. By 

transferring the actual shapes and textures of the tree trunk, I am documenting or making 

evident of the object at that moment. I imagine the markings to be some form of divine 

thinking or message, as was the case in ancient civilisations (figures 70–73). 

 

During this visit to Western and Central Queensland, it occurred to me that my aim to ‘make 

visible’ (the Great Artesian Basin and its groundwater systems) is also happening in a 

different way with the use of highly visible fluorescent objects by road construction and 

mining companies. This landscape has changed since I left the area in 2005, and is part of the 

dramatic visual changes in Queensland inland communities. I responded to this by cutting out 
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reflective tape used on vehicles and other equipment in the mining industry from shapes 

traced out from the drawn tarpaulin and reapplying to the specific areas. The tarpaulins 

evidence the fragile histories and hint at the possible future of the interconnections within the 

reserve’s eco-system. 

 
 
Figure 62 Jude Roberts, hosho tarpaulin hanging at Bimblebox, 2013. Photo: Greg Harm. 
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Figure 63 Hosho tarpaulin hanging over grass at Bimblebox, 2013. Photo: Greg Harm. 

 

 

Figure 64 Blending charcoal, 2013. Photo: Jill Sampson. 
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Figure 65 Charcoal blend soaking up into hosho paper from plates, 2013. Photo: Jill Sampson. 

 

Figure 66 Applying charcoal to plates, 2013. Photo: Jill Sampson. 
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Figure 67 Jude Roberts letting the charcoal mix soak up into the hosho paper, 2013. Photo: Jill 
Sampson. 

 

 

Figure 68 Jude Roberts, Shroud for Ancient Basin, 2014, charcoal on hosho paper with Arches paper, 
cotton and rope, 326 x 204cm. Installed at Redlands Regional Art Gallery, 2014. Photo: Jill Sampson. 
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Figure 69 Hosho tarpaulin in studio (detail), 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 70 Rubbing graphite onto tyvek, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
 

 

Figure 71 Jude Roberts, working in Bimblebox landscape, 2013. Photo: Greg Harm. 
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Figure 72 Jude Roberts drawing on tyvek, Bimblebox, 2013. Photo: Jill Sampson. 

 

 

Figure 73 Jude Roberts, Divine Message 2013, graphite and reflective tape on tyvek, 300  x 145cm. 
Photo: Carl Warner. 
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The One River arts project was the catalyst for work I was involved in throughout 2012 to 

2013. Ten artists were selected throughout the Murray Darling Basin to work with 

communities on the subject of their local river system being a part of the whole Basin. The 

arts-based projects were realised with a local outcome in the various centres. My exhibition 

was held in Mitchell from 19 April to 31 May 2013, and was titled Unraveling the Maranoa. 

The work was re-exhibited in Canberra in One River (2013) as part of the Centenary of 

Canberra, Belconnen Arts Centre, ACT, in August 2013 (figures 74–85).  

 

As part of the Murray Darling Basin, the Maranoa represents not only the headwaters of this 

immense system but also an important recharge area for the Great Artesian Basin. Meeting 

and talking to local Mitchell residents to gain knowledge of the river took the expedition on 

seven sites along this sand-based ephemeral river. The process included capturing marks of 

the environment organically on paper through soaking, scrubbing, burying the paper and 

recording sounds from each of the sites. Sharing the experience of being on the river with 

local residents, and talking about the river while drawing and soaking papers, was a central 

part of the art making. The One River project has been an opportunity to talk about the river to 

various people, reflecting on their connection, memories and knowledge of the watershed 

adding to the narrative of one of the fastest flowing inland rivers in Australia.  

 

Figure 74 Paper unravels itself in the River, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 75 Rolling paper out of the river, 2013. Photo: Darcy Foott. 

 

 

Figure 76 Meeting at the Yumba on the Maranoa River, 2013. Photo: Darcy Foott. 
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Figure 77 Meeting at the confluence Topaz and Maranoa Rivers, 2013. Photo: Laura Douglas. 
 

 
 
Figure 78 Paper in Maranoa River, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 79 Jude Roberts in Maranoa River Foyleview with roll of paper, 2013. Photo: Judy Macklin. 
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Figure 80 Jude Roberts applying charcoal to crane tyres, One River project, 2013. Photo: Lindy 
Allen. 
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Early stages of the project included workshops with different schools. It is worth citing an 

extract from my notes regarding these workshops:  

 
Eleven Year 8, 9, 10 students participated in the science-art workshop at Mitchell State 
School as part of the local Mitchell One River project. This was facilitated by myself 
with Jude Macklin (a visiting printmaker from Wales funded by Wales Arts 
International) and Mark Macklin (a fluvial geomorphologist, also from Wales, and 
visiting professor at the Australian Rivers Institute, Brisbane). 
We worked with students and teachers at Mitchell State School using experimental 
drawing of Google Earth images to realise a sense of place in their local river and 
catchment. Observing landforms and ancient channels the students developed their 
own understanding of practical issues such as flooding and river histories over deep 
time. Mitchell has recently undergone record flooding and students talked about some 
of these experiences. They identified their home locations in relation to the Maranoa 
River in which some were surprised to find out on the length and area of the 
catchment. Some had not envisaged the river they swam in in Mitchell as being the 
river on the map, its length and shape.179 

 

4.6  Responding to Specific Sites 
To be a writer or an artist preoccupied with landscape is to accept a weird and constant 
tension between the indoors and the outdoors, the abstract and the sensual. You work 
from both mind and body…you have to be thin-skinned.180 

 

Many projects I have worked on are site-responsive as they communicate an exchange 

between the drawing and the actual place of which “its meanings are defined”.181 This is 

different to site-specific where the work may owe its existence in relation to the location. The 

two can overlap; for example, they can share the fact that the scope of the work cannot be 

envisaged until one is actually in situ. Projects such as Bimblebox (2013) and One River 

(2013) included works on paper that are marked by the actions, events, and/or materials that 

are endemic to that situation. Both these projects have more than one installation space and 

therefore there were considerations and limitations to address during and after the process. 

 

Imprecise marks can evolve with the uncertainty of textures and fluids to construct a work. 

The process of working flat on the water and banks of the river articulates an immediate and 

visceral engagement with the river and has the potential to link the connection of surface 

waters to the artesian basin. Working ‘flat’ is also a method I use to encourage water and 

                                                 
179 Personal notes. Almost the entire length of the river was printed from satellite imagery maps 

funded by the Maranoa Youth Development fund in partnership with the Murray Darling Basin 
Committee. 

180 Winton, "Wild Brown Land," 12. 
181 Kaye, introduction to Site-Specific Art Performance. 
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pigments to create another perspective. At water sites, I have soaked papers, collecting 

sediments as the water sits or flows over their surfaces surface. These works on paper are 

records of events and time, which anticipate the changes of both natural and human-made 

elements. The works need to anticipate change but not control it. Every visit to a site, the 

weather, seasonal changes, precipitation and state of the water determines the work’s process. 

New problems arise each time. The results are seven different fusions of paper with the site’s 

water and vegetation to create a map of the landscape. 

 

For example, the first site I worked on in the One River project was at a point north of 

Mitchell, called ‘22 mile’. I retrieved the paper after it had been submerged there for three 

days and two nights, which had softened the paper dramatically. With the help of a student/ 

photographer, we managed to lift most of the roll onto the bank. Thinking it was 

unsalvageable, I took it back to my accommodation and left it in the shed for several weeks. 

On returning to re-look at the paper, I immediately realised the result of the paper 

disintegrating was part of the changes and processes I had originally envisaged even though a 

third had been lost in the river (figures 75 and 81).  

 

Figure 81 Paper submerged in the Maranoa 22 mile Mitchell, 2013. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

Every river bank I have worked in has presented different challenges, as it’s not easy to lift 

the roll from the water, particularly if the banks are steep or exposed to soil that may mark the 
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paper inadvertently. After my first attempt of retrieving a roll of paper out of the river, I took 

a poly pipe that was cut larger than the width of the roll. Rolling the wet paper around the 

pipe re-enforced it as I pulled it out of the water. After the unprecedented flood on the 

Maranoa River in 2012, tons of sand were deposited along the riverbanks. Residents here talk 

of previous waterholes being filled in and others formed from the force of the water. River 

levees have been broken in places and thus the direction of the channel has slightly changed. 

Local knowledge is pivotal, especially when changes that we normally associate with 

geological time are created during the time of a flood event.  

 

 
 
Figure 82 Jude Roberts, One River 2013, Dimensions variable, Installed at Belconnen Arts Space, 
Canberra. Photo: Alice Roberts. 
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Figure 83 Jude Roberts, One River 2013, Dimensions variable, Installed at Belconnen Arts Space, 
Canberra. Photo: Alice Roberts. 
 

In the headwaters of the Maranoa, Mark Macklin pointed out a series of ‘stacks’, and the 

cross strata dipping from top left to bottom right in the pillar. This indicated the way that the 

river had once flowed and gave the viewer a three-dimensional picture of the stratigraphy.182 

At another site, Macklin observed a layer of sediment that recorded a previous flood event 

(figures 84, 85). 

 

                                                 
182 The branch of geology concerned with the order and relative position of strata and their 
relationship to the geological time scale. 
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Figure 84 Professor Mark Macklin points out flood event, Foyleview, Mitchell, 2013. Photo: Jude 
Roberts. 

 

Figure 85 Pillar on Maranoa indicating the river flow history, 2013, Mitchell. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

People and communities who live in the watersheds have accumulated knowledge over 

lifetimes and sometimes generations. In studying and understanding the approach 

geographers have taken to the landscape, I have been struck by a number of tensions between 

their mode of modelling experience and my own. Geography makes use of an extensive 

retinue of visualising systems, such as three-dimensional graphics, Google earth satellite data 

and ground penetrating radar, together with many other advanced visualisation techniques 

and mapping applications. Models are used to make the unseen visible, to predict future 

developments, quantify human impacts and give advice to decision makers. The issue that all 

of these systems have in common is their reach beyond the visual, from an analogue 
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experience to a digital model of experience. This is also a part of the distancing perspective of 

the objectification of the land through the process of analysis and is in contradiction to my 

own immersive approach. I have sought to reject even the convention of distance and 

perspective common to landscape painting and drawing and literally immersed myself into 

the ground and water of the sites I have investigated.  

 

Sometimes, my work is a test of physical resilience especially when many of the locations I 

draw on are up to 1,000 km from Brisbane, where I currently reside. When drawing alone, I 

am conscious of the risks involved, especially when far from homesteads. Each time I draw in 

situ, there are varying decisions to make based on climatic and temporal factors, whether it be 

consciously or unconsciously, that depend on the time of year, amount of daylight hours, 

times out of the summer sun and conditions for snakes. This is especially so if I am drawing 

on the ground or in close proximity of tree roots or long grasses.  

 

In September 2014 our old property’s water hole was still dry, a phenomenon my family had 

not seen or heard of in their one-hundred-year ownership. The site south of the house and 

where the Bargunyah creek meets the Wallam is known as the Roo camp, but, through my 

research at the Lands Department, a map from the late-nineteenth century revealed the name 

‘Manangilla’, a name that my family and my husband’s family had heard of. My aim was to 

drive out and do a series of rubbings across the dry bed and explore its surfaces that I had 

never seen before. I took forty sheets of kozo paper and a supply of lithographic crayons and 

other materials. I also took smaller pieces of Japanese papers to capture any sediments found 

on the creek bed. The following is an excerpt from my diary written in September 2014: 

By 2.30 I was tired and it was also very warm so decided to pack up. I had managed to 
survey the creek and look at some potential spots to take rubbings from. Dried papyrus 
grass, borer tree markings from fallen timber, bones, a fishing net caught up in large 
sticks were all noted and I was satisfied that I could complete the 35 sheets brought out 
with me in the next couple of days. 
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Figure 86 Jude Roberts, drawing on Wallam Creek, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 
The next day I wrote: 

I had seen this creek only eight weeks previously but was on my way home and 
couldn't stop for any length of time. I was shocked by the surreal vision in front of me. 
Apart from barren red earth, the eucalypt trees had lost many leaves and at least a 
quarter had died. You could see the horizon through the trees for quite some distance. 
Normally the sounds of birds, wild life, stock and insects make up the sounds of the 
environment but now it is silent. Only the noise of your body, which is amplified in the 
creek bed, makes you aware of the body on the earth.  

 

Sasha Grishin talks about how John Wolseley immerses himself into the landscape where, 

over time, the landscape takes over his body. Wolseley explains that when one is with 
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someone, an “outside point of reference is another human being”, but when one is alone, it is 

“the rocks, trees and birds that provides the texture of reference”.183 

In my diary I continued to write: 

I am drawing on the Wallam Creek, near rock ledge, East side where Bargunyah Creek 
meets the Wallam. A thunderstorm warning is forecast for later so I decided to 
concentrate on the creek bed itself in case it flooded, there would always be the banks 
to go back to. I captured some finer markings with graphite, lithographic rubbing 
crayon and a red/brown water crayon. Dry silted areas, fine gravel, rocks and logs as 
well as micro levels of eucalyptus seedlings, mussel shell, leaves, bones, scats, green 
ground vegetation are included. This was nearly 4 hours before the thunderstorm hit 
and I had to finish for the day. Unlike watercolour paper, the Japanese kozo paper 
reacts to the smallest amount of moisture on it. This can be beneficial too as I noticed 
that when rubbed the crayon while paper was on the moist clay base of the creek, it 
gave a blurred effect and in some of the rubbings transferred some of this colouring 
onto the paper. 

 

The following day I wrote: 

…a poorly kangaroo takes protection from the intense sun and heat in a shallow cave 
deep in the bed of the creek. Yellow ochre from the bed forms a soft bed. It hops away 
on my approach and I decide to lay down some paper on the bed. Of course the next 
day the paper is ripped by the animal’s movement but is rubbed more with the ochre. It 
is unusual to find this soft ochre here.  

 

The creek is full now. Six weeks after my visit, the rain fell in parts of the watershed and 

brought the creek down to this point. The surrounding lands are still parched and it will take a 

long duration of wet seasons to see the previous landscape.  

                                                 
183 Sasha Grishin, John Wolseley: Landmarks (Sydney: Craftsman House 1998), 83. 
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Figure 87 Working on frottages on bed of Wallam Creek, Lussvale, Mitchell, 2014. Photo: Jude 
Roberts. 
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Figure 88 Working on frottages on bed of Wallam Creek, Lussvale, Mitchell 2014. Photo: Jude 
Roberts. 
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Figure 89 Jude Roberts In an Artesian Landscape 2014, mixed media on Arches paper, 900  x 110cm. 
Photo: Darcy Foott. 
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4.7  Looking Above and Beneath: Extracting from the Past 

George Kubler stated that the past already yields the future.184 Modernity was defined by 

looking to the future to construct the present but in contemporary ideology there is a re-

discovering, re-writing and re-evaluating of the past. This self-reflection impacts on my 

practice by way of returning to areas, referencing the historical by specific locations as well as 

sourcing found, disused objects for drawing tools and material. Throughout the research, I 

have compiled a collection of photographs from the John Oxley library and the National 

Library of Australia.  

 

During my time in the studio and writing of my thesis, I began a series of drawings, using 

polypropylene pages as a surface, based on images and information from historical 

photographs and documents of the places I have worked or lived in Western Queensland. The 

polypropylene material is waterproof, thus it responds in the opposite way to paper. To be 

able to wash or even scrub off a layer of drawing and re-apply material was desirable and the 

reduced scale format was close in size to the photographs I was researching. I have redrawn 

myself and family into these moments, replacing the drillers or graziers and their families of 

the early-twentieth century. I consider these drawings as studies into historical moments. The 

drawn miniature figures show the enormity of the human endeavour as I re-imagine the 

exhilaration and freedom that these communities would have experienced.  

 

These drawings do not have a visible horizon line and elements drawn are isolated from one 

another. I am interested in the way families and the various workers on properties stand 

separately in a hierarchal position in these early photographs. Further to this, discarded or 

reused object on stations and surrounding homesteads are characteristic and are clearly shown 

in these images. The materials used for this series are an extension of the materials I have 

experimented with in lithography. This includes tusche mixes that finds its own gravity and 

produces a reticulation as it dries. The other materials I use are predominantly black, including 

lithographic crayons, carbon, inks, and graphite, gum arabic and wax-based pencils. I have 

also used blue gouache to emphasise the separate clear bodies of water once pumped to the 

surface. Judy Watson has called blue the colour of memory and she likens it to a deep inner 

                                                 
184 George Kubler, The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of Things (New Haven 
London: Yale University Press, 1962), 126. 
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light.185 Groundwater stores this memory. It transports sediments, nutrients and minerals that 

are dissolved and deposited and can reach its destination thousands of years later.  

 

Figure 90 Jude Roberts, Works in progress, 2015, mixed media on polypropylene, 30 x 21cm. Photo: 
Jude Roberts. 

 

Figure 91 Jude Roberts, Work in progress, 2015, mixed media on polypropylene, 30 x 21cm. Photo: 
Jude Roberts. 

                                                 
185 Judy Watson, "Home and Away," in Art and Soul, ed. Hetti Perkins (Melbourne: The Miegunyah 

Press, 2010). 
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Figure 92 Jude Roberts, Works in progress, 2015, 2 x mixed media on polypropylene, 30 x 21cm. 
Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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When I travelled out to Western Queensland on several trips in 2014, I took a sextant and a 

ship’s compass borrowed from the Maritime Museum of Queensland (figure 93). My maternal 

grandfather James Herd (1888–1956) was a salvage officer in Brisbane, and navigated at sea 

with a sextant which he also used to teach young sailors while on salvage expeditions (figure 

94). I was interested in the way that early explorers and surveyors used these sea instruments 

to navigate the land and calculate their geographical position. I was particularly interested in 

what they saw through the sextant eyepiece. This instrument is a “portable astronomical 

instrument used for reading horizontal and vertical angles”.186 As the land has an uneven and 

sometimes obscured view of the horizon, an artificial horizon was needed to calculate their 

geographical position that originally was made from a wooden plate of mercury or a level 

plate glass mirror. Other explorers were known to use black tea for this purpose, and today 

molasses is sometimes used.  

 

When I stood beside the dry Wallam Creek bed, I looked through the eyepiece toward the 

night sky at the stars from thousands of light years away. Sighting a star and bringing the star 

down as far as to ‘kiss’ the horizon is the point to mark its angle and record the exact time. It 

is also taking something from the past and bringing it to the present. The celestial object and 

the horizon remain steady as the sextant views the unmoving horizon directly and views the 

celestial object through two opposed mirrors. The objects have a sharp clarity when viewed 

through the eyepiece and appear closer in distance than by the naked eye. 

While doing this activity, I understood more about the significance of the horizon to the early 

explorers and how the connection to the celestial objects was a way of mapping the unknown, 

placing their fixed point on the Earth. Time was crucial too to identify the particular stars. The 

lithograph Artificial Horizon (2015, figure 94) is based on this experience. 

                                                 
186 Kitson and McKay, Surveying Queensland 1839-1945, 194. 
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Figure 93 Jude Roberts, Sighting a 'star' in studio, 2014. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 

 

 

Figure 94 J.M. Leonard, Captain Herd Takes a Sight. Sourced from J.R.W. Taylor, Gold from the 
Sea, 1942. 
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Figure 95 Jude Roberts, Artificial Horizon 2015, 2 x 3 colour lithograph on Vellum Arches, 171 x 
66.5cm. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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4.8 Drawing the Artesian: Examination Exhibition 
 

The perception of a place is affected by each of the mediating agents it passes through, 
from the inert material of the ground to the final frame of the beholder.187     
        

The final exhibition of works for examination, Drawing the Artesian, was held in July 2015. 

In March 2015, I had an opportunity to install these works in a trial exhibition (figures 95–

99). It was challenging to bring together works from several sites and projects made over 

three years. Some works were reassigned a different purpose, while others had developed 

over a period of time and situations to form an overlapping of past and present.  The process 

was evident, representing a residue of fragments of my experience of land and water.  

The process of creating the work was divided into three stages. Firstly, there was the physical 

being and response of the body in the landscape through drawing and gathering evidence of 

marks, stains, imprints and other fragments. Secondly, the documentation of the site was 

taken into the studio where further drawing or print methods were employed. I placed the 

various states of the work beside each other and continuously juxtaposed and overlapped 

pieces while interpreting the elements in various layers. This strategy was a way to analyse 

the experiences of drawing on site and integrating my knowledge of the water systems. The 

last stage of making the work was within the installation. The aim was to show something 

that had taken place, yet that the experience of place exists beyond these works. The works 

were fragmentary in order to create multiple unfixed views of the groundwater basin and the 

encounters of drawing. They represented a network of patterns indexical to the sites. I share 

Andy Goldsworthy’s view that each drawing and site visited is bound up with what has gone 

before.188 Each work joins in the next line, “accounting for my time and creating a 

momentum...but I also see the line combined as a single work”.189 

 

From the One River installation in Canberra, I had realised the importance of lighting for my 

installed work and the conceptual significance of light itself. Therefore, for this exhibition, I 

wanted to accentuate the transparency of the kozo paper to accommodate the video work and 

highlight certain surfaces. My aim was to create a space that transcended past and present, and 

so I adapted a theatrical way of lighting, including spotlights to enhance the temporal 
                                                 

187 Matthew Coolidge, "Introduction," in Overlook: Exploring the Internal Fringes of America with 
the Center for Land Use Interpretation, ed. Diana Murphy (New York: Metropolis books, 2006). 

188 Goldsworthy, Time, 7. 
189 Ibid. 
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experience. The video work was projected from the ceiling onto the lithographic stone, which 

sat on a metal stand on the floor below. The purpose of filming began as a documentation of 

levigatting three separate stones without proceeding with etching or printing. As with 

drawing, the aim was to build a momentum with these actions and have no constraints or 

restrictions. When using chance methods, it is easy to be apprehensive because once the 

tusche or any grease touches the stone, it has marked the drawing and cannot be wiped off 

without re-graining. There is an ambivalence too as this method of drawing is invigorating 

because you cannot envisage the final image and marks are less contrived. 

 

I had recorded the sounds of processing the stone while filming, but after installing the 

exhibition, I found that the audio conflicted with what I set out to achieve. I realised that if I 

was to explore the effect of something permeating and moving, almost meditative, then 

silence would be better. This would entice the viewer to take time to be thoughtful of the 

action of graining in relation to the surrounding work. Writing on the trial installation, Glen 

Skien, an artist whose multi-disciplined studio practice often references layers of transitions, 

noted that “It has the look and the feel of a moving ceremonious encounter...so there is a 

wonderful transcendence...a continuum of experience.”190 

                                                 
190 Glen Skien, e-mail to the author, March 2015. 



 117

 

Figure 96 Laying drawings, maps, and photographs out on floor in trial installation 2015, mixed 
media drawings/lithographs. Photo: Jude Roberts. 
 

 

Figure 97 Jude Roberts, Trial installation process 2015, dimensions variable. Installed at White Box, 
Griffith University, Brisbane. Photo: Jude Roberts. 



 118

 

 

Figure 98 Jude Roberts, Trial installation showing video projected onto lithographic stone, 2015. 
Photo: Jude Roberts. 
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Figure 99 Jude Roberts, Geo-graphis (Drawing the Earth), 2015, lithographic crayon on kozo paper, 
plastic rod, light and stand, dimensions variable. Photo: Jude Roberts. 

 



 120

Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to make visible the interconnected activities of human, water 

and land systems within the Great Artesian Basin through immersive and investigative art 

practices. This was made possible through drawing familiar and unfamiliar landscapes across 

various water sites on the Wallam, Nebine and Maranoa watersheds. My travels extended to 

the Galilee Basin and further south on the Culgoa floodplains where waters from the Wallam 

creek disperse. Each site was clarified by a physical or metaphysical connection to the 

groundwater basins that lie beneath, and sometimes the places that I thought of as being the 

most intimate became the most elusive. 

 

By their very nature, groundwater systems are challenging to visualise, often making them 

difficult to understand scientifically; yet, people interact with them and have done so for 

generations. As a nation, we are resolved to the fact that water, in all its forms, defines and 

shapes people and communities. This is paradoxical given that Australia is the world’s driest 

continent and the ‘invisible’ nature of the Great Artesian Basin and the water systems that are 

created above this vast ancient structure are ephemeral. These are the challenges I have 

addressed in my research by predictable and unpredictable methodologies.  

 

Through an analysis of the works from my final exhibition Drawing the Artesian (2015, 

figures 100–102), I will reflect on the outcomes, significance, and implications of my research 

in this chapter. Drawing methods I used incorporated aleatory forms that linked ideas to 

unknown, or at least unlooked-for, meanings. Working with land and water and other outside 

conditions were instrumental elements to processes of chance while mark-making and drawing 

on areas of inland Australia. There were unexpected outcomes, especially when I let the 

process evolve—up to a five-year period in the case of the scrolls. This increased the 

possibilities of transforming and changing ideas. Sometimes these factors were directed by 

influences of weather and season.  For example, when the permanent water hole on the 

Wallam was unexpectedly exposed through drought, I was given an opportunity to experience 

this creek bed that I had never seen or felt before. The encounter was captured in Geo-graphis 

(2015, figure 99), which is a vertical and horizontal layering of the interconnections of the 

ephemeral watershed. 

 

The paper scrolls Subterranean Boundaries (2015, figure 100) are a culmination of place and 
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time. I first made marks on these Japanese papers during time spent in the Nebine areas while 

exploring the disused bore drains, yards, and boundary fences. Again, the paper was 

imprinted with further fence lines and laid in sediments and alluvial sands at Bimblebox on 

the Galilee Basin. On one scroll, I spread yellow ochre from the Wallam Creek throughout its 

surface; another was scorched in hot coals from a controlled bush fire. During the last stage, I 

covered one side with black inks and gouache and perforated the layers by shooting the paper 

with a shotgun. The aim was to use actions familiar to rural regions and the effect is also 

reminiscent of the bullet holes often seen in road signs. Further, I wanted to see how far I 

could test the paper’s materiality, and the bullet holes created another level of disintegration 

and porosity to the layers. When I installed the scrolls in proximity to the video installation 

Land Writing (Wiping) and Artificial Horizon (both 2015, figure 101), there was a strong 

realisation of the geomorphology and celestial phenomena that was situated within the 

research. 

 

The lithographic stone is a conceptual point of reflection because of the geological qualities of 

the limestone and the action of levigatting. This procedure determines a precise, even flatness 

of the surface and erases the previous image, although sometimes a ‘ghost’ image is left. As 

stated, Land Writing (Wiping) began as a documentation of the repetitive activity of levigatting 

but became a meditative and reflective projection on land histories and contemporary 

challenges issues surrounding groundwater.  

 

Throughout this investigation, paper has been a central support to my graphic mark-making, 

and the various papers I have used have responded in different ways depending on the outside 

factors of water, earth, and wind. My exploratory use of Japanese papers compelled my 

interest in papermaking and its significance to land and water. The use of found sediments, 

ochres, charcoal, and other mark-making media are indexical to the particular sites. The 

materials and the actions I employed to apply the mediums, including frottage, created 

physical and abstract layers that have transferred the histories and surfaces of the sites to the 

paper.   

 

While my research has incorporated science to formulate a more comprehensive knowledge 

about groundwater and its connections, my intention was not to make literal representations 

of these findings but to help understand and explore the geological at its deepest level as 

geographical phenomena. Moreover, my research is about our understanding of the elements 
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of the laws of nature as contingent.191 It is impossible to attain comprehensive knowledge of 

the active forces that may be present at any time in nature.  

 

In the words of Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar, a “more profound engagement must depend 

upon more than the visual, upon those things that remain invisible”.192 Uncovering what has 

been made invisible by traditional static reading of the land, Catriona Moore addresses the 

“renewed interest in the anti-colonial dryland visions”193 of the work of Drysdale, Nolan and 

others. In keeping with Stephanie Radok’s proclamation stated in the introduction to this 

exegesis, my work has contributed to the lineage of narratives about land and water, 

inextricably linking these two elements.194 

 

Throughout this exegesis, I have argued that drawing is a tool for self-reflection; a way to 

open ourselves to what we are seeing and to what we are responding. My work is about 

locating a holistic understanding of the landscape through the actions of the body being 

immersed in the ever-changing landscape. Revisiting familiar landscapes with a different 

purpose—that of an arts researcher—I discovered things I didn’t know. These research trips 

opened up opportunities to talk to local people about the river and the various histories and 

issues surrounding water and the community. Many people who live in Mitchell and the 

Maranoa share the river space with families and children, seeking solace or reinvigoration; I 

experienced this myself when meeting separate groups while soaking paper and drawing on 

the sites.   

 

As a consequence of the research, I have gained an understanding of the repeated and 

ongoing challenges with land use and groundwater basins in the semi-arid zones of Western 

Queensland, which is an issue of national significance. The research of early bore drillings 

and pastoral life from the John Oxley Library as well as the time spent listening to the 

recollections of people who have a generational lineage to the area gave me the opportunity to 

imagine being in the past river landscapes and deep geological time.  

 

                                                 
191 Meisseilloux, "Humes Problem," 108. 
192 Dean and Millar, Art Works Place. 
193 Moore, "Not Just a Pretty Picture: Art as Ecological Communication," 371. 
194 Radok, "A Water or a Light," 47. 
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During the ten years that have lapsed since I moved away from this area, visible changes have 

happened to the landscape that have been caused by the demands of mining, coal-seam gas, 

and other agri-business, as well as record drought, which has created further pressure on 

communities. My work contributes to ecological art in an area that hasn’t been largely 

acknowledged. We can never fully visualise the groundwater bodies and their connections, 

and so we have to rely on our own personal and intangible perceptions of a place. The works 

have realised the intentions of the research in visualising the unseen landscapes on different 

levels.  

 

Merleau-Ponty’s statement that “expressing what exists is an endless task”195 emphasises our 

ongoing responsibility to, and the process of, renewing our connections to the world. In 

conclusion, drawing is a tool that has allowed me both a physical and imagined engagement 

with the interconnections of rivers and watersheds to the artesian basins. Through a graphic 

investigation, I have been able to evoke the temporality of these subterranean landscapes.
  

 

                                                 
195 Hass, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy, 9. 
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Figure 100 Jude Roberts Subterranean Boundaries, 2015, mixed media with shot perforations on 
hand-made Japanese paper, 182 x 65 cm x 2 scrolls. Photo: Darcy Foott. 
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Figure 101 Jude Roberts Drawing the Artesian 2015, various artworks including video installation on 
lithographic stone, Whitebox Gallery, Queensland College of Art, July. Photo: Miriam Deprez. 
 

 

Figure 102 Jude Roberts Well Spring, 2015, mixed media with shot perforations on khadi paper. 
Photo: Darcy Foott. 
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Appendix: Exhibitions/Conferences/Presentations 
(See enclosed memory stick/disc for links to the following catalogues and additional images.) 

 
2015   17−30 July  

Drawing the Artesian, 2015, White box, Level 4, Griffith University, Southbank and 
July 17- 25 Project Gallery, Webb Centre, Griffith University, Southbank, Brisbane. 
Doctoral examination exhibition. 
 

2015    8–20 January  
Body Politic: Contemporary Artists in Australia Investigate Place, Identity, Memory 
and History Through the Graphic Image.2015, Icebox Project Space, The Crane Art 
Centre, 1400 North American St, Philadelphia.  

 
2014−15   21 November  

Mythscapes in the Watery Realm, 2014, School of Art Gallery, Aberystwyth     
University, Wales. 18 March–11 April 2015, Project Gallery, Queensland College of 
Art Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia. 
This exhibition of work from printmakers based in Aberystwyth (Wales) and Brisbane 
(Queensland, Australia) is a collaborative print project led and fostered by Judy and 
Mark Macklin (artist and geomorphologist respectively, based at Aberystwyth 
University).  

 
2014−2015   18 December 2014–28 February 2015 

Shandong/Qld College of Art, Griffith University, QCA Galleries, An artistic and 
cultural collaboration spanning 15 years between Australia (Queensland College of 
Art, Griffith University) and China (Shandong University of Arts).  

     
2014−16   16 May–29 June  

Bimblebox: Art Science Nature, 2013, Redlands Gallery, Touring Australia by 
Museums and Galleries, Queensland, Curated by Beth Jackson. Tangible Media, 2015 
http://www.bimbleboxexhibition.com/ 

            Catalogue can be downloaded on an IPAD  Art Science nature 2013 catalogue 
 

2014    13 March–6 April 
Aquifer, 2014, Crane Art Centre, Philadelphia. Exhibition Catalogue 
http://issuu.com/qcagriffith/docs/035-14-philli-final-revised 
 

2014   August 
           Marie Ellis Drawing Prize, Jugglers Art Space, Brisbane. 
 
2013    19 April–31 May 

Unraveling the Maranoa, One River arts project, 2012, Mitchell on Maranoa Gallery, 
Mitchell, Queensland.  

 
2013    24 August  

One River, The work was re-exhibited in Canberra as part of the Centenary of 
Canberra, Belconnen Arts Centre, ACT. The ten projects of the Murray Darling 
System are exhibited together in One River. 
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Lindy Allen, One River, 2012, One River project, Canberra, 2012  
oneriver local project Mitchell 
Documentary film  
http://oneriver.com.au/one-river-mitchell-unravelling-the-maranoa-documentary-  
uploaded/ 
Publication Regional Allen L.,  Belonging; Great Art Stories from Regional   
Australia,2014, Regional Arts Victoria, 2014. 
 

2013    5–27 April   
            Document Bimblebox, Sawtooth ARI Level 2, 160 Cimitiere St,   
            Launceston, Tasmania. Curator Samara McIlroy. http://bimbleboxartproject.com 
2013    27 October–30 November  
            Kedumba Drawing Award, Wild Valley Art Park, Wentworth Falls, NSW. 
2013    August 
            Marie Ellis Drawing Prize, Jugglers Art Space, Brisbane. 
2012    21–26 September  
            In a Landscape, Raygun Projects, Toowoomba. Archived http://raygunlab.com 
 
 
Conferences /Presentations  
2013    22 March, World Water Day Symposium, 2013, QCA Project Gallery, Griffith   
            University, Southbank. Water-wheel website. 

Re-imagining the art-science interface in the watery realm. This presentation   
constitutes a trans-disciplinary exploration of citizen science in the watery realm   
focusing on the community of Mitchell on the Maranoa River, south east Queensland,   
located in the headwaters of the Murray Darling Catchment. Mark Macklin, Jude  
Macklin and myself presented our talk from the top of the banks of the Maranoa   
River, Foyleview, Mitchell, through a digital platform. 
 

2013    8–10 July 
Creative Innovation through Cross-Fertilisation Symposium (8-10 July 2013)    
Queensland College of Art, Southbank Campus Lecture Theatre, S07_1.23, ground   
floor, Griffith South Bank Graduate Centre. 
Cross-Fertilisation program and abstract: http:/gupsa.org.au/creative-innovation-   
through-cross-fertilisation-symposium-8-10-july-2013-programme-and-abstracts/ 
 

2013   25 August 
Critical Undercurrents - A One River Symposium, National Museum Australia, 
Canberra. Jude Roberts, Carmel Wallace, John Shortis and Major Sumner with 
Barbara Paulson Audio on demand 
Barbara Paulson, an assistant curator with the Museum’s Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Program, facilitated the talk by artists who participated in the One 
River project. 
 

Conferences attended 
 
2013    15–20 September  

 Solving the Groundwater challenges of the 21st Century, 2013, 40th International     
 Conference Hydrologists, 2013, Perth Convention Centre, Perth, W.A.  
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2013    8 March  
Professor Mark G Macklin, Floods in the Anthropocene: Mud, Metals and 
Mosquitoes, Australian Rivers Institute Seminar Series 2013, Griffith University, 
Nathan Campus, Environment 1_N55_Room 1.07 
Professor Mark G Macklin, Centre for Catchment and Coastal Research, Aberystwyth 
University, UK. 
http://www.inspiring-australia.com.au/australian-rivers-institute-seminar-nathan/. 
 
 

 
Publications represented in: 
 

Jackson, B. “Bimblebox: Artistic Witness at the Front line of Queensland’s Galilee 
Basin,” Artlink, 33, issue 4 (2013): 67–70.  
 
Sampson, J. “Bimblebox Art Project” in Imprint 48, no. 2 (Winter 2013): 2013. 
 
Wahlquist, A., “The River Makes Its Mark”, in Allen L., One River blog, The River 
makes its mark   http://oneriver.com.au/tag/asa-wahlquist/ 2013. 

 
Ethical clearance has been granted and the research was conducted in accordance with the approved 
protocol. Reference: QCA/19/13/HREC on 2 September 2014. 
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