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Figure 1 Gracie. (2018). Cucina [pencil] and  
Schaller, K. (2107) 7 years [water colour and pen].

“Most of us find that space of healing communion with 
like-minded souls” (hooks*, 2001, p. 215).

*bell hooks writes her name in lower case letters
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In this book, lower case letters have been used for titles 
and headings as a nod to the “acclaimed intellectual, 
feminist theorist, cultural critic, artist, and writer bell 
hooks” (The bell hooks Institute, n.d., para 1) who writes her 
name this way. All the participants in the inquiry refer 
to bell hooks frequently in their work in education 
and are admirers of her courage and writing. And all 
the participants will receive this book recording our 
participatory inquiry into presence and voice.

This book ‘around the kitchen table’ includes selected 
pieces of data generated by participants in the six 
sessions, the thirty intersubjective responses* created by 
me and by the dialogues with participants between and 
after sessions. Session one is written about in its entirety 
as it was from here the process for the inquiry emerged. 
Thereafter I have chosen only specific sections from the 
remaining five sessions. Thumbnails of all the work can be 
seen in Figure 26 and all the works have been reimagined 
as presence cards in this book.

Dialogue between myself and participants during and 
after the sessions is written in italics, including, texts, emails, 
cards and intersubjective responses from me to them.

Poetry and song lyrics 
by known others 
are aligned right.

Excerpts from my stories read at the beginning of 
each session are in bold

My poetry is centred.

*intersubjective here and elsewhere, refers to intersubjective responses 
(ISR) as a procedure in the form of inquiry at MIECAT. Lett (2008) 
describes this as being “characterised by a deeply empathetic-intuitive 
sharing…to the person and material…” (MIECAT Class notes, p. 1).
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sari as table; meeting Piercy, Leunig, 
and others

I met Richard, who would one day make me a second 
wife, an older mother, and a premature widow, in 1989. 

Our first date was an Indian banquet prepared by him 
in his tiny kitchen and served to me as a picnic on a sari 
on his lounge room floor. He was enamoured with all 
things Indian having recently returned from a month of 
ashrams, yoga, and tours there, and a minor trek in Nepal. 
When our first-date-meal came to an end, I helped him 
to clear the dishes. We walked together, dirty dishes in 
hand via the central passageway of his worker’s cottage 
in suburban Melbourne, through the dining room with 
the yellow laminate kitchen table and vinyl chairs, to his 
kitchen sink. As we walked, I noticed photocopied A4 
pages Blu Tacked to cupboard doors and walls and other 
available surfaces. As he cleaned up, I read. On his fridge 
a carefully cut out cartoon from a newspaper drawn by 
a well-known Australian cartoonist/social commentator, 
Michael Leunig. 
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When the Heart

When the heart
Is cut or cracked or broken

Do not clutch it
Let the wound lie open Let the wind From the good

old sea blow in
To bathe the wound with salt 

And let it sting. 
Let a stray dog lick it 

Let a bird lean in the hole and sing 
A simple song like a tiny bell 

And let it ring  
(Leunig, 1993, p. 17)

I felt I could love the sort of man who chose to put this 
on his fridge. This told me this man had known pain and 
this man had courage and was prepared to do things 
differently. But I suppose I knew that already or I would 
not have been there for the picnic.

There were poems and quotes and meaningful passages, 
on scraps of paper stuck around the kitchen and the 
adjoining ante room, a kind of non-descript room, that 
he had been unable to name. I learnt more about him as 
I read and chatted with him about what I was reading. 
Some pages were old, and dog eared, others freshly 
printed, and then I came to Marge Piercy’s (1980) “To have 
without holding”.

Learning to love differently is hard,

love with the hands wide open, love

with the doors banging on their hinges,
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the cupboard unlocked, the wind

roaring and whimpering in the rooms

rustling the sheets and snapping the blinds

that thwack like rubber bands

in an open palm.

It hurts to love wide open

stretching the muscles that feel

as if they are made of wet plaster,

then of blunt knives, then

of sharp knives.

It hurts to thwart the reflexes

of grab, of clutch; to love and let

go again and again. It pesters to remember

the lover who is not in the bed,

to hold back what is owed to the work

that gutters like a candle in a cave

without air, to love consciously,

conscientiously, concretely, constructively.

I can’t do it; you say it’s killing

me, but you thrive, you glow

on the street like a neon raspberry,

You float and sail, a helium balloon

sari as table; meeting Piercy, Leunig and others
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bright bachelor’s button blue and bobbing

on the cold and hot winds of our breath,

as we make and unmake in passionate

diastole and systole the rhythm

of our unbound bonding, to have

and not to hold, to love

with minimized malice, hunger

and anger moment by moment balanced.

(para 1-4)

I read this over many times whilst I stood there on that 
first night. At the time I could not have said that I fully 
understood all that Piercy had written. It was raw and 
frightening and alluded to a love I had never experienced 
before, but I was intrigued. Now when I read it tears 
come instantly because I recognise this love. My throat 
contracts and I swallow hard to push away the pain and 
I am immediately drawn into the kind of melancholy that 
comes with knowing loss. When I moved out of my house 
and into his house a little while after the Indian banquet, 
this poem stayed on the cupboard door and I often 
stopped and read wanting to better understand Piercy’s 
style of loving ‘differently’, of having without holding. 
Three years later these would be the wedding vows we 
would say to each other in front of fifty of our friends and 
family.

I don’t know what happened to the original page with 
Piercy’s words, perhaps it was lost in the moves we made 
together or perhaps it crumbled over time but I was 
happy to find it once again in Poetry of presence on page 
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188 (Cole-Dai & Wilson, 2017), the book I bought for myself as 
a companion to this doctoral research. Of all the bits and 
pieces that I have kept since he died the one original that 
I do still have is Leunig’s cartoon/poem from the fridge. It 
is yellow and crispy and loved.

sari as table; meeting Piercy, Leunig and others
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the kitchen table

The kitchen table in the first house we shared together, 
was imbued with meaning. It was the 1950’s Laminex 

style that was becoming increasingly popular in trendy 
cafes. Ours was yellow with stainless steel trim. The 
chairs were white with black specks. This table was a 
hand me down from his parents to him. It was likely their 
first table on their arrival in Australia. They had long since 
moved onward and upward to a solid wooden piece, kept 
in immaculate condition in their dining room. They had 
no time for old furniture and hand me downs, ‘new’ was a 
signifier of success. Richard seemed content with his retro 
piece and had no desire for a replacement. In my family 
we had had a pink one, it must have been the colour of the 
time, my grandmother had one too. I knew these tables 
well.

The kitchen table is the most ordinary of places—at the 
kitchen table we are as ordinary as we can be…not even 
the dining table—the kitchen table…

It was I that decided it was time we grew up and bought 
a ‘proper’ dining room table. And so, the Laminex table, 
after many years of service was placed on the nature strip 
for a lucky stranger and we got a solid timber table, not 
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so much highly polished as roughhewn, handmade, and 
unique. It was this table that travelled with us on our 
various moves and it was on this table that we were to sit 
together in the evenings in our kitchen in the final house 
we shared together to draw and write and to inquire 
during the research component of my Masters’ studies in 
Experiential and Creative Arts Therapy. Our household 
had grown, and our house accommodated four children 
and two adults. The dining room was repurposed as a 
bedroom and the wooden table, albeit minus two knots 
which had popped out in our travels, had found its way 
into the kitchen. It was around this table that we found 
ourselves speaking in hushed tones so as not to disturb 
our sleeping children. We were a mere arm stretch away 
from cups of tea and other sustenance and it was in the 
writing of that Masters’ project that I began to use the 
term ‘around the kitchen table’.

Figure 2 Szydlik, R. (2010). Fully present [pen].



9

Five years after Richard’s death I returned to study. 
This time to a Doctoral inquiry into presence. My working 
title was ‘Finding voice; exploring presence through art-
making using the MIECAT procedures’, the impetus being 
to better understand what I had identified as ‘presence’ 
when fostering our children and again as I intimately 
companioned my husband as he died. Thus, when I 
decided to gather a small group of women friends to 
inquire multi modally into presence and voice, it seemed 
a natural progression and only a slight extension on the 
dyadic research I had undertaken with my husband, to 
also meet around the kitchen table.

Ethics approval was granted, however even before the 
groups began, I hit a bump. My first selected group of 
female friends did not respond to emails; we could not 
even find a first date on which to meet. I did not pursue 
this as I had some unarticulated concerns about myself in 
a role other than friend with these women. I was not sure 
I could be all I felt I needed to be with them. I was not sure 
I trusted them with me.

Some months later I approached another group of 
women who were both work colleagues and friends—
Gracie, Veronica, Shari, and Claudine all of whom agreed 
to be known by their first names in this inquiry. These 
women already knew me in varied roles, as a beginning 
academic, thinker, teacher, and friend. I thought perhaps 
they would be more accepting of any ‘me’ that might 
emerge in the process of us coming together or the 
various ‘thems’ who might appear. And I thought this 
group of women might be more resilient. (Of course, I can 
say this retrospectively. At the time I confidently imagined 
my overarching capacity to hold any group safely and 
professionally in a space that was ‘simply’ a vehicle for 

the kitchen table
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an academic inquiry for me, and potentially personally 
transformative for them.) This speaks to me now of my 
lack of awareness at the time, of my own vulnerability, but 
also of an inherent optimism for my capacity.

I had my participants, I had a working title, I had 
a notion of working multi modally, but now what? I 
stumbled across Neilsen’s phrase “the academy of the 
kitchen table” in a piece written by Ardra Cole where she 
says, “As a child of the 1950s and 1960s, at ‘the academy of 
the kitchen table’ (Neilsen, 1998) in the company of women, 
I ground the lenses through which I see and understand 
the world” (Cole and Knowles, 2007, p. 56). According to 
“Gathering ’round the kitchen table”, “Neilson began the 
academy of the kitchen table to explore issues of feminist 
inquiry with graduates, many of them teachers” (Allen et al., 
1995, p. 526). This resonance delighted me. The phrase so 
fitting to our group of women all involved in teaching over 
so many years.

How would I proceed?

I stalled. I was anxious about stepping into this space. 
I was anxious about stepping out of a known way of 
being with Gracie, Claudine, Shari, and Veronica into an 
unknown way of being.

I felt my resistance. Perhaps it was the lingering 
memory of the difficulty I had had with Richard around 
our kitchen table, somewhat romanticised now since his 
death. But that had been difficult. Even with my most 
intimate other in the world, I had struggled to be partner, 
facilitator, wife, participant, all in one moment. I had 
struggled to know who and how to be as I companioned 
him.
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The question of how to start the groups was one that 
was rolling around in the recesses of my mind, but 
another question, ‘what would I do to prepare myself in 
order to be present to the group’ preoccupied me more. I 
drew on past experiences.

One night during a class when I was a Masters’ 
student in the arts therapy program the facilitator 
read a children’s story, “The ugly duckling” (Anderson, 
1844) and invited us to draw as we listened. The image I 
painted materialised like a kind of magic, an egg with a 
crack, and in the skilful companioning I came to know 
something new about the crack. I experienced a shift in 
my understanding about an incident that happened to me 
as a young child so profound that I went on to change my 
behaviour in a familial relationship. I wanted to, in some 
way, replicate this opportunity of deep experiencing for 
my participants. It was out of a desire for the participants 
to better come to know something of themselves in the 
process and with the belief that this would be useful to 
them in making meaning of their own lived experiences.

Earlier in the doctoral process I had written a piece to 
contextualise my research project and then presented it in 
a collaboration between the University of Melbourne and 
MIECAT.

When I read that piece, I found I shifted into a 
performance space. I read my words written in the 
third person and it created a distance between myself 
and the audience and at the same time I felt emotional 
about the content—I was touched and moved by my 
own story—hearing it for the first time like this. At that 
time, influenced by Gunaratnam’s (2007) article “Where 
is the love?” I had purposefully included a song to sing 
in the presentation in an attempt to be in the moment 

the kitchen table
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and as a strategy to come to know something new 
through performing. However, I had not realised that 
reading out loud was also part of the performance and 
I came to see this on the collaborative research sharing 
day. Gunaratnam (2007) suggests we should reclaim 
presentation as part of the research process. This was also 
the beginning of me trying on a new identity as ‘writer’ 
and gave me my starting points for the groups.
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traces from a gathering of women

session 1: Rye, an April morning

The day of the first session arrived. We five gathered 
around the table at Rye, a seaside suburb popular for 
weekends away from the city.

I decided to read a piece of my own writing to Claudine, 
Gracie, Veronica and Shari; the same story that I read 
at the University of Melbourne/MIECAT collaborative 
research day. I surmised it would contextualise the project, 
introduce the word presence, shift my identity from 
friend to researcher, potentially replicate the often-fruitful 
moments I had felt as a student and, introduce Karen the 
writer. I hoped that reading this story out loud would be 
an opportunity for me to show my feelings and perhaps 
for the women to express theirs through sharing stories 
and in their art. My expectation was that together and 
by the end of our sessions, we would discover something 
new and definitive about presence and voice, and that the 
group experience might mirror what I had experienced 
so frequently through creating art—coming to know 
something more deeply.
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And so, the idea for the first part of the process was 
born—reading a piece of my own writing at the beginning 
of the session. But I have wondered about the genesis 
of this part of the process, beyond what I learnt at the 
collaborative research day.

I love to be read to. At the beginning of our relationship 
Richard would often read to me. He had a beautiful 
reading voice. We read Nabokov (1955), Winton (1984, 1991), 
Carey (1988), Farmer (1983), Thomas (1981) and Bach (1977) 
among others. We would hop into bed, I would grab a 
book from the shelf, hand it to him and plead ‘read to me’. 
rupi kaur* captures it perfectly in her poem “the perfect 
date,”

nothing is safer

than the sound of you

reading out loud to me

the perfect date

(kaur, 2015, p. 53)

I returned this favour to him when he was dying. I read 
to him daily when he was sick in hospital and then at 
home for the final leg. I started with books from home and 
then books given to us as gifts in the hospital and then one 
day, always a sucker for bookshops, I wandered into the 
bookshop on the ground floor of the hospital. One of the 
books was called A little aloud and in it I read

…research is uncovering an intimate  
connection between reading and well-
being. Being read to makes us healthier 

*rupi kaur writes her name in lower case
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and happier; it stimulates thought and 
memory and encourages the sharing of 
ideas and feelings, hopes and fears.  
It enriches our lives and minds. 
(Macmillan, 2010, inside cover)

Much earlier in our relationship on road trips around 
the country we would listen to audio books in the car and 
I spent many happy hours working in our cottage garden 
listening to long novels on tape. Perhaps this love of the 
‘story’ started even earlier though. As a kindergarten 
teacher I loved nothing more than sitting in a comfy chair, 
or a squat kindergarten chair on the mat, to tell or read a 
story to the gathered children.

I had also discovered at the collaborative research day, 
reading the story helped me bring myself into the room. 
It helped me to block out the outside noise, it gave me 
courage and a known starting point. I usually write when 
I am compelled because I need to unravel something or 
give voice to something, and so the writings are often 
charged with emotion. Therefore, to read these pieces 
is to put myself back to the moment of writing or the 
moment of experiencing and it is often the first time I hear 
the words read out loud. It helped me into the time and 
the space with the group. It brought me to the here and 
now and to my feelings.

In addition, I had experiences of reading out loud in 
my work as an arts therapist. In these contexts, I chose 
pieces of writing to read which I thought would ‘warm up’ 
the participants to the art making. But I also deliberately 
and carefully chose pieces, that I thought would create a 
connection between us.

session 1
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I wondered though, was it also that this was my way to 
be seen by these women? Was this my way to come out of 
the shadows? Was this reading of the writing a way for me 
to say,

this is me.

this is my reality

these were my experiences

and my feelings

this is my way to be seen and heard

this is me,

mediated through my words…

and even though I am here in front of you

this is a ‘close-up’

this is below the surface

I am here.

The invitation to the participants was to make art as 
we sat together around the kitchen table and for them to 
note the times when they felt present and/or times when 
they felt I was present. I asked them for permission to 
both photograph their work and scribe our conversations. 
I handed them each two journals, one for art making and 
one for note taking. I set the art materials up around us in 
their smart white boxes, overflowing with post cards and 
art pamphlets, old books and magazines, markers, pencils, 
paint, charcoal, crayons, pastels, pens, glue, and scissors.
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I read

Story 1: An inquiry into presence (Excerpt)

As the Masters’ project was coming to its conclusion 
and after Karen and her partner were successful in 
becoming permanent carers of their two daughters, 
Karen’s partner became terminally ill. Over a period 
of eight weeks Karen used all she had learnt about 
‘companioning’ through her studies at MIECAT to 
companion her partner on his way to death. She found 
that she was able to listen to him fully, what he said, 
what he did and what he didn’t say and didn’t do. She 
listened to the gaps and amplified his words and ideas 
and was able to be an advocate for him.

She found that when in the present moment with 
him ‘all was right with the world’. He was neither 
dying nor dead, they just were.

As I read, I was taken aback when I noticed a stillness 
and a silence in the room. No one was collecting materials, 
no one was drawing, they were still, they were listening. 
I wriggled uncomfortably in my chair. When I finished 
reading the participants gave me unsolicited feedback 
about my writing. There was praise for the writing and 
comments on the story itself. This was not what I had 
imagined and yet it seemed my participants were stirred 
to comment and that my writing had done this. I had 
forgotten my story’s poignancy. I had taken my story for 
granted, forgetting almost that it was mine. This reading 
had failed to bring me to feeling connected to the story. 
I was too focussed on what to do next and on watching 
my participants, hence my surprise and momentary 
confusion at their stillness and subsequent responses, but 
it had succeeded in bringing my identity as writer into the 

session 1
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room and I did feel seen.

I wanted to set the scene for intimacy and honesty

To take the courageous step out of the everyday

niceties and pleasantries,

To open a little of myself to the other

for sharing and change and transformation.

Reading my story

became the beginning…

a way to shake off the outside world

and the domesticity of the contexts,

a way to bring me back to self

a way to be heard.

I wanted to come out of the shadows

I wanted to be seen.

To be seen

is to be present. (Where did I learn that?)

I wanted to be heard.

Is to be heard, to be present too?

“Strong texts work along the borders of our mind and 
alter what already exists” (Winterson, 1997, p. 26).

The participants selected materials and began to make 
marks.
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Figure 3 Shari, Veronica, Karen, Claudine & Gracie. (2017).  
Session 1 Rye [mixed media].
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We created alongside each other, we talked, and I 
scribed parts of the conversation

Veronica:    Mum had a very strong connection to Mary.
I like to light candles
I like communion—that’s presence
I don’t want this anymore
I don’t like this anymore

Me:         What don’t you like?

Veronica:    The colour. I’m done!

Shari:         This is the place I felt I lived 
        I’m going to pray for you

Gracie:         I need texture

Claudine:    Bubbling to the surface  
        I don’t want this anymore  
        This makes me think of Robust Hope from  
        Judyth Sachs

As we created and chatted and between scribing 
and making my own piece, I drew on another process 
which had emerged in my time in ‘the brewing’, in the 
percolating, of this project. Before the group was formed, 
I had created art piece after art piece at my own kitchen 
table; the kitchen table that Richard and I had researched 
on, the kitchen table that turned us into grownups by its 
very purchase, the kitchen table that now sat in the home 
that my children and I shared. During that stage I created 
many art pieces and disliked them all (see book, Going 
in, to come out, this doctorate), until I found that with 
the help of the camera in my phone, I could find a spot, a 
point, a line, a colour, a smudge, a place that I liked. 
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I took close-up photographs of my work, searching…for 
something to like.

And so, with the collaborators I repeated this process. 
I hovered my phone over their art pieces, eventually 
settling on a point of curiosity…in, in, in, in…closer and 
closer. And in these details, I found a place of wonder or 
interest. This too became a stage in the process of my 
practice in the sessions ‘around the kitchen table’.

When it seemed, we were coming to the end of our 
making and talking I drew on a practice I had long used in 

Figure 4 Schaller, K. (2015). Close-up—Balance 
[mixed media].

Figure 5 Claudine. (2017). Bubbling to the top [mixed media].
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my work as a teacher with young children and educator 
to pre-service teachers. I asked them to each name their 
piece.

Karen:         If you were to name your piece 
what would it be?

Veronica:    Day 1

Claudine:    Bubbling to the top

Gracie:         Change

Shari:         She’s going to be OK

Karen:         Inca

In my journal I wrote other words I had picked up in 
the rapid flowing conversation across and around the 
table: contemplation, meditation, religion, spirituality, 
father, mother, husband, children, place, identity, presence, 
reflexivity, candle, family.

The first session came to an end. Together we washed 
brushes, sorted materials, and packed up the boxes. I 
collected the participants’ portfolios and put them all 
safely in my car, ready to transport back to my home. I 
had in my mind that I would write them each a response 
and send it to them via email, but just what that response 
would look like was not yet clear to me. I had been mostly 
quiet during the first session, I had listened, tried to 
scribe words, taken photographs, been a co-participant 
by making my own piece and been engaged in some of the 
conversation. At the same time, I tried to be available and 
attentive to the participants and their process.

I had experienced creating ‘intersubjective responses’ 
(ISR’s) in situ through my studies at MIECAT. ISR’s could 
be multi modal and spontaneous and they required me to 
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bracket in my own resonant experiencing.

For me being able to create and deliver an ISR required 
confidence, trust, intuition, and keen observation. I had 
not felt like giving that sort of response at the house in 
Rye. Perhaps I didn’t have the courage to move into this 
way of companioning with them, spontaneously and 
potentially more multi modally, or perhaps I had read 
them well and it would not have been ‘right’ or perhaps I 
had nothing else to say at that moment.

I had been impressed many years prior by Dr Warren 
Lett when he told us about his therapeutic process which 
sometimes involved writing and sending letters of prose 
and poems to clients after a session; words to hold them 
between sessions. I wanted to do something like that. I 
wanted to present them each, with a response from me to 
them, conjured from what they had made, what they had 
said, how I felt and what I thought when I revisited their 
words, their images and my photographs.

Later that night after I got home from our first session, I 
received a text and a photo from Veronica. She was at the 
National Gallery of Victoria with a friend at the Van Gogh 
exhibition. She started by thanking me for the breakfast I 
had made for everyone that morning.

Hi Karen, Thank you for the potato cakes. Mum cooked 
them for us when we were kids. I was a little nervous 
‘doing art’- but I really loved the session. Chatting with 
a friend tonight (At Van Gogh) about presence.

I responded by text

Hi Veronica! I was thinking how honoured I am keeping 
all these precious books with the creations. I made 
potato cakes for my kids tonight they loved them.
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The art session was just the pebble in the pond.

Potato cakes, family, art, friends

presence, the ripple effect

past, present, future.
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the first written response

The next day I typed up the transcript of our 
conversations. I spread all the journals out and I looked 
again. I searched for connections and descriptive details 
and for things I had not noticed before. I re-read the 
transcripts of the stories we shared with each other 
around the table. I sat, I looked, I thought, I felt, and then 
I wrote an individual response for each participant—part 
description, part prose, part poetry, part recollection; an 
intersubjective response—comprised of images, theirs 
and others, key words, theirs and mine, and prose and 
poetry. I gave myself permission to write instinctively 
and from the heart, to take liberties with their words 
and to draw on prior knowledge. I had to be brave and 
take a risk to do this; to offer my thoughts, my feelings, 
my resonances to each of them. And I thought, perhaps 
if I really listened to myself, my gut, my heart, my mind 
and if I wrote from this place then my voice, would offer 
a healing of types, even when I didn’t know if there was 
anything to heal. In these times of writing, I felt in flow—
at one with myself and the material I was creating—I 
dropped into a space that was intuitive, spontaneous, and 
always fresh, unpredictable, and unknown. There was 
courage in this writing, in this voice, I felt I was buzzing at 
a cellular level. I was energised and excited. I was creating.

There was little self-doubt until I had to hit the send 
button to email my responses back to each of the women. 
At that point I knew I would be showing something new 
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of myself to them. This was not being a friend, reading 
to them from a previously written piece, nor facilitating 
a research group. This was the revealing of another part 
of me they had not yet met, and they would see me. I had 
no idea how I would be seen and received that first time. 
I had no idea if there would be resonance. I was nervous. 
I hoped that each person would make sense of it in their 
own way and that I hadn’t ‘got it wrong’. I hoped there was 
space enough in each response that they could ascribe 
their own meaning. I felt more present in writing the 
responses than I felt when being with them in groups. In 
the groups I felt that I had come up wanting but here in 
the creating I felt attuned.

I made my voice and this other identity visible. I wrote 
to each of them and hit send.

I wrote to Gracie 

An intersubjective response from Karen to Gracie

Tones of yellow and orange
Horizontal across the page
The white gradually disappearing under a 
landscape of colour.
Flecks of pastels remaining on the page
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Magical pastel dust collecting on the surfaces 
around.
You generously shared your pastel dust with me
Your pastel dust now forever on my page.
You said, “I need texture.”

Strong white rivulets begin to form
Pink emerges, almost as a surprise
Where did that come from, I wondered.
You comment on my presence
As you yourself go in and out of presence,
there for yourself and there for another.
And still you create pastel dust

“I need texture”, you said.

You name your piece “Change”
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I wrote to Shari

An intersubjective response from Karen to Shari
Post “Women around the kitchen table—Rye”

This image of complexity of space and place and 
language
Many people, many homes, many languages, many 
pathways
Built on the assertion that
“She’s going to be OK”
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“She’s going to be OK” now visible only from the 
back,
Hidden beneath The Koorie Art Show and sympathy.
But look a little closer and ‘she’s going to be OK’ is 
still there…
Smaller but oft repeated
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Home
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Earth
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Past Lives
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Self
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Blossom
“She’s going to be ok” is concertinaed into Lone(ly)
Look a little closer still and of these six, but four are 
assertions,
the other two questions
“She’s going to be ok?” asks the staircase to blossom
“She’s going to be ok?” asks the staircase to earth

I drive past The Lone Hydrangea on my way to 
work.
Every time I notice the sign I marvel at its clever 
name, 
at the people who thought of it.
I smile. ‘What a great name for a florist’, I think.
I especially took this card from The Lone Hydrangea 

the first written response
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for the workshop
I hoped it would be used.
And here on the first day it appears in your work.
You who are also clever and funny and at whose 
words I often marvel.
Here it takes on a different dimension.
It goes beyond clever and funny and invokes Pathos.

Who is that person under the tree and the lone 
hydrangea?
My heart goes out to them.
Who is that person bent over, body weary, fatigued?
Surely a chair….
I wonder if the hydrangea is lonely.
And now the name seems to make no sense at all.
Who has ever seen a lone hydrangea?
Not I. They grow in clumps.
They are versatile, they flourish in all conditions, 
they are adaptable.

Are they lone?
I am not a florist.
I am not a gardener.
I know little about hydrangeas, but I learnt from an 
old lady a long time ago
That they change colour according to the acidity of 
the soil in which they grow.
Change the acidity in the soil, change the colour of 
the flower.
That’s it, that’s all the hydrangea needs to change 
her colour,
to change the acidity of the soil.
She can flourish in the dark, in the wet, in the sun…
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she is hardy and versatile…
But the acidity in her soil changes her colour.
In acid soil she is blue,
lower the acidity,
she becomes
mauve,
pink and
red.
The lone hydrangea; an enigma.
A complexity of images
Many houses
Many letters
Many words
Many people
Many lives
Many flowers
One hydrangea
And one message often repeated and amplified in 
the title
“She’s going to be OK.”

And in return I received a text from Shari

Just read your intersubjective response to me.

I am in tears. What a gift you have.

You know and see so much, a burden at the same time.

Thank you, thank you, thank you.

We have hydrangeas at Venus Bay, 

they have taken on a new significance.

I am moved and touched.

It feels like you see me, and you hear me.

Sigh. Breathe.

the first written response
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I wrote to Veronica (and included the photo from the 
gallery that she had texted me the evening after our 
first session.)

An intersubjective response from Karen to Veronica

You said, Mum had a very strong connection to Mary

I like to light candles

I like communion—that’s presence

I see you in this photo, your shadow is captured ever

so subtly as you take a photo to send to me.

A giving act for the other, words from another, but

you are there, in the words, on the words,

over the words, captured forever in this image…

I

see

your

Figure 6 Veronica (2017). Text message from the gallery  
[digital photograph].
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shadow

as

you

capture

something

precious

to

give

to

another.

I see you in the shadows as you make your own path

into the future.

the first written response
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Surrounded by prints of your unique identity.

Are you creeping backwards, 

looking in the direction from whence you came,

pulling up the strings

to the past as you move along, backwards, 

one foot at a time,

along a path you have drawn for yourself?

Above, a colourful complexity of words and places

and people.

Joyful, bright, colourful,

Heart and place entwined, 

surrounded by people and friendship, 

alongside ‘a kiss’.

You started with Veronica
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Then moved to, Mrs, miss, Ms, grandma, mum,

daughter, godmother, auntie, lover

And finished with

Me.

Words have crept from the top

to the bottom, from above to below, 

from the past to the present perhaps?

Learn and mum are partly there.

These letters and words are now part of the blue

fingerprints and the green line supporting

‘Me’,

moving in the direction of the sun.

You have called this ‘DAY ONE’

DAY ONE of what I wonder.

And I received this from Veronica

What a beautiful response to my drawing. So much 
meaning found in what I put together in what I 
thought was quite random. The mind is a marvellous 
thing. Looking forward to the next time we all get 
together. Would it be possible to get a copy of the 
statement you read before we started drawing?

the first written response
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Veronica said
‘I can’t wait to get the work back with the story at 
the beginning and all the responses after that’.
She envisaged a document of our exchanges 
long before I thought to make it.
She said, ‘I want to see the story again’,
It was she who drew my attention to
the relationship between the story and the 
art making.
It was she who showed me
the story was a subject.
That the story was a presence,
Had a presence
Brought me to presence
Brought us to presence
It too was a participant.
A subject.
It too was present.
The story said, ‘look at me and show me yourself,’

story as participant
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The story took us in...in...in
To a place of intimacy.
Intimacy and presence
Trust and presence
Empathy and presence
Does empathy require presence for it to 
step into the shoes of another?

story as participant
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the emergent inquiry process

And now I had my research process with the women 
around the kitchen table:

We gathered at a kitchen table with each other and 
materials
I read a story written by me
Participants made a creative art piece
We discussed and shared stories
I scribed
I took photos
I took the journals home.
I responded in prose or poetry (to the visual work 
and the dialogue)
We continued conversation via email and text

I discovered that I enjoyed writing the responses more 
than facilitating the groups. The groups were work. In 
the groups I felt I had to be alert and attentive to my 
participants. There was much to be aware of, much to do. 
Writing the ISR’s, that was pleasure. I felt present to the 
participants, even though they were absent. I dropped 
into their work and their words, I spent time with it 
and myself and I found I was able to recall details of the 
session. Spending time with words and images on a page 
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away from the participants without the responsibilities 
of managing the session meant I could hear and see 
the participants through their work. I could see what 
I had missed without the distraction of my role as 
facilitator. I rearranged words on the page, created poetry, 
manipulated the images. This felt creative and I felt 
connected to them all.

“Transforming something into a gift makes it special, a 
treasure. To my mind this invites a different way of seeing, 
or maybe even a chance to see the object properly for the 
first time” (Kolbe, 2007, p. 14).

I did not revisit my own works. They remained mostly 
ignored. I saw them only as a tool for participation and 
paid them little heed.

the emergent inquiry process
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session 2: Albert Park, a stormy August 
evening

Story 2: Ode to foster care (excerpt)

‘They need a place for a newborn, for 3 weeks, but 
right now’ … ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘how can we say no?’ 
And so, another arrival on the doorstep, and now our 
family comprised, a newborn, an eighteen-month-old, 
an eight-year-old and a just turned ten-year-old.

And now another new person to navigate into the 
space with study…at this stage my classes were in the 
evenings...and so it was that this little baby became 
the newest student in the class…in her first week with 
us, she lay quietly in the room as I made art and we 
sang and danced and deconstructed and when she 
woke there was always a willing pair of arms…this 
was her first experience of community and love, in the 
first months of life.

And now I applied the lessons I was learning about 
care and love and presence to this relationship too…
be present to her, don’t think about when she has to 
leave, think about what she is receiving...I was the 
adult, I would deal with the pain later, arts therapy 
would support me, support us to make sense of all 
this, but in the meantime, be present to her, be in the 
moment with her, look deeply into her eyes and be 
only in the now.
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As the participants created art works, I listened and 
scribed our conversation

Veronica:   I am not creative this kills me

Gracie:       I don’t like this face

Claudine:  They’re meant to be gum leaves, but they look  
       like sperm.

Veronica:  They look like raindrops

Claudine:  They’re not raindrops they’re leaves

Veronica:  The tears are going the wrong way.

Claudine:  They’re not tears, they’re leaves

Veronica,  Oh! They’re leaves!

Claudine:  Someone is hiding…camouflage…one eye…

Claudine:  I don’t want the eyes now.

Figure 7 Claudine. (2017). Camouflage [mixed media].

session 2
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After the session I collected the journals and took them 
home and when the time was right, I sat down and created 
an intersubjective response for each of the participants.

Intersubjective response to Claudine (excerpt)

…And days later standing in the shower

I reflected on this talk of wombs 

and the potential end of fertility

and I realised that in this talk of sperm and tears

and having babies and ends of fertility

I had forgotten 

that I myself hadn’t given birth to a child…

and I had shared about how I felt going 

into menopause 

that I was sad….

but I had forgotten that I hadn’t given birth, 

and this was a first for me.

Textured tear shaped gum leaves stretching past 
the confines of the page, green, brown, red, orange, 
hints of something other, a thought, an idea, a 
perhaps, now abandoned now just a glimpse and no 
longer wanted.
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session 3: Brunswick, a November 
afternoon

I had woken up immediately aware of the date; it was 
the seventh anniversary of my husband’s death.

Symbols of death

The year 2010 will always mean death
The month November will always mean death
The date 25 will always mean death
My relationship with the calendar is forever 
changed

Stomach discomfort is an omen of death
Persistent coughing is an omen of death
Weight gain is an omen of death
My relationship with my body is forever changed.

Story 3: No story; The anniversary
We had planned a session ‘around the kitchen table’ in 

Brunswick. I was really feeling the loss this day.  
My ten-year-old daughter, came with me, as care 
arrangements had fallen through. I had an arts journal 
for her so that she could sit alongside and make some 
creations with us. We began, as was our new habit, 
socially: eating, chatting, catching up, and then it was 
time to begin the session, read the story and begin the art 
making. 
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I handed out the journals to everyone as they sat around 
the kitchen table. I walked over to my boxes of materials 
and as I leant over, I realised I didn’t have my computer, 
I hadn’t chosen a story. I couldn’t read a story at the 
beginning of the session. On the CD player I recognised 
the sweet sounds of Natalie Merchant (1995)  
as she sang “Beloved wife”.

You were the love  
for certain of my life  

You were simply my beloved wife  
I don’t know for certain  

How I’ll live my life  
Now alone without my beloved wife  

My beloved wife  

I can’t believe  
I’ve lost the very best of me 

You were the love  
For certain of my life  

You were simply my beloved wife  
I don’t know for certain  

How I’ll live my life  
Now alone without my beloved wife  

My beloved wife  

I can’t believe  
I’ve lost the very best of me 

You were the love  
For certain of my life  

For fifty years simply my beloved wife  
With another love I’ll never lie again  

It’s you I can’t deny  
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It’s you I can’t defy  
A depth so deep  

Into my grief  
Without my beloved soul  

I renounce my life  
As my right  

Now alone without my beloved wife  
My beloved wife 

My beloved wife 
My love is gone she suffered long  

In hours of pain  
My love is gone and now my suffering begins  

My love is gone would it be wrong  
If I should surrender  
All the joy in my life  
Go with her tonight

 
My love is gone she suffered long  

In hours of pain 
My love is gone would it be wrong  

If I should just turn my face away from my life  
Go with her tonight

(0:30 - 4:39)

This song, this CD, this singer was strongly embedded 
in my relationship with Richard. He had introduced her 
to me, we owned this CD, and this particular song, a dirge 
of sadness through the eyes of a husband whose wife had 
died, was one that I listened to now quite differently from 
how we had listened to it as a couple, although even then 
it would illicit a tear. It was, it is, a powerful song of love 
and loss.
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It was the 7th anniversary of his death, Natalie Merchant 
(1995) was singing, and I didn’t have a story. He was really 
in the room. His absence and his presence were tangible. 
C.S. Lewis (2015) said about the death of his wife, “Her 
absence is like the sky, spread over everything” (p. 9). 
Having my daughter in the room amplified his loss, for 
that day I was also mother, and she was the child who had 
lost her father. He was in my mind and my heart and he 
was in the air on the waves of sound travelling through 
the room on Merchant’s notes. I had not shared the 
significance of the date with anyone in the room.

Everyone opened their books…and I arranged the 
materials. I had some choices to make. Would I tell them I 
didn’t have a story today revealing my unpreparedness? I 
already felt like an imposter not knowing precisely what 
it was I was searching for in this research project. Would I 
tell them the significance of this day? Would I bring myself 
as grieving widow into the room? Nobody mentioned a 
story.

I announced

‘It is the anniversary of Richard’s death today’.

No one said anything…there was an emotional space 
for me, a big one, I could feel it. A silent invitation from 
the group to continue. I sat in the tension of deciding 
what to do next. Should I reveal myself further in this way, 
with the risk of showing emotion? Should I move from 
‘facilitator-participant-co researcher, to full participant?’ 
Now I was at a moment... do I talk about today or not?

‘I forgot to bring a story’, I say,  
‘And now this music was on and I had to tell you.’

I was unsure of taking up this space with something 
so clearly and directly about me; something so personal, 
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taking up the space in this way. Reading my stories 
somehow created a safe distance; they were retrospective. 
This was truly stepping into the now, into the present.

Claudine:  I put this music on especially because you have
told me that you and Richard loved Natalie 
Merchant—but I didn’t know it was a significant 
date. Shall I turn it off?

Me:             No, no it’s Ok… I like it. 

Someone: How many years?

Me:             Seven 

We were already, all of us, making marks on our 
surfaces, my daughter included. She needed no special 
invitation. Shari had glued the card we had just given her 
belatedly for her birthday on her page. Gracie had started 
to talk about her husband, when he had been ill, perhaps 
in response to my story about my husband; relationship 
with relationship, like with like, in empathetic resonance. 
Claudine began creating fluid shapes with a black marker 
and filled each with a different block of colour.

Me:             For some reason I am feeling it this year…feeling 
the length of the years that I am alone and 
feeling the sadness for him, for the 7 years he 
hasn’t been here.

Gracie:       7 is significant…in child development…

We discussed 7: 7 years, children, Steiner education, the 
cycle of 7 in numerology.

That day had another significance, it was the one-year 

session 3
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anniversary of us starting a business together and we had 
belatedly celebrated Shari’s birthday.

Shari (to Claudine):     
Did anything significant happen when you 
turned 42? (cycle of 7)

Claudine:    Everything shifted, they got on board.  
Dad’s still on board, mum’s just mum

Claudine talked about having been aimless before that.

Shari:  You’re not aimless  
When I turned 40, something happened.

Gracie (to Claudine):   
It reminds me of microbiology, all the colours

Claudine:  It’s called ‘entanglement’

Figure 8 Claudine. (2017). Hybrid entanglement [crayons].
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Gracie:  It’s funny Andrew has been away for 2 weeks 
and now I’m here, finding a moment for 
myself and creating this. Andrew’s home...

Karen:  What is yours called Gracie?

Claudine:  It looks like some sort of work prison

Karen: Is that an apple?

Gracie:  Yes

Karen:  An apple for the teacher

Shari:  It looks like solitude to me

Karen:  I like the whorl! I like that word ‘whorl’

Figure 9 Gracie. (2017). Session 3 [oil pastel].
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Figure 10 Gracie. (2017). Outside [oil pastel].

Figure 11 Shari. (2017). Bloom [mixed media].

Gracie said about Claudine’s work: It reminds me of Miro.

Karen:  What is yours called Shari?

Shari:  Bloom

Karen:  It looks like your dress.

Shari:  Yes, I just had to have it,  
not my usual style at all.

Karen:  Your dress looks like a painting.



51

session 3

Karen:  Is this your Japanese past life again….

Shari:  This is the card you gave me today

Gracie:  Have you read the back…it tells you about the 
artist

Karen:  Claude? (What is yours called?)

Claudine:  ‘Entanglement’, it could be ‘global 
transformations’. It could also be called 
‘dissensus’.

Shari:  It could be ‘swirling’

Claudine: ‘Hybrid entanglement’

Karen:  I am wondering about this pink bit here

Claudine: me too, I am worried it is (something about 
gender but I didn’t catch the exact line)

Karen:  Gracie?

Gracie:  Outside

Figure 12 Claudine. (2017). Hybrid entanglement—close-up [crayons].
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And my little one? She created a piece and in big letters 
across the bottom she wrote TORN

Karen:  What is yours called?

Daughter:  Torn

Karen:  And tell me about the black bits

Daughter:  They’re black holes for all the sadness to go 
into. If one of them is full it goes into the other 
one…

This reminded me of Jessie Cole’s (2018) book Staying. In 
it she described the effect of her half-sister’s death on the 
family. “This gone-ness of Zoe was vast. A tear in the fabric 
of our family, the tear leaving a gaping hole—bottomless 
and black for us to tumble into” (p. 95). My ten-year-old 
had read the room perfectly.

Figure 13 Daughter. (2017). Torn [mixed media].
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On that anniversary day, a turning point, I emerged 
otherly. I was there both motherly and in many other 
guises. Many selves came together that day. Me as 
mother, me as widow-still, me as researcher-colleague- 
friend-confidante; vulnerable and equal. On that day I 
experienced companionship in a different way, and a 
different place for us all appeared. It was strange that on 
that day which felt so much about Richard and his death, I 
only spoke about him and his death at the very beginning. 
I felt like I had taken so much time at that session…and 
yet it was only at the very beginning…what I took more 
of, was not time but space. I took a more solid place at the 
kitchen table with my friends.

The participants were different that day too. They 
stepped into companioning roles, where they commented 
on each other’s work, suggested names for their work 
before being asked, inquired into their own work out loud. 
If there was a difference between me and the participants, 
it was less easy to discern. Had my vulnerability opened 
up a new place for them? Was there now a different role 
for them to fill?

Figure 14 Schaller. K. (2017). 7 years [water colour and pen].
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the work of companioning

is not completion of a cross word puzzle

but making a gift of fitting resonance

(Lett, n.d. personal correspondence)

At the end of the session I gathered up our creations 
and took them home with me. The next day I sat 
with the journals, opened the pages at the work from 
the ‘Anniversary Day’ and revisited the notes of the 
conversation around the table and it struck me just how 
different this session had been from session one and 
session two. I decided to do something different. I decided 
that that day required a different response. A group 
response, in addition to the individual responses.

*this is an invented word which nods to Claudine’s dissensus

From: Karen  
Sent: Sunday, 26 November 9:17 PM  
To: V; S; C; G  
Subject: group reflection

Hello all,

I have had a very productive day today...quite different 
from days/weeks of late. I felt a shift today. Anyway, in my 
writing up our session I decided to do a group response 
first. Tomorrow I will do individual responses. This is a 
nod to the socio-cultural nature of the new knowledge we 
are producing, which can only come into existence when 
we are all together. I have included V here, for whilst she 
didn’t do the art making today, she was very present in 
the room, even after her departure. let me know if any of 
this resonates or ‘dissonates’*

Love Karen
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I sent it to them all:

Anniversary Day- group ISR (excerpt)

Every seven years there’s a change

Time is short, we know we are rushed. Veronica has 
had to leave, Gracie arrives late, I have to go early, and 
I have my daughter with me.

I have put out pastels, water colours, pens, papers, 
cards, and scissors. As I am putting everything out, I 
think to myself I have not prepared anything to put 
myself into the space, to help my participants into the 
space. I am not prepared. Natalie Merchant is playing…
the song that makes me saddest “Beloved wife”. Natalie 
Merchant a singer introduced to me by Richard…and 
this song, my go-to song for ‘feelings’

We all start to make our marks in our respective 
journals

I write

25/11/17 Anniversary

Seven

I look at my page, I see the words, I feel something. I 
make a choice. I make a decision to let this part of me 
be seen. I make a choice to name the day.
And I say, ‘it is the anniversary of Richard’s death today. 
It is seven years.’ 
You look up and then continue your art making…
pausing for what is next.
I say, ‘for some reason I am feeling it this year…feeling 
the length of the years that I am alone and feeling the 
sadness for him for the 7 years he hasn’t been here.’
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‘7 is significant… in child development…’
I create my piece and call it ‘unnamed’
I thought this was my 4 children, but in the writing 
today I wonder if it is ‘us’
We four. 
They remind me of felted people…
and as I looked more intently, 
I wondered if this representation is a synthesis of the 
work of you all
The whorl, The colours, The pink

Outside entanglement of torn blossoms
Hybrid entanglement of whorls of torn blossom
We 4 bloom outside in hybrid entanglement: the child 
offers places to put our sadness.

the intersubjective space is

a special place of subliminal riches

the source of meaningful gifts

(Lett, n.d., personal correspondence)
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From: Claudine  
Sent: December 2017 9:17 PM  
To: Karen 
Subject: group reflection

Hi Karen,

It’s been almost a week since you sent through this group 
reflection. When I arrived at work on Monday, Gracie asked me 
if I had read your email yet. She spoke about how amazing you 
are to have captured the day and ‘us’ so well. In such a creative, 
meaningful and personal way. I whole-heartedly agree. You 
have such a talent for this work!

When I read it the first time, several things came to mind. The 
first was a desire to thank you for letting yourself be vulnerable 
and share how you were feeling. I think this speaks to the trust 
that we have created and nurtured as a group. I believe that 
comes from all of us sharing our vulnerabilities with each 
other at different times and being able to hold that space for 
each other. That trust and safety makes it easier for us to have 
transparent and honest conversations and engagements and 
this draws us back together again and again; to become closer 
and stronger and braver.

The seven stood out to me the second time I read it. It occurred 
to me that you, Shari, Veronica and I have known each other for 
seven years. It is also our anniversary!! So many occasions and 
milestones were marked in this reflective piece... I also reflected 
on my choice of music. I chose Natalie Merchant for you 
because we had spoken about her at the last meeting. I had no 
inkling about Richard’s anniversary, but I wonder if the music 
helped you to lean into those feelings of sadness.

The third time I read it, your daughter’s explanation of her 
art resonated. It was so perceptive - her piece and the words! 
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I remember thinking of the Natalie Imbruglia song when she 
said it was called “Torn”. These are the chorus lyrics:

I’m all out of faith  
This is how I feel, I’m cold and I am shamed  
Lying naked on the floor  
Illusion never changed  
Into something real  
Wide awake and I can see the perfect sky is torn  
You’re a little late  
I’m already torn

The last time I read it, which was just before starting this email, 
it was your artwork that jumped out. I like that it could be ‘us’. 
I agree that something shifts and comes into existence when 
we are together. Every time, in ways I never anticipate or get 
tired of. And going back to what Gracie said, I think your group 
reflection has really captured what makes us individually 
unique and how those uniqueness’s work together so that as a 
group we are “one of a kind”.

And on that note, time to exit this ridiculously long email. I am 
on a roll tonight...

Love you guys and am ever grateful to have you all in my 
world!!!

C xx

The next day I wrote each participant an individual 
response as well. The group response had acknowledged 
that the session was different but there was still much in 
each participant’s work which I felt was rich in potential 
meaning for the creator. I couldn’t leave this work unsaid. 
We were a group, but we were also individuals. This is 
what I sent to Claudine.
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From: Karen 
Sent: Friday, December 2017 3:53 PM 
To: Claudine 
Subject: session 3 individual ISR

Hi C,

Here is your ISR from session 3.

I could have spent ages on this as I got all caught up on trying 
to understand hybrid entanglement

There is one image I found and didn’t use; I have attached it in 
case it means something to you. It seems to bring everything 
together for me, but I don’t understand it.

It came up when I googled hybrid entanglement rainbow...
images

Cheers

K

Figure 15 Mosher. D. (2017). Fibre optic light speed rainbow  
[digital photograph]. Shutterstock
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To Claudine
Everything shifted
Hybrid entanglement
Global transformations
Dissensus
A swirling, microbiological, 
Miro

‘You are not aimless,’
she said of you definitely.

The bubbles and water reappear from the past,
To offer an alternative perspective.
The pink?
Is it gender?
A pink triangle, oft 
repeated, small

You saw some sort of work prison
On the pages of another
You created
Hybrid entanglement for yourself
Dark Blue
Black
Dark Green
Red
Crimson
Yellow
Fuchsia
Light green
Pink
Purple
Orange
Brown
Light blue
Mauve
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White space
Black lines
Were there any colours not used?

Oil pastels
Pencil
Fine line marker

Each colour has its own space
Each space has its own different shape
Each is surrounded by different others
No one is neighboured by the same.
No two the same.
No two identical.
Each carrying a different identity,
Each a different opinion.
Dissensus

A Spanish café of Ethical and political dissensus for global  
 transformation
Through hybrid entanglement.
You dissent.

session 3
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King et al. (2013) say that “Kitchen tables are women’s 
space, the place to which people gravitate to prepare and 
strengthen cleanse and release, feel safe and become 
empowered” (p. 405). In shifting from facilitator to 
participant, albeit not fully intentionally, the relational 
qualities of interactions deepened and became more 
personal. There had always been space for me to be a 
co-participant and “fellow traveller” (Allen, 2016, p. 273), I 
was just struggling to be in that space and wear the hat 
of researcher, arts therapist, friend and participant at 
the same time. I did not understand that these identities 
can sit very well together and that in fact I would likely 
have more capacity to listen and respond if I was able to 
bring all of myself to the sessions. (And as I write this, I 

From: Claudine 
Sent: December 2017 9:17 PM 
To: Karen 
Subject: group reflections

Dear Karen,

My last two emails to you are so mammoth, that I feel the need 
to keep this one short.

This is beautiful Karen! I love this reflection the most out of all 
the ones you’ve done for me so far. It’s like you saw through or 
past what I was saying on the surface to a deeper me. How do 
you do that? I didn’t really even know what I was doing or why 
until you put it into words this way and gifted them back to me. 
The editing you have done to the images also really aligns with 
the words. Magnificent.

Thank you. I really LOVE this!!

Cxxx
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know it is not true. I did know this I just could not do 
it. I was too vulnerable and there was much bubbling 
below the surface that I was not prepared to show.) This 
group of empathetic women created a space for me to be 
vulnerable which I could not always fill. We shared our 
theories and wonderings, our anxieties, and concerns. 
Sometimes they came in marks on the page, sometimes 
in short obtuse sentences, but they were there—in the 
room, around the kitchen table for those who could see 
and hear. Our group identity as women engaged in living, 
participatory inquiring was being strengthened.  
Neilsen (2005) writes

Living inquiry means that a relational 
being, living in overlapping worlds, 
touches and responds to those around her 
as she pursues the work that she deems 
important. As she moves within/out these 
worlds, she and they are changed. More 
than speaking a single voice, her presence 
re/sounds, re/verberates; her sense takes 
in all that surrounds her, and she in turn 
gives back. (p. 231) 
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session 4: Elwood, a February evening

Session 4 was a warm February evening; the day was 
long as we were in daylight saving time. This was the 
first and only session to be held at my home, around my 
kitchen table. The children had all disappeared into their 
various spaces leaving us uninterrupted. I opened my 
computer and scrolled through the stories I had written 
and landed on ‘I don’t belong’. I looked forward to reading 
my stories. I enjoyed the reading out loud. I enjoyed the 
presentation. I worried that it was self-indulgent, perhaps 
because I enjoyed this part of the process so much.

Story 4: I don’t belong (excerpt)

She had no idea what to expect when the lift doors 
opened. Junkies? Drunks? What would she see? All 
she knew was that she didn’t want to be mistaken for 
someone who belonged here, and she knew she felt 
like a judgemental snob for just having these thoughts. 
She had perhaps gone to a little more trouble than she 
might normally, with her appearance today.

I felt that this story was one that exposed me further to 
my participants potentially as judgemental, contributing 
to my vulnerability. The group started making art and 
sharing ideas and asking each other questions about what 
they were making...all unprompted by me. I had very little 
pressure on myself. A shift.
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“The warmth of your presence in itself gives support… 
A wordless dialogue of exchanged glances can often be 
enough” (Kolbe, 2007, p. 10).

At the end of the story Veronica went outside onto the 
decking which led to the courtyard.

Gracie created Flora and Shari created Mess

Claudine:  It’s interesting that we’re talking about 
belonging. In the Medicine cards I read, ‘If 
you focus on the detail you can’t see the big 
picture.’ It was about the need to zoom in and 

Figure 16 Gracie. (2018). Flora [oil pastel].

Figure 17 Shari. (2018). Mess [fine liners].

session 4
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zoom out.…to belonging. 
I live with zoom in zoom out. Brene Brown 
says that fitting in and belonging are two 
different things. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ants are all going the same way. 
How do you stand out?

Veronica:  Sacred heart. Mum had a heart above her bed. 
Dolly did a dance to sacred heart to music 
called “Cuore Sacro” (Guerra, 2005).

Gracie:  You did a heart in an earlier painting...

Veronica looked back through her work to the first week.

We were connecting differently this night. We knew 
something of the other through our time together and 
through our creations. Are we continuing to create a 
greater sense of belonging?

Claudine:  I think of ‘heart of darkness’, I don’t know why
(to Gracie)

Shari:  I think of passion.
(to Gracie)

Figure 18 Claudine. (2018). Zoom in Zoom out [oil pastels].
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After the session I sat with the created works and 
the scribed words. It was only in looking more closely 
that I realised what Veronica had been doing when she 
went outside onto my decking. She had been collecting 
materials.

She used the collected leaves and feathers from my 
yard for this piece. I thought she was making it for herself 
but on looking again I felt that she was making it for me. 
That this was my nest made at my house. She knew that 
feathers stood as a symbol for Richard in our family and 
she drew on this knowledge.

That week I really loved my painting. I could barely 
remember doing it, but I saw belonging and fitting in, in 
this piece...a solo elephant…melding, blending its way into 
the surrounds…. although so successful in its attempt to 
fit in and belong it was now almost unrecognisable—the 
elephant was formless…

Figure 19 Veronica. (2018). Sacred heart [mixed media].
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I noted that heart seemed to be a theme that session. I 
had found a hidden heart in Claudine’s ant.

When I sent the created ISR’s to the participants I sent 
them a piece of music to accompany the reading. It is 

“Cuore Sacro” by Andrea Guerra (2005) for the film by the 
same name, the piece that Veronica mentioned, to which 
her daughter had danced. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M

I wrote the ISR’s and hit send

Claudine session 4
Zoom in Zoom out
You are so giving tonight.
You give to each of us
Feedback from a place of authenticity

‘Fitting in and belonging are not the same thing’, you offer
‘that reminds me of Anzac Day’, you say
You talk of ‘imposter syndrome’, ‘Brene Brown’

Figure 20 Schaller. K. (2018). Belonging/ fitting in [mixed media].

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
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You mention ‘the heart of darkness’, you don’t know why?
You are in flow.
Your ants all walk in the same direction along the limb.
Where are they going?
Out on a limb
One is highlighted, amplified.
Offering us all another perspective.
One of the six, bigger than the other.

Zoom in Zoom out
But I see

A heart in the body

This piece, this head with heart is filled with love.

Did you know it was there?

I wonder.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZIdUPRvw8M
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From: Claudine

Here I sit at my desk at Uni trying to write about the core tenets 
of critical race theory, so I have something to submit tomorrow.

The first and most central one is that racism is so embedded 
and normalised in society that as an oppression, it is often 
perceived as irrelevant and redundant.

The ideas are so big sometimes, I feel like they will swallow me. 
Like Jonah into a whale.

Or like I am caught in that whirlpool that appears when you 
pull the plug out of the bath.

A feeling of being dragged, against my will (sometimes) into a 
watery, unknown darkness...

And so, I decide to check my emails.

The first port of call when procrastination mode kicks in.

And there you are.

Just when I need you.

I open what you have created for me and as I read, I start to 
cry.

I’m still crying. It’s like I can’t stop.

Of course, I will, but for now, because no-one else is here, I don’t 
have to.

And I am left wondering, who are you?

And how did you find my heart of darkness?

So well hidden, even from me.

And how can you see through/over/past that darkness to the 
heart filled with love?

Perhaps it’s so you can take me there with you...

My heartfelt thanks Karen.

This is such powerful work you are doing and at the moment, 
very important as a part of my healing as I travel this PhD 
road. C xx”
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“…And the stories and poems that reach us and last 
are those that ring true, those that go closest to escaping 
pretence. That say I am, and you are, too, in every phrase”  
(Tredinnick, 2014, n.p).

session 5: Rye, an April afternoon

We were away for a wellbeing weekend, we five. Our 
morning had started with a guided meditation at a yoga 
centre followed by a scrumptious breakfast and some 
relaxing around the unpretentious beach house. We 
decided to have the art making research session after 
lunch. As was my practice I scrolled through the stories 
and found one that I had written for an education 
newsletter. There were three stories, one was written 
after a visit to The Philippines, one about Naplan (a 
national standardised test for school children in Australia) 
and the third about a ‘no hands no play’ rule that had been 
suggested by a parent at a kindergarten where I mentored. 
They seemed to be unrelated stories, but I concluded at 
the end

It would seem to me now that each story 
is about culture and perspective, each is 
about listening and respecting and each 
is a provocation to live and act according 
to one’s values. They are reminders to 
discover what is important to us and to 
listen to the emotional cues, our subjective 
responses and then act with courage to 
honour these values.
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Story 5: Vignettes—three stories (excerpt from one)

My new benchmark is 500 pesos. 500 Philippine 
pesos is 13 Australian dollars. 500 pesos could buy 
you a pair of runners in a Payless store in Makati, The 
Philippines. 500 pesos can transport nine people in a 
jeepney for one hour. 500 pesos can be five necklaces 
in the cheap souvenir shop at the airport. 500 pesos 
can buy just one tessellated-polished-shell drink 
coaster. And 500 pesos is the monthly allowance of 
one elderly lady in the hills of Bukidnon, on the island 
of Mindanao. Thirteen Australian dollars.

I scribed the conversation around the table as the 
participants made their art

Veronica:  I always think I’ll get some ideas before I 
come 
When I was little, I did a lot of art 
My mum used to buy me paints 
It’s hard work for me

Gracie:  The paint makes a sound

We all stopped and listened to the sound Gracie made 
with her hand and the oil pastels.

Figure 21 Gracie. (2018). Guidance [oil pastel].
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Shari:  This is the first time we have sat together like 
this (in this order)

Veronica:  Maybe I’m doing the rainbow flag

Claudine:  (reads to us from a postcard she has used in 
her painting) ‘Nothing could bring back the 
colours stolen from her heart’

Figure 22 Veronica. (2018). Humour renamed silly [mixed media].

Figure 23 Claudine. (2018). It’s never black and white [mixed media].

session 5
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Karen:  What’s yours called Claudine?

Claudine:  It’s never black and white…oh my god 
magpies (referring to the spirit guide of 
the Magpie, that came to her in the guided 
meditation session in the morning)

Karen:  What’s yours called Shari?

Shari:  I see you

Figure 24 Shari. (2018). I see you [mixed media].
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Session 6 and we all knew this was to be our last session 
making art together in our journals for this project.

I spent some time deciding which of my stories to read 
to the group. I usually chose stories instinctively, from my 
growing writings, having seen a word or two and decided 
‘this is the right one for today’. On that day I decided to 
read The Suicide story. This story was quite long and was 
very intimate, but I trusted there was a reason I chose 
it. What was different about this story was that it was 
written immediately after session four. It was the only 
story written as a response to the groups. I had been in 
a reflective, contemplative mood after session four, the 
‘belonging-fitting in’ session. Ideas had been tumbling 
around and I could feel I was grappling with coming-to-
know-something-differently. I had been driven to write. I 
had to get it down on paper.

Reading that story to the group was a full circle moment 
...it was a very private story. As I read, I was aware that the 
participants were at times wiping tears, I could see they 
were moved. As I read, I too was moved by parts of the 
story. Hearing it out loud was like hearing it for the first 
time. I could also see that some of the writing was good…
and I was surprised that I had written that well.
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Story 6: Reflection—suicide

There are so many parts to story number six that are so 
excruciatingly revealing and painful I cannot bring myself 
to repeat it here again. I had in mind to have the entire 
story here as an example of how trust had built up over 
time and how this final story revealed so much of me to 
them. But it was so personal, and I still feel so protective 
of the protagonists in this story that I cannot reveal them 
here in this space. (I am amazed that I was able to read 
this story to the group). This speaks here to my power as 
final editor as a researcher and writer.

So, I will reveal only two parts, a paragraph and the 
conclusion and it will be the untold story.

To be imaginative, to be able to indulge in this world 
of pretence and play, I think would require great trust 
in the present. To be oneself, to be present to oneself, 
requires trust in the adults around, to be in a safe, 
nurturing environment. Was that mine? How could it 
have been? But maybe it was…maybe this day in 1963 
was an aberration…

And now, every time I see a vinyl padded stool, 
where the three metal steps fold back under the seat, I 
am back in that kitchen, in the suburbs of Melbourne, 
back to that night as though 55 years had not been 
lived in-between.

And even these short paragraphs with their seemingly 
tame, inoffensive, undramatic words are pregnant with 
pain.

At the end of the reading, we all breathed deeply in 
unison.
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Veronica began talking first by asking about my mum 
and I thought ‘why is she talking about my mum, this story 
was about me.’ I noticed my response and put it aside.

Veronica:  Can we have a copy of all the stories you have 
read us...I would like to have them next to the 
page.

Claudine:  I can’t wait to see what you do with our art 
for your thesis...

I wondered too.

Veronica:  I remember Tessie (her sister) being born.

Gracie:  It makes you reflect on your parenting…what 
will the children remember?

Veronica:  I remember peeing on my dad—I remember 
mum locking me in the laundry—I remember 
the dress with buttons down the front— 
because I had to do it up myself.

Claudine:  I was doing work with Simone the 
kinesiologist when I felt I became mum…I 
remember this moment that I was Mum when 
she conceived me—I felt like Mum when she 
conceived me…and that in that moment, she 
regretted getting married and as soon as she 
got pregnant there was regret. 
It explains angst between Mum and me 

‘I’m my mum’—sometimes I go into that 
‘History repeating itself ’  
I had a great relationship with my nana, in 
the way mum has with Cooper…Then they 
(Mum Dad family) came to Melbourne. It 
must have been difficult for them. (racism— 
different lifestyle)  
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Dad was so angry when we were growing up. 
He was angry and formidable. 
You know this is the first one I’ve painted.

Gracie:  This is the first one I’ve drawn.

Veronica:  I haven’t started yet!

Shari:  My father-in-law asked me ‘When are you 
going to do a PhD?’ Immediately after the 
birth of my first child he asked, ‘What’s your 
next project?’ This is why my daughter can’t 
go there for a sleepover (their attitude).

Veronica:  When are you going to do your PhD?

Shari:  Maybe it’ll be about mentoring…

Claudine:  I think some alternative knowledge going 
into the academy about alternative models of 
leadership.

Veronica:  (referring to her painting)  
It’s getting serious.

Gracie has been sketching us all in situ and says  
I think I’m going to need another piece of 
paper to get Claudine.

Karen:  Claude, yours reminds me of a fern, a Koru as 
the Maori call them.

Claudine:  I feel like I’ve done something like this before…
you say ferns but I see plumes, feathers…

Karen:  (reading the definition of Koru from my 
phone) “Based on the shape of an unfurling 
fern frond. Its circular shape conveys the idea 
of perpetual movement, and its inward shape 
suggests a return to the point of origin.”
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Veronica:  I’ve done a cairn—There’s 5—like us (she 
tells us about her friends who travel and 
leave a cairn all over the world)

Karen:  What’s it called?

Veronica:  Famous 5

Shari:  Loss

Claudine:  Unfurl

Gracie:  Cucina

Karen:  Lost emerald

Figure 25 Gracie, Claudine, Veronica, Karen & Shari. (2018).  
Last session [mixed media].
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The group ended; the weekend ended. I packed my 
boxes of art materials and the journals and put them in 
the car for the drive home. And then to the final process of 
crafting and sending the ISR’s to the women from around 
the kitchen table. Here are two.

ISR to Veronica

“I haven’t begun yet,” you say!

And then you do

A cairn

One stone

And then another

Then another

Then another

And another

Each one different from the other

Perfectly balanced

Supportive.

Detailed complex perfect

One for each of us

They are beautiful

It is beautiful.
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ISR to Gracie

Al tavolo

in cucina

in Rye.

And there, capturing us, are

Your hands

Your pencil

The page

The drawing of the drawing of the drawing.
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The stories I told at the beginning of the sessions 
around the kitchen table, became more intimate at each 
session. It seemed that each story built and layered 
trust and intimacy as the potential foundations of the 
space which held us all in our heartfelt sharings, in our 
listening and telling, and in our growing capacity to show 
our vulnerability to each other, none more so than this 
final session with stories of laundries, conception, father 
in laws and parenting. The stories revealed memories, 
losses, hopes, secrets, and wonderings. The participants 
were in flow, being themselves alongside others, being 
with themselves in a held present.

When I chose a story, I was showing, a piece of my life—
and a piece of my writing—this showing myself as writer, 
was new. This reimaging myself as writer caused me to 
reflect on my relationship with words and writing and 
books.

My fantasy escape world is me in a garret with 
a splendid view—writing. I always imagine 
somewhere like Montmartre, but I also envy a 
friend who takes herself to the Greek Isles every 
year for months of summer writing looking over 
the Aegean Sea.

I think about Tim Winton. I once heard a story 
that he has a desk for each project he is working 
on and skips from desk to desk to write. His office 
looks over the Indian Ocean.

There is also a man who I see looking through his 
window at the passers-by on our shared street. 
He sits at a desk, with a desk lamp and creates 
something. I imagine he is writing. I imagine him 
to be a writer.
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But then just a few metres from me, on the other 
side of a party wall sits my next-door neighbour. 
Day after day churning out thousands of words 
as he crafts his next book. Can I embrace this 
identity? I have let the participants in, bit by bit, 
word by word.

The stories brought many of my identities to the 
kitchen tables as I read each story in what I have come 
to see as a type of presentation. I was researcher, 
student, teacher, writer, mother, widow, foster carer, 
daughter, and performer. Gunaratnam (2007) wrote 
“…I see the experience of presenting… as involving a 
sensual, moment-by-moment unfolding of activity that is 
characterised by presence, context and improvisation” (p. 
275). Here she named up presence in the performance and 
I wondered if there was something about the presenting, 
the reading out loud, that invited presence in. I wondered 
if it was the vulnerability of the presenter—me, as well 
as the content of the story—mine. Was it this style of 
presenting, when coupled with the act of art making 
and the context itself, that invited us to be together in 
this way? We crossed back and forward across time—
we reminisced, reflected and made silent plans—past, 
present, future, “like women before us, we sit around the 
kitchen table, talking deep—planning, strategizing, and 
healing each other’s wounds” (King et al., 2013, p. 405).

I came to know that being seen and heard amplified 
my experience and legitimised my identity as writer and 
that there was something in the being witnessed. That 
something happened to me as I dropped into my words on 
the page, as I dropped into the experience which evoked 
the words in the first instance…something happened 
to me in the presenting, in the showing up to tell and 
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something happened to those watching and listening.

During our sessions around the kitchen table I was a 
participant and a co companion and I too was creating 
alongside the women. I was also holding us in this 
communion. Our tables were never so big that I couldn’t 
glance across and see the work as it progressed. I would 
occasionally make a comment about a colour or how it 
reminded me of something from a previous session or 
about something of the content. And I would take photos, 
of the whole piece, of the hands of participants as they 
created, but most often I would go in as close as my phone 
would allow, searching for something that drew me in, 
took my interest, excited me. Often it was a shadow, 
or texture, a physical point of connection—but always 
close-up. This was the process that had emerged in the 
beginning of my inquiry, as I painted and drew alone, 
around my own kitchen table.
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the six sessions came to an end

Reading stories to my participants came to an end.
On the first session Gracie, Claudine, Veronica, Shari, 
and I sat with our journals with their 
vast blank white pages. 
 
By the sixth session the journals were 
rich with the representations of our many stories. 
 
Creating art together around the kitchen table 
came to an end. 
 
Writing ISR’s after sessions came to an end.  
Thirty pieces of art, thirty ISR’s, myriad words of poetry, 
stories, and reflections that had been quietly, secretly, 
accumulating on my hard drive?
 
What was I to make of it all?
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kitchen tables across time…

Around the kitchen table

Takes me back to other kitchen tables.

Friday shopping at The Mall.

Mum, me, and my sisters in tow,

to the kitchen table at my nana’s.

Tea made from real leaves, milk first

And Fruitsaline for the kids.

These afternoons sometimes became nights

And afternoon tea became dinner

And somehow my dad would 

know where we were

and turn up after work.

That was in a time with far less traffic,

where a trip across five suburbs 

would have been a dash.

Saturday’s meant another kitchen table

My other nana in another part of town.
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If our footy team was playing at the MCG*

It’d be footy and then back to

her kitchen table.

Here there would be treats.

Home-made ginger beer

Cakes and preserves and

eavesdropping as adults discussed…stuff.

The kitchen table of my Masters’ thesis,

He and I in evening moments stolen in the midst of

parenting four young children.

A time of rekindling.

Returning to each other

Listening

Being

Sloughing off the role of parent to discover a

partner still there.

The kitchen table of this thesis,
Comfortably accommodating five women
as we share and confide and nurture and hold
Each
Other
And

Ourselves.

*Melbourne Cricket Ground
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kitchen tables across time...

And now my mind takes me on a journey of

myriad kitchen tables

across time.

They all come hurtling at me,

So many kitchen tables.

So many places

So many people

So many conversations

And yet

in my own home

there is a kitchen table

rarely used.

We rarely gather now that he is not here.

I have not managed to gather my brood

I have not managed to continue this ritual

I have not managed to maintain…this.

What is it about kitchen tables?



[this page intentionally left blank]



91

around my kitchen table; 
spending more time with the art

I wanted to look more deeply into the work we had 
created. I created a table to help me sort and analyse…

to help me see. I was looking for a thread or connections 
through the body of work. Were there any patterns in the 
work from the same week?

Was there something which connected the images to the 
specific story read in a specific session?

Was there anything linking the images from each 
person?

Were there consistencies, similarities, differences?

What could I see?

Could I see a transformation?

Could I see presence?

“I look at (them), I scrutinise (them), as if I wanted to 
know more about the thing or the person it represents” 
(Barthes, 2000, p. 99). Is this what I am hoping for in these 
images? Barthes says he decomposes and enlarges in 
order to have time to know at last” (Barthes, 2000, p. 99),  
the process has slowed me down and gifted me time to be 
with, the images, the participants and myself.
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Figure 26 Shari, Gracie, Claudine, Veronica & Karen. (2017-2018). 
Table of participants’ work. [mixed media].
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around my kitchen table; spending more time with art

The table held all the artwork created by five women 
(and one child) who over twelve months in six sessions 
explored presence through visual arts, story, and dialogue 
‘around the kitchen table.’ Thirty different expressions 
called ‘Pieces of me’, ‘Beneath the surface’, ‘Zoom in 
zoom out’, ‘A silly story’, ‘Mess,’ ‘Torn’…were these images 
of presence by other names? They were varied and 
individual.

Each participant used different media, different colours, 
shapes, and line. Sometimes the images were abstract, 
sometimes representational, sometimes a mixture of both. 
I was not searching for any personal meaning outside 
of the project, to me, not consciously. I was searching 
for connections in the work in the pursuit of knowing 
presence more deeply.

The table held such different images, and I began to see 
that perhaps presence was different things to different 
people at different times. The words complexity and 
contextual came to mind. I presented this idea to my 
colleagues at MIECAT and received an ISR from one of my 
supervisors

You know presence is complex

that it is an enactment

it has something to do with being in close,

focusing

and noticing detail

You challenge the notion that in presence everything is ok 

—you say it is not.

(Allen, 2018, Personal correspondence)
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around the kitchen table

Seeing the artworks presented in the table I’d created, 
reimagined the A4 and A3 works as cards. In the evenings 
of our retreat weekends, after the sessions and after 
dinner, one or other of the women in the group would get 
out cards to do a reading: Tarot, Celtic, Medicine cards, 
Art cards, I Ching ‘Loving your inner goddess’ cards. All 
sorts of store-bought cards created by others to inspire 
and guide. I had been wondering how I would present the 
work in a way that would be meaningful to the women. 
The idea of creating the cards and calling them presence 
cards was born out of seeing each of these images in this 
format. Perhaps as professionals in the fields of education 
and therapy we might one day be able to use these cards 
in our own practice. I surmised that each card, could be 
used as a tool for bringing the users attention into the 
moment and I hoped that these cards would honour what 
I was coming to know as the subjective and complex 
nature of presence. In any case I determined I would one 
day gift each participant their own set.

I decided that on one side, there would be a close-up 
photograph of a part of the artwork that I was curious 
about or that attracted me in some way, just as I had done 
when taking photographs in situ in our sessions. On the 
other side a poetic reduction created from key words from 
the inter-subjective responses and the titles. All thirty 
works created over the six sessions would be represented. 
That is to say that everyone’s contribution would be 
honoured, because as Remen (2002) reminds us in Kitchen 
table wisdom “The kitchen table is a level playing field. 
Everyone’s story matters” (p. xxxiv). This was perfect. I was 
content with this idea.

When this research project began, I had imagined that 
at the conclusion of the sessions I would have reems 
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of notes from the participants about their experiences 
of presence and their experience of my presence and 
that if I clustered* the elements together, this might 
lead to a guide for how to find presence and how to 
be present which would be useful in therapeutic and 
educational settings. What I thought I had was six 
pieces of created art from each participant, my scribed 
notes of our conversations during the sessions and the 
intersubjective responses I had written and sent to each 
of the participants. The journals I had given them for note 
taking remained empty, save two lines on the first day, 
written by one of the participants. It is true that I didn’t 
push this invitation, I held the desire for the sessions to be 
stress free and emergent but at the end of the sessions I 
wondered why they hadn’t written about their moments 
of presence or my moments of presence in their journals.

I also had tens of artworks created by me, thousands 
and thousands of words written by me as poetry and 
prose and pages and pages of reflections. At this stage 
of the process I failed to see these as data, just as I failed 
to see my own artworks produced during the sessions 
around the kitchen table, as having any significance other 
than as a vehicle for me to enter into the inquiry as a co-
participant. These pieces all lay disparate and detached 
and I could see no connection. To a certain extent I had 
left myself out of the picture other than as the facilitator 
for the participants’ experience, and it was only in writing 
the ISR’s—the time I found the most pleasurable—that 
I felt fully engaged and connected with self and with the 
project. I most often felt like I was grappling and confused.

*clustering is a procedure in the MIECAT form of inquiry and involves 
the grouping together of elements with similarities as decided by the 
maker.

around my kitchen table; spending more time with art
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around the kitchen table

I also had a record of our conversations through 
Facebook messenger, email, text, and greeting cards and 
the idea for creating the postcards. 

It was in email, Facebook, texts and cards that 
participants wrote of their thoughts, feelings and 
experiences directly.

Me:  If you are not present and you are not absent, 
where are you? I am playing with disruption, 
as a way to elicit presence as opposed to 
harmony or some other word I don’t have yet.

Claudine:  Whoa, big thinking on a Sunday morning... 
I like the idea of disruption and I wonder if 
there is dissensus in what you are doing? I 
believe presence for me was different each 
time. And that was not always in the moment 
but also through the different responses and 
by our email exchanges that happened after 
the actual sessions…One of my most present 
moments was when I was alone and emailing 
you my response to your response. A powerful 
moment that I won’t forget… 
 
I will say that…, for me, the presence(s) 
when doing the art and post-art were very 

Figure 27 Veronica. (2018). Card from Veronica [pen and card].
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different. When doing, for me, it was more 
about us being together as a group. …The 
ISRs elicited completely different presence(s). 
These felt very personal and somehow 
intimate—between you and me…it is like 
you saw something I was trying to express or 
articulate, but I either didn’t know or realise 
that’s what I wanted to say until you said it 
for me. This presence was about the being 
listened to and heard…

Me:  Sorry to annoy re prof doc. Did you have 
a sense of being held by me or yourself or 
something else in the sessions? I am following 
another emerging pathway. That said I am 
very excited about ABSENCE at the moment 
and a non-binary perspective of absence, 
presence and everything in-between.

Claudine:  Glad to hear you are excited and making 
progress K. I did feel held through the sessions. 
By you but also the group. This varies each 
time but I’m not sure why. Also felt very held 
when receiving the ISR’s. 
 
I think the zoom in and black and white 
are my faves. They seem to be the darkest 
but when I felt most present and when your 
responses have really resonated with me. I 
need to revisit the emails we exchanged after 
the heart of darkness conversation. There is 
something about those to me that was the 
ultimate presence. Like somehow you saw 
straight into my heart… Xx

around my kitchen table; spending more time with art
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around the kitchen table

There was so much to see in these pieces of reflective 
correspondence but for a long time I felt I couldn’t see 
what I was looking for. Not only did we each have our 
different experiences and understanding of presence, but 
I wasn’t sure what I was looking for…what I was searching 
for… was I still wanting ‘one truth’ ‘one definition.’ Nothing 
seemed to be enough. Shari made it explicit in this early 
morning message

Shari:  I think it has been hard for me because 
I’m unclear about your/our definition of 
presence…

Me:  I am also rethinking if presence is the state/
word/thing I am really after…is it a being 
with, being seen, being heard? Is that the 
same thing? Are there degrees of presence? 
Is it over-rated? I keep coming back to the 
idea of ‘dropping in’ and ‘committing to being 
with’

Claudine:  I like the phrase degrees of presence…like 
degrees of separation

Me:  I want to read more on dissensus—Who 
should I read?

Claudine:  Ien Ang and a key theorist is Ranciere…

Shari:  What about, not present or absent, not 
negative or positive but different types of 
presence e.g. Thinking and present, dreaming 
and present, doing and present seeing and 
present, feeling and present, present and 
quiet, present with movement, present with 
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stillness…there is only consensus because 
whatever state of presence you have chosen is 
right for that moment. Presence could be seen 
as the existence of the physical state and the 
different ‘types’ are what you as an individual 
or in collaboration with others bring to it.

Shari: Now I’m thinking about—collective presence, 
individual, remote, supported, enhanced, 
engaged, disengaged, productive I agree it so 
nuanced and complex…and it feels good to try 
to embrace the complexity rather than reduce 
it to simplicity.

Gracie:  On reflection, experiences of presence and 
when was I more present, I think I found it 
a little tricky thinking of my thoughts and 
feelings of being present when I created the 
art pieces…

Me:  Thanks, yes. It’s interesting...there’s a 
psychotherapist who says if you’re truly in the 
moment you can’t remember it.

Gracie:  In an earlier post I said I was present in 
different ways each time and quite often 
realised this after the sessions. I think there is 
something in the idea that you don’t realise 
you are present in the moment, but later when 
you reflect on what you created and what that 
represented. It was then your responses that 
became the provocation for thinking about 
how I’d been in the present when engaged 
with creating…does any of that make sense?

around my kitchen table; spending more time with art
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I followed Claudine’s advice and searched for writings 
from Ang and Ranciere. I read an excerpt of Ang’s in The 
art of engagement (Lally et al., 2011) and discovered the 
following, written about the term ‘engagement’ and it 
perfectly articulated some of the discomfort I had been 
experiencing about trying to define ‘presence’.

‘Engagement’ is a problematic term not 
just because no one knows exactly what 
it means, but also because the term has 
rather romantic connotations, occupying 
a terrain of meaning located anywhere in 
between participatory democracy, local 
populism and social realism. ‘...But, as art 
theorist Claire Doherty has put it: It is 
important to attempt to find a language 
of engagement, because the gaps between 
the current rhetoric of engagement and 
actual experience may lead to confusion 
about the aims and potential outcomes of a 
project.        (Ang et al., 2011, p 2)

I could rewrite this, stealing from Ang et al. and 
borrowing from Derrida’s under erasure

‘presence’ “is a problematic term not 
just because no one knows exactly what 
it means, but also because the term has 
rather romantic connotations, occupying 
a terrain of meaning located anywhere in 
between participatory democracy, local 
populism and social realism” and the way 
to happiness, mindfulness and the one 
true path to God. But, as art theorist Claire 
Doherty arts therapy researcher Karen 
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Schaller “has put it: It is important to 
attempt to find a language of’’ engagement 
presence, “because the gaps between the 
current rhetoric of” engagement presence 
“and actual” experience presence “may 
lead to confusion, about the aims and 
potential outcomes of a project” and guilt 
and stuckness...

Me:  I am pleased to say I am embracing the complexity  
 and it is a huge weight off my shoulder...I wonder  
 if this is why it has been difficult to define presence  
 for you all as it doesn’t support any of our world  
 views. We all have space for the complex, the   
 multiple, the diverse, the varied…. discovering   
 ABSENCE has been a key for me...

…complexity, nuance, dissensus…I wanted depth, 
I wanted meaning and significance. I wanted to be 
transformed by new knowing. Simplicity gave way to 
complexity, beyond the surface, beyond binaries, beyond 
plurality and beyond dichotomies. I wanted to feel like I 
had felt before when I had been present to my baby and 
my husband. Nothing seemed to get me there.

I wanted to be again

To live more fully

Esther Perel observed that in the community of 
Holocaust survivors in which she was raised, she could 
identify two groups of people “Those who didn’t die. 
And those who came back to life” (Perel, 2013, 10:51). She 
said that those who didn’t die could neither trust nor 
experience pleasure. I had for too long been in the group 
of those who did not die. I wanted to come back to life. 

around my kitchen table; spending more time with art



102

around the kitchen table

There is an echo here in the original German title of Viktor 
Frankl’s book Man’s search for meaning, trotzdem Ja zum 
Leben sagen. (nevertheless Say ‘Yes’ to Life) (Frankl, 2004). 
I wanted to find it, feel it, bottle it. I wanted a different 
presence to the one I was experiencing every day. I was 
looking for cognitive congruence. I was looking for a 
rational explanation for why I was feeling the way I was. 
I was in a cognitive bind. I felt split...head/heart. I was 
obsessed with the search.

One of my supervisors, Stacey Bush’s words were 
echoing in my ears, ‘you need to spend more time with the 
data’. But I had reduced my definition of data to the work 
of the participants. I had not included everything that had 
been created across the life of the research project. Split.

An empty canvas teased me from the corner of the 
kitchen of my house. Perhaps this could be a place for 
something to emerge. At the same time, I had two broken 
fingers on my right hand, which limited ‘how’ I might 
spend time with the data.

I decided to take this suggestion literally. I photocopied 
the thirty artworks. I had a phrase in mind that had 
emerged when I was playing with alliteration and 
the word presence: ‘piles of presence’. I had a view to 
reimagine them, manipulate them, see if they revealed 
something of presence to me. I thought that I would know 
something new and definitive about presence by spending 
time with these pieces; that they would reveal something, 
uncover something, inform me in some way, about 
presence. I thought I would tear into the data. I thought 
to tear into it, rearrange it, trick my mind out of thinking 
and into experiencing. In that way I would trust what 
emerged. I would tear the photocopied art works into 
small pieces and create a collage. I had wondered if I could 
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create an image of myself with the torn pieces. This spoke 
to the ‘I am because of you’ feeling, the ‘I that is we’, the ‘Io 
chi siamo’ which represented the consolidating of us as ‘a 
group’. What if I sat with the data, came to know it better, 
listened to it? If I were attentive to and listened to my 
inner voice, if I was patient and gave it time, perhaps then 
I would know something differently. I wanted a time of 
slowing down, to feel and experience, to let the unspoken 
have a voice.

I placed the empty canvas on my kitchen table with the 
freshly photocopied pages of artwork.

Figure 28 Schaller. K. (2018). Reimagining the data, listening to all 
the pieces [digital photograph].

around my kitchen table; spending more time with art
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The task of tearing was unrealistic for the broken 
fingers.

I tried cutting. I cut and arranged all the pieces from 
each participant. Would that reveal something?

Figure 30 Schaller. K. (2018). Cutting into the data- The ‘I that is we’ 
[digital photograph].

Figure 29 Schaller. K. (2018). Tearing into the data 
[digital photograph].
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I rearranged all the cut pieces on one board. And this 
too, was unrealistic for my broken fingers. I created piles 
of presence

Figure 31 Schaller. K. (2018). One person many parts- Claudine’s pieces 
[digital photograph].

Figure 32 Schaller. K. (2018). A pile of presence  
[digital photograph].



106

around the kitchen table

Figure 33 Schaller. K. (2018). Piles of hybrid presence  
[digital photograph].

When I imagined this research inquiry before it took 
shape, I was prepared for a possible emergent deviation 
to I-know-not-where. I hadn’t known that I would begin to 
write prolifically along the way, poetry, prose and stories. 
And I hadn’t imagined this too would be the data. I hadn’t 
anticipated email exchanges and ongoing conversations 
with my participants. I struggled to integrate my writings 
and the exchanges ‘as data’ and for a very long time I only 
saw the artwork created during the sessions as signifiers 
to deeper understanding that presence is complex.

I thought the writing a sort of dumping ground for my 
thoughts outside the inquiry like this one:
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I have broken two bones—the tip of my index 
finger and the middle of my middle finger on my 
dominant hand.

It was a silly act, lifting my right hand above my 
head as the football came torpedoing through the 
goals, full pelt, off the boot of a strong adult male. 
I raised my hand above my head to stop the ball 
and mis-timed it, just. The ball landed on top of my 
digits. It hurt, but not the way I thought breaking 
bones would hurt. I thought I had jarred my index 
finger. The bruising and swelling came quickly. As 
I walked into the change rooms at the end of the 
game to hear the boys, my son’s team, sing the 
club song, I nursed my hand and contemplated 
asking the trainer for ice, then thought better of 
it. My slight jar seemed miniscule compared to 
these hulking men with their footy bumps and 
scrapes and enormous ice packs strapped to their 
aching muscles.

I watched the bruising change colour over the 
week, strapped my two fingers together in a 
makeshift splint and waited for them to heal. But 
they didn’t and the x-ray at the doctors revealed 
two broken bones and now after the subsequent 
visit to the hand clinic at the hospital I am 

losing my right hand
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around the kitchen table

sporting two impressive splints. I was 2% away 
from needing surgery. There are many tasks that 
have become difficult, some that are impossible, 
and everything takes longer. I have never had a 
broken bone before. I have been surprised by the 
feeling of vulnerability and the exhaustion from 
the effort of doing everything differently. This is 
hard to explain. Typing, and the effort required to 
use different fingers all the time, the effort of my 
brain changing gears as I try to use my underused 
left hand, the teary-ness I feel. It’s as though 
using new muscles, joints, bones, ligaments, has 
released something that makes me feel emotional. 
I am not in pain; it is something other. It is a 
newness a differentness, a something…

And then it occurs to me. This vulnerability, this 
inability to complete tasks amplifies my aloneness, 
my widowhood, and the situation that I have 
no significant other to help me…this losing my 
righthand reveals a vulnerability in me. I cannot 
cut, I cannot cook, I cannot wash dishes…this 
feels like when my husband first died. I was alone, 
I had lost my right hand, my husband, I had to do 
everything myself. Everything. It was difficult. It 
was raw. It meant learning new things and it was 
exhausting. I am used to being on my own now. 
I am not vulnerable in my aloneness, I continue 
to do everything myself, the washing, the cooking, 
the parenting, the finances, the management, the 
everything…but losing my right hand has shifted 
me back to that place to remind me that I am 
alone, to remind me that I have to do everything 
myself. That I am not sharing this journey with 
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another…that I do not have support. I have four 
children dependant on me. And so, I get on with 
it. “Life goes on” (Nielsen-Chapman, 1990) albeit more 
fragile and finding short cuts along the way, like 
premade dinners and asking the kids to do tasks, 
like taking in the shopping and opening the door 
as I struggle to use a key.

I am alone, I am not supported for the day to day 
of life.

I want my right hand back. But in the meantime, 
I have six weeks of splints and dealing with this 
restriction and the feelings arising from it…

But this story holds so much more significance in this 
search for presence than as fodder for a dumping ground. 
This story would not have needed to exist had I not been 
alone. Stories have become the place I put my words, 
thoughts, and feelings when previously they would have 
met an ear.

When I began this inquiry, I was five years a widow. I 
wondered about the working title and its reference to 
‘voice’. It appeared that somehow, I had known at the 
beginning of the inquiring what I needed to do. I needed 
to write. Even with my two broken fingers I found I 
could manage some manipulation and reframing of the 
participants’ work on the computer. I played with images, 
words, colour, and placement. I called these ‘pages of 
presence’, ‘pages of absence’ and then created a further 
reduction of the ISR’s which are the precursor to the 
‘presence cards’. I considered key words, colour, font, 
and image. I made six for each participant. One for each 
artwork they had created. It was another dropping in.

losing my right hand
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Figure 34 Schaller. K. (2018). Pages of presence for Claudine 

[digital image].
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to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs 
Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I 
don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from 
Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling 
to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore 
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this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth 
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Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling to the surface I don’t want this anymore Robust Hope from Judyth Sachs Bubbling to the top bubbling 
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Robust

Figure 35 Schaller. K. (2018). Pages of presence for Claudine 2 
[digital image].

pages of presence
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Flora

Borrowed from 
another

You made it your 
own

Remembrances

Of your outside

Of others hearts

Of mentoring

Poppies for love and 
remembrance

Figure 36 Schaller. K. (2018). Further reduction of Flora for Gracie 
[digital image].
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in cucina
your hands
your pencil

the page

What will the children remember?

Figure 37 Schaller. K. (2018). Further reduction of La cucina for Gracie 
[digital image].

pages of presence
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this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you seen 

She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray 

for you She’ll be OK I’m going to pray for you She’ll be OK 

this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you She’ll 

be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you 

She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray 

for you She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going 

to pray for you She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m 

going to pray for you She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I 

lived I’m going to pray for you She’ll be OK this is the place 

I this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you seen 

She’ll be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray 

for you She’ll be OK I’m going to pray for you She’ll be OK 

this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you She’ll 

be OK this is the place I felt I lived I’m going to pray for you

Figure 38 Schaller. K. (2018). Further reduction of She’s going to be OK 
for Shari [digital image].
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Figure 39 Schaller. K. (2018). Further reduction of Silly for Veronica 
[digital image].

Everything
you
touch
turns
to
gold

pages of presence
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Sacred Heart
The crying bleeding heart rests 

between heaven and earth

Cuore Sacre

pages of absence

Figure 40 Schaller. K. (2018). Pages of Absence for Veronica  
[digital image].
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Figure 41 Schaller. K. (2018). Pages of absence for Shari  
[digital image].

and now i see beyond PRESENCE

the word ABSENCE has liberated me 

from this circular cage of PRESENCE

This weight around my neck.

This place I could see, remember but not revisit

ABSENCE

EMBRACE ABSENCE….

at the very least ACKNOWLEDGE IT

Who is that person under the tree and the lone hydrangea?

My heart goes out to them.

Who is that person bent over, body weary, fatigued?

pages of absence
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“Yet, although every image embodies a way of seeing, our 
perception or appreciation of an image depends also upon 
our own way of seeing” (Berger, 1972, p. 10).

The time came to actually create the ‘presence cards.’ I 
chose a close-up image from each artwork from every 
session. Each of us was represented—I wanted all our 
voices. The images were purposefully chosen for the 
feelings they generated in me—delight, pleasure, curiosity, 
wonder and intrigue. I had noticed in the past when using 
cards in my work that some participants were unable 
to form a connection with a strongly representational 
image. I decided to make the images more abstract, less 
representational. I felt that if each of the images was 
‘abstract’ there would be more opportunity for the viewers 
to form meaning within their own contexts. I dropped 
into the images and manipulated and transformed 
them on the computer, using applications which I felt 
amplified, extended, distorted and abstracted the images, 
defamiliarising them and awakening “us to the shifting 
and perennially challenging nature of what’s in front of us” 
(Doty, 2010, p. 94).

The words were poetic renderings; a synthesis of key 
words, phrases, titles, and conversation reduced to a 
poetic form. Likewise, with the words, I surmised that 
if they were ‘open’ enough, more poetic, there would be 

presence cards
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more opportunity for each reader to find their own point 
of connection and perhaps resonance, much like the 
experience I have when I read a poem, for “poetry…is out 
to refresh our eyes and ears” (Doty, 2010, p. 94).

The space or internal/gap (…) between 
reader and poem is full of rich potential for 
those of us who relate to poetry—as we 
read the poem, the poem reads us, and a 
shifting dynamic full of creative potential 
is born. A reflective space is opened up.  
(Scheingold, 2013, p. 7)

I liked the idea that the cards with their images and 
reductions of words into ‘poetry’, might meet the reader/
participant somewhere and hold them just as poetry and 
images had held me. Scheingold (2013) says, “If a poem 
accurately pictures my emotional state, then I find myself 
in it, and feel more spacious, even held” (p. 8). But what 
of the capacity to induce presence? She adds, “In the 
very definition of lyric poetry is the suggestion that the 
condensed, elevated language in the lyric slows down the 
reception process, creating more space” (p. 8), slows down 
the receptive process…and then we are in it.

Could these reimagined reductions create the same 
for the reader, or as Scheingold (2013) calls them the 
recipient? Might they create spaciousness? A third space? 
An inner space? A liminal space? A place to be. A place for 
awareness. Might different recipients receive different 
styles in different ways? I hoped that this treatment would 
support this encounter.

“The dictionary comes a little closer to life,  
when alongside some word, it gives you a picture” (Watts, 
1993, p. 54).

presence cards
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heartscapes and a lifetime of

knowing

It’s never just back and white

the red drops, part the black,

like Moses in the red sea.

i will live/survive/thrive/flourish as

long as there is air.

symbolic links and threads join 3 

seemingly unrelated stories

what guides us?

who sees us?

torn

black holes for all the sadness

if one is full it goes into the other 

one

torn pieces of me

stacked one atop the

other

notice the detail in a sea of blue
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bubbling to the top

what is lurking in the shadow

where the one meets the other

the response meets the unique

where the old meets the new tell me 

about this place…

day one

past present and future

i see you in the shadows as you 

make your own path into the 

future.

cucina

bringing it altogether

all on the same page in a place 

of

comfort

change

a textured story

in and out of presence

why do I think I know this story?

camouflage

textured tear shaped gum leaves 

stretching past the confines of the 

page, hint of something other, a 

thought, an idea, a perhaps…

presence cards
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a lifetime of memories opened

and the gold peeps through

i see you

how many stories do you have to tell?

you hold us in your hands and in your 

heart gaze.

hybrid entanglement

global transformations

you are not aimless

no two the same

sounds of masculine and feminine

merge in an entirely unique form

belonging is not the same as  

fitting in

notice beauty

hold it
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woven Inca

named metaphoric presence

why this name why this place

why this offering

patch of purple

small intricate patterns over and over 

again.

whose directions are you following for 

this purple patch in your life?

outside

knots and whorls of solitude

the window is open

If you focus on the detail you can’t see 

the big picture-

sometimes that is perhaps what’s 

needed…distraction…

going in to come out

lost emerald

tears gently wiped aside

and the lost emerald is revealed

through the words of another

presence cards
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sacred heart

the tears from this sacred heart

are feathering your nest.

connecting story with story.

a golden river in the blackened  

earth

silently created

precious gold, imperfect yet 

determined where has it been?

where is it going?

the ordinary and the  

extraordinary-

transform but which is which?

all is honoured.

by you.

remembering images from recent  

past

the meaning is within

she’s going to be OK

when you change the acidity in the 

soil,

you change the colour of the bloom
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unfurl

i remember this moment-

the unfurling and

gold finds its way into the centre of

the fronds and the hearts

beneath the surface

movement like an eddy like a 

whirlwind perspective, complexity 

depth beneath the surface…of what?

what is this surface

repair with me

repair with friends

grow

lead

bloom strong

zoom in zoom out

fitting in and belonging are not the 

same thing

zoom in zoom out

you are in flow

a synthesis of whorls and colour

a place to put your sadness

presence cards
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But what of the stories I told at the beginning of each 
session ‘around the kitchen table’? They were not abstract. 
Those stories were specific and subjective and yet the 
reading of those stories seemed a strong invitation to 
the participants to be present to their own thoughts and 
ideas. In those stories I opened up my life and myself and 
then in response we all told stories in the shared creative 
space. The stories we told each other seemed to drift 
across time; past remembrances, present wonderings, 
future concerns, back and forth. There was the content, 
there was the tone, there was the being read to and there 
was the space we had created for each other to receive 
and to create. Perhaps also a slowing down to receive. 
Veronica’s wish to have one book each with all the stories, 
their created pieces and my responses, was hovering. 
I needed to see them altogether too. I had relished the 
creative process of making the presence cards so much 
that I continued being with the work of the sessions into 
the night. I went on to create a book for each participant 
containing all the material pertaining to them generated 
over the sessions.

I emailed them to each participant and a few days later I 
received a card in the mail.

Hi Karen. I am amazed with all the images—they are all 
beautiful. Who would have thought I had a hand in it! While 
I am drawn to deep red colours and hearts, I think the final 
image (the cairn) resonates best. The image is calming 
and gentle. It pulls together. Slows me down. Thank you for 
including me in the wonderful experience. ~ Veronica.

And so, I discover that the image creates a slowing down 
for Veronica too.
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re-searching; 
a further revisit to the artwork/data

A persistent nagging feeling that I had missed 
something, and that I had not seen all I needed to see 
and come to know all that I needed to know, sent me 
back to the participants’ art works a fourth time. I had 
new eyes and new perspectives which had arisen from 
further creative writing, reading of poetry, dancing, 
painting, and ruminating, all of which spoke to contextual, 
complex, and provisional ways of knowing. I had shifted 
and transformed, although it is fair to say I was still 
desperately searching.

I began (finally!) to see that my artwork and my words 
were part of the data. I slowly embraced that I was both 
the researcher and researched (Cole, 1994). This went 
beyond being a participant. I began to notice and include 
and listen to my own voice. Key words and phrases had 
emerged through creating the presence cards and the 
books. I kept dropping the slippery concepts, so I made a 
list:

3 dimensionality, Presence, Liminal space, The 3rd 
space, Good-enough living, Absence, The art of distraction, 
Holding, Going in to come out, Multiplicity, Complexity, 
Dropping in, Literature, Acceptance.

I imagined an amorphous mess of disparate pieces held 
together by twine. I wondered were threads holding the 
pieces together in a 3-dimensional conglomeration? 
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And if so, were any of these phrases the threads? 
Through the lens of these key words I re-searched. First, I 
went to Shari’s piece from week one.

And I saw it as if for the first time. I wrote

I hold the word ‘complexity’ in my mind

I hold the phrase ‘three dimensional’,

And I look and I wonder.

Going in…going in

Complex

With the computer I can go in, in, in

As I get further and further away from the whole

and into the detail,

Figure 42 Shari. (2017). Session 1 She’s going to be OK [mixed media].
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even if it is blurred…

I feel immense pleasure.

I feel excitement

I feel my synapses firing,

My cells vibrating.

This is enlivening.

This brings me pleasure

G  o  i  n  g   I  n

This is what I do

This is my process

And then I notice the concertina fold 

repeated six times on the page.

A detail I had overlooked

Each has a label

Lone(ly)

Figure 43 Schaller. K. (2018). Close-up, she’s going to be OK - Shari’s 
work [digital photograph].

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data
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Earth

Home

Self

Past lives

Blossom

In my mind I hear

‘Not one answer. Looking in many places 

for directions; complexity’

I go in

Lone(ly) it says on the outside.

I open the folds of the concertinaed card 

and peep inside

“she’s going to be ok” is written in black ink

This is only visible if I ‘open it and go in’.

This is not visible to all who look on this 

complex landscape

Of this life and that life…

And when I look again, for the first time 

I see your children there.

A, M, G, G and there is no B.

I had not noticed that before.

And those birds flying in different directions

How did I not see them?

Maybe I did…but I could not understand

I could not know
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This was for you alone.

This is an intimate portrayal.

I feel privileged and moved.

And I am sad that it took me so long to see this.

And I know in this moment, 

that there is so much more to understand.

I decided to share a summary of these words with Shari 
through Facebook messenger: this felt risky. I felt I had 
seen something of her that I not seen before. This felt 
intimate.

I see the concertina fold repeated six times on the page. 
Lone(ly) Earth Home Self Past Lives Blossom In my mind I 
hear ‘not one answer. Looking in many places for directions; 
complexity’ I go in… Lone(ly) it says on the outside. I open 
the folds of the concertinaed card and peep in “she’s going 
to be ok” This is only visible if I ‘go in’, and open. This is not 
visible to all who look on this complex landscape of this 
life and that life and when I look again, for the first time I 
see your children there. A, M, G, G and there is no B. I had 
not noticed that before. And those birds flying in different 
directions How did I not see them before? Maybe I did…but 
I could not understand I could not know. This was for you 
alone. This is an intimate portrayal. I feel privileged and 
moved. And I am sad that it took me so long to see this. 
And I know in this moment, that there is so much more to 
understand.

Within minutes I received a reply: You’ve made me cry. 
Thank you. This is beautiful. You gave me the space to do 
this, that is understanding.

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data
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I reply, I’m crying too...

And some prose emerged

To slow down enough to see

a person

a point

a place

a spot

a moment

Is it in the unfolding of the tightly folded 

pieces of paper

Which slows me down...

And makes me use my broken fingertips

Is it in the words which make me pause 

and read and ingest?

It is in the place that captures my eye in 

that moment…

And may in another moment, 

be an entirely different place.

We are scattered across a complex 

landscape.
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when we free ourselves from our therapeutic roles

we release the gift of our intuition

into being more fully present

(Lett, n.d. personal correspondence)

I went back to revisit other pieces of artwork. ‘What 
had I missed?’ I was curious to see what I would notice 
through my new eyes. I held the key words in my mind, 
and I looked again.

Veronica ‘Day 1.’ A revisit and a new intersubjective 
response.

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data
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And I see, for the first time, the divide; 

above and below.

The under and the over

The in and the out

But it was always there

I just hadn’t had the eyes to see

The new friends have made their way 

into the space below…

With some of the lifelong friends.

And I see the tight rope walker negotiating 

the liminal space

Precarious, but building as they go…go 

where?

Going in? Into the blue?

To come out? Where?

The complexities of a lived life

Featuring relationships

The multiplicity of multiple identities

And place

So clearly PLACE.

This is day one.

I was, I am, I will be….

And home is most clearly 

where the heart is…
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re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data

“If we have a superpower, it’s the capacity to host a 

multiplicity of worlds inside us. All of us do” (Sousanis, 2015, 
p. 96).
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Claudine ‘Bubbling to the top’ a revisit and a new 
intersubjective response

Even though this piece is called 

‘bubbling to the top’

and has one page placed over the other,

I have not peeped under…not ever

Can I go ‘in’?

What will I see if I change my 

perspective?

Is there a liminal space?

3 dimensionality?

Complexity?

Is there holding?

Acceptance?

Absence?

And then I wonder ‘why not look at the 

circles, why look beyond’?
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How have I not included both pages up until now?

Is this a face? 

Is this a woman breathing out bubbles?

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data
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Details emerge that I had not seen before.
The rich textural quality of the holding page.
Why did I not look under, look in?
Why did I take it all at face value?
I see a shadow.
I see a pathway leading into the shadow.
I see far more than I saw before.
I am looking differently.
I do not have the same eyes as I had before.
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I see a dancer
Who is this dancer I wonder?
So much complexity just in this small piece
Texture
Colour
Blue, green and the in-between
Blurry, sharp and everything in between
Thick, fine and everything in between
Solid, transparent and everything in between
Supposedly simple but such complexity.
I share the newly discovered with the maker
and she says “Oh, it looks like a heart. Love it!” 
I hadn’t seen the heart…
But there it is.
The emergence of the first heart hidden in a sea
of blue and green under the bubbles.
Going in to come out.

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data



140

around the kitchen table

I could see that in this fourth re-searching and revisit 
of the artwork I had a greater capacity for looking at the 
whole and noticing the finer details. This time I looked 
into, looked under, looked beyond. Going into the detail 
and focusing on points of interest, had emerged early in 
the process as a strategy for when the whole had been too 
overwhelming. Go in, go in, in order to come out. But now 
I could manage the whole and I could notice and question 
finer details, not as security but out of curiosity. I went in 
not just to look for points of beauty, I went in wondering 
why, how, where, and when.

Five Senses (excerpt)

Now my five sense

Gather into a meaning

All acts, all presences;

(Wright, 1976, p. 136)

In Claudine’s piece I was so taken by the discovery of 
air and water in this image that I went on a search. Not 
an unusual part of my process. I had in the past, when 
writing intersubjective responses included researched 
information on ‘hydrangeas’ and ‘mandalas’ for Shari, 
‘magpies’ and ‘dissensus’ for Claudine and ‘Aboriginal 
artwork’ for Gracie.

My search took me to a website called the Liminal 
Poetics Laboratory. It says they “develop(s) media projects 
within… liminal space, testing out how we can exist in a 
world without binaries” (Knouf, 2017, para. 3).
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They define the liminal as

…the betwixt and the between. It’s the 
space between land and water, where 
the boundary is uncertain, fluid, flowing, 
ever-changing, moving, advancing and 
receding, unclear. Yet boundary itself is 
too sharp of a term, there is no boundary 
at all, it’s rather a space, a time, a duration 
that fades from one kind to another. 
It can’t be labelled, “here”. It can’t be 
demarcated, “there”. The liminal is not the 
place of naming. The liminal is openness 
fuzziness… air fog interplanetary space, 
space between inside and outside porosity.  
(Knouf, 2017, para. 1)

A world without binaries! Air and water, liminal space, 
multiple possibilities. Black, white and everything in 
between. This combination of ideas, which had emerged 
for me through our research in an arts-based inquiry, was 
here in the writing of another. This was validating and 
satisfying.

And there is more, the words here and there. As Aldous 
Huxley said in Island “Dualism... without it there can 
hardly be good literature. With it, there most certainly can 
be no good life” (Huxley, n.d.). Here, there, and everywhere. 
Complexity. Presence, absence, and everything in between. 
The coming out with these new eyes was an explosion.

This new way of seeing, this excitement of following 
my instincts and going with the rambling flow from 3 
dimensionality, to bubbling women on ocean floors to 
liminal poetics and a dualism, took me to somewhere new 
and for the first time during this research I wrote myself 

re-searching; a further revisit to the artwork/data
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an intersubjective response.

I sat with my work from week 1 and held the key words 
in mind, and I looked, and I listened.

I called it Inca

But I look again, and I think

Life rearranged.

I remember being focussed on the participants

Not on what I was creating

I cut and threaded and wove.

And rearranged the original image.
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And now …

A sea of red below,

multiple complexity above

colours

shapes

high

low

solid black outlines form squares

A blurry division

The liminal line

The liminal boundary

Absent present
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I stopped here. There was no need to revisit every piece. 
I knew I had new eyes. I was seeing differently; I was 
knowing differently. Truth was temporary. Knowledge was 
impermanent. All is nuanced, complex and contextual and 
I am always changing. Is anyone truly knowable? We are 
all so complex.

My writer’s voice and my researcher’s eyes are offering 
me another way into knowing, another way out of pain, 
another way into understanding presence and more. 
They are offering me a way to transform old redundant 
knowledge about truth and certainty, opening a space for 
unknowing and the uncertain. According to Winterson 
(1997) this “has traditionally been the job of poets”, “To 
test experience against language and language against 
experience…” (p. 79) and so I poet…

Reading the story in the sessions
brings me to me
offers you a point of connection,
is a subject,
has a presence.
It is a participant.
Reading the story 
‘around the kitchen table’ says,
look at me
and asks, ‘where are you’?
It gives me a voice 
I have “…the freedom…to speak 
as a player” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, as cited in Wall in 2006, p. 148). 
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It opens my ears for listening.
I stopped and I asked
What is this all about?
And I heard a whisper ‘it is a search for self’.
When I am present 
My mouth speaks what my body feels
My body moves what my soul knows
I trust my reality. 
I trust my experience.
I have empathy 
Even for self
I am here

“It is through stories that we weave reality”
(Dark Mountain Project, 2009, as cited in Moss, 2016, p. 14).

And the words become
“thread for that weaver,
whose web within me growing
follows beyond my knowing…” (Wright, 1973, p. 136),

more “braiding elements of the sensorium” 

(Doty, 2010, p. 3).
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she’s going to be OK

I searched everywhere for directions on how and where 
to find presence; my participants’ work, my work, 

their words, theory, ramblings, poetry, mine and others, 
the world…looking for clues for my inquiry…what was 
presence, where was presence and perhaps why was I so 
curious about presence?

When searching in the 3-dimensional concertinaed 
shapes I found they all led to the same answer: She’s going 
to be OK.

Just as I am. I am going to be OK.

I am staying.

One participant gifted me the word presences, making it 
plural in the post-modern way. Perhaps this too created an 
opening. Presences and absences…this pluralising of the 
words and non-binary way of seeing, this opening up sits 
better with my world view. This worldviewis not the one I 
was raised with. I was raised in a suburbia that rewarded 
sameness and punished difference. This worldviewhas 
come from life experience and study and education for 

“when I began to test my heart, its laws and fantasies, 
against the world, the pain of impact made me sad” 
(Wright, 1973, p. 156). This seeing of the multiple ways of 
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being present, being absent and simply being, is what 
I hold true now. This is what I have come to know. This 
research and inquiry into presence, this initial search 
for ‘an answer’ has led me to a place where I give myself 
permission to be; present, absent, distracted, here, there, 
and everywhere.

Through meeting ‘around the kitchen table’ with a 
group of women over twelve months, presences began 
to make themselves known to me. But not in the way I 
expected. They emerged uncomfortably as I traversed 
from presence to absence to distraction and back again. 
The women/participants/friends/researchers ‘around 
the kitchen table’ were patient with me as I stumbled 
through this complex field of unknowing; tripping, falling, 
demanding, and getting lost along the way. Perhaps 
the not knowing what to call ‘them’ is indicative of our 
growing capacity to move across boundaries too, in and 
out, from friend to therapist to artist to colleague to 
researcher and researched (Cole, 1994). At our tables there 
was an opening up of a space where we could be all of our 
selves…. not just one of our identities, but our multiple 
identities in a place where I could be present, absent and 
everything in-between.

Within the parameters of the research in this search 
for presence, I came to know writing; mine and others. 
I came to know the poetic, mine and others. Moving 
and crossing from wanting to discover ‘the answer’ to 
discovering many possibilities and eventually knowing 
that I will never discover them all. This is very hard for 
someone who as a little girl couldn’t wait to grow up and 
know all the answers and now like Maya Angelou (1993) “I 
find surcease from the entanglement of questions (only) 
when I concede that I am not obliged to know everything” 
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(p. 48). Experiencing presences through the emergent 
practice of arts-based inquiry, has offered me a way to 
embrace and embody this new knowing that goes beyond 
intellectual engagement. At the beginning of this inquiry I 
had experienced presence, I knew it in my bones. Through 
the inquiry I encountered different, unrecognisable, 
unfamiliar presences. Now I know these in my bones too. 
I know that to drop into presence I need to drop into a 
word, or an image, or a point, or a line or a leaf or a stone 
or a moment. It is a choice. I know also that presence is 
not always the place for me. That sometimes presence 
is pained and painful, filled with tension and angst, 
dangerous and distressing. As I come to know one thing 
about her another new thing is revealed as happened 
with each revisiting of the participants’ artwork…but to 
be able to embrace the not knowing is a weight off my 
shoulders; searching for the right answer was exhausting 
and debilitating. I became single minded and as they 
say, ‘could not see the wood for the trees.’ I read back 
my participants’ emails, texts, and messages, and I was 
staggered that I had been blind to their wisdom. My 
vulnerability and fragility were amplified in this blindness. 
I had been lost.

Solnit (2017) says to be present is to be capable of being 
in uncertainty and mystery, “And one does not get lost but 
loses oneself, with the implication that it is a conscious 
choice, a chosen surrender, a psychic state achievable 
through geography” (p. 6). But at a time when all was right 
with the world, when ‘I was living the dream’ and then 
my husband tragically died, I think I became unknowingly 
lost. My search out of lostness was myopic but my desire 
to be safe was paramount. My children’s safety depended 
on my safety. How could I choose getting lost in those 

she’s going to be OK
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early days when my driving force was to stay safe?

To be safe and to stay alive, meant no longer living with 
an impetuous streak, no longer being spontaneous and 
impulsive, no longer living in Solnit’s uncertainty and 
mystery. I didn’t trust the world to keep me safe. That 
the world was a safe space was the worldviewthat I had 
carefully and painstakingly created for myself over many 
years. The death of my husband and the destruction of 
my worldviewthat I would be ‘OK’, unsettled me and 
unravelled me. Part of me was locked away in a cognitive 
cage and I did not have a key.

To be present is to surrender. To be present is to trust 
oneself and whatever may happen. To be present is to 
let go of what separates you from the rest of the world, 
to let go and to dive in; the diving in and presence that I 
surrendered all those years ago, sitting on a high stool in a 
kitchen in the suburbs as my world shifted on its axis.

Figure 44 Schaller. K. (2015). Stay safe [found objects].
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...creeping back along the board

I could not dive in.

Who would look after my children if I dived 

into the blue?

What if I were never to surface?

What if I swam away?

No,

 safer to stay on the diving board, 

 watching out, keeping vigilant…

 watching my chicks.

How could I be present when 

safety was my preoccupation…

What would it take to trust again?

she’s going to be OK

Figure 45 Schaller. K. (2015). Into the blue [mixed media].
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I felt a growing inside, I felt like I was getting bigger and 
bigger, my heart was expanding, and I wanted to break 
out. I love this place...this is a presence I could inhabit; 
this is not angst filled tensioned presence. Have I been 
therapeutically present to myself? Have I been open to 
my own experience in “a gentle, non-judgemental and 
compassionate way”? (Geller and Greenberg, 2002, p. 85). 
“Therapist’s presence involves a balance and dual level of 
awareness of being in contact with the client’s experience 
and one’s own experience, while being able to reflect on 
what is occurring with and between the two people” (Geller 
and Greenberg, 2002, p. 85).

What then of the researcher who is also the researched 
(Cole, 1994) with dual experiences and dual levels of 
awareness. If as Geller and Greenberg (2002) say, presence 
is expressed in therapeutic encounters through empathy 
and congruence, can I claim to have been in therapeutic 
relationship with myself?

Is it possible that I have been “fully present and fully 
human” to self, and if so, can this also be viewed as 
“healing in and of itself” (Shepherd et al.,1972, as cited in 
Geller and Greenberg, 2002, p. 72). Frankl (2011), says about 
man [sic] that “The more he forgets himself—giving 
himself to a cause or another person—the more human 
he is. And the more he is immersed and absorbed in 
something or someone other than himself the more he 
really becomes himself” (pp. 84-85). Is this the dance of 
attending compassionately to the widow at the same time 
as immersing myself in the academy of the kitchen table? 
(Neilsen, 1998, as cited in Cole and Knowles, 2007).

This place of pleasure. Is that the key? Pleasure? 
The present is a barren place without pleasure…this 
moving along the line, along the diving board, back and 
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forth, in and out, past present future. Still I am enjoying 
the gymnastics of moving across time, in and out of 
experiencing, thinking, reflecting, projecting. How many 
places can I inhabit at once, how many presences? I 
am here, there, and everywhere, I am omnipresent. I 
am in multiple presences. I am on a continuum. Or is it 
something else? A spiral? No that doesn’t feel right. I have 
been drawn to images of the solar system lately. I noticed 
them in an art gallery, where the planets were delicately 
balanced on pieces of driftwood. (I am alive now, as I write 
this, this is the place for me.) This is pleasurable presence. 
This is presence that comes from being with myself and 
connecting, relational self with the world, the universe, my 
selves. In this place I can do anything. In this place I have 
confidence in my now and yet nothing has changed in my 
circumstance. I am still the same person who sat on the 
kitchen stool, and I am the same person who buried her 
husband and yet I have expanded. Is it the writing? There 
is so much to learn.

This research into presence dropped me into places. It 
dropped me into relationships. It dropped me into myself, 
my complex, imperfect self. The me that changes with 
the wind, that is happy, sad, bored, clever, dumb, loving, 
hateful, winning at life, loosing at life. I am not stuck 
forever on the edge of presence.

she’s going to be OK
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Earlier in this book I said that when I rated my ability to 
be present with the women around the kitchen table, I 

came up ‘wanting.’ This was how I felt. But when I looked 
at the documentation, I could see that I had been present 
to them and it brings me some relief to know this. In the 
sessions ‘around the kitchen table’, sometimes I drew on 
my knowledge of each of the participants lived experience 
to guide me. I bracketed out information in the sessions 
when I thought it was neither the time nor the place. I 
knew there were themes of loss, pain, fear, and longing in 
their lives. When I wrote the ISR’s to them I bracketed in 
the knowledge that I had about them and coupled it with 
the voices of their creative work. Winterson (1997) says, 

“To say exactly what one means, even to one’s own private 
satisfaction, is difficult. To say exactly what one means 
and to involve another person is harder still” (p. 79).  
I was able to be there for them. In this way I had been 
present.

I was attuned

I was with

I was available

I noticed
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I was committed to them,

but I had not known it at the time because my 
experiences of being present in the past were associated 
with love and joy and happiness and peace and 
contentment and a feeling of congruence. This was not 
the wording I would have used to describe how I felt 
in the first years of this inquiry. My experience in the 
world at that time was one of pain and grief and sadness. 
Everything was not OK. I was not OK. I worked hard 
to contain my grief and keep it under wraps but I was 

“besieged with painful awe at the vacuum left by the dead” 
(Angelou, 1993, p. 48). I longed for my old self. I longed for the 
feeling of congruence as I had known it before. That had 
been a peaceful time. It is easy to be present when one’s 
life is peaceful. At the genesis of this project I was caught 
up in the search; the longing to find the holy grail. I was 
always thinking, rarely just being.

Pearce (2014) says, “The potential of grief to dis-embed 
people from their sense of being in the world suggests the 
importance of space and place in the experience of grief” 
(para. 2). I was homeless at the beginning of the research. I 
needed a new place and space. Initially in the sessions I 
did not find this.

In the sessions it never felt like I was enough. I was 
often thinking about ‘what next?’ I asked myself, ‘Should I 
be doing something different?’ ‘Am I missing something?’ 
‘What else could I be doing?’ ‘What should I say?’ I didn’t 
recognise this by the name presence. It seemed that I 
must have been carrying a definition about presence that 
said it was natural and easy and without angst, tension, 
and effort; that everything was OK in the present. And of 
course, this ‘everything was ok in the present’ had been 
my experience with both my foster child, who might one 
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day leave and my husband who would one day surely 
leave. It was a place that protected me from what was to 
come next.

I was present to the participants and to myself. I didn’t 
know then that presence felt like tension sometimes! It 
felt like I was walking a tightrope whilst holding the lives 
of others in my hands. This was the group, this was my 
foster baby, this was my dying husband, this was my day-
to-day mothering life experience. Tension and balance, a 
back and forth, an in and out.

Tension a synonym for balance (Your dictionary, n.d.).

It is hard work for me to focus on the details. I spent 
many years ignoring them, seeing what I wanted to 
see, not dropping in, not paying attention, not seeing 
the whole picture. But this process has forced me to 
notice and be descriptive. I have had to be attuned to the 
participants in the sessions, take close-up photos of their 
work, spend time with their images and their words in 
order to write ISR’s and pages of presence and absence 

Figure 46 Schaller. K. (2015). Tension/balance [found objects].

traces of knowings
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and the presence cards. This process could not be rushed. 
It could not be glossed over. It would not be romanticised. 
It demanded that I interrogate. And there is the writing, 
which word to use, where to put it, how to put it. Slow 
down, focus, show don’t tell.

The women around the kitchen table and the art works, 
conversations and responses generated by them/us, have 
been my steadfast and constant delicious companions 
throughout this inquiry and I am grateful we have stayed 
the course. Indeed, grateful that we created places of 
healing communion with like-minded souls (hooks, 2001, 
p. 215). It has kept me tethered, sometimes by only one 
foot on the unstable ground whilst I flayed and tried to 
escape or when there was a danger that I might sink ever 
deeper into the shifting soil. The encouragement they 
gave my emerging writer-self meant that I generated 
reems of creative materials, poetry, prose, and story as 
the project progressed. Reading my stories gifted me 
the opportunity to step into presentation, a place which 
offered further research potential (Gunaratnam, 2007). The 
search held me, and the experience nurtured me to the 
point that I was able to be present to others in their 
times of coming to know something differently, even 
though I didn’t know I was. Dalla-Camina (n.d.) says it is 
presence that “synchronizes our thoughts, physical and 
facial expressions, and behaviors, so people feel safe 
with us” (para. 2). Isn’t this what the women had told me? 
They had felt safe, they had felt heard and they had felt 
seen. And they created safety for me and a place for me to 
be vulnerable and to trial my new identities and to read 
my most secret of stories, the untold story. I had made 
my own place with women around the kitchen table and 
through the words flowing from my fingertips.
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beneath the surface

there is a story bubbling away

another story running through this story

like a river

it is the crack in the egg

it is the glue, the gold, the thread…

it connects Karen from then to Karen now.

it is death and dying and safety 

and splitting and surviving and staying

it is the struggle with presence

it is hypervigilance.

it is the unravelling,

the bobbing about,

the floating aimlessly,

it is the betwixt and the between

the liminal,

the unreached potential,

the mothering and othering.

this story tethers me to all this.
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The women told me through our communications that 
they experienced presence. It is not only the presence of 
looking into an infant’s eyes, it is not only the presence 
of ushering a loved one to their death “with the hands 
wide open” and “the doors banging on their hinges”, 
“consciously, conscientiously” (Piercy, 1980). Presence is 
not necessarily comfortable, and it is not necessarily 
easy. These were not singular, universal experiences of 
presence. It can be a choice and a commitment to drop in 
and be with. It is complex and it is contextual.

This is not the perfect presence of memes and greeting 
cards nor the presence that Amy Cuddy (2015, as cited 
in Dalla-Camina, n.d.) says, “is what makes us compelling” 
(para 1). She says that when we are present “We are no 
longer fighting with ourselves; we are being ourselves” 
(para 1). But who can I be if not myself, even an imperfect 
unpresent self? I was fighting with myself and I was 
present. 

These were degrees of presence, nuanced presence, 
good enough presencing with babies and death, and 
research, and kitchen tables and in The Philippines and 
in houses where the day turned into night. Here, there, 
and everywhere. Mine was a forgiving generous definition 
of presence, with room for us all, to move into and out 
of, under, over, through and around. In my definition of 
presence, you can even be present to being not present.
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And so, I decide it is time.

We will come together for evening meals

My family and I

Around the kitchen table.

Our kitchen table

We will be a group

A family

We will check in and talk

And laugh and grow

And…be present to each other en-masse 

And I imagine Lorri Neilsen, Ardra Cole 

the women from around the kitchen table, 

my family and I, sitting comfortably together 

around our kitchen table 

at our academy, 

holding our questions and grinding our lenses,

(Cole and Knowles, 2007) 

whilst we tell stories, 

being as present as we can be 

to each other, 

human flourishing in the heartscape of staying.

beneath the surface
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Figure 47 Schaller. K. (2010). Stitched heart  
[water colour pencils].
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