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Chapter 6:
BEING ON THE EDGE: 

ARTS-BASED 
REFLECTION
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Context
This chapter presents my inquiry into the experience of companioning Robert, who 

used arts-based methods of reflection to deepen his understanding of his experiences 

of working in the Kimberley. It demonstrates the role arts-based methods can play in 

a mentoring relationship and includes the interactions and resonances that occurred 

between us.

Robert, a third year visual arts student, attended the first volunteer experience 

workshop facilitated by three MA students from MIECAT, (described in the previous 

chapter). The day following this workshop, Robert flew to the Mowanjum Aboriginal 

community in the Kimberley to start his four week community engagement work. This 

indigenous community is situated 10kms from Derby in Western Australia. Each year, 

for the past seven years, Robert has worked with the Mowanjum community helping 

with their Arts and Cultural Festival, including helping the community prepare for the 

‘jundba’ (corroboreee). 

When Robert returned, he showed me his visual journals and shared some of his 

experiences. On reading his journals I was surprised by both the expansive nature of 

his creative visual and written work and the level of detail he included. I read his entire 

journal and created an intersubjective response to this, which I gave him at our next 

meeting.  He expressed considerable surprise that I had actually taken the time to create 

this for him. This seemed to be an important moment for Robert, and the following 

week he asked me if I would be willing to mentor him in his third year visual arts 

internship placement. He said he would like to continue to inquire into his experience, 

and especially learn more about the arts-based experiential inquiry methods I had been 

using with other students at ACU.

I felt privileged that Robert had asked me to do this, and excited that there was yet 

another student who was keen to engage in arts-based reflection. However, I felt 

somewhat anxious about whether I would be able to meet Robert’s expectations. 

He was a man of sixty years, a retired Uniting Church minister, and an intellectual 

possessing a wealth of life experience. My challenge in this work with Robert was to be 

able to be present to him, and also to present what was emerging from his material and 

between us as we worked together. I did not want to get too anxious about the steps 
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of the inquiry and wanted to allow both the procedures and the content to interact in 

some kind of emergent flow. In short, I wanted this to be collaborative. Robert wanted 

the process to focus on what he described as the mind and heart of his experience in 

the Kimberley. This seemed to suggest a desire for a deeper level of personal reflection 

on his part. For myself, this was a process of developing my companioning skills. As we 

worked together, at times I experienced an extraordinary sense of collaboration. I felt as 

if we were both in Robert’s story, co-creating it together, even though I was viewing it 

from my standpoint. We both developed understandings about ourselves and the other 

which were profound and respectful of our differences. 

We met each fortnight for approximately two hours over a period of 15 weeks in 

2007. All our conversations were face-to-face. Each one was audio-recorded. Whenever 

possible I would transcribe each session at home before our following session and email 

this to Robert. I have only included the transcript details of a very small section of our 

work, though the table on the following page shows an overview of the whole process. 

It is important to acknowledge that this chapter has been co-written with Robert, in 

the same way that I have contributed to the final report of Robert’s internship journal 

which he submitted as part of his internship course requirement. 

Robert wrote in his own report: “This report is as much her (Mary’s) work as mine, as she 

has been integral to the unfolding of my creative process” (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 2).
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Chapter Layout. 

This chapter comprises four sections:

Section 1: PreParation

This section shows the preparations made prior to Robert’s work in the Kimberley, 

and includes a summary account of a two-day workshop he attended which was 

facilitated by myself and three students from MIECAT.

Section 2: robert returns from the Kimberley.

In this section I have selected a small number of Robert’s visual images and prose 

from his time in the Kimberley to give the reader a feel for his experience and how 

he represented it. I have also included my intersubjective response to Robert’s work.

Section 3: our collaborative inquiry. 

This is in two parts. The first shows the collaborative inquiry during Robert’s period 

of internship. The second describes a further collaboration which included my 

supervisor, during which Robert came to identify important life themes.

Table 2: Process of inquiry with Robert

In this chapter the discussion of the process is integrated into these sections rather than 

forming a separate section at the end. 
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Section 1: PreParation

Numerous art pieces were created as Robert and I worked together, however only 

a selection of these is included to illustrate our process. Throughout this chapter 

Robert’s text is shown in italics and indented, mine in standard Times New Roman font. 

Key words that were selected together are shown in Avenir font.

robert’s notes:

The following extract comes from Robert’s journal. I saw Robert after he had returned 

from his community engagement placement in the Kimberley. 

A two-day workshop facilitated by Mary and three students from MIECAT was offered to 

support my community engagement. I took part in this workshop. Some of my reflections are 

included below. This workshop served to highlight key issues which would affect the way in 

which I undertook my volunteer tasks that related to the community. I reflected on my coming 

work in the Kimberley and then made a clay sculpture as a representation together with a 

drawing of the sculpture in my journal. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 3)

robert’s initial representations.

The sculpture and drawing on the next page were created by Robert during the workshop 

and before going back to the Kimberley, this time as an ACU community engagement 

placement. He continues to comment over. 
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Figure 77 - Robert, 2007, 2D sculpture, clay

Figure 78 - Robert, 2007, pencil on paper, 150mm x 120mm

The following key words were selected by us from an intersubjective dialogue 

I had with Mary during the two day workshop in the semester break of 

2007. These key words speak to me about my concern about returning to the 

Kimberley. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 5)
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Key words.

Cave like

Fragility fire protection

I need to protect myself

Be open to new possibilities and experiences

Your energy rises from the rock

Echoes of mystery stir me into life

A song rises from the silence.

How can I protect myself?

From my response and Mary’s, I came to these three points in preparation for 

the journey to the Kimberley. (The Rock Breaks: I feel like I am running on 

empty. The first semester has been busy with three exhibitions. The Ungud 

Serpent: My focus will be on the placement with the Indigenous community 

volunteers. Ungud: I must give myself freedom to return home early if things 

do not work out. This will be a form of protection.) From these understandings 

I came to (create) these three images for the journey to the Kimberley. (Robert’s 

Journal, 2007, p. 6)
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roberts three representations.

Figure 79 - Robert, 2007, Title” The Rock Breaks” soft pastel on paper, 297mm x 420mm  

the rock Breaks.

The Rock Breaks: I feel like I am running on empty. The first semester has 

been busy with three exhibitions (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 6).
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Figure 80 - Robert, 2007, Title: “The Ungud Serpent”, soft pastel on paper, 297mm x 420mm  

the Ungud Serpent.     

The Ungud Serpent: My focus will be on the placement with the Indigenous 

community volunteers (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p .6).



188

Figure 81 - Robert, 2007, Title:”The Ungud Waters”, soft pastel on paper, 297mm x 420mm  

Ungud Waters.

Ungud: I must give myself freedom to return home early if things do not work 

out. This will be a form of protection. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 7).
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Mary’s intersubjective response to the three images.

Figure 82 – Mary MCINERNEy, 2007 clay sculpture 

robert’s response to Mary’s iSr.

Robert commented on my intersubjective response in his journal.

Perhaps, my feelings of vulnerability helped me to prepare for much greater 

feelings which would emerge as I related to an aboriginal community. Again, 

I need to take responsibility for protecting myself in such circumstances. 

It was a representation of a landscape with a person protecting himself 

within it. The reflection on the sculptures leads me to see the importance of 

protection and balance. In reflection on this experience I have come to know 

the following.

In order to allow the creative fire of my artistic

and spiritual imagination

I need to give thought to protecting myself

in the Kimberley while being open to new experiences

in the community of which I will be a part (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 8).
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Section 2: roBert’S retUrn froM 
the KiMBerLey

Mary’s intersubjective response to robert’s journals.

On Robert’s return, I spent time reading and immersing myself in his journals. Following 

this time of concentrated attention on what I felt to be central to his experiences, I gave 

him a visual intersubjective response, shown below.

Figure 83 - Mary MCINERNEy, 2007, ISR Roberts’s journals,

oil pastel and black ink on paper, 210mm x 297mm

It was this intersubjective response that prompted Robert to continue to meet with me 

and continue with an arts-based reflection. At our next meeting, Robert and I decided 

we would focus on the images he painted while in the Kimberly and on the poetic 

statement associated with each image that he completed in his journal while he was 

away. I thought this would be a good way for him to be able to enter more deeply into 

an experience of place with all the associated feelings and sensory impressions. As well 

as this, I hoped it would provide a starting point for an exploration of the MIECAT 

inquiry procedures and process. 
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Many currents.

robert’s journal image and poem.

From his journals, Robert first chose to attend to the representation and poem titled 

Many Currents that he had completed in the Kimberley.

Figure 84 - Robert, 2007, Title: “Many Currents”, acrylic paint on paper, 210mm x 297mm

Many currents, many streams

Meet together at festival time

And I am caught in between

Swimming for my dear life

Against the tide

In no man’s land

At the edge of beyond!
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Process of reflection on many currents.

The following process was then completed.

 We both gave a verbal description of the visual art representation of “Many •	
Currents” (not included).

 Together, we then reduced Robert’s poem to key words.•	
 From the key words, Robert developed two new pieces of art work – “At the •	
Edge” and “Being on the Edge”.

 Together, we then inquired into the second image, “Being on the Edge”, •	
through an intersubjective dialogue where access points were noted and 

amplified.

 Robert then reduced these reflections to a Haiku•	
Key words chosen by robert and Mary. 

Together we chose the following key words from Robert’s poem.

At the edge

Caught in between

Beyond the edge

Many currents stream together

Robert felt that these words were very significant and wanted to explore what might 

emerge visually from them. He did this by creating the following two images.
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robert’s further representations.

Figure 85 - Robert HOSKINS, 2007, Title: At the Edge, oil & wax on canvas 120cm x 120cm

Figure 86 - Robert HOSKINS, 2007, Title:”Being on the Edge”, oil on canvas 120cm x 150 cm
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Robert’s journal gives an account of our processing of Being on the Edge.

We engaged in an intersubjective dialogue with this piece of art work, entitled 

“Being on the Edge”. As our focus, I wanted to explore the tension between the 

sea and the land. Perhaps I felt instability in my time in the Kimberley and 

wanted to express that tenuous relationship between my small ego consciousness 

and the overwhelming reality of land, with its long history of occupation. It 

felt like being at the edge.

Below is an extract of the transcript of the audio-recorded discussion where we identified 

access points which were significant.

First access point: Right hand corner of painting - like something clashing its 

way through the gleam of light. Something running deep within that wants 

to come out, but hasn’t had an opportunity. It’s like an inner explosion of light 

that wants to emerge. 

Second access point: Top part - There are two levels in the picture, and I am 

interested in these two levels of reality. This top part is everyday reality and 

this is reflection (the other reality), I don’t want to push my art work but to 

allow it to emerge slowly. I don’t have to do a lot of hard work to get to a result. 

Take that part (the top right corner.) It’s beautiful in itself. I can allow myself 

to play and flow. My process is working with it and I can flow with it. It is 

alive and flowing. It is a hard place to stand in because I could be swept into 

the play or the fire and miss the contemplative space that is present. A highly 

charged place because all the pressures are on me and sweeping me into it. 

How to remain true to myself? I need to stand back and recognise the nuances 

and see what is happening, I need to recognise the language of the inner world 

as it comes through. Once I recognise this I come back to the work with a 

renewed or fresh vision. The painting is like a dialogue with one’s soul. The 

land is sinking into the sea as this process takes place, so as the waters rise, the 

grief also rises. The grief is about many things, the Kimberley and my own boy. 

There is the grief and the light. In the light there is clarity. I feel courageous 

being caught up in this work.
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robert’s reduction to a haiku.

I stand at the edge

Waiting for light to emerge

Many currents dissolve the grief

Dialogue about being on the edge.

At our next session, Robert’s starting point was to stay with the image and haiku and 

continue our intersubjective dialogue. Below is a very short section of our conversation, 

taken from the transcript of the audio recording.

Robert: I have had time to be able to sit with this painting and look at 

my work and see what is before me. It is a very contemplative space. I was 

stopping and allowing the strength of the painting to work within me.

Mary: I get a sense that you were interacting with the painting and something 

was happening?

Robert: I used to think that a mark of a successful person (a thought which 

came from my family) was that if I was on the move I would be achieving 

something. In many ways I was running from the grief. Now that I can sit 

with the very work that I created it is a lovely thing to do. I am feeling quite 

emotional which is bringing up a deep sense of contemplation. This is what I 

want from my work. I panic a bit, because I think that I should be on the go.

Mary: Maybe there is a sense that you do not have to drive yourself as 

much but allow yourself the time to stop.

Robert: The tears are there in the painting, tears, tears!

Mary: Tears of?

Robert: Tears of many things, the deep (Crying tears now) I feel sad about 

the Kimberley and also a deep sadness of pushing myself so much. The 

challenge now is not to push myself so hard.
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Mary: Now you are aware, have you a choice? 

Robert: It is fearful to go back to that place of pushing and driving myself and 

being so much for others. It is about being able to balance both the work and 

the contemplation. The truth is that something is emerging at the moment 

that I have an incredible capacity for contemplation in my art work. It brings 

tears … (Pointing to the line at the top.) That is the edge between my business 

side above here in the painting, and the contemplative area below. This is the 

reflective part below, a relief from all the activity.

Mary: There seems to be more space in the blue - the contemplative self. 

Robert: I have been in a world of activity to escape the grief. I don’t need a lot of 

activity because there is enough to contemplate in this, in itself. This is a strong 

realisation. There is a lot in my inner self and in my later life I don’t need the 

distractions because there is so much to get in touch with. It is like trying to honour 

this contemplative place now, even though it has been hard to be in this quiet space 

at times. I have learnt that the only way to deal with the inner place was to fill it 

with activity. It was a fear that there was nothing there. So I would focus on the 

outer. Now there is recognition that there is not nothing, but so much there. It is 

amazing to see what is emerging in this art work. In the other art work (At the 

Edge) the tears haven’t come up. In this one, the water, the sea has risen and the 

tears have come to the surface. It is like being a liberated person. I realise now why 

I have so many tears. In fact I can’t do this kind of work without having the tears. 

There was a critical point of awareness, in that I realised why I had so many tears. 

Having made this realisation I can now affirm that I can produce art from my 

deeper awareness of my grief. I can therefore affirm my melancholy. There is a deep 

sense of grief and I often do symbolic things without knowing about it, but, to sit 

there for the half hour and engage with my art work, things were emerging.

Mary: Is this a different way to be with your art work?

Robert: Not as reflective as I am now. In the past I used the art work coming 

out of the process. But that has been at the end of the process. This is being 

in the process, dialoguing with oneself through the art work, and I needed a 

pretty big canvas to do that and deal with it all. Today I stood at the edge.
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I stand at the edge

Waiting for light to emerge

Many currents dissolve the grief

Today I stood at the edge.

Mary’s intersubjective response to being on the edge.  

I gave Robert the following visual, poetic and prose responses to his image and 

exploration of being on the edge.    

Figure 87 - Mary MCINERNEy, 2007, ISR to “Being at the Edge”, soft pastel, 210mm x 297mm

Contemplative space

holds many currents and patterns

where tears have a place.

This blue area (the centre of the painting- see above) stands out for me as you name this 

a space of contemplation in your art work. When I look at my image, it feels like it is an 

inviting space to be in, a place where there are patterns and a movements to be explored. 

It is a rich place that holds so many memories. Swirls, understandings emerge through 

this contemplative space. It is a place of grief where tears have a place and flow freely. your 

main issue seemed to be about grief; grief during your time in the Kimberley and the grief 

associated with denying your artistic and contemplative self. It is as if we can pull away 

from the hectic pace of life to immerse ourselves into contemplation and be with our 

thoughts and feelings. It is an opportunity to explore and to revisit the past experiences of 

life. I think you could take time to settle into this place. (Mary’s written response, 2008)
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tears for the lost ones.

robert’s journal image and poem.

Robert then began to work on a new series of art works. Again he started from and 

chose to develop one of the many images that he had produced in his visual diary in 

the Kimberley, at Mowanjum.

I began with the image of tears for the lost boy and the prose, which accompanied 

it. This theme arose from my work with my grief over the previous weeks. I 

then continued to indwell this image and key words were chosen from the 

poem “Tears for the Lost Ones”. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 50)

Figure 88 - Robert HOSKINS, 2007, Title: “Tears for the lost ones”

acrylic paint on paper, 210mm x 297mm
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Poetic Summary
My grief deepens

My tears become real,

As I cry for those who are gone and those who are here.

I paint the shape of the Ungud snake

Who mourns her mate at the break of the day?

I have so many tears

So much to grieve

For I am alone

At the end of the world

I miss my loved ones and am lost in my pain.

My energy fades

At the end of the day.

And I grieve these boys

The lost ones

The ones who turn from the door of their culture

And knock at the door of mine

This door has no key and many locks

They knock and knock again

Then give up the search

Walking at the edge of nowhere

Stumbling on a path to destruction

Where alcohol, drugs or sheer boredom

Will take them to an early death.

And where are their Elders?

The Lost ones.

Who were boys like these boys

Bright eyed and agile

Now bowed down with endless grief. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p.21)
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Process of reflection tears for the lost ones.

Key words chosen by robert and Mary from the poem above.

Once again, Robert and I both chose key words. We wrote them on paper and then 

compared our selection.

Mary’s intersubjective response to tears for the Lost ones. 

This time I have included a visual and poetic response to the image in Robert’s journal.

My grief deepens

My tears

I cry

I paint

So many tears

So much to grieve

I miss my loved ones

I grieve these boys

The lost ones

This door has many locks

Search

At the edge

Figure 89 - Mary MCINERNEy, 2007, soft pastel on paper, 210mm x 297mm
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Haiku

Painted Ungud snake

Destruction and early death

Full of tears and grief

After I gave this to Robert, we talked more about his grief. Much of this inquiry, as 

evidenced so far, was about the grief Robert experienced in the Kimberley as well as his 

own grief in denying his artistic contemplative self. He also expressed general feelings 

of melancholia as well as recent childhood losses. 

robert’s further representations.

From further intersubjective dialogue, the following two images were created 

by Robert. He explored his feelings of the Kimberley and issues with the 

“disruption to the land and to the people and the grief that rises from this 

disruption” (Robert’s Journal 2007, p. 50).

Figure 90 - Robert, 2007, Title: “Tears” found cupboard door, bitumen paint & oil paint
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Figure 91 - Robert, 2007, Title: “Wound”, polystyrene & bitumen paint & oil paint

Robert went on to focus on the parts of these representations that drew his attention. 

He described them in his journal.

Access point: The tears and the blood: Grief is expressed in both works, in the 

tears in the first and the flowing ‘blood’ in the second. It is what I am feeling 

at the moment and the grief has many layers: Grief is what I experienced in 

the Kimberley and grief of my own father-in-law’s death. It is grief of my own 

childhood. Turning away from the contemplative side and the grief of entering 

the last phase of my life becomes a reality. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 51) 

Robert worked to write a theme about our work at date. He wrote:

When I reflect on the grief, I realise the importance of having someone who I 

can trust to share my experiences with. I need to externalise my feelings within 

a safe space which includes the presence of mature people, a warm supportive 
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environment, and the thought that I have time to process the feelings that may 

emerge. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 87)

Mary’s intersubjective response to these further representations.

I then produced a visual image and pieces of reflective prose in response to Robert’s 

work “Tears”.

Figure 92 - Mary MCINERNEy, 2007, soft pastel on paper, 210mm x 297mm

This was the written reflection I gave Robert. 

The tears of your human experiences bring you to these representations. your 

tears for the lost ones in the Kimberley also bring you in touch with your 

own tears of denying your contemplative artistic self. yet, from this emerges 

your story of the many currents and patterns in your life. your life patterns 

at times led you away from your contemplative life, where you feared that 

there would be a sense of nothing within. I resonate with you in this as it 

is a strong current and pattern in my life too. you confront your tears of 

being for others and deny your contemplative self. you felt caught between 

two worlds, too busy to feel your own grief and told that you should not be 

melancholic. The many patterns and colours in your currents remind me of 

a cloak of many colours that holds you and your grief. Melancholia has its 

place; it can be felt and this is different from being stuck in it and allowing it 

to overwhelm you. Now new patterns are emerging, a contemplative self. 
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Kimberley odyssey.

Once again, the arts-based reflection on an image and poem from his Kimberley 

journals led Robert to a further exploration. He began a new cycle of representation 

and reflection, which he explains in the following account from his journal.

What emerged from the above work and intersubjective dialogue and response, 

was an installation of nine panels, exploring my feelings of the Kimberley 

and issues of loss and displacement. In the following panels, I deal with 

the disruption to the land, to the people and the grief that arises from this 

disruption. I found this chest, discarded on a neighbour’s nature strip. The 

find led me on a complex journey through my memories of the Kimberley and 

my awareness that the people of Mowanjum had been moved many times to 

their present settlement. Having found the chest, I began to work with the 

concept of an altarpiece, based on my experience in the Kimberley. The work 

on the first two panels above began a complex series dealing with grief and 

loss. The final work called Kimberley Odyssey comprised the chest, nine panels 

and a “baked” boab tree in a suitcase. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 57)

robert’s Kimberley odyssey representations.

Figure 93 - Robert, 2007, Title: “Discarded”, Found objects & acrylic paint on timber
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Dialogue between robert and Mary.

This meeting with Robert took place while he was working on the Kimberley Odyssey 

and below is a transcript from his journal.

Robert: I had no idea what this process of arts-based inquiry would generate. 

Your work with me has generated a book of images from my journal. But 

it has also led to many other images. I have been moved to transform my 

original work/images and make paintings and now an installation. This chest 

and the nine panels will hopefully describe my pilgrimage ... My pilgrimage 

has been to the Kimberley where I encountered an Australian “Passion”. The 

way that this whole series is set out has resulted in it becoming a passion 

narrative and I am picking up the theme of being discarded. The Kimberley 

has been a place where I encountered the sorrowful mysteries. This work will 

be my experience of a passion narrative. The discarded chest is symbolic of 

my discarded memories, my own memories and the memories of a discarded 

people. So many discarded people in our world, the refugees, people who suffer 

with mental illness.

I am still staggered that it was after our first conversation, that it generated 

this picture ‘the Tear’. The fact that it generated the tears picture leads to the 

power of the whole series. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 58)

Mary: I didn’t realise that till now Robert.

Robert: I built the whole series on that conversation. I was exploring, but 

while I was exploring I was taking the concept that I was somehow opening 

the chest, and pushing a variety of work that would be in the chest and come 

out of it. It is an exploration, and then it began to emerge. On reflection, it 

is the process of working with you that has shaped this work. When I did the 

drawing of the alchemical container (below), it is reflecting on the work that 

has helped me because without that I would not have come to the depth of my 

work. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 58)
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Figure 94 - Robert, 2007, date, soft pastel on paper, 180mm x 150mm

Through the exchanges with another we can shift our perspectives. The edge place is so 

powerful, between the known and the unknown, the edge of listening to each other. It 

is in the companioning that another level of understanding occurs.

Robert: I am on the edge, I am very conscious of time and everything that I do 

has to have meaning and I am doing this course for meaning.

Mary: you are taking a rich opportunity to inquire into your personal life.

Robert: With your help.

Mary: yes, together.

Robert: I can’t function as a hermit, even in my meditation; I have to talk to 

another. It is from the conversation at many different levels; it is in the process 

of the conversation that something new emerges, there is something in there 

that I have to represent. Some of the declarations I have made in this space 

and process, like the melancholic, then change the nature of the melancholic. 

I can then affirm my gift at being on the edge between life and death and 

I don’t have to be apologetic about it. Once I am not apologetic about it, 

then extraordinary things happen because I am then flowing with the creative 
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moment. To have permission to go into the tears is OK. The tears deepen the 

work and I am trying to paint out the tears not only in a private sense but a 

public sense too. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 59)

After this dialogue I created the following poetic response and gave it to Robert.

Moving to your edge

A different creative way

Lots of feelings felt

the completed installation: Kimberly odyssey. 

The Kimberley Odyssey installation was installed at an Anglican Church for Passion 

Sunday where Robert gave a homily and a reflection on his art work and experience in 

the Kimberley.

Figure 95 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, bitumen paint on found cupboard door640h, 340 w

Figure 96 - Robert, 2007, Wax, oxides and barbed wire on MDF

Figure 97 - Robert, 2007, Wax, oxides on MDF

Figure 98- Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, baked bread with resin

Figure 99 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, found lead

Figure 100 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, mashed paper and glue

Figure 101 - Robert, 2007, Bitumen paint, oxides on polystyrene and MDF

Figure 102 - Robert, 2007, Oxides, bitumen paint, lead on found cupboard door

Figure 103 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, bitumen paint and oxides on found cupboard door
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Section 3: oUr CoLLaBorative inqUiry 

I continued to work with Robert throughout the semester as he produced a flow of art 

work, particularly around the experience of the death and loss of his uncle Ted on the 

HMAS Sydney. I then asked my supervisor to work with us, to help us integrate all of 

our work together.  

review of robert’s work.

At our first meeting Robert placed all his art work and written work on the floor. 

Figure 104 - Robert, 2008, photographs of visual art work 

Robert brought all the images that he had created during the year and he then clustered 

images together forming groups of connected images.

Figure 105 - Robert, 2008, Photograph of Robert’s Kimberley images
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Clustered images.

Figure 106 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, bitumen paint on found cupboard door, 640h x 340w

Figure 107 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, bitumen paint on found cupboard door, 640h x 340 w

Figure 108 - Robert, 2007, Wax, oxides on MDF, 680h, x 340w
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Figure 109 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, baked bread with resin, 800h, 340w

Figure 110 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, found lead, 800h, 340w

Figure 111 - Robert, 2007, Acrylic, and bitumen paint on MDF, mashed paper and glue 800h,340w
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Figure 112 – Robert, 2007, Bitumen paint, oxides on polystyrene and MDF, 680 x 340

Figure 113 – Robert, 2007, Oxides, bitumen paint, lead on found cupboard door, 640 x 340

Figure 114 – Robert, 2007, Acrylic, bitumen paint and oxides on found cupboard door, 40 x 340
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After clustering these images, Robert then verbally mapped some of his experiences by 

stating what happened, when the event or action occurred, where it occurred and who 

was involved. He then mapped the emotional quality and associated values. Below is 

one example of his mapping.

Mapping: Being with a grieving and wounded community.

What? To deal with the wound is grief, unresolved grief. I want to both reflect on this in-

volvement and go further into the process of making art as a consequence of this experience. 

When? These images arose out of last year’s encounter, but reflect six years of being with 

the community with serious intent.

Where? The experience comes from my experience at Mowanjum, near Derby, but also 

from various parts of the Kimberley. My process of reflection was at ACU.

With whom? Being with the community and then working with Mary McInerney who 

strengthened my resolve to be with the grief.

Emotions. Joyfulness of sharing my journey with Mary, as I worked through the difficult pain 

and grief.

Values. I go to the community as Robert, without the cloak of minister. I am able to be with 

the grief, and Mary has travelled with me in the aftermath of this journey.

Being myself.

Capacity and willingness to stay with emotional experiencing.

Being companioned with safety and trust.

Robert’s summary words:

Integration,

Bringing all of me together,

I felt the grief

Mary as a companion can manage the material

Gently grounding

Enabled me to be productive.
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Mary’s response to robert’s review.

I made a written response to Robert’s review and gave it to him.

Privileged to be in this space

I felt on the edge with Robert

A container to hold overwhelming emotion

Utterly surprised about trust,

Journeying together

I experienced a shift to go with the flow.

robert’s reflection on the experience of the review.

This was an extraordinary process. It was very satisfying to lay out my work 

and process in a large space. This itself was an affirmation of the breadth 

of what I was dealing with, and a reminder of how difficult it has been to 

come to integrate this extensive material. It was a relief to see how the process 

unfolded. I now see that there are some major areas for integration:

 The call to reflect which is imaged in the Boab, as symbol of the reflective container.•	
 The cockatoo, being open to the spirit world and the people of the Kimberley.•	
 Being able to deal with the issues of communication. In terms of where I am •	
headed, I see this as a continued process of reflecting on the adventures as well as 

the grief. When I reflect on the process over the year a thread of grief has emerged 

unifying a number of related themes. My images and prose deal with the complexity 

of grief, both personal and national.

My childhood issues of grief.•	
 Specific grief concerning my uncle’s death on the Sydney which has both personal •	
and national implication. 

 The grief of the death of my father-in-law, the last parent figure in our family.•	
 The grief within the people of Mowanjum. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 87) •	



214

Themes froM roBert’S refLeCtion

When I reflect on the grief, I realise the importance of having someone whom 

I can trust to share my experiences with.

I need to externalise my feelings within a safe space: the presence of mature 

people, a warm supportive environment, and the thought that I have time to 

process the feelings that may emerge. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 87)

reflections on companioning.

interview facilitated by supervisor.

The following week Robert and I met again with my supervisor to share our experience 

of working together. In this interview we did not just gather information about the 

experience but continued to inquire into our experience. Our understanding of the 

nature of an interview had something in common with the way Dillard presents the 

interview as a way of writing the world, a way of bringing the world into play. “The 

interview is not a mirror of the so-called external world, nor is it a window into the 

inner life of the person. The interview is a simulacrum, a perfectly miniature and 

coherent world in its own right” (as cited in Denzin, 2001, p. 25) Seen in this way, the 

interview functions as a narrative device which allows persons who are so inclined to 

construct stories about themselves. In the moment of story-telling, teller and listener, 

share the goal of participating in an experience which reveals their shared same-ness 

(Porter, 2000). An extract of some of the interview that took place is below. It was 

transcribed from an audio recording of the interview.

S: (Supervisor) What is important for you about this collaborative 

reflective process?

Robert: It’s been easier to reflect upon it with someone else. Mary’s been able to 

keep it well contained. There is something about simply being-with another 

where meaning is created. Mary is a spiritual companion and she proved to be 

the other that enabled me to depth the experience….Being with another helps 

me move from the shallows into the deep water.
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S:  What are the key words for you about the companioning with 

Mary? 

Robert: midwife, hospitality, companion, common humanity, down to earth.

Unless I feel comfortable with Mary’s humanity why would I want to go to 

that place? She has the strength not to be overwhelmed because if I felt she was 

going to be bruised then I would not share it. I didn’t want to share this in the 

group as many people from the university don’t want to go to these places.

S: Is there anything else you want to say about this experience?

Robert: Mary has helped me to clarify my experiences of the Kimberly. The 

procedures and companioning process has offered both a rigour, and discipline. 

This rigour has helped me to clarify what my artistic expression means. I have 

experienced Mary as a muse. It’s tough in the artistic world, but it is good 

to have a safe place to bring my work. Her companion approach is radically 

different to the visual art approach in art making. I see many people pulled 

apart in the art world. In contrast, the companioning process has been, for me, 

a balance to the world of visual art criticism. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 89)

I see solidity and fragility in this pearl sculpture on page    . It has a solid base 

but the limbs are very fragile. The solidity of the companying allowed for the 

fragility of my experiences. This gave me a security, a strong base to hold this 

fragility. Most of my life I have had to operate with great strength. It has been 

lovely to have had the opportunity to enter and be with my fragility in this 

process.

There is also a faith and spiritual dimension between Mary and myself. It is 

very present and makes a huge difference. Our common acknowledgment of the 

spirit’s presence in the encounter is very real. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 89)

The following are my comments after hearing Robert’s conversation and my supervisor 

asking me what my experience was like companioning him:
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Mary: I am grateful for this experience, and grateful for the conversation too. I have 

found you to be honest and authentic. Over my time working with Robert I have been 

really surprised. I would come in and not know what might happen.  I wanted to be 

really present, and to companion you in your feelings and thoughts as they emerged. 

I was surprised at the trust that developed and I didn’t expect that in the beginning. It 

was a privilege. So instead of worrying about how to respond, I felt more free to check 

on your feelings at a particular time. There were several opportunities to articulate the 

experience and to get access points, to amplify and to hear you name essences. All this 

gave me clarity. To engage together in these procedures was energising for me as you 

were responding to them in ways that amazed me. It was not just about the Kimberley 

experience but also about personal grief that led you into a creative process which 

surprised me. you had an ability to stay in your pain and struggle, and when you did 

become fragile at times, we allowed that to happen. The art work was quite exciting. 

From themes, you then created an additional layer. That it was your experience was 

important, but we were in it together with a sense of mutuality. (Transcript in Robert’s 

Journal, 2007, p. 89)

reflections on the spiritual aspects of companioning.

My supervisor asked me to comment on the spiritual aspect of the companioning, and 

Robert also contributed his thoughts which are included below.

Mary: At times I know in myself I can be very cautious when people 

talk about the spiritual, or God. I see God and the spiritual in the most 

ordinary events of daily life. In listening to Robert’s spirit, I recognised the 

spiritual dimension which moves in all of life. When we talked of ordinary 

things, there was a sense of presence beyond either of us, a resonance of a 

shared value, shared experience. I understood some of his experience, in 

some sense, knowing I had had similar experiences.

Robert: Talking about God would have been intrusive – everyone’s experience 

is unique and so there was a sense of treading gently around understandings 

of God and sharing of our faith.  
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S. How does this allowing of the spiritual in companioning happen?

Mary: I try to listen to what is being said. I know I have my biases but 

I have to shelve those; they are mine and I try to really be present in the 

now, not too far ahead. I know when someone is really travelling with 

me and when they are not. In companioning there is a contained yet 

free space. My response requires a deep listening presence, honesty and 

respect.

Robert: I have received back what I have always tried to give; that’s lovely.

Mary: I have always tried to give that open listening and it is quite a relief 

to have received this.

S: Did the process feel like a lot of work?

Mary: No the process did not feel like hard work while I was doing it. I 

did not feel drained. Rather, I was energised and I wished I had more time 

to create artistic responses. I don’t know why I didn’t have time to do this, 

because initially I took the time to read Robert’s journal and to make a 

response that led to our continuing to work together. Especially when we 

moved into the MIECAT process, a lot of material emerged.  

Robert: That giving of a response was pivotal – the fact that Mary had taken 

my work seriously and did take the time - this was really significant for me. One 

of my problems is that I had resisted another staff member reading my journal 

because our relationship didn’t deserve this. My choices included who could read 

the material, and what might be done with my journal in terms of responding.

Mary: At times you would say “what is it like for you to hear that?” I 

had to be honest. While working with him, I modified my way of being 

with another in their inquiry. In the past I have often been anxious, but 

these procedures allowed me a freedom. I do not have to have too much 

planned. I can trust the procedures and the emergent process of the other’s 

material. (Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 90)
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My supervisor’s reflections on the role arts-based use of procedures.

My supervisor then gave a response to Robert and me after our interview had taken 

place. For Robert, the procedures seemed to allow a container or holding for a safe 

and deep personal reflection; for Mary, they provided a structure in which she could 

improvise, stay present to Robert and herself in each moment and to not get too anxious 

or feel the need to plan ahead. 

our visual representations of companioning. 

The week before the interview Robert and I had decided to create or choose a piece 

of art to represent the companioning experience. Robert created a 3D sculpture out 

of pearls and I chose one of Robert’s Boab tree images. The pear Boab tree is briefly 

discussed below. 

Figure 115- Robert, 2007, Pearl Boab Tree: Silicon and artificial pearl, 30cmh

Robert shared verbally the following reflection, as he looked at this sculpture, which 

was then transcribed by him after the session.
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Companioning has generated enormous creativity in me. This selection of my 

art work has reminded me of this creativity. I would not have arrived at the 

same level of creativity without Mary’s companioning. I function better by 

being linked into my depths. The more I am able to be in my metaphysical 

self the easier it is to generate art. The piece in the centre holds a level of 

creativity. It is not just producing the image but understanding the depth 

of this material. My words are limited. There was an enormous amount of 

creativity and personal commitment that went into this inquiry by both of 

us. The spontaneity has come out of an enormous amount of work. Mary was 

surprised by the extent of my work and its depth. Branches went at many 

different levels, like my art work, where do I move to from here? We take 

a branch and it generated more conversation. Each image seemed to have 

generated another enquiry which led to new meaning and generated greater 

creativity. 

What emerged for me was a further transformation of my art practice. Our 

engagement in the dialogue allowed the transformation in the art and built 

a larger visual space. It also transformed my way of doing art. It was a 

continual dialogue between the discipline of the container and the free flowing 

of creativity from a series of still images to the exploration of performance art. 

(Robert’s Journal, 2007, p. 91)

This dialogue began the process of finding words and actions which were used at 

Robert’s exhibition opening. He enacted a drama encapsulated in the artistic images 

both in movement and in words chosen. This sent Robert on a path to keep exploring 

this “edge” field of the visual arts. 

For me the image of the companioning process I selected from Robert’s art works was 

the following painting.
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Figure 116 - Robert, 2007, Boab Tree Container, monoprint on 300 gm paper 380h x 280w

I made the following comments as I looked at the boab tree painting by Robert. These 

were audio-recorded and then transcribed later.  

The round circle and the container are important images for me. There is an 

inner container, a context in which things are allowed to emerge. The vessel shape 

seems common to both of us. What’s inside shows the possibility of an interactive, 

companioning space. The boab represents something of the whole experience of 

working with Robert. There is the vessel shape in which our sharing took place, and 

the earth colours representing its grounded-ness. 

It brings back memories of the personal encounter. I know I can trust myself in this 

process without having to go into self doubt. This makes me feel freer, able to move 

flexibly within the procedures, not just taking them step by step. I wonder though, how 

Robert could do all this and still carry his academic workload. I feel my own lack of 

personal reflection and feel an accompanying sense of loss. I did reflect when walking 

or swimming, but I was active. Taking the time to give Robert visual intersubjective 

responses really helps me to focus. I appreciate this, wanting to be in touch with what 

is happening and to find meaning within it.
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My supervisor then asked Robert: Can you share something about the flow of your 

creativity which took place and emerged throughout the year? 

Robert: I have read books on the relationship between the right and left side 

of the brain. Intellectually, I have been taught to operate from my left side, 

the rational and objective. However, my art took off when I allowed myself 

to connect with the irrational, the intuitive and holistic dimension of my 

brain. I have valued the work with Mary because it enabled me to enter this 

dimension. I have spoken of the melancholic side of my nature. I have often 

denied this side because tears and grief are not rewarded in our society. The 

work of reflection within a safe container, both in terms of process and person, 

enabled me to connect with my melancholia and a deep intuitive dimension 

waiting to be expressed. I think this is why so much was generated from our 

encounters; more than can be recorded in the chapter allocated within Mary’s 

thesis. I was able to be free ranging in my approach to art and visual image 

with the result that I was always seeking new ways to express the depth of what 

I was feeling.

While the interview and reflections above deal with my experience of companioning 

another, and Robert’s experience of being companioned, an additional cycle of inquiry 

was needed in order to reduce our sessions to their essence. A week later after Robert 

and my conversation with my supervisor, I transcribed the audio tape of this last session 

and I emailed a copy to Robert. The next time we met, we chose key words from the 

transcript, those which best evoked this experience of being companioned. These were 

then reduced to an essence statement and to a haiku.
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Key words about companioning.

mutuality

shared relationship

companioning

intersubjective responses

discernment

the Spirit as it engages me in new and surprising ways

multi- modal modality 

many levels

lived experience

generative

words are but a shadow

the Word became flesh

process

incubation

essence statement highlighting the experience of working together.

Companioning is a unique gift, we are held together in a 

container where we can engage in a process involving many 

levels of experience and expression, often beyond words. The 

Spirit is present as it engages us in new surprising ways.

Haiku

Contemplative life 

Creativity emerged

A transformation

A year later, Robert returned from a further time in the Kimberly with another series of 

art works. He continued to share some of his experience with me. The main change he 

had noticed was that he felt there had been a shift in his creation of his art work. He no 

longer had a desire to create “nice” images but created images from his felt sense of his 

experiencing. He named these art works his “raw images”, which he believed captured 

his felt sense. Robert felt that there had been a transformation as a consequence of the 

inquiry work of the previous year.
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reflections on this inquiry.

Robert and I then clustered the themes that emerged from the whole inquiry by 

identifying a selection of key words and texts from the full transcripts that seemed 

important. We then clustered key words /phrases with a title for each. 

Cluster one: Reflection is not just the gathering of information

We didn’t just gather information but continued our inquiry

How to bring experience into light

you don’t know what you are describing till you go to the depths

Moved from the shallows to the deep

Creativity was generated – I function better being linked to my depths

Cluster two: Collaboration

Easier to reflect with someone else

Something about being with something/someone produces other things

The art has been the container

Mary’s been able to keep it contained- she has the strength not to be 

overwhelmed

Didn’t want to do this as a group

Mary has allowed the movement from the personal to the archetypal 

(so I wasn’t overpowered by it)

The other has allowed a movement from the shallows to the deep

Responding was pivotal 

Cluster three: Multimodality

you cannot say everything you want to say in words

The learning was multi-modal

Words are limited

More able to be in my metaphysical self

The process led you into creativity

Creativity was generated – I function better by being linked to my 

depths 
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Two aspects of multi-modality impacted positively on the reflective process. The first 

related to the capacity for modes other than the verbal to access experience that was 

then reflected upon. The second was we both felt our creativity as artists was enhanced 

as a consequence of the process of reflection.

Cluster four: Being with feelings and emotions

It’s lovely to be with the fragility of it

Cluster five: Spirituality and reflection

We didn’t talk specifically about spirituality, but there was a spiritual 

presence 

Our common acknowledgement of the Spirit is present

Listening to Robert’s spirit

Treading gently around the presence of God

In this instance of reflective, collaborative inquiry, the presence of “spirit” was 

important to us. Both of us felt the need to tread softly with this, listen to it, to not 

name its existence but to know that there was a sense of shared values around spirit and 

spirituality. The presence of this shared value allowed us to be a part of the inquiry and 

led us to feel a deep sense of connection and trust. 

Cluster six: The quality of the other

Softness

Feminine 

Balance of each other

Honesty and freedom to respond

Feeling free to check out what has happened

Feeling safe with each other

There is a common search and there was a dialogue between equals

Other as container

The quality of self-otherness correlated with feelings of being in balance, being taken 

seriously, feeling free and safe to respond with honesty. It was experienced as a dialogue 

of equals that felt contained. 
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Cluster seven: Energising

Surprise 

Being together was energizing 

Very engaging

Didn’t feel drained

Didn’t feel like hard work

Really exciting

Cluster eight: Having procedures for reflection

Having procedures for reflection – trust of the procedures enabled the creation of a 

safe space.

Rather than reflect in an open-ended undisciplined fashion, we both found it useful 

to have sets of procedures that provided a kind of safety net. The “safe container” 

allowed us to explore freely within the structures of the procedures, to be responsive 

to each other, and to feel that the procedures would prevent the material from being 

overwhelming. Having structures, guidelines or steps to follow in the reflective process 

seemed to support the learning. 

The theMeS

After the process of working with Robert on his themes, I worked on the material 

alone. I re-immersed myself in Robert’s journals, reading them several times. As a way 

of reducing the data, I selected key phrases and keywords relevant to reflective inquiry 

from his journals. I created clusters of key words with the same or similar meanings, 

and each of these clusters was given a title. These keywords and titles were then used to 

create themes that encapsulated Robert’s experiences of multi-modal reflective inquiry. 

Although a separate process of analysis, this resulted in themes that also matched the 

clusters Robert and I had created, and these are noted in brackets.

I distinguished three broad themes that arose from this cluster concerning Robert’s 

understanding of reflection.
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First theme (Cluster 1)

 Reflection is not just about gathering information and knowing more. Reflection •	
connects information to one’s life meanings and can enhance one’s sense of 

spirituality. Robert experienced a sense of the deepening and widening of his 

experiences and his understanding of them. 

Second theme (Cluster 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8)

 Companioning an arts-based process of reflection is containing. Containers need •	
to be holding spaces, and also spaces that allow a deepening of personal material 

– a movement from surface learning to significant therapeutic and existential 

inquiry.

 •	There were a number of metaphoric containers identified

Person or co-inquirer as container: Another person can serve to hold another’s 

inquiry safely. Reflective activity held and structured by another who has similar 

values enabled Robert to deepen his sense of his own spirituality (Cluster 2, 6, 

5, 4).

The arts as container: The arts provided Robert with another “container” that 

held his inquiry but also allowed more to be expressed than could have been 

with words. The art as an intersubjective response also acted as a container for 

the co-inquirer’s resonances (Cluster 3).

 The procedures also served as a container: The process of reduction, or the •	
selection of significant pieces on which to focus the inquiry, was important as 

Robert was producing a great deal of material that felt overwhelming at times 

(Cluster 8).

Third Theme (Cluster 7)

 Reflection of this kind requires an active orientation and can be energising and •	
engaging.  The element of surprise is important (Cluster 7).
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Poetic summary statement.

I then used the key words and themes from Robert’s journal to create the following 

poetic summary of his meaning as I understood it.  

reflection is:

bringing experience into the light

creatively

multi-modally

moving my knowing from shallow to deeper places

as I gather things in.

reflection requires containment:

through the art that can say more

 than words

through the strength of another

 which holds

and responds to me,

as we dwell in a common

spirit presence.

reflection is best when we act together:

treading gently around shared values

yet

allowing the surprises 

which strengthen our knowing

and

the different energies which allow us to

complement each other 

and find balance.

Robert’s learning flourished as there was an atmosphere of trust which allowed for a 

deeper personal connection. As I provided opportunities for participation, inquiry, 

dialogue, reflection and companioning, I felt deeply that such an environment really 

promotes growth and understanding. 
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Experience is not always easy to describe or to communicate, but Robert was able to 

capture and represent his very well through his art. By being meaningfully present 

and attentive to him, I enabled him to take risks in producing more multi-modal art 

pieces into which he could inquire at depth. I tried to be with him in the moment, 

not analysing what was going on, but just being, seeking the balance of our mutual 

knowing. 

It was during this work with Robert that I began to develop more confidence in providing 

space for students to inquire into their art pieces and thus their experience. This allowing 

of a relational approach, the valuing of the emergent experience, and the developing of 

my ability to take risks, really enhanced the learning opportunities I offered. I believe 

that relationships develop through currents of feeling and the interwining thoughts 

which create a conversation. When Robert was feeling and expressing grief, I was aware 

that I gave my intersubjective responses, allowing him the freedom to receive them 

and to respond in whatever way he chose. Being there emotionally in the now, feeling, 

responding and exploring along with him was a very rich process for me. It enhanced 

my learning and I became more flexible rather than being attached to my own agenda. 

This allowed ample opportunity for further exploration.

Being open to dialogue in this way allowed for a mutual experience of companioning. 

I see myself as continuing to offer such opportunities to students at ACU so that they 

can inquire into their experiences and construct meaning in a collaborative way. The 

MIECAT process has given me invaluable tools. 

In the next chapter I discuss the findings of this study and how we can learn from 

reflection on practice in order to enhance personal understanding and growth.


