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                             ABSTRACT  

 

This arts based inquiry was driven by an urge to create altars on which to explore my experiences of a 

womanôs roles as daughter, partner and mother. My focus was on the experiential nature of learning to 

love close others and cope with the burden of staying with my own experience of distress when loved 

ones were struggling with life threatening illnesses and conditions. I was interested to experience what 

might happen in the process of making these altars and to follow the emergence of how this might 

happen. I offer this dissertation as a resource to those in the fields of arts based research, therapeutic 

arts based practice, emergent research design, mental health, attachment issues, and trauma recovery 

for carers. 

 

The emergent nature of the methodologies used were driven by the fact that this is a single subject 

subjective inquiry using arts based methods and processes. I had the freedom and the challenge of 

using procedures which matched the individual processes needed to both create each individual altar, 

and to present my findings from texts within the story of the inquiry. In line with Heron and Reasonôs 

(2008) four ways of knowing this inquiry is experiential and presentational in the arts making phase, 

presentational and conceptual in the writing phase, and aims to add to practical knowing. In this 

inquiry I relied on collaborative dialogues with others. This was multifunctional. These dialogues 

gave credibility and rigor to the work, and also helped co-construct meanings about the subject matter 

and the processes used in arts based practice.  The ethical dilemma of privacy for others when 

creating images and writing words about my relationships with them, the topic of my inquiry, required 

great care.  

  

The inquiry findings included knowing that came from the content in the process via dialogues with 

objects and materials, embodied self-awareness and in the experience of movement when making 3D 

Altars. These enabled expression of emotion in a created safe environment and enabled the making of 

personal meanings through collaboration with others. These processes accessed clarity to my 

relational patterns with close others, revealing an ongoing and fluid cycle of secure and insecure 

attachment with them dependent on environmental factors. The arts enabled the transformation of my 

anxieties into an acknowledgement of my capacities to recognise triggers in the environment that 

arouse insecurity. New perceptions were found around my capacity to face challenging situations, 

relief to understand that complex grief results in states of exhaustion, accepting my own 

ambivalences, and being more secure with my own opinions and decisions gives testimony to how the 

arts provide a way to make sense of things and to transform and heal. 
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CHAPTER 1  

 

Introduction  

 

Love is my reason for living 

Love is my reason for giving 

Life would be only 

Empty and lonely 

If it were not for love 

 (Ivor Novello, 1945)  

Motivations and Agendas 

 

I set out on this experiential and arts-based inquiry with a number of motivations and 

agendas. Following a strong urge to make a series of Altars, or three-dimensional 

assemblages (Scotti & Chiltern, 2018, p. 356). I wanted to explore some of my experiences of 

loving and suffering as a daughter, partner and mother. I recognise that my approach to this 

arts-based research (ABR) is potentially full of risks since I am exploring my own 

experiences in relation to close others through using the arts. Rumbold et al (2013) noted that 

to let the image lead is entirely consistent with ABR and yet may lead to uncertainty ñin 

exposing our representations to critique and judgmentò and ñmay take me to places I do not 

anticipateò (p. 68). I wanted though to open up a conversation with others who might benefit 

from a dialogue about the anxiety of caring for loved ones who have lived with life-

threatening conditions and been in life-threatening situations. My curiosity extended to 

wanting to understand how I had coped with the anxiety for my loved ones in trouble. This in 

turn led me to explore my childhood experience to see if I could find the antecedents of my 

resilience there. These urges and curiosities opened me up to the possibility of making 

transparent my explorations into the processes of art-making to further illuminate what occurs 

in therapeutic contexts when the arts are used as a method of inquiry into the things that 
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matter to us. Since Ettling (2000) wrote about the need to value and validate womenôs 

experiences, ideas and needs in research, others have paved the way for womenôs voices and 

stories to be investigated (Harris, 2011; Byrne, 2016; Van Laar, 2020). Ettling (2000) wrote 

that ñIt is the grounding in personal, individual experience that confronts writing from the 

positon of a universal human beingò (p. 2). She suggested that writing from the position of a 

collective rather than the individual standpoint was ñdisrespectful and irrespective of 

positionality and life storyò (p. 2).   

 

The position or standpoint that I took in this arts-based and arts-led inquiry was 

threefold. Firstly, to explicate what happens in the process of making art to make meaning of 

lived experience; secondly, to support others who take on home-based caring roles for loved 

ones who are suffering with mental health and addiction issues; and thirdly, to shine a light 

on how our childhood experiences may impact the patterns of our living when attempting to 

maintain relationships of significance. This inquiry comes about through the lens of my 

experience of being a heterosexual woman, and not surprisingly this project came at a time in 

my life (my mid-50s) when I was ready to review my values, explore myself in my 

relationships to those I loved, and seek to make sense of the difficulties in my life at that 

time.  

In following these intentions I created processes in which I could contain and 

immerse myself in expressing, via altars, the experiences of relating to and caring for intimate 

others in my life. This initially began in a similar way to Moustakasô heuristic inquiry (1972, 

1990, 1994) covering six main phases: engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, 

explication and creative synthesis. However, in staying as true as I could to the emergent 

nature of this inquiry I preferred to improvise instead of following a set format, realising that 



3 | P a g e 
 

interactions with the art materials and my collaborators could not be determined via a step by 

step format.  

 

This arts-led inquiry may be seen as a life review that takes a progressive turn as my 

memories of childhood, adolescence, partnering and mothering unfolded. Research into the 

use of life review in elderly participants facing unresolved conflicts found that some 

resolution increased their quality of life (Butler, 1963; Haight & Haight, 2007; Lapsley et al, 

2016; Sharif et al, 2018). Similarly, as for the terminally ill who wished to find meaning and 

peace in their lives (Jenko et al, 2010) my inquiry offered understanding of the events that 

shaped my experiences of loving and suffering. The data in this inquiry were generated from 

my own lived experience as a woman, in particular a woman who immersed herself into the 

role of carer for significant others who were in vulnerable states of serious ill-health, an 

experience that often led to me feeling deep exhaustion. In my work as a therapist many of 

my clients are women who are confused and distressed about how to continue to actualise 

their love and care for others when they themselves are exhausted. I hoped my work with 

them might be enriched by my own quest to find new ways of understanding the aspects of 

loving others that can lead to fatigue, suffering and sacrifice.  

 

Setting the Scene  

 

Because this inquiry explores aspects of my familial relationships, and because 

qualitative research calls on the researcher to locate themselves in relation to their research, I 

now set the context of my family of origin and the culture from which I come since research 

that has autoethnographic elements involves both reflection of the individualôs own personal 

experiences and an understanding and exploration of the particular context within which 
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experiences are embedded.  I note that I share a perspective of being a woman amongst 

women who have shared the social, spiritual, cultural and political aspects of having been 

born in post-war Australia in the 1950s. Agree (2017) claimed that one of the most 

anticipated demographic transformations in our society has been the aging population and in 

particular, the aging of the baby boomers. She wrote; ñOne reason this cohort has been the 

subject of fascination is because they have lived through some of the most turbulent social 

changes around womenôs roles, marriage and child bearingò (p. 63). While my inquiry 

explores aspects of my partnerships and my experience as a mother, I do not fill in the 

background details or names of these people for ethical reasons. My primary aim is to 

represent my story of creating the Altars that enabled my understanding of my relationships 

with my parents when I was a child and my experiences of caring for my offspring when they 

were most unwell in the their late adolescence and early adulthood. 

 

I am one of five children born in Australia in the 1950s. With Mum and Dad, we lived 

in a three-bedroom house in a working-class suburb of Melbourne that was created for post-

war servicemen and their families. I remember my childhood years as sunny and bright. The 

milkman and the baker delivered to homes by horse and cart. My mother kept a very tight 

hold on household order ï everything was clean and ran on time. I liked it as I felt safe and 

secure. As a child I never heard her speak negatively about our somewhat impoverished 

circumstances, and I saw my father as basically happy and friendly; an extrovert and musical 

performer with a big smile. 

 

My mother trained in commercial art (now known as graphic design) at RMIT in Melbourne 

during the 1940s. I saw her as beautiful. I loved watching her put her makeup on, her green 

eyeshadow, her jewellery and her clothes. She made cakes every Sunday afternoon. Watching her sew 

by hand and machine remain highlights of my childhood. She met my father at a dance when she was 
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only 17 years old and he was 23, during the Second World War before he was posted to New Guinea 

as part of the Entertainment Corps in the Air Force. My first memories of my father were of him 

coming home from work and walking through the kitchen door of our housing commission house. I 

remember him greeting me with a huge smile as I either sat in my highchair chewing on a rusk, or in 

my rocker which was affectionately known as óShoo-Flyô. At this stage I was unaware of Dadôs 

unhappiness with working as a house painter and his wish to have been a full-time musician. When I 

was in primary school, he acquired a piano and I learnt to sing almost every lyric of the popular 

musicals of that, and previous, eras. In my early adolescence he played me his own composition for a 

musical he was working on. He never completed it, but I can still hear the melody he was working on 

in my mind. He intended to call it ñWimmeraò, and though I have looked for it since his death I have 

not found it. I think he imagined it to be an Australian version of Oklahoma.  

 

During my adolescence I felt a growing discord between my parents and a certain 

chaos creeping into my home that frightened me into assuming a caring role towards my 

siblings. They may not have felt this care, but internally I was always on guard, alert to each 

family memberôs mood and well-being. Mum was a chronic asthmatic and was on a few 

occasions, according to the home visiting doctor, literally on ñdeathôs doorò. During this time 

I became aware of my motherôs new-found ócomplaining voiceô, which was in stark contrast 

to her óno voice at allô moods. This, coupled with my observation of my fatherôs palpable 

unhappiness, worried me. His regret at not having the musical career he had hoped for and his 

despair with his job as a painter and decorator became more obvious to me. Seeming to 

withdraw into himself, he gradually lost his voice and became a different father. With two 

parents changing, I saw their previous happiness with each other melting away like ice-cream 

in the sun. Not knowing who to trust, I felt caught between them, my loyalties divided.  

 

Not everything in my family background was sad and worrying. Some things, 
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particularly the music in our home, remained delightful and nourishing to my soul. I am 

grateful to my many musical relatives, but particularly to my father who played several 

musical instruments. My father, without knowing it, serenaded me to sleep on many a night 

when I was a young child as he practiced his piano accordion in front of the large round 

mirror of my motherôs dressing table after our bedtime. A few years later my aunty, his sister, 

came home from overseas where she had worked as a singer, actress and ballet dancer. After 

meeting her I came to idolize her. On Sunday nights at our grandparentsô home, Dad would 

play their baby grand piano and she would sing. I still know the lyrics of many of Ivor 

Novelloôs songs from her repertoire. My mother was a music appreciator herself, and an 

artist. Music oftentimes functioned as the glue that held my family together. The positive 

influence of music throughout my life extended into this inquiry as a non-human companion 

as I worked on my Altars seemingly connecting me with embodied memories of the past in 

the present moment experience.   

 

The Researcher is the Subject  

 

        As both subject and researcher here, I describe myself as a white Anglo-Saxon female 

who is now in her early seventies. My academic history is quite mixed. I did well in primary 

school and secondary school and my report cards usually referred to me as a good student. 

During primary school I was seen by my teachers as a ñbrightò student but when I failed to 

complete secondary school due to being in the grip of agoraphobia (undiagnosed at the time) 

and I believed I would never have a brilliant career after all. Anxieties as a teenager brought 

on by chaos in the family home at the time led me to find security in the local church. This 

experience left me intrigued but socially, I was frightened by the sexual revolution during the 

1960s. I began studies in Interior Design at age 18 but went on to become a kindergarten 
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teacher before marrying the father of my three children. When the children were all in school 

I returned to academia to study psychology. I soon after began a private counselling practice 

and became involved in teaching counselling and arts-based practice at tertiary levels. My 

relationship status has changed several times over a thirty year period ï clergy wife, divorcee, 

a de facto relationship, single woman in her fifties, and I recently re-married in my early 

sixties. I completed a masterôs degree in experiential and creative arts therapies in my mid-

forties and began this doctoral dissertation in my mid-fifties. I love learning. 

 

As the researcher I sense that I am drawing together a selection of the multiple 

realities of my life from the various life experiences I have described above ï- study, 

teaching, and becoming a psychologist who uses counselling and the arts in therapeutic 

practice. I sensed from the beginning that this inquiry would give me an opportunity to reflect 

further on the ways of knowing as articulated by Heron and Reason (1997). Of particular 

interest to me has been the juncture between my experiential knowing from memories, both 

recent and past, and the activity of making representations in art forms in present time 

experience. I have been curious about that wordless place that arises when I, or others, are in 

the process of making art to understand more about our experiences.  

 

How the Data were generated in the Process of Making 

 

My inquiry process emerged as an exploration into how arts-based methods can help 

make sense of our lives (Lett, 1993, 1998, 2007, 2011). I wanted to add to the understanding 

of how presentational knowing impacts on therapeutic practice, in the teaching of arts 

therapy, and in research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Knowles & Cole, 2008; and Leavy, 2018). 

Research questions inevitably arise out of oneôs experience and acknowledgment of a 
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particular epistemological and axiological orientation. This was true for me as a psychologist, 

experience focused arts therapist and art maker. My questions are: 

What is it that we come to know when we use artistic representations to understand 

our experiences?  

How do we come to know these things?  

The ways of knowing as articulated by Heron and Reason (1997) experiential 

knowing, representational knowing, propositional knowing and practical knowing form the 

basis of my approach. My aim is to establish conversations between experiential content and 

multimodal arts-based processes, with the hope that this will allow me to re-experience and 

reflect on what I am coming to know as I construct my Altars. In this approach  I also draw 

from the values and forms of inquiry developed at the Miecat institute in Melbourne, 

Australia that include a trust in process-driven, intersubjective methods of inquiry.  

 

In this inquiry my work with multimodal and creative media will be enhanced by 

dialogues with the objects that seem to hold or evoke memory and meaning associated with 

my past. I am hoping to set the pace for accessing an ongoing rhythm of being critically 

reflective, able to look both inwards and outwards to recognize connections within the data 

that will be produced (Fook & Gardner, 2007, p. 27). This describes the manner in which I 

hoped to employ reflexivity in this inquiry, a close scrutiny of myself in the contexts of my 

roles as daughter, partner and mother, by continually returning to my data as it evolves in the 

making of the Altars. In this way reflexivity may help me to recognize that all aspects of 

myself in my contexts influence the way I research or create knowledge (Fook & Gardner, 

2007, p. 31). 
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This arts-based/led research has similarities to the creative arts therapies. Malchiodi 

(2018) makes a distinction between creative arts therapies and arts-based research when she 

writes that arts-based research ñsupports a space for investigation in which complexities, 

contradictions, and confounding outcomes coexist and are validatedò, and that the core value 

of the creative arts therapies as agents of health and well-being is ñtheir ability to expand the 

limits of language and give voice to that which cannot be communicated or known through 

words or logicò (p. 68). Malchiodi, in her personal inquiry into the experience of sustaining a 

mild traumatic injury, used the arts to process her experience. She also found that her art-

making became a vehicle through which to find the language she needed to explain the exact 

nature of her symptoms to the medical profession, ñbringing a different form of knowledge 

and experience into the examination roomò (2018, p. 72). These experiences somewhat 

parallel this arts-led inquiry. I will be expressing my relational experiences, and alongside 

this will be looking for ways to form knowledge through reflexive investigation to add to the 

fields of art therapy, relational experience and caregiving of loved ones. Because the creative 

arts therapies are essentially helping professions, the ultimate goal of ABR is to advance 

knowledge of how the arts support wellness more than the production of aesthetically 

pleasing art forms (Malchiodi, 2018, p. 74).  

 

Previous Art-Making 

 

To set the tone, or rhythm, of my way of enacting this inquiry, I present two examples 

of art-making experiences I had prior to starting this doctorate, both of which were important 

to my entering into this inquiry. The first one occurred when I attended a painting course 

facilitated by a woman who led a process she called ñintuitive paintingò. The classes began 

with her reading a short piece from a book that she had selected, helping group memberôs 
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access something of interest to them as a way to begin painting. The painting below came 

about as a result of my connection to the words she read about the tendency to fall into shame 

when perceiving you are getting things wrong. As the words ñgetting things wrongò echoed 

in my mind I began painting, and what happened surprised me. 

 

 

Figure 1. The Black Madonna's Wounded Breast, Jenny Hill, 2001. 

 

I wrote in a personal journal at the time and the following key words and phrases that 

are pertinent to this inquiry are:-  

 

The experience of painting  

A black curved line (on the left) that I saw as a breast shape  

A scar line appeared, a wound, in the breast shape on the left.  

The pain of needing to choose to end my marriage  

The impact of this on my children  

A need to paint a curved horizon line (purple with black jagged lines) 
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An underworld area where dark things and things not really known reside  

Vigorously crisscrossing the colours red, green, brown and black  

An energy matching the thoughts of 'getting it wrong'  

Anguish regarding my children's pain 

The liveliness of my dialogue with the painting as I did it.  

 

The second art-making influence came about when I attended a course entitled 

Therapeutic Autobiography, led by Dr Warren Lett. I created a clay sculpture with circular 

grooves representing each year of my life to that time, shown below. 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2. Circles of my life, Jenny Hill, 2003. 

 

I was drawn to the grooves in the clay as I was making this work. The grooves in the 

clay, the circular marks, I came to see as representations of the valleys of my difficult life 

experiences. When looking again at these valleys I recognised in myself a feeling of deep 

sorrow and pain in relation to loved ones who were suffering. As part of the same course, I 

later enacted a presentation of my journey through ñthe valley of the shadow of deathò with a 
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figure made in black cloth which I named the Shadow of Death.  

 

When the opportunity to do this doctoral project presented itself, I spent some time 

picking up the threads and enthusiasms from these previous experiences of art-making by 

following key images and words ï ñwoundò, ñunderworldò, ñpainò, ñsorrowò and ñloved 

ones who were sufferingò ï that became entry points to my art making.  

 

Defining Loving and Suffering in this Inquiry  

 

I begin by describing the parameters of love and suffering in this inquiry. Making my 

Altars (NB. I will use a capital A each time I refer to the Altars I am making) gave me a way 

to express my experiences of caring for others, and investigating my personal suffering when 

close others were in distressing circumstances. There are many perspectives on the study of 

love and as Hendrick and Hendrick (2002) noted ñtheories of love are disparate and difficult 

to classifyò (p.473). However, I align with Rohr (2009) who claimed that ñloving and 

suffering are a part of most human livesò (p. 122), and with Julian of Norwich who believed 

that loving and suffering sit side by side and that ñfor a time of this life we have in us an 

amazing mixture of well and woeò (cited in Manton, 2005, p. 104).  

 

My inquiry seeks to understand the ódoingò of love and what this might look like 

when othersô suffering becomes our own. Godden (2017), who undertook a co-operative 

inquiry with community workers in rural Australia, looked at ñlove as actionò in her 

exploration of the place of love in community work (p. 77). Having been involved in many 

emergency situations the actions of immediate response came naturally, and in looking at the 

task of caring for infants, young children, adolescents, the elderly and others, love as action 



13 | P a g e 
 

seems often to involve sacrifice. My understanding of what it means to love others is very 

much influenced by St. Paulôs words (Corinthians 1: 15, NRSV):  

Christ has no body on earth but yours, no hands but yours, no feet but yours. Yours 

are the eyes through which Christôs compassion for the world is to look out; yours are 

the feet with which he is to go about doing good; and the hands with which he is to 

bless us now.  

 

These words imply activity. In my experience of loving intimate others this activity is 

sometimes motivated by the feelings of love, other times by feelings of anxiety, and 

sometimes by deciding to be practical, such as calling for an ambulance or attending a detox 

centre to support one of my children. There have also been times when I have chosen to act 

lovingly towards others even when I did not feel loving towards them. In this inquiry I use 

the arts to explore and discover more about my natural tendencies to love, and to understand 

more deeply my experience of extreme anxiety when those I love were in deep distress.  

 

In Enriquezôs (2016) endeavour to expand the cultivation and practice of love, she 

wrote that to have a better grasp of a personôs reality there is ñthe necessity of looking 

carefully at suffering, not turning oneôs face from it, seeing clearly and understanding its 

rootsò (p. 71). In Christian and Buddhist practices and understandings of suffering, both 

traditions begin with ñpaying attention to oneôs own experience of sufferingò (2016, p.71). In 

this inquiry I am ñsurrenderingò to a process of ñopening to the cracksò connected to ñthe 

hiddenò life that has been ñcloaked in normalcy for fear of being discoveredò as Henderson 

and Black (2018) offered in their stories of mourning and loss (p. 267). Some of these 

hardships have been so overwhelming that I have been distracted for days, putting on a mask 

to keep my troubles hidden. In surrendering to this arts-led inquiry I am willing to further 
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explore and describe other aspects my experience of suffering that I may not have expressed. 

Similar to Breheney (2005) who wrote, ñMemories lie deep in my heart like mud on the 

bottom of a river é I am compelled to remember, to try and make some sort of sense of it, to 

give it a meaning ï and in the process, to dare hope it may help another person.ò (p.180). 

 

Beaumeister and Vohs (2002) (as cited in Snyder and Lopez, 2002, p.608) described 

the power of suffering as a stimulant to find meaning in the things that happen to us, therefore 

making these things easier to bear. I acknowledge that for anyone there is inevitable suffering 

when those we love are suffering. However, being in an anxious state for long periods of time 

has a detrimental effect on oneôs health and wellbeing. In this inquiry I am not researching 

suffering as a phenomenon, but rather I will be inquiring into how I experienced my suffering 

when those I loved were in dire straits involving the threat of lost lives. In choosing to reveal 

my suffering I am challenging myself to face my fears around speaking up about difficult 

things which were hidden in the distant and recent past, things that I might feel expose too 

much about me and those I cared for in times of great trouble. I resonate with Gilliganôs 

(1993) comments about the presence of ñan internal voiceò which was interfering with 

[womenôs] ability to speak (p.ix). This internalised voice, she claimed, told women that it 

would be ñselfishò to bring their voices into relationships.  

 

King (2002) though wrote about a ñnaturalò patriarchal voice within. She claimed that 

ñthe strong inner voice that women often reject as too harshò without realizing it can cut them 

off from ñthe wisdom, authority, love and power inherent in their own patriarchal voiceò 

(p.172). My values in times past determined that speaking up about difficulties and pain 

would be too harsh as it may have meant I was criticising others, which I have never felt 

comfortable doing. Being aware of my fatherôs lost voice, and my once quiet motherôs new 
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complaining voice in my adolescence, I became unwilling to share how I was really feeling 

during their troubling times, but later channelled my lost voice into action to rescue my own 

children from being ólostô. 

 

My observations of women who were the primary caregivers in my neighbourhood 

when I was a child, and the impact on me of church teachings to care for others before 

oneself, trained me to quietly take on the values of duty and care of others without talking 

about that. Christian feminist women such as Reuther (1996), Hunt & Neu (2010), and Briggs 

& Dixon (2013) raise the possibility that women have needed to find ways of caring for 

themselves as well, while caring for others. However, in contrast to the idea of loving and 

giving as an unfortunate trajectory towards hurt and burn-out, Traitler (as cited in Briggs & 

Dixon, 2013) indicates that womenôs spirituality often involves a deep sense of love, and that 

in experiencing a divine presence in the midst of all kinds of experiences such as mothering, 

social justice and caring for self and others there can be a sense of great fulfilment. I wanted 

to give voice to the concerns I had about the impact of walking closely with loved ones who 

were suffering with their mental health issues. I wanted to add to the dialogue around those 

who care for others, women specifically and people of all genders and ages who are suffering 

compassion fatigue, burnout and/or abuse cycles, to raise the importance of critical reflection 

on the impact of their willingness to foreground the care of others to the possible detriment of 

their own well-being.  

 

In endeavouring to unravel the complexity of my pain as distinct from my loved onesô 

pain, I am careful not to harm them by revealing much about their actual circumstances and 

their personal experiences. Andrew (2017) writes about the nature of ñharmò in qualitative 
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research and points out that, when looking at the harm that we may cause others when writing 

about our experiences of them, it may be useful to make a distinction between harm and pain. 

He writes that ñharm is deliberately inflictedò and ñpain is often dealt with as if it were 

harmful rather than unpleasant, annoying or uncomfortableò (p. 34). Harm is not what I wish 

to inflict, but the pain of unpleasantness, annoyance and discomfort that I sustained when 

worried for loved ones is what I wish to represent through making Altars.  

 

My title for this doctoral inquiry emerged from the process itself when I included the 

word ñre-creationò. This denotes the experience of a sense of healing and wellbeing that 

emerged during the inquiry. For me re-creation means to have an experience of freedom, a 

sense of relief, a shifting of attitudes, new perceptions, a letting go of anxiousness, an 

opportunity to give expression to grief, a sense of greater understanding, a renewal in my 

sense of self as an autonomous agent in the world and a more solid sense of myself. 

Exploring this sense of re-creation was not originally a goal of my research but is what 

emerged as a result of creating my Altars. As Harris (2011) wrote that this form of inquiry 

ñdoes not seek to lay down any rigid process or sequence of proceduresò é ñwhere the topic 

emerge[s] only from the process itselfò (p. 138). 

 

Why Altars? 

 

Not long after my separation from my second partner, in a period of time when I was 

living alone and coping with the diagnoses of the illnesses of two of my young adult children, 

I found myself standing in my garage staring at my fatherôs old disused workbench.  
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Figure 3. My fatherôs workbench, 2005. 

 

In my reverie I imagined it as an altar on which I might express my experiences of 

anxiety and coping with my offspringôs ill-health. I resonate with Allen (1995) who 

suggested that: ñappropriate methods of enquiry (for art therapists) [arts-based researchers] 

would be born out of a direct engagement with what connects us to our deepest selves. The 

heart of research is the burning passionate interest in a question, idea or image.ò (p. 16).  

 

Altars first became important to me as an adolescent when I started out on my 

Christian journey in the Anglican tradition. I saw how ritual aided the development of a 

community of believers. I spent a great deal of time as a teenager pondering the Altar in the 

sanctuary of my local church. This church offered me respite from the growing chaos in my 

family home at that time becoming a mystical and mysterious place that evoked in me a 

passionate interest in the matters of existence. I remember feeling connected to something 

greater than myself at those times of reverie before the Altar; a sense of the numinous or 

spirit-filled otherness of life, seemed to beckon me. During my marriage to a clergyman I 

spent several more years sitting, standing and kneeling in meditation in front of Altars that 

offered me a conducive space for my attempts to make sense of my life.  
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Having looked back through my folders of therapeutic art-making from the early 

1990s just before I decided to do this doctorate, I found these two images (below) that now 

seem pertinent to this doctoral inquiry.  

 

 

Figure 4. Exhausted woman on Altar & Figure 5. A Celebration Altar, 

Jenny Hill, 1994/1995. 

 

Altars have been used for centuries by the organized religions of the world as places 

of sacrifice, offering, remembrance, celebration, communion with the divine and a 

representation of the liminal place between life and death. Telling my stories on Altars seems 

to fit with the experiences of loving and suffering that I wanted to explore. I see these Altars 

as providing a base on which to symbolize my wish to express myself and to make an 

offering to arts-based practice. In remembrance of the distress of those I love, I want to 

represent my experience of sacrifice and also to welcome celebration in the context of my 

ordinary life. In her book, Taylor (2009, p. xvii) suggests that we can use Altars for our own 

lives as a place of celebration. By making my own Altars I hope to find a way to accept and 

fully integrate the hard times and learnings of my life.  
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From my religious background I set my own Altars in the context of the Hebraic 

Christian accounts of Altars in the Bible (New Revised Standard Version: NRSV). In Genesis 

35: 1-5 God tells Jacob to make an Altar, which he does because God had answered him in 

his day of distress and had been with him wherever he had gone. Descriptions of how Altars 

were to be constructed are recorded as either of earth (2 Kings 5:17) or of unhewn stone 

(Joshua 12:30). Altars were built at any place where the divine presence manifested itself 

(Genesis 35:6, Joshua 8:30). The New Testament Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) 

tell the story sitting at a table to break bread and drink wine at the last supper before Christôs 

crucifixion. This kind of table (Altar) binds the believers together with their God with the 

specific aim of finding meaning and purpose in their lives based in the teachings of Christ, 

love and forgiveness, death and resurrection. Making my Altars gave me a way to find clarity 

in my ways of loving and to integrate my suffering.  

 

In some ways I felt it would be disrespectful to make Altars solely for my own 

purposes, and yet many today find comfort in simple home-made Altars where a candle may 

be lit and prayers are said for self or others. Like McMann (1998), who pointed to home 

altars being places of prayer and reflection to bridge the division between the sacred and the 

mundane. In her book, Turner (1999) pointed out that the age-old task of religious art has 

served to make this bridge between the spiritual and the material, the self and the other. She 

wrote about a different kind of altar, one that is not male-determined or dogma bound, but 

ñan intimate altar, a home altar, made by a woman, and dedicated for her personal devotion to 

the deities she choosesò (1999, p.7). My ñdeitiesò include objects, representations of my love 

for others and my own experience of caring for them.  

 

During my data collection period for my MA in creative arts therapies I invited the 
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participants on an eight day spiritual companioning course to gather their art making over the 

week to present their own small altars to integrate their learning experiences. Similarly, 

Levine, S. (1997) wrote of the spontaneous altars which were made during a ten-day 

residential on Conscious Living/Conscious Dying that involved gathering their mementos and 

memorabilia such as photographs, worn slippers, a telegram of a son not coming home from 

war, that became temples for their grieving to express ñevery way imaginable the joy and 

grief of the consequences of loveò [to display] ñour broken hearts and the spirit that healsò 

(p.101, 1997).  

 

In concluding this introduction to my inquiry I present this image I made at the start 

of my research journey. 

 

 

Figure 6. Journey down a Golden Path,  

Jenny Hill, 2005. 

 

 

The golden path is seen as sweeping down from the top left-hand corner with the sunôs 

rays illuminating the pathway downwards. Three small Altars line the pathway and trees stand 

opposite them. Behind the rightmost tree there is a golden line which ends at a small cottage at 
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a distance. The sun, moon and a star guide the way. In following this path I could not see the 

destination. All I knew was that I trusted the process in following my passion to create Altars.  

 

The next chapter describes the methodological considerations that led me to develop 

my own structure in which to hold this inquiry.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Methodological Considerations 

 

How to Get There 

 

Go to the end of the path until you get to the gate. 

Go through the gate and head straight out 

Towards the horizon 

Keep going toward the horizon 

Sit down and have a rest every now and again 

But keep on going. 

Just keep with it. 

Keep on going as far as you can 

Thatôs how you get there. 

(Michael Leunig, with permission) 

 

Preamble 

 

ñGetting thereò for me began with the urge to create Altars to continue exploring the 

meanings embedded in my earlier painting of The Black Madonnaôs Wounded Breast, which 

seemed to me to be connected to the chaos of living with loved ones who were struggling 

with life issues that manifested as mental health issues. I initially thought I might exhibit the 

Altars and write an exegesis about their making. It transpired that with the large amount of 

data generated, I decided midway through my candidature to opt for the 80,000 word thesis 

option. So from the beginning the way ahead was not clearly defined. Having known the 

power of the arts in my previous research (Hill, 1997), my counselling practice, and in 

teaching and group facilitation contexts, I knew that not knowing the destination is 

ameliorated by the thrill and the challenge of discovering ñnew ways to see, think and 
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communicateò (Leavy, 2018, p.3).  

 

My methodology was not clearly known in advance but my hope was to bring 

something of value back to the fields of arts-based inquiry alongside care for others 

experiencing mental health issues and addictive behaviours. This chapter considers the 

paradigm, epistemology, ontology, axiology and methodological elements of undertaking a 

systematic search within an emergent design, commensurate with qualitative research. 

Ansdell and Pavlicevic (2001) pointed out that by entering the research process you find out 

what you want to know ñby just doing itò (p. 10). In such a way, I set my sail to explore what 

I thought I knew about my relational experiences (content) and to describe how I came to 

know these things through the arts (process).  

 

Being an emergent arts-based inquiry, I expected that I would need to adapt as my 

understanding deepened or situations changed. As the researcher I chose to avoid set designs 

that I thought would preclude responding to opportunities to pursue new paths of discovery as 

they arose. Like Moustakas (1990) in his heuristic research model I firstly followed 

something that called me from ñwithin my life experienceò (p.13). I wanted to explore from 

the perspective of an ñinsider researcherò (Wilkinson & Morton, 2007) to bring my 

understandings to practical conclusions for others. I knew that to research my own 

experiential self-knowing is, as Lett (1998) pointed out, more than mere introspection.  
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Identifying the Research Paradigm  

 

        With the view of sharing my findings and hopefully adding to the field of arts-based 

research and therapeutic arts practice I wanted to develop a coherent approach based on using 

art as a way of knowing (Allen, 1995), with reference to the extended epistemology 

articulated by Heron and Reason (1997, 2008) and using dialogical collaborations with others 

to enable a critical review of this project of self-examination. I aim to find a way to write the 

narrative of the emergent journey of the inquiry, and to identify a position from which I could 

view the overall journey which might encapsulate the multiple perceptions of it (Richardson, 

2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Leggo, 2008; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011; Scott, Brett-

MacLean, Archibald & Hartling, 2013; Andrew, 2017). 

 

It is important to note that while the methodology is inspired by Heron and Reasonôs 

extended epistemology (1997, 2008) my focus is on how the arts and the processes of art 

making illuminate experience, manifest into expressive forms and inform my propositional 

and practical knowing. Thus arts are central to this inquiry, and so it seems logical to describe 

it as arts-based research (ABR). Leavy (2018) discussed the challenges of how to situate arts-

based research. She writes that ñsome suggest that ABR is a methodological field within the 

qualitative paradigm, and others assert it is its own paradigmò (2018, p.4). Leavy came to 

understand ABR as a paradigm of its own due to its novel worldview, citing, amongst other 

things, ñan epistemology that assumes the arts can create or convey meaning, aesthetic 

knowing that fosters reflexivity, and empathy linked to care and compassionò (p. 5). She 

described ABR practices as methodological tools used by researchers across the disciplines 

during any or all phases of the research, including problem generation, data or content 

generation, analysis, interpretation, and representation (Leavy, 2018, p. 4) 
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 I use this term loosely to describe the centrality of the arts in my inquiry, and 

understand that at different stages of this research and arts as inquirymy activities could well 

be described as arts led, practice led, arts informed and arts as inquiry. (Leavy, 2018, Smith 

and Dean, 2009). 

 

The participatory paradigm holds the inquiry in a context of ideologies around ways 

to value and inform others including an epistemology of critical subjectivity. This worldview 

argues for a subjective-objective ontology, which speaks of resonances, transactions, 

interactions and perspectives with the other (Heron and Reason, 1997). Furthermore, this 

research is primarily made through dialogues or conversations ï within personal reflection, 

between self and peers, between self and art objects, and between myself and my expression 

of subjective experience, all of which deals with ways of knowing, and transactional 

encounters within the intersubjective field.  

 

The participatory paradigmatic position proffers an axiology that deals with the nature 

of values in the study of ethics and aesthetics (Heron and Reason, 1997) and the primary 

value of practical knowing being in the service of human flourishing. Of interest to me is that 

Lincoln and Guba (2000) argued that axiology (values) dealing with religion, as well as 

ethics and aesthetics, could be part of the basic foundational philosophical dimensions of 

Heron and Reasonôs (1997) proposing of the participatory position. Lincoln and Guba wrote: 

ñIf we had it to do all over again, we would make values, or more correctly, axiology (the 

branch of philosophy dealing with ethics, aesthetics, and religion) a part of the basic 

foundational philosophical dimensions of [a qualitative] paradigm é [to] contribute to the 

consideration of and dialogue about the role of spirituality in human inquiryò (2000, p. 169). 

My ethical values of kindness to others and appreciation of aesthetic ñrightnessò have their 
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antecedents in the work ethic of my parents and other adults (such as extended family, 

parents of friends, and school teachers), strengthened by my association with religious and 

spiritual practices during my adolescence and beyond, which created the value systems and 

ethical principles I bring to this inquiry. 

 

My Grappling with a Participatory World View  

 

Whilst I acknowledge that the participatory worldview of being and reality is co-

constructed, I continue to muse on the concept of selfhood linked to the question of ñwho am 

I?ò (Zahavi, 2005, p. 108). Horwitz (2012) wrote:  

Identity exists in past, present and future time frames. I am the ñmeò that was and my 

present contains a focus on my becoming even more of ñmeò in the future. Or, 

perhaps, I feel dissociated now from past ñmeò, and my expectations of ñwhat nextò 

may seem conflicted (p. 2).  

 

What interests me is the ñmeò who experiences my identity. This word ñmeò gives me 

a sense of an ñIò who exists, referring to a continuity of my sense of self as a person 

(Horowitz, 2012) and an ñIò who is always experiencing (something). For phenomenologists, 

the immediate and first-personal given-ness of experience is accounted for in terms of pre-

reflective self-consciousness. In the most basic sense of the term, Gallagher and Zahavi 

(2020) suggest that ñself-consciousness is not something that comes about the moment one 

attentively inspects or retrospectively introspects oneôs experiences é or refers to oneself 

with the first-person pronoun, or constructs a self-narrativeò (p. 1). Pre-reflective self-

consciousness is pre-reflective in the sense that it is an awareness we have before we reflect 

on our experience, and it is an implicit and first-order awareness rather than an explicit or 
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higher-order form of self-consciousness. I felt that there was much behind my urge to make 

Altars but was not completely conscious of what exactly, until I stepped into this doctoral 

research and became more aware of some of the past narratives I held about my relational 

patterns of being in the world.  

 

Zahavi (2005) raised the possibility that ñto tell different, even incompatible stories 

about one and the same life, not all of them can be trueò (p. 110). He asks how we can 

distinguish true narratives from false narratives about who we think we are. His answers 

resonate with me: ñI want to suggest that the narrative or hermeneutic take on self must be 

complimented by an experiential or phenomenological take on the self é it takes a self to 

experience oneôs life storyò (Zahavi, 2005, p. 114). He suggested that self-narratives may 

capture something important about who we are, but asks, ñAre they capable of capturing the 

full capacity of the self?ò (p. 112). He goes on to deliberate on how the storyteller will 

inevitably impose an order on the life events that they did not follow while they were lived. 

Drummond (2004) likened our narratives to reflective selections and organisations of life: 

In this sense the narrative captures less than the individualôs life, for not all of a life as 

pre-reflectively lived can be fitted into a narrative é [we] should not confuse the 

reflective, narrative grasp of a life with an account of the pre-reflective experience 

that makes up that life prior to that experience being organised into a narrative (p. 

119). 

 

          A neurological perspective that White (2015) highlighted regarding ñIò is the role of 

ñtemporal functioning bindingò (p. 1). He argued that the pre-reflective experience of ñIò is 

as a continuously existing being, the foundation on which the narrative self is built:  

The present moment is of é brief duration. In the brain, however, there are 
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perceptual processes that bind together events occurring at different times, on a time 

scale of milliseconds, into a coherent and integrated temporal representation. These 

processes include temporal integration, as in perception of biological motion, 

synchronisation, and change detection. These processes [are] responsible for temporal 

integration and coherence in inner mental life, such as mental imagery (p. 1). 

 

This explanation of how events (or experiences) integrate in the brain to give a sense 

of a continuous ñIò is perhaps a way to denote my sense of being a continuous ñmeò and does 

not contradict my belief that I co-construct the meanings of my experiences with others. 

Horowitz (2012) in his research into self-identity theory, claims that our different experiences 

of self arise from our organisation of the generalisations we make for inconsistent schemas 

that we hold about our multiple selves and determines the identity of a person. I openly bring 

my self to this inquiry with a desire to find ways to re-organise my thinking, and to not only 

connect with and express the stories of parts of my life, but also to connect them with what is 

not yet narrated that reside in pre-reflective experience.  

 

Along with my orientation to the ontological and axiological tendencies of the 

participatory paradigm, I want to make transparent that I have a sense that there is a God. I 

experience this God as a relational being rather than a ñjudgingò God who has a destiny 

planned for us from which we should not stray. I perceive God as a participator in our 

experience of living who co-creates the meanings of things with us though I donôt know how. 

This is an intersubjective experience of a life force bigger than myself that sustains me in my 

living. To summarise my worldview, I participate in it with my own individual identity, with 

values that I hold and am capable of co-operating and participating with others, including 

animals, plants and all sentient beings, and also with a creator who accompanies me in my 
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quest to value, nourish and understand myself and others.  

 

Epistemological Concerns  

 

To the Gods and Goddesses of Research 

 

Give us courage 

To challenge the privileged paradigm 

To break the illusion of objectivity 

To carry lightly the loud weight of words 

For we are longing for poetry 

Woven through dance 

And drama performed with music 

Let us look with both eyes open 

At our unexamined subjectivities 

Let us crack the categories of our thinking 

And find an epistemology of the senses 

Where wonder and passion interplay with reason. 

(Atkins, 2012, p. 59-60) 

 

Before and since Atkins wrote this poetic plea, there has been much movement away 

from the objectivity of the ñprivileged paradigmò of positivism to the subjective and creative 

forms found in arts-based research as a way of knowing (Liamputtong & Rumbold, 2008; 

Knowles & Cole, 2008; Harris, 2011; Holman Jones, Adams & Ellis, 2013; Leavy, 2018).  

During my 1989 post-graduate course in counselling psychology Warren Lett asked, ñwhat 

do we think we knowò, ñhow do we know itò and ñwhat will we do with what we know?ò I 

felt my immediate response to these questions as a visceral shift of energy in my body and a 

flash of insight. It seemed that if we answered these questions we might take more 

responsibility for how we think about things and therefore how we behave. In this inquiry, I 
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am using the arts as the vehicle through which to ask myself what I think I know about the 

personal experiences I wish to understand. I specifically intend to focus on how I know these 

things through the vehicle of arts practice. Camargo-Borges (2018, p. 89) described 

epistemology as the study of knowledge, which also investigates questions such as ñhow do 

we know what we know?ò Part of the challenge in this inquiry for me was to articulate my 

discoveries as constructions of knowledge. To aid this exploration and construction of 

meanings I will be drawing from Heronôs (1992) writing of the four ways of knowing. Heron 

and Reason (1997, 2008), and Seeley and Reason (2008) claim that ñall knowing is based in 

the experiential presence of persons in the worldò (Heron and Reason, 1997). 

  

In each transaction I make with objects, materials, memories and others with whom I 

collaborate, and with myself in the action of both making and reflecting on what I do, my 

narrative and the Altar constructions may change at each successive telling or making. Heron 

and Reason (1997) state that ñpresentational knowing emerges from experiential knowingò 

(p. 281) and I wish to make a distinction between experiential knowing from past experience 

becoming presentational knowing, and the experience of making representations of an 

experience in the present. In other words, it is the act of symbolising that I see as another 

form of experiencing and hope to explore in more depth in this inquiry.  

 

Seeley and Reason (2008, p. 28) have extended the focus on the four ways of 

knowing to include the transitions in and out of presentational knowing when ñcoming up 

from experiential and then onwards into propositional knowingò, citing Heronôs observation 

that presentational knowing is ñvaluable in its own right, not only as a bridge between 

experiential grounding and propositional knowingò (1992, p. 175). In a way, I hope to join 

the conversation that Liamputtong and Rumbold (2008) had when they wrote that ñmuch 
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academic research only samples experiential (ófeltô) knowing in precisely defined and narrow 

terms, in order to explain phenomenaò (p. 2). Further to this, they state that ñpresentational 

(ósymbolisedô) knowing which represents experiential knowing in expressive forms is 

relatively underdeveloped in academic researchò (2008, p. 2). This inquiry, while emergent in 

order to find the content pertinent to the antecedents of my relational styles, also aims to 

further explore what happens in the experiential process when making presentational 

knowing available for others to see and understand.  

 

I sought a way to acknowledge how the mixed voices from postmodern qualitative 

research could support the construction of knowledge that I undertook. As Park (2008) wrote, 

ñconceptual understandings are negotiated through [all] languages and experienceò (2008, p. 

291). In this inquiry, ñlanguageò includes visual art in three-dimensional forms, performance, 

movement, music, poetry and responses from collaborators within their intersubjective 

resonance and dissonances with my data ï this data being my object collection phase and my 

Altars, both in production and finished.  

 

Eisner (2008) suggested that knowing is a multiple state of affairs, not a singular one, 

and we need to know different things for different purposes. I wanted to know a number of 

things about the roles I have lived into and the experience of caring for loved ones in distress. 

I wanted to know how I coped and how I could put my learning to good use, similar to the 

aims of bringing about change in art therapy. In a 2005 lecture at Melbourneôs MIECAT 

Institute, Lett stated, ñour work is about understanding experience and looking for meaning; 

looking for concepts that make life a worthwhile experience.ò This inquiry holds these 

concepts dear and looks towards discovering propositional and practical knowing from the 

actions arising from my experiences of my Altars. As Heron and Reason (2008) claimed, 
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ñskills are needed in the action phaseò. They cite these skills as radical perception, being fully 

present, being imaginably open to experience, having the ability to bracket off habitual 

conceptual frames, and trying out new frameworks to find new ways to enact present 

situations. They also suggest that a prior outcome may simply be a transformative one 

involving behaviour change (2008, pp. 176-177) for the researcher and/or the participants. 

 

Art making as a Way of Knowing  

 

Following on from my Introduction I flag here that my approach in this inquiry is 

developed from the research and practice of Lett (1993, 1998, 2007, 2011), Betensky (1987, 

1995), Allen (1995), Eisner (2008), Irwin (2008), McNiff (1998a, 1998b, 2004, 2009, 2011, 

2013, 2014, 2018), Barone and Eisner (2012), Kossack (2012), Leavy (2018), Camargo-

Borges, (2018), Malchiodi (2018), Scotti and Chilton (2018), Gullion and Schafer (2018) and 

Lapum (2018). Mine is a practice-based form of inquiry, and in one way I am exploring the 

synergy between arts-based research and therapeutic outcomes which are always emergent. 

As Kossack (2012) stated ñart-based enquiry is at the heart of what we do as arts-based 

therapists. It includes multiple ways of knowing, including affective, sensory, creative, 

observational and intuitional, as well as the use of experimentation, risk taking, discovery and 

meaning making through art-makingò (2012, p. 22).  

 

Whilst I began with an urge to make Altars, in retrospect I might have formulated a 

question as follows: ñhow do parents cope in midlife with young adult children who 

experience mental health conditions?ò This could have been a project which would include 

others who were asking this same question for themselves, and the inquiry, whilst still arts-

based, would not have given me the first-person data I was seeking. The emergent processes 
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in making art to express personal material, followed by the analysis of oneôs findings, can be 

challenging. Two of the challenges I faced were a concern that my findings would be seen as 

too subjective and that they would not be relevant to others.  

 

Emergence in Arts Inquiry  

 

The different methodological approaches in this inquiry align with my own relational 

and multimodal ways of being, starting with experience and developing a capacity to work 

emergently in processes. What became obvious over the period of time I was immersed in the 

making of the Altars, and subsequently when I embarked on the writing up of the research, 

was that I was juggling various ways of knowing throughout. In other words, this inquiry, in 

its emergence, requires an alliance with the tenets of improvisation and a capacity to attend to 

being in the moment and deal ñwith the challenges of uncertaintyò (Sajnani, 2012, p. 79). As 

Barone and Eisner (2012, p. 20) pointed out, arts-based approaches can open up new ways of 

seeing psychosocial phenomena. While I am enamoured by being in the state of emergence, I 

am also keen to find greater clarity of my relational experiences by being open to new ways 

of seeing things.  

 

Lett (2011) regarded many of the post-positive and postmodern research paradigms as 

procedures that assist inquiry into human meaning. The procedures or methods used 

ñconstitute an integrative flow of inquiry, led by epistemology but welded into forms of 

inquiry by the flow of all the elements in interactive movementò (2011, p. 6). In this inquiry I 

intend to adopt steps as new understandings come to me via ñrecognition of how to proceedò 

or experiencing an ñexploratory felt sense of how to go onò (Lett, 2011, p. 7). In other words, 

the reflexive processes of art-making and the writing of textual descriptions are what 
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influences the analyses to be performed in order to come to meanings and knowledge 

construction. 

 

The art works in this inquiry are three-dimensional Altar assemblages made from 

collected objects, artefacts, paint, fabric, wood, wire and other materials, as well as drawings, 

photographs, poetic statements and the narrative of the inquiry. While the procedures that I 

use are similar to those I use in my therapy practice, the lens through which I use them are 

slightly different due to researching my own experience by myself. Thus, in the words of 

Barone and Eisner (2008, p. 96), I am performing this arts-led inquiry not as ña quest for 

certaintyò but as an ñenhancement of perspectivesò. Nor is my art-making seeking an 

aesthetic result that others will see as ñgoodò art (Leavy, 2018), though I do not wish it to 

appear amateurish. Rather, I see my art-making as a way to engage with others, to 

communicate the meanings that emerge from the process of making art to make meaning, 

and, as Leavy (2018, p. 591) describes, to find ñknowing by makingò. 

 

Writing as a Way of Knowing 

 

I felt the tension between writing an authentic and honest narrative and the fear of 

being charged with ñnarcissism and self-indulgenceò (Winkler, 2018, p. 243). Knowing that 

the narrative included more than vignettes of my personal life, I found encouragers who 

wrote of the ñdiverse engagementsò the researcher makes when including the personal in her 

research (Day, 2002). Kincheloe (2005) also pointed to writing from the multiple voices we 

can use from our lived experience to convey the complexity of our living in the world. By 

taking confidence in the standpoint of having differing voices or roles in this inquiry it 

seemed important for me to find an appropriate way to describe my (the inquirerôs) 
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standpoint from which this story is written. 

 

My position as the narrator of the research journey is as Henderson and Black (2018, 

p.3) suggested to ñwrite about the storylines, trauma lines, love lines, and song linesò of my 

life. The way I write is similar to Giorgio (2013) who explained how ñWhen I sit down to 

write, I remember scenes, exchanged words, rolled eyes; a smile. I remember an event from 

my perspective and in conversations with others, in flashes and in snippets, rarely in a 

narrative continuumò (p. 406). Memory is often piqued when in the act of writing, as if 

stumbling into ñsomething unexpectedò (Poulas, 2010, p. 49) For me it was the sensate 

experience of seeing and holding the paraphernalia that I collected to make my Altars that 

triggered my memories, evoking images of past events and offering me an opportunity to 

make new memories. Freeman (2015) put words to this: ñat those moments when images 

from the past are triggered by sensations that are being experienced in the present, 

remembrance manages to fuse the past with the presentò (p. 142). 

 

Worth (2008) suggested that storytelling is one of our primary forms of 

communication with other people and ñnarratively is the principle way that human beings 

order their experience in timeò (2008, p. 42). Worth argues that the epistemological benefits 

of reading, hearing and telling well-constructed narratives develop discursive reasoning skills 

which enable a more comprehensive understanding of the human experience. The narrative of 

this inquiry is aimed at fostering in those who read it a further discovery that ñwe are social 

creatures with brains and minds that are part of larger organisms called families, communities 

and cultures é to understand a person, we need to look beyond the individualò (Cozolino, 

2014, p. xiii). On understanding oneself as a reader of stories, Cozolino (2002) stated that 

ñthe process of listening to [or reading] stories brings together behaviour, affect, sensation, 
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and conscious awareness in a way that maximizes the integration of a wide variety of neural 

pathwaysò (p. 35), providing an opportunity for moral lessons, catharsis and self-reflection.  

 

To this end I sought a terminology that could ground me in the narratorôs voice and 

hold together the author of the vignettes of personal experience, the active inquirer using the 

arts as vehicles of knowing, and the researcher deliberating on propositional knowing and 

practical knowing. My autobiographical vignettes are similar to the works of auto-

ethnographers who embed narratives of self in their research (Davis & Ellis, 2008, p.99; 

Holman Jones, Adams & Ellis, 2013) requiring a willingness to make oneself vulnerable and 

open to criticism in the service of exploring definitions of personal reality, an inward gaze 

towards the self, while maintaining the outward gaze towards cultural practices (Burgess, 

2006; Davis & Ellis, 2008; Brogden, 2010; Tedlock, 2013; Holman Jones, Adams & Ellis, 

2013; Cole & Knowles, 2008; Andrew, 2017).  

 

Henderson and Black (2018) wrote that through ñwriting-exchanging-sharing-

conversingò (p. 260) we gain a sense of life before and new ways of experiencing that which 

once was painful as we learn how to ñexcavate our storiesò claim Henderson & Black (2018, 

p. 267). Having used multi-voiced and dialogical processes, hoping that my position as 

narrator will instil confidence in the integrity of my research practice and findings. I want to 

bring a transparency to my experience as both inquirer and respondent, as the one who comes 

to know the self within the process of research itself.  

 

More Considerations for this Inquiry 

 

Having established that my inquiry nestles under the participatory umbrella with an 
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extended epistemology that includes experiential, presentational, propositional and practical 

knowing, I include other methodological considerations that I think are pertinent to 

understanding the methods I used in my arts-led inquiry in Chapter 3. My intention is to 

combine the notion of the embodied nature of an arts-led inquiry with my intersubjective 

engagement with art materials and collaborators. I think also important is to point out that my 

memories, being part of my embodied experience, forged my entry into and throughout this 

inquiry. Using my memories challenged my awareness of when to bracket in and bracket out 

what I was coming to know. Reflection and critical reflexivity became critical activities that 

led to me being able to articulate my findings. Finally, I briefly introduce phenomenology as 

a methodological framework that influences the methods I used as tools and techniques that 

afforded me a way to analyse my data.  

 

Intersubjective Experience with Art Materials 

 

Collecting items and objects in preparation for creating the Altars began my ongoing 

intersubjective relationship with the objects, artefacts, paraphernalia and materials that would 

eventually become incorporated into my Altars. This relationship developed by my internal 

cues that fluctuated according to my moods and my handling of them as I projected meanings 

into them.  

 

In order to expand the meanings that my objects already hold for me, I aim to make 

new combinations with them as they are incorporated on the Altars with the intention of 

creating personal metaphors. Metaphors have been important to psychotherapy, counselling 

and art therapy as a way to define complex concepts in which something concrete is projected 

onto something abstract (Jung, 1959). Gerber and Myers-Coffman (2018) directly relate the 
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interpretation and representation of knowledge in ABR symbolic language to ñmetaphors that 

lead to discovery é [which] allows for the signification and representation of the ambiguous, 

illusive, invisible, partially or not fully known phenomena that are inexpressible in wordsò (p. 

595). Just as McNiff (2004) explained in his therapeutic work with others, ñthe objects held 

memories, and they were charged with energy as people spoke about them and the roles they 

played in their livesò (p. 139). Similarly, McNiff (1998b) invites us to ask ourselves to 

consider ñwhat the object says about itself, what it offers to your lifeò (pp. 209-210). My 

intention in this inquiry is to engage with objects as artefacts with the hope of evoking 

memories of parts of my experience. This speaks of my entanglement with the material and 

non-material worlds of present past and future times. In her preface, Barad (2007) writes ñTo 

be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate 

entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained existence. Existence is not an individual 

affair. Individuals do not pre-exist their interactions; rather, individuals emerge through and 

as part of their entangled intra-relatingò (2007, p. ix).  

 

In gathering these objects to arrange and connect with other art-making materials on 

my Altars, I was reminded of the processes involved in making collages. Scotti and Chiltern 

(2018) offer an introduction to collage as a post-modern philosophical position when used as 

a method in arts-based research. They describe collage as allowing for ñthe co-existence, 

juxtaposition, and integration of multiple experiences, on both verbal and visual dimensionsò 

(p. 361) as I anticipate my method of constructing Altars will provide me. The use of 

artefacts demonstrated in a study by Hanson (2018) allowed participants to point to or pick 

up items when it was their turn to speak, using the items to explain, detail or amplify their 

stories (p. 13). My hope is that objects of memorabilia and other artefacts from my life will 

provide what Eisner (2008) called ñevocative image[s] that generate the conditions for new 
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telling questions and for fruitful discussionò (p. 9). 

 

Intersubjective Experience with Peers 

 

I hoped that my collaborations with others in the first phase of my inquiry and during 

the construction of my Altars would add a level of trustworthiness through the 

intersubjectivity they provided. Intersubjectivity is the complexity of the felt sense within and 

between the co-researchers and from this the ñwitnessò or ñresponderò may make what Lett 

(2011) describes as an intersubjective response. Lett (2011) claims that ñthe quality of the 

intersubjective response lies between the pre-reflective and the conscious awareness of 

emergent possibilitiesò (p. 278).These forms could include creative writing, poems, visual 

art-making, movement, gestures, selections of post cards, or anything that functions as a 

response to the researcher in her quest to further her inquiry. These forms come from a sense 

of resonance that arises in the interaction between participants. Some such responses are 

reflective and considered, whilst others are spontaneous and intuitive. This kind of 

collaboration creates opportunities for expressing complex inner feelings as we search for 

meaning, and can also allow us to challenge, confront or empathise with others.  

 

Collaborative dialogues with others were important in aiding my journey towards 

understanding the content of my stories and influenced how I wrote about them. Being a self-

study, I also needed collaboration with others to ground me, challenge my perceptions and 

provide companionship in the gathering and processing of my data. Heron and Reason (1997) 

claimed that what presents itself at any one time is shaped perceptually by the experiential 

knower. As Lett (2011) warned, staying attached to the idea that reality is supposed to be a 

certain way may mean we lay ourselves open to distortions thus my narrative has been 
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informed by and includes the voices of colleagues and peers.  

 

These collaborations assisted my reflections on the topics I wished to explore and 

added to the reflexive nature of my research as I sought clarity. I became aware that 

connection and understanding are the aims of collaborations such as this, and community is 

built when this happens. I participated with others throughout the inquiry period ï in monthly 

supervisory dialogues in a small group over the first five years, and thereafter with my 

supervisor Jean and my peer companion Jenni.  

 

Gathering Memories 

 

The access point to my immersion into my relational experiences began with 

memories, but I cannot claim that my memories are accurate portrayals of what happened 

between myself and others. Memory bias aside, my intention is to understand more about 

myself in my relational experiences despite the fact that, as Andrew (2017) raised ñmy story 

is only one of many, a particular point of view, and that it can be assumed that othersô stories 

of [similar] relationships, events and topics would take a different course. Even when I write 

about others, I cannot speak for others. I can only speak for myselfò (p. 41). As Freeman 

(2015) wrote, ñmemories can be accurate, but are not always accurate. Memories of events 

are always a mix of factual traces of sensory information overlaid with emotions, mingled 

with interpretation and filled with our own conscious and subconscious imaginingsò (p. 146).  

 

Remembering is a complex phenomenon, often unreliable, and is located in cognitive, 

body- and emotion-centred areas in the brain, explicit, implicit, semantic, episodic, 

declarative, autobiographical and procedural (Siegel, 1999, 2001, 2012; Rothschild, 2000; 
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Stern, 2004; Franklin, 2012; Mehl-Madrona & Maiguy, 2015; Freeman, 2015; Cotter, 2017; 

Henderson & Black, 2018; Badenoch, 2018; Winkler, 2018). Only several decades ago 

ñmemory was only thought of as ólong-termô memory and when memory failed it was called 

forgettingò (Rothschild, 2000, p. 27). Now we have a bourgeoning evidence from 

neuroscience that offers a language which extends our knowledge of memory and the 

understanding of the differences between explicit and implicit memory. We now know that 

our body and emotional memories (implicit/embodied memory) are stored in the brainôs 

limbic system (the primitive brain) and that this area is not directly connected to the language 

centres in the brain (explicit  memory) - (Rothschild, 2000; Siegel, 2012; Badenoch, 2018).  

 

Siegel (2012, p. 73) referred to implicit memories as the first layer of memory holding 

our emotions, perceptions, actions and body sensations, from which we create mental models 

that shape our expectations about the way the world works. Badenoch (2018) claimed that 

ñimplicit memory encodes without us needing to consciously attend to the experience, while 

explicit memory requires conscious attentionò (p. 166). Implicit encoding ñoccurs through the 

whole of life and harnesses the brainôs capacity to generalise from experience é and the 

brain summarises and combines similar events into one prototypical representation known as 

a schemaò [this is how we] ñconstruct mental models from repeated eventsò (Siegel, 2012, p. 

150). On the other hand, ñexplicit encoding depends on the ability to focus attention and 

integrate elements of an experience into factual or autobiographical representationsò (p. 153). 

 

In this inquiry I will be dealing with implicit memories that my neural system has 

already encoded, generalising my experiences, therefore seeming to validate my perceptions 

and beliefs of past experience however, I anticipate ways to re-story my past experiences. 

The locations in the brain prominent in understanding and producing story have been 
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pinpointed as neural substrates of narrative processes (Mehl-Madrona & Mainguy, 2015, Pp. 

235 -256).These locations include the medial prefrontal cortex, the lateral prefrontal cortex, 

the temporo-parietal region, the anterior temporal region including temporal poles and the 

posterior cortex. Explicit memory of information over relatively long periods, activates 

fictional imagery, maintains complex information from all sensory modalities, and involve 

autobiographical memory via the amygdala, insula, superior temporal cortex and inferior 

prefrontal gyrus as part of an emotional circuit (Mehl-Madrona & Mainguy, 2015, pp. 235-

241). Memory is narrative and our memories of important people in our lives are laid down 

as stories. We might forget who first told us the stories ñor that we invented the story to hold 

on to some memories of happenings, and assume that that these stories are actually the truthò 

(2015, p. 108). Freeman (2015) claimed: 

We have é no accurate way of distinguishing which of our memories really 

happened in the ways we recall them and which are added images of events that never 

originally happened. We reconstruct what we think happened based on the images our 

minds contain and construct é most reasonable people would have to admit that their 

recall could not be trusted (p. 136). 

 

When memories materialise in art form they are removed from their original 

appearance and become something different. They are therefore not re-presentations, but in 

present time experience become something new or different. The challenge for me in 

beginning an inquiry that relied on my memories was to also find a way to suspend my 

attachment to previous memories in order to come to the activity of making my Altars in 

present time experience, as if for the very first time. I am hoping to offer a different or more 

nuanced present time understanding of my-self as daughter, mother and carer. This approach 

of suspending what we think we already know comes from the philosophical work of 
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Edmund Husserl, translated and added to by Giorgi (1994, 1997, and 2009), Betensky (1987), 

Valle et al, (1989), Spinelli (1989), Moustakas (1994) and Willis (2001). Husserl devised 

techniques such as epoche or bracketing to set aside prejudices and beliefs ñin order to gain a 

clear view of the phenomenonò (Spinelli, 1989; Moustakas, 1994; Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). This 

was going to be challenging for me, as my subjective experience of memories from the 

distant past, recent past and present were under investigation. I attempt to suspend what I 

think I already know, from my memories of past stories told to me and the narratives I have 

constructed of them and rely on my sensate experiences in present time in order to track how 

experience in my body may materialize in the art forms The procedure of ñbracketingò, in 

and out, relies on making choices (Lett, 2011, p. 268). When collecting objects and materials 

to create the Altars I firstly stay in a process of attending to memories which are ñbracketed 

inò, to enable my dialogues with them, but in order to come to making of the Altars which 

occurred sometime after the collection I adopt an attitude of starting afresh.  

 

Reflection and Reflexivity 

 

Reflection and reflexivity were part of my methodological approach. Reflection 

usually reflects on action already performed that might lead to insight about something not 

noticed at the time, perhaps pinpointing details that were missed. Reflexivity is about finding 

strategies to question our thought processes and assumptions. It is closely aligned with 

critical reflection, which asks us to stand back and examine our thinking by asking questions. 

Lett (2011) though explains that a great deal of our experiencing happens outside of cognition 

or reflection (2011, p. 283). However Bolten (2010) wrote of reflection as a ñstate of mind, 

an ongoing constituent of practice, not a technique, or a curriculum elementò (p. 3). 

Reflection provides strategies to ñbring things out into the open, and frame appropriate and 
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searching questionsò (p. 3) perhaps not asked before. Reflection is an in-depth consideration 

of events or situations outside of oneself and ñinvolves reliving the experience to bring it into 

focusò (Bolten, 2010, p. 13). As Bloom (2009) explained ñthe regressive movement, or ebb, 

is reflective; it takes one back on a journey of exploration among objects, people, places, and 

events which makes up the ground of oneôs beingò (as cited in Lyle, 2009, p. 162).  

 

Reflexivity in contrast to reflection, implies an ability to locate ourselves in situations 

and ask what can be changed, critiqued, questioned and evaluated (Watts, 2019). Where 

reflective analysis is an activity of creating order, making connections and constructing 

meanings in a retrospective way, reflexivity is an attitude of attending systematically to the 

context of knowledge construction at every step of the research process, questioning to 

highlight subjective, multiple and constructed realities and to expose contradictions, 

dilemmas and possibilities (Hardy & Palmer, 1999). Making Altars as inquiry, stopping to 

reflect on them and then returning back to another cycle of inquiry as I made them brought 

about a larger landscape of understanding the lived experience under investigation.  

 

There are a number of ways that reflexivity has been used in qualitative research 

(Finlay & Gough, 2003; Doane, 2003; Finlay, 2003; Fook & Askeland, 2007; Srivastava & 

Hopwood, 2009; Ryan & Walsh, 2018; Watts, 2019). In contrast to reflection, reflexivity, as 

a stance of the researcher, involves a more dynamic and continuing awareness of self in 

context (Doane, 2003). Reflexivity seems to help the researcher move away from 

introspection towards critical realism (Finlay, 2003). In my experience of introspection when 

handling objects and making the Altars, multiple viewpoints, convergent and dissonant, 

created new possibilities for me as storyteller, artist, improviser and researcher (Rowe, 2003).  
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I will use several approaches to reflexivity in this inquiry. Firstly, being present in the 

here and now when making the Altars (Doane, 2003); as a tool for the analysis of multiple 

viewpoints (Smith, 2003); as a way to write from the inside out and the outside in (Rowe, 

2003); as a storyteller (Harper, 2003); and finally as a research tool to audit the research 

process through introspection, intersubjective reflection and mutual collaboration with peers 

(Finlay, 2003). 

 

Phenomenology as a Methodological Framework 

 

Mine is a mixed method and I am drawn to use procedures associated with 

phenomenology which has its roots in the philosophies of Husserl and Heideger as translated 

by Moustakas (1994), Betensky (1995), Giorgi (1997), Spinelli (1989, 2002), Lett (2011), 

Eddles-Hirsch (2015), and Englander (2016). Neubauer et al, (2019) explain phenomenology 

by reviewing the key philosophical and methodological differences between two major 

approaches to phenomenology ï transcendental and hermeneutic ï to understand the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions underpinning these approaches, as ñessential for 

successfully conducting phenomenological research particularly attending to health 

professionals studying an individuals lived experience within the worldò (2019, p. 90). In this 

inquiry I find myself drawn to the hermeneutic stream of phenomenology that seeks to 

ñunderstand the deeper layers of human experience that lay obscured beneath surface 

awareness and how the individualôs lifeworld, or the world he or she pre-reflectively 

experiences it, influences this experienceò (Bynam & Varpio, 2017, p. 252-3).  

 

As mentioned I did not explicitly choose my methods prior to embarking on the 

gathering of my data, as I had done in a previous thesis (Hill, 1997) as my methods emerged 
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in organic ways described in detail in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7. My approach generally was to 

ódoô phenomenology ñdirectly on thingsò as van Manen and van Manen (2021) put it. 

Through the ñattentive practice of thoughtfulnessò my search for possible meaning structures 

emerged in the experience of making Altars followed by the ñwriting of [my] lived 

experiencesò (p. 38). van Manan and van Manan (2021) claimed that ñdoing phenomenology 

directly on the phenomena and thingsò requires a certain attitude and practice of attentive 

awareness to ñthe things of the world as we live and experience themò (2021, p. 1069). This 

attitude consists of a certain way of seeing, thinking and expressing aimed at ñeidetic 

(essential) and inceptual insights into the phenomena and events of our existential lifeworldò 

(p. 1072). It was this kind of attitude that kept me in the flow of researching through the 

vehicle of art-making that enabled insights into my lived experience of making the Altars. 

With this attitude of thoughtfulness, I modified some of the phenomenological research 

methods for my own use and these are outlined in the following methods chapter 3.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Methods 

Preamble 

 

In this chapter, I present my account of the methods and procedures I used when 

creating my Altars and analysing the texts arising from this arts-led inquiry. My primary 

approach in this inquiry uses arts as a way to represent and express my experiences and from 

there to create ñnew understandings of process, spirit, purpose, subjectivities, emotion, 

responsiveness, and ethical dimensions of inquiryò (Knowles & Cole, 2008, p. 59).  

 

Arts-based research is not, claim Barone & Eisner (2012), about proving answers, but 

rather asking better questions. Riddett-Moore and Siegesmund (2012) asked, ñWhat are the 

dataò, ñhow are they analysedò, and ñhow is an arts-based inquiry an insightful piece of 

research that expands our knowledge?ò (p. 109). The data of my inquiry came from creating 

images and texts that generated knowledge as I worked with my materials and experimented 

with alternative shapes of representation and ways of sensing and getting to the inside of 

things ï all part of the evolving construction of qualitative knowing (Cole & Knowles, 2008). 

In ordinary language I search for significant words, images and feelings with a reflexive 

attitude so as to arrive at approximations of meaning (Lett, 2011, p. 14) that may or may not 

result in discrete themes or topics but could be somehow important in this inquiry.  

 

In this chapter I will firstly describe the research setting and the roles of my 

collaborators and co-researchers, followed by two examples of intersubjective dialogues. I 

will then describe in detail the procedures in I used in the process of art-making in as well as 

the methods I used to analyse the texts in this inquiry.  
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The Research Settings 

 

The inquiry was conducted in several different places over time: four of my homes, 

three MIECAT studios, Jenni Harrisô art therapy studio, and several coffee shops around 

Melbourne. The studio space where I brought together my collections to finish the Altars was 

situated on Mount Dandenong, east of Melbourne. The locations in which I produced the 

written representations of the cycles of my inquiry and the analyses of the texts were also 

numerous including homes mentioned and other peopleôs holiday houses by the sea at Phillip 

Island and Aireys Inlet, Victoria. A convent in Cheltenham (south of Melbourne) and a 

monastery in Lysterfield, Victoria, near where I lived, were the places in which I could really 

concentrate on my analysis and writing. These environments supported, held and oriented me 

towards my research aims providing me a sense of internal stability.  

 

Collaborations 

 

In this chapter I include more detail about the roles of my collaborators to 

demonstrate how their participation became part of the methodology.  

 

Supervisory Collaborators. 

 

My principal research supervisor, Jean Rumbold, guided and companioned me 

throughout the long period of this inquiry. Jan Allen, took on the primary role as time 

progressed spending considerable time on her photographed responses to my work in the 

studio and in ongoing supervisory sessions. Jeanôs ongoing postcard responses throughout the 

many years of this inquiry, some sent whilst travelling overseas, helped facilitate my self-

dialogue and always provided me with insights into the content and process of my inquiry. 
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Jenni Harris is my friend, and one of my co-researchers. We met regularly in small group 

supervision sessions over a five-year period and have continued to do so beyond her own 

submission of her doctoral thesis. She told me, ñtext message me whenever you are stuck at 

any time of day and nightò, which I have done. The encouragement of these three women 

underpins this work.  

 

Collaborators in the Studio. 

 

Edwina Entwistle and Kerry Kaskamanidis accompanied me in collaborative 

dialogues for many hours when I was creating the Altars to my childhood and the 

underworld. Although their styles of being in the world are very different, their 

intersubjective collaborations with me during my construction of the Altars were invaluable 

in helping me co-construct meanings and facilitated significant insights. These are recorded 

in the following chapters. Bronwyn Checkley, who allowed me the use of the studio on the 

mountain, gave warmth and cheer, a listening ear, compassion and companionship on many 

levels, including hot bowls of soup in winter, flowers in the spring, and cups of tea, 

sometimes late into the night. Various other peers and friends also visited the studio space 

when the Altars were under construction and some of their responses are included in the 

research. My adult children helped with making representations for the some of the Altars, 

including the Altar to my experience of motherhood. When the Altars were completed, I had 

three viewings in the studio to which I invited family, friends and colleagues. Some of these 

people, along with other colleagues in large group supervision and colloquium groups, 

provided me with intersubjective responses to the emerging content of my inquiry. I made 

selections of these (within chapters four, five, six and seven) to highlight my emergent 

meanings.  
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Arts Making as Collaboration ï Dialogue with Objects. 

 

A period of collecting and handling objects, artefacts, memorabilia and materials 

extended my reflections on my relationships with primary and intimate others. Though the 

objects are not the data, they become part of the data when they are either dialogued with 

(giving rise to text) or assembled together to form new representations of experience which 

are then described in the inquiryôs narrative texts. This phase of collecting, dialoguing and 

creating presentations in small multimodal assemblages is described in full in chapter four. 

The following example of a dialogue with an art object denotes myself as ñmeò and the meat 

mincer (a 1950s kitchen utensil) as ñMMò: 

Me: ñI heard you calling me from the back of the shop via my expectation and hope 

that you would be here. Oh, meat mincer, I remember you, how you were fixed to the 

kitchen table with the green laminated top a day or two after Sunday roast. The body 

of you so heavy my chubby hands could hardly hold you. But I could undo the two 

smaller nuts after Mum unscrewed the larger one which held you upright on the table 

ledge. I unscrew the inside spiral section now and remember the pleasure of sucking 

the residual meat out of the indentations. I love the hold of you now, with my grown-

up hands, twisting and turning each part of you around as I look and feel the 

heaviness and coldness of you. I have an urge to raise you to my nose to smell you. 

What do you want to say to me now?ò 

MM: ñI was engineered in England, I come from the homeland of your ancestors.ò 

Me: ñYes, and do you remember me in my childhood home, here in Australia?ò 

MM: ñOh yes, I do. What a delightful child you were, so gentle and unassuming. You 

loved the simple things of ordinary life, they made you feel secure.ò 

Me: ñYou noticed that, how?ò 

MM: ñThe way you held me, the way you were grateful to me, you admired and 

respected me.ò 

Me: ñYes, things were simpler then. She was quiet but purposeful, I trusted her then, I 

felt secure, and all was well, back then.ò 

MM: ñYou are weeping now, I see, I hear.ò 
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[Time passes] 

Me: ñNow let me show you how I can put you back together again and marvel at your 

construction as I remember the whole process: setting you up, putting in the cut-up 

chunks of cold lamb, turning the handle and enjoying the result. And my motherôs 

competence in making the rissoles. Then me undoing you from the table and sucking 

the leftover meat scraps, then putting you on the kitchen sink for washing. And 

looking forward to the next time we would meet, as if there was no choice for when 

that would be, knowing that adults were the bosses of how life would be managed.ò 

MM: ñAnd back then, that was good; that was secure.ò 

Me: ñYes, all was well back then. Thank you, meat mincer, for holding those 

memories for me. 

MM: ñYouôre welcome.ò 

 

       Reflection on Dialogue. This dialogue revealed a number of things to me. By 

experiencing the projection of myself onto the meat mincer, I found that my embodied 

memories revealed the actions and sensations that had evoked feelings of security. In 

turn, these memories brought about a great sense of a time when all was well in my 

life, a time when my mother provided me with an environment where even the 

simplest things brought happiness to both of us. 

 

In a way, this activity of gathering became a warm up or rehearsal period before the 

Altars were constructed. This phase included dialogues with objects, art materials and peers 

in monthly supervisions. McNiff (1998) wrote of the intra-action/entanglement ñwhen 

playing with art materials and expressive possibilities, the most fundamental advice is, 

ówithhold your desires for outcomesôò (p. 116). The meat mincer, when painted gold and 

placed on the childhood Altar, added a perspective of stability to an installation that had 

gathered unexpected meanings of instability.  
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A Dialogue with a Collaborator. 

 

Throughout the inquiry period my peers became my collaborators, supporting me with 

their intersubjective responses in small and large group meetings. My collaborators, such as 

Edwina and Kerry, were formal co-researchers who engaged in dialogues with me, while 

others became witnesses to my making of Altars at various stages of their construction, 

sometimes supporting me with intersubjective responses (ISRs). I either filmed, audio taped 

or wrote my reflections on their input. This is an example of a dialogue with one of my 

formal co-researchers, Edwina. The setting is the first stage of the construction of the 

childhood Altar. I had been threading kitchen utensils to a peg-board in a symmetrical 

fashion: 

Edwina: ñWhat are you thinking?ò 

Me: ñAbout right and wrong. Iôm thinking about right and wrong in the sense of 

aesthetically pleasing, and suddenly the whole idea of it being symmetrical is not 

working for me.ò 

Edwina: ñHow does that feel?ò  

Me: ñAh, it feels interesting. Oh, I donôt think óinterestingô is a feeling ï arr, it feels 

challenging and a bit quirky. I think we have to go in another direction. [Practicing 

moving the wooden spoon from vertical to horizontal back to vertical; canôt make up 

my mind; gathering some more gold ribbon and scissors.] Hmm, Iôm not sure. 

Suddenly, I am not sure.ò 

Edwina: ñTell me more about not feeling sure ï what does it feel like inside you?ò 

Me: ñIôm a bit shivery and shaky, actually. Uncertainty.ò  

Edwina: ñThat makes it sound much harder to make a decision from a place like that.ò 

Me: ñHmm, yes, very much so.                                   (Film transcript [3], July 2010) 

Reflection on dialogue. As I write now, I remember how hungry I used to be on 

arriving home from school and how I could have eaten two slices of bread if I did not 

consider others and what they might want or need. 
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Procedures Used in the Process of Art-Making 

 

Before presenting my methods used in the analysis of my written texts, which brought 

me approximations of meanings and allowed me to identify of some of the patterns in my 

relational experiences of loving and suffering, I thought it important to present the procedures 

I used in the process of making my Altars. These practical procedures are derived from 

several sources including the MIECAT forms of inquiry (Lett, 2011) and the research and 

writing of art therapists such as McNiff (1998a, 1998b, 2004, 2011, 2013) and Allen (1995, 

2005), and influenced by phenomenology. Imaginative possibilities became important (Lett, 

2011, p.277) as well as being fully present to how I was interacting with tools and materials, 

attending to my body felt sense, horizonalising, bracketing and being descriptive (Betensky, 

1987, 1995; Spinelli, 1989, 2002; Moustakas, 1990; Giorgi, 1994, 2009).  

 

In summary, the following actions describe my process of generating the Altar data: 

¶ Clustering objects, memorabilia, materials and tables into groupings in preparation for 

each experience I wished to represent, as a way to orient myself towards how to begin 

the process of making the Altars. 

¶ Engagement with the possibilities of how materials might be incorporated into each 

Altar. For example, when working with the bridal Altar, considering how these 

collected items ï wire, netting, perspex legs, and a medallion made of wood with a 

painted image ï could be assembled. The engagement required problem-solving to 

match my imagination with the practicality of how the materials could be connected. 

¶ Re-experience of past experiences through the assemblage of objects, memorabilia 

and arts and crafts materials on and under tables to tell my stories. For example, in 

using the kitchen utensils and placing them on a peg board, with Edwina as witness 
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and inquirer into my experience, I re-told some stories of my early relationship with 

my mother.  

¶ Using imagination to keep me in an integrated flow and following hunches as they 

arose. For example, in placing and affixing all of the materials and objects I had 

chosen to connect to the underworld Altar, new ideas about where and how to place 

these arose and were incorporated as I trusted my intuition. This became a pattern for 

many of the Altars.  

¶ Staying with each part of the experience in situ, which became a way to immerse 

myself in the unfolding of how and when to continue and complete the making of 

each Altar. 

¶ Engagement and re-engagement in reflexive dialogues with others and the actions of 

making, particularly during the extended times I collaborated with Edwina and Kerry 

when making both the childhood and underworld Altars, and when I filmed myself 

alone and looked at the actions of my body. I was surprised by how I handled even 

ugly things in a gentle way which seemed contradictory to how I felt emotionally.  

¶ Attending to the awareness of embodied, energetic and emotional experiencing during 

the process, and documenting this. For example, before I began the underworld Altar, 

I set up a camera to film myself in action to document what I said and how I felt as I 

constructed it. 

¶ I engaged in the process of re-looking throughout the making of the Altars. During, 

between and after construction, I either intentionally focused on what I had made or 

noticed aspects that captured my curiosity or surprised me out of the corner of my 

eye. 

¶ Horizonalising ï giving equal value to all materials as containers of meaning. This 

was an ongoing state of mind that I found easy to employ as I worked with the 
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materials or stood back to look again at what I had done. 

¶ Recognising my patterns of being in the world in situ, within the processes of making 

and solving problems. Staying focused and being able to find solutions in the arts 

making process mirrored my approach to trying to fix problems in my life.  

 

Analysis of my Written and Spoken Texts  

 

The texts for my analysis came from transcripts of video and audio tapes, process 

notes (written descriptions of my actions and motivations in the process of making the 

Altars), journal entries, notes from small group supervisions and colloquium meetings, 

intersubjective responses from co-researchers and witnesses, summary statements, poetic 

depictions, and the stories of making my Altars contained in the following four chapters. I 

performed some analysis of the data just after the construction of the Altars to childhood and 

the underworld, but made the final analysis of all data when all of the Altars were completed. 

 

There were four films made (now edited down to 45 minutes in total, found in 

Appendix 1). The first one taken by Edwina at the beginning of the construction of the 

childhood Altar, the second when I worked on the underworld Altar in my backyard on my 

own, the third when I continued the construction of the underworld Altar in the studio space I 

acquired, on my own, and the fourth while working on my crying/healing Altar. I later 

viewed each film twice. In the second viewing I produced the transcripts. The collaboration 

with my co-researcher Kerry took a different form, being audio taped and then transcribed.  
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I use a coding system with coloured felt pens to look for key words and statements in 

my data (see Appendix 2) as other phenomenological researchers have (Cypress, 2018, p. 

308). I considered each word and statement with respect to its significance to the description 

of my experience (Moustakas, 1994, p. 122). I then either grouped them into creative clusters 

or created a poetic response as a reduction to meanings that I was gleaning. The written texts 

arising, and the finished art representations, preceded the process of ñreorganizing data into 

new structures é or themesò that constitute the final results (Bostrom, 2019, p. 1002). 

Schenstead (2012) refers to this process as ñarts-based reflexivityò which involves drawing 

out main themes from raw data, creating levels of artwork in response, and synthesizing 

everything together. Within the narrative structure there were ñliterally hundreds of thousands 

of words waiting to be transformed into research findingsò (Harper, 2003, p. 80). The arts-

based processes yielded me a focus on the way in which understanding I chose three main 

topics to become my focus ï attachment/relational experience, caregiving/burden and an 

exploration into what happens in the process of art-making.  

 

To describe the variations of the phenomenological analyses I utilised in this part of 

my inquiry I drew from the writings of van Manen (1984, 1990, 2007, 2014);  Giorgi (1997); 

Spinelli (1998); Lett (2011); Eddles-Hirsch (2015); Englander (2016); Cypress (2018); 

Neubauer et al, (2019); and, van Manen & van Manen (2021).  

In summary they are: 

1). Reading through all of the texts in each section, of each chapter, I considered the 

significance of words and statements that described aspects of my experiences, a method 

first proposed by Giorgi (1975, 1994, 1997, 2009, and 2017). By staying with whatever 

came into my awareness when reading through the texts, I searched for units of meaning. 
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I chose key words, images and phrases which seemed significant based on my felt 

sensing, intuition, thinking, emotions and sense of rightness. I then clustered these key 

words and phrases and gave each cluster a provisional title: 

Example: Cluster One: experiencing in the body (Chapter 5): 

bodily felt sense 

I do it by how it feels 

satisfying to thread 

I have enacted that 

shivery and shaky 

strength of the body 

felt sense of wanting to hang on 

walk the divide 

 

 

2). Choices of which phrases to extend into approximations of meaning seemed to occur 

when insight aligned with my felt sense and strong emotion. Approximations to meaning 

(Lett, 2011, p.14) were written in summary statements and sometimes as poetic 

responses. Example: 

Summary statement from reflection on making my father (Chapter 5): 

In recreating memories of my experiences of Dad on his ladder was felt as a 

dynamic process. Heightened awareness of emotions and bodily sensations 

seemed to lead swiftly to insights in a free-flowing way. It was as if time 

slowed down as I experienced a heightened awareness of the ómeô who was 

perceiving, feeling, acting and coming to personal meanings. 

Poetic summary based on the resonant key words, images and phrases from the story 

of making the adolescent Altar (Chapter 5): 

Apprehension 

unveiled the confusion 

of not liking 

adolescent re-construction. 
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This time not irritated by order, 

but perplexed by unknown 

potentiality, she proceeds tentatively, 

still trusted the process. 

Uncertainty in coupling 

naµve in sexual expression 

she held herself back 

with no one else to trust. 

Could she lose her mind 

trapped in endless worry, 

to protect the skinny girl 

amidst her hope for love? 

Confused placement, 

The memorabilia of a time 

of black versus white 

and white versus black. 

No satisfaction  

in arrangements 

except the squares  

neatly planted on the table. 

 

 

3). I sought textual depictions (Giorgi, 1997; Moustakas, 1994) that would enable me to 

explicate personal meanings and possibly reveal implicit knowledge which might shed 

light on things ñnot quite known yetò (Finlay & Gough, 2003; Allen & Rumbold, 2004; 

Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009; Lett, 2011; Parsons & Boydell, 2012; Scott et al, 2013; 

and Rajagopalan & Midgley, 2015). Textural descriptions afforded me insight into how 

the arts enable meanings and were written into the narrative of the inquiry (Chapters 4, 5, 

6 and 7). Textural descriptions are an integration, descriptively, of the invariant 

(relatively stable) constituents arising. For example, in Chapter 4: 

To take the next art-making steps I felt closer to gaining access to pre-

reflective experience and body and emotional responses when using the arts 

as representations of my experiences. These occurred when I engaged with the 

heavy rock sensation in my mid-body area which resulted in the 

representation as crumpled balls of newspaper covered with clay; also when 
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holding the óheavy burdenô symbol as I spoke about difficult times; and in 

intuitive moments when I saw what I óneededô to do with art materials and 

items such as threading the memorabilia in the wire torso which was 

connected to my family relationships. By recognising how much was taking 

place in inner experience I felt I was learning to trust the process of arts-led 

inquiry as I followed hunches and feelings along the way through this phase. 

 

4). Reflexivity was a feature of both the procedures I used when making the Altars, and 

the analysis of the texts (Finlay, 2003; Doane, 2003; Harper, 2003; Rowe, 2003; Smith, 

2003; Fook & Gardner, 2007; Morley, 2008; Attia & Edge, 2017; Ferguson, 2018). This 

action aligned with Lettôs (2011) ñreflexivity is the acknowledgement of oneôs own 

presence in the exchange of experiencing, as distinct from being an observer or a listener 

so as to interpret itò (p. 284). The role of iteration, is not a repetitive mechanical task but 

a deeply reflexive process and is key to sparking insight and developing meaning 

(Srivastava, 2009). Reflexivity also became a tool for the analysis of multiple viewpoints 

that came up in my construction of Altars and my reflections on them (Smith, 2003); 

these multiple viewpoints shifted and changed, affording me a way to write from the 

inside out (Rowe, 2003) as I storied the journey of my inquiry (Harper, 2003). Example 

(Chapter 6): 

Having been greatly distressed about some difficult times in my life I wanted 

to make an underworld Altar to represent them. At the end of my first painting 

session painting it I said, ñI'm going to fill in some gaps with this blue ... just 

noticed I am walking around and around, and around this underworld top, I'm 

aware of not being frightened of it é Suddenly I love it.ò 

In later iterations of the continuation of the underworld Altar I also experienced fear 
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and anger. These multiple viewpoints were also subjected to critical reflection. 

Critical reflection I challenged myself me to step back to examine my own feelings, 

reactions, and motives. Doing so enabled me to return, again and again, in reflexive 

cycles to create meanings which led to propositional knowing (Fook & Gardner, 

2007; Morley, 2008; Parsons & Boydel, 2012; Lett, 2011; Riddett-Moore & 

Siegesmund, 2012; Mackintosh et al, 2017). 

 

5). Thematic and pattern identification came from grouping approximations to meaning, 

sometimes presented in tables for clarity. ñIn the inquiry into personal meanings, all 

forms of personal representation are built around core ideas or themes, which function in 

their lived experienceò (Lett, p. 287, 2011). I also hope to find thematic statements which 

might be considered useful in professional fields, particularly in therapeutic arts practice 

and research. I searched for the potentiality of a connection between personal themes and 

public topics. I looked for elements the art-making process that stood out as affecting me 

in a strong way and progressing my inquiry. Two examples related to my experience of 

attachment to my parents: 

When I feel my secure attachments failing, I become anxious. 

When I have been faced with decisions involving complex perceptions and 

conflicting loyalties, I become unsure in my loyalties. 

 

6). In gathering approximations to meaning and themes, my aim was to seek 

congruence between experiential, presentational, propositional, and practical 

knowing, which Lincoln and Guba (2000) claimed ñleads to action to transform the 

world in the service of human flourishingò (p. 170). As I settled on final 

understandings and perceptions from the multiple viewpoints I could hold, I chose 
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two topics to offer as propositional knowing: one, a personal view of the field of 

attachment, and the other, a personal view of caring for the health of unwell close 

others. Alongside these I offer my findings of the processes inherent in therapeutic 

arts research and therapy. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

This inquiry was undertaken to understand how I had coped with the stress in my life 

when those I loved were in serious difficulties. I hoped that I might create a forum for 

dialogue with others who had struggled similarly in these ways. I also saw this as an 

opportunity to give voice to things in my life which were hidden. The greatest challenge in 

taking this project on was balancing my wish to be transparent about my life with my desire 

to do no harm to others. Thus, I have wrangled with trying to find a balance through the 

ethical principles of truthfulness, autonomy, doing no harm (non-maleficence), and doing 

good (beneficence).  

 

There is risk involved in revealing aspects of our personal lives in our research 

making us vulnerable to exposure. This is a challenge for me in this inquiry as I live with the 

tension that Ellis (2007) articulated of protecting the privacy of those I care about, including 

myself, when I am using my own experiences to figure out my own life. Others, who have 

used autoethnographic and reflexive models, have given examples of how to create personal 

narratives which pay attention to the ethics of how to protect self and others by being 

transparent about what they are doing in their research (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Finlay & 

Gough, 2003; Doane, 2003; Smith, 2003; Harper, 2003; Poulos, 2010; Brogden, 2010; Ellis 

& Rawicki, 2013; Andrew, 2017).  
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In my context as a researcher using visual materials, techniques and methodologies, I 

might find myself ñentangled in issues of power and trustò (Clark, 2013, p. 68). For example, 

neither my father nor mother gave specific consent around the details of my descriptions of 

them, nor other family members who could take umbrage to what I have written about them. 

In my inquiry I have direct responsibility to family members with whom I wish to stay in 

close relationship and so the risks are of a different kind. My children have been referred to in 

this text and have seen the pages which reference them. I have three children and two of them 

were very ill during their twenties and early thirties, facing life-threatening circumstances due 

to their mental health and addiction issues. I have decided not to explain these life-

threatening circumstances in any detail to protect their privacy. However, I will say that the 

many hundreds of thousands of families who have a loved one so afflicted will most likely be 

familiar with late night calls to emergency and intensive care units at hospitals, attendance at 

police stations and court houses, and responding to other mixed emergency calls at other 

times. Fortunately, my unwell offspring are now quite well and managing life in ways I once 

thought would be impossible. 

 

Also, I do not mention my offspring by name in order to protect their futures. During 

one family occasion my children did suggest pseudonyms for themselves if I wanted to go 

down that path, but amidst gales of laughter at what these names might be, they dropped the 

idea. I acknowledge, though, that in their obvious relationship to me, and the fact that I 

mention various mental health and traumatic situations they have been in, they are not 

protected completely. My children gave permission throughout the inquiry process.  
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I acknowledge that my parents, who have both died, cannot now read and consent to 

what I have written about them. As Ellis (2007) admitted, I also live ñwith the tension of 

thatò (p. 3). I believe my father, who I have named and who died in 1993 from cancer, would 

be both pleased with and forgiving of what I show of my relationship with him. My mother 

herself participated in parts of the representation of our relationship at the studio before she 

died in 2013. She particularly enjoyed revisiting her own experience of being a young mother 

when she viewed the partially completed childhood Altar at that time. As my mother passed 

away in 2013 before I could get her consent for her participation I was asked to have my 

sister verify that our mother viewed the representation of my experience of her in my 

childhood. My sister signed a consent form in 2015 to verify this.  

 

I chose to make transparent some personal experiences of being a daughter and a 

mother, but I do not divulge any details about my relationships with partners, though I do 

want to mention that I had invaluable support from one of them when one of my sons was 

diagnosed with schizophrenia. My first husband is potentially identifiable because I make 

mention of having been a clergy-wife. He did, however, give his approval to include our 

engagement and wedding cards in one of the Altars. We remain amicably involved with 

ongoing family events. I have not divulged any details about others who influenced my 

learning about intimate relationships as my focus has been on my journey of development 

through close relationships with parents and children. There were many collaborations with 

others as participants in my inquiry who generously responded to my representations during 

one-on-one visits to my work in the studio. Some of these collaborators have given written 

consent to use their names and their responses as data and text.  
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For me, relational ethics requires researchers ñto act from hearts and minds, 

acknowledge our interpersonal bonds to others and take responsibility for actions and their 

consequencesò (Ellis, 2007, p. 3). Included here in ethical considerations is the question of 

self-care and how to protect myself. In part, this raises the issue of who has the interpretive 

authority over my work. I realise that in revealing my own experiences in this inquiry I can 

welcome an academic discourse (Hastings, 2010) as you, the reader, construct your own ideas 

about and responses to the matters that I raise. I willingly dedicate the viewing of my images 

and stories as I transfer these into the public domain via this written thesis. However, as 

Tracey Emin experienced in her controversial public art displays, I am aware of the risks of 

being misinterpreted by others (as cited in Remes, 2009). There is always an emergent aspect, 

an interplay between design and what emerges, that I have not been able to hide from in this 

inquiry. Despite any fear of my exposure I can only surrender to giving voice to myself at the 

same time aiming to do no harm to others. 

 

Criteria for Evaluating This Study  

 

Where positivist research is evaluated against criteria of validity and reliability (often 

judged by replicability), arts-based research seeks to establish trustworthiness in other ways. 

Overall, I have sought to make this study trustworthy, useful and transparent through my use 

of peer researcher input and multiple layers and cycles of analysis. However, although I make 

my methods clear, it is not with any expectation that this study is replicable or that the inquiry 

can be repeated (even by myself) and yield the same outcomes. Lett (2007) pointed out that, 

because the person doing the research may have changed during their inquiry or in the 

passing of time, previous understandings and outcomes may have matured or grown. As this 

qualitative research is iterative rather than linear, it emerges in the back and forth movement 



65 | P a g e 
 

between design and implementation, thus being transparent in a way that contributes to its 

rigour. I have sought congruence between the formulations of procedures, literature reviewed, 

data collection and analyses, and used reflexive processes to interpret, monitor and constantly 

modify this research process to add to its own kind of rigour (Morse et al, 2002). I draw on 

values that seek to emancipate, and by doing this I hope to provide freedom from fixed 

restrictive ways of living (Morley, 2008). 

 

Cole and Knowles (2008) have described a number of elements which they believe 

need to be present for a work to be considered as trustworthy in arts-based research. They ask 

for a commitment to a particular art form to be reflected in the creative research process, and 

that the methodological integrity is evident in the relationship between the art forms and the 

substance of the research text. I can only claim that, while I do not consider myself to be an 

artist, my art forms as representations of experience are able to stand alongside the texts 

which not only describe them but have been able to inform propositional knowing in the 

service of potentially helping others. I cannot judge if this is the case, though, until this 

dissertation is made public. I have trusted that the methodology I chose held me in a process 

of engagement that relied on my common sense, decision-making, intuition, and a 

responsiveness to the natural flow of events and experiences.  

 

In reviewing my own work, my hope is that the approach and methods used here meet 

criteria of honesty, emotional reliability and a sense of transformation from an old self to a 

new one (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). My greatest hope is that my inquiry may in some ways be 

useful for a wider audience to use in their practice with women who struggle to understand 

their own roles as relational beings. 
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 Richardson (2000) also offered the following four criteria for evaluation, all of which 

I believe I have met. I ñcan make a substantive contribution to our understanding of social 

lifeò; I only know my projectôs ñartistic merit or success aesthetically by feedback from 

othersò; and I believe ñmy work is reflectively reflexiveò; and hope to ñmake an impact in the 

field of knowledge, emotionally or intellectually, in ways that may move others to ask 

questions, write, try new research practices or move into actionò. These are challenging 

criteria, and in some cases I think I must wait on others to assess aesthetic success or 

professional impact, but I know I have worked to fulfil these criteria in evaluation of this 

inquiry. What I think is important to state here, though, is that in presenting data from my 

lived experience I am open about my standpoint and transparent about my position in this 

arts-based inquiry in a way that I hope invites readersô engagement. In this meeting place we 

come up against each other and may find, through difference, our own boundaries, and see 

our preferences become starker. Where there are points of connection, we may bend into each 

other to find comfort or pleasure in shared stories, perhaps building a sense of community 

and belonging.  

 

 

Figure 7. Altars along a precipice. 
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Pastel representation, Jenny Hill, 2005. 

  

Near the end of the first year of my research I made this image which shows small 

Altars along the edges of the golden path that turns towards a blue river. A valley appears 

with threatening cliffs between the golden path and the cascading river below, representing 

my sense of the challenges inherent in taking this inquiry on.  

 

The following four chapters pick up the story of the inquiry journey with my 

descriptions of what happened when making the Altars. The data that comes from these four 

chapters is then theorised in the discussion of my research findings, with the literature, in 

chapter eight. 
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CHAPTER 4  

 

Emergent Knowing Via Dialogues with  Others and Art Materials 

 

 

       In this chapter, the focus is on the phase of gleaning and constructing small assemblages 

and installations, both by myself and in presentations to small and large peer group setting 

that occurred alongside the making of the Altars. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 give an account of the 

processes and findings from the making of the Altars.  

  

       In preparation for the making of my large Altars, I developed the practice of presenting 

small installations, or assemblages, using parts of my collections for the Altars, to my peers at 

monthly small group supervisions and two large group colloquiums (from 2005 to 2009). I 

have come to recognize this as part of the inquiry itself, and not just preparation for it, and 

here I select those that inform the major strands of my inquiry.  

 

       I took to our monthly small group supervision sessions collections from my gathered 

artefacts and materials which represented my reflections on past experiences at that time. 

These supervision sessions were held in various studios and rooms that acted as holding 

places for our sharing. In the sessions I would present these articles in small installation 

formats as assemblages and describe my emotions, thoughts and bodily felt sense of them. 

My peers were invited to respond to my presentations by choosing and using a range of 

creative mediums.  
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The Experience of Gleaning 

 

       The act of gathering together objects and materials to make primitive clusters of my 

remembered experiences seemed similar to a pre-play period such as Betensky (1987) 

described, and became preparation for the later construction of the Altars. Bringing collected 

items together and placing them in configurations which held some relationship to each other 

became a practice that connected me to old memories and new ideas about my relationship to 

my past and present.  

 

       During the early phases of collecting objects and rehearsing the creation of the Altars I 

was given a postcard of the painting ñThe Gleanersò. In this painting Millet (1857) depicted 

three women out in the fields after the wheat has been harvested. The women collect the 

leftovers to take home and grind into flour to make into loaves of bread. In responding to this 

postcard I felt I had come to a place within myself where I felt broken, wounded, sad, tired, 

and left over. I felt I needed to be picked up and gathered together. In this phase of the 

inquiry I became immersed in a process of deep engagement with the objects and 

paraphernalia I was choosing and being offered.  

 

       Alongside these responses offered to me I became acutely aware of the materials and 

tools I chose to use. Hafeli (2011) asked the question, ñhow do materials speak in an artwork 

and what do they have to say?ò (p. 25). One of the first pieces I found was the wire bust 

below. 
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Figure 8. Wire Torso, found object. 

 

       I remember walking into a second-hand shop in Fitzroy not long after my pilgrimage 

overseas in search of the Black Madonna. My eyes scanned the many old pieces of furniture 

and bric-a-brac on display and a wire torso caught my eye. In those moments of looking, I 

became aware that it was breast-less, and I imagined some possibilities of how to transform 

the torso into a female form. The wire was strong and shiny, it was formed into neat 

rectangular shapes that appealed to me. Even without a head or arms or legs it seemed bold. I 

liked it very much and felt excited about how and where I would use it. 

 

       Following this discovery I found myself searching for, and often found by, objects in all 

sorts of places ï while I was on holidays, just walking through a shopping centre, or past a 

hard rubbish collection. Discovering a kitchen table exactly the type and colour of the table in 

my family kitchen when I was a child immediately brought back memories of my mother 

teaching me how to use a meat-mincer. After this I went looking to find a meat-mincer, 

having no idea that there were so many makes and models from the 1950s. My body 
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memories, activated through sight and touch, convinced me that I found the right one 

amongst the many at the back of a huge second-hand and antique pavilion. 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Meat-mincer, and other utensils circa 1950, found objects. 

 

 

       The collecting of kitchen items and items related to my fatherôs workshop led me further 

into my reflections on my childhood. For example, the gender-specific differences between 

mother and father become more obvious to me, as the placement of the objects below depict. 

By reflecting in these ways, I started to get a sense of how these items enhanced the security 

and stability of my early childhood, and the gifts that (Mumôs) kitchen and (Dadôs) workshop 

gave me.  
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Figure 10. Dadôs workshop items & a china piano, circa 1950, retrieved objects. 

 

 

       As a child, I used to love handling and dusting the various objects on display in my 

family home. Each object held a fascination for me, even dadôs tools strewn on his workshop 

floor. I imagined stories which I saw embedded in them, or just giving pleasure to hold them 

and relate to them. I am now coming to see that the way in which I am collecting these 

objects and materials, is already providing revised meanings of some of the complexities 

which I want to explore.  (Journal entry, 2005) 

 

Early Collaborative Inquiry with Peers 

 

       The first colloquium with the whole group of my MIECAT professional doctoral peers 

took place in September 2005. I presented four assemblages of objects that summarised 

where I was up to at that stage in my inquiry.  
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Figure 11. Presentation at Colloquium, digital photo, Jean Rumbold, 2005.  

 

       In previous small group conversations with Jenni, Ailish and Jean, we had discussed the 

issues around virginal brides and the stressful impact of not acting on sexual desire until 

marriage which was my experience. In Figure 11, I am in the middle, Jenni is on my right 

dressed in white as a bride to represent the virginal and good woman, and Ailish on my left is 

dressed in black to represent hidden desires that women might supress for fear of judgement.  

 

       Beside Jenni is a representation of woman as sexual object made with the wire torso I 

bought from Fitzroy, complete with black bra and black stockings on a pair of Perspex legs 

lying on the floor in front of it. The second small Altar on the very left hand side is a golden 

cage holding cute kewpie dolls and developing adolescents are trapped. They seek 

perfectionism and are trapped by their expectations of how they should look. In the centre, on 

the outside of the roof, a witch reminds them about growing old and ugly. 
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Figure 12. Entrapment, wire cage, found objects, J. Hill, 2005 

 

       The third small assemblage (not shown here) had a small china bridal doll with a veil 

representing woman as bride. Below her were two small wooden boxes, one a hope chest 

which held keywords with hopeful messages, and the other a Pandoraôs Box with words 

related to disillusionment, shattered dreams and separation. The fourth small Altar (Figure 

12), called ñBroken dolls, broken dreamsò, represented my unlearning of the myth of 

ñhappily ever afterò. 
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Figure 13. Broken dolls, broken dreams, 1950s doll collection, Jenny Hill, 2005. 

 

       I invited those present at the colloquium to respond in multimodal representations to the 

presentation of these four Altars. They did so by writing poems, making something from the 

keywords I had used, drawing or choosing objects themselves.  

 

       I chose three examples of intersubjective responses (ISRs) to my presentation to show 

here because I felt that they helped this research advance. 

 

ISR 1:  

       Jan (my co-supervisor) placed a blue cloth on the floor with a bottle and a wine glass 

upon it and presented this to me, asking, and ñCan anything become an Altar?ò This question 

somehow challenged me; I felt defensive. As I sat with that feeling I then got in touch with an 

inner smile as I realised that I did indeed want to make Altars from many any-things, any 

things that would help express and represent my experiences. I was certainly wanting to make 
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Altars with ordinary materials rather than with the formalized sacred objects which are 

usually consecrated within religious and some spiritual contexts. This thinking led me to a 

clarity of purpose: to pay homage to my own life experiences in a personal and meaningful 

way by using ordinary objects on Altars.  

 

ISR 2: 

       As I spoke to the group about my small installations, various members jotted down key 

words from what I said. One member in the group wrote these keywords:  

polarities  between  self-knowing  dissolution-reconstruction  core of me  suffering  

loving-giving  body rising above or beyond self  sacred ï Altar ï mundane  self & 

others  life giving choices 

 

Here is the poetic statement that he made from his key words: 

 

When I make myself an object  

without choice, do 

I give myself to suffering? 

Is this a place of transformation? 

Maybe. 

Is this a place of dissolution? 

Maybe. 

Is this a sacred place? 

Maybe. 

Is this the Altar of the mundane? 

Maybe. 

Is this a place of loving and giving? 

Maybe. 

If I give myself to suffering 

do I lose the core of me? 

Maybe. 

What sort of place is this Altar? 

The giving of self into death? 

Or the giving of self into life? 
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The Altar may be the place within 

Where the core of being resides 

daily, momentarily 

the place where the choices to be 

are transformed, starkly 

which define us. 

How shall we make them? 

 

 

       This was another way to view objects drawn from the ideas that Jan challenged me with. 

This also challenged me in a shocking way on both an intellectual and bodily felt level. I first 

felt shocked to think that I could collude in making myself an object by giving myself to 

suffering, but then I saw the words ñwithout choiceò. Ah, yes, I thought. If it is without 

choice, then I do collude with my own suffering? But with choice the experience of suffering 

has a different quality ï I have agency. This in turn gave greater clarity to the question of 

why I made Altars: I was choosing to inquire into loving and suffering, not to complain about 

loss or to traumatise myself or others, but to make sense of how we live with loving alongside 

suffering, and to make sense of my life and the giving of myself to life. 

 

ISR 3: 

Another response came from Jean in the form of a small piece of fabric and paper. She had 

found a long piece of crepe bandage in the art materials section in the room and rolled it up. 

Sticking out from its centre was a message on a strip of blue paper.  
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Figure 14. ISR: Length of crepe bandage rolled up, 

blue paper, digital photo, J. Hill, 2005. 

 

       The words on the blue paper tucked into the bandage were:  

ñto bind ...... the wounds of others? .....our own freedom? 

 

       This response also challenged me to reflect on my role as carer of loved ones in distress. 

Was my caring for others, my loving of them, binding me, entrapping me, and restricting me? 

What if I took the bandage and rolled it around myself? How loose or tight? It pointed me to 

a conflict of loving oneself with loving the other; the question of how to do both without 

losing oneself. 

 

       I reviewed what was raised for me by these three intersubjective responses and all the 

others received that day and then created a summary statement: 
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It seems to me I need to ask a number of things of myself. Have I made an 'object' of 

myself? Have I lost sight of the core of me? Is my loving you, me trying to love me? 

Whose wounds take precedence, yours, or mine? How can shattered dreams enable 

the fragments of myself to come together, to fly free and live into my loving from a 

different perspective? (Journal, Oct 2005) 

 

Recognition of Feelings of Sadness 

 

       The next month I arrived at our small group session with Jean, Jenni and Ailish feeling 

somewhat empty. The following journal entry summarises what happened when it was my 

turn to share: 

I had nothing to present to my supervision group that day, other than a feeling of 

sadness. I felt I could risk being open and honest when asked where I was with my 

inquiry, and the only words I could say was that I was sad. The inquiry continued: 

ñWhere do you feel this?ò It was felt in the centre of my being, in my stomach. ñWhat 

does it look/feel like?ò I described it as a heavy rock feeling. ñWhat is the worst of 

it?ò I began to cry. It felt like cracks opening to reveal a heavy rock within me, and I 

began sobbing. As I did I felt the órock sensationô in me dissolve. ñWhat do you now 

need to do?ò This question took me into action and I found two bowls, one bigger 

than the other and a glass, and a jug of water. I put the smaller bowl into the larger, 

then placed the glass into the smaller bowl on top. They were arranged as a tier of 

receptors. I picked up the jug of water and I began to pour this into the glass which 

when filled cascaded into the smaller bowl and likewise cascaded into the larger bowl. 

At the exact same time as I was doing this it began to rain outside. At first the rain 

sounded gentle on the tin roof above us, then it got louder. Astonishingly it became 

extremely loud, more-so than we had heard rain fall for quite some time. It was very 

loud. As it reached crescendo it was as if the whole world was crying inside of me. 

(Journal, October, 2005) 
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       The four of us discussed the shared experience of this rain event and how it had come on 

as if timed to match the weeping event indoors. We wondered whether this was an eco-

transformative moment such as Neville (2008) might be interested in. He asks if we might 

find ñthe condition of the world projected into the behaviour of human beingsò (p. 5). 

 

Exploring the Experience of Sadness 

 

       Several weeks later, while at home alone, it seemed important to reflect on those 

moments when I had cried in front of my small group of peers. I suddenly felt a momentary 

pain in my torso, not physical, but emotional. Immediately after experiencing this sensation I 

spontaneously reached out to some old newspapers that were nearby. I grabbed a sheet and 

rolled it up roughly with my hands to make a crumpled ball. I felt this to be an expression of 

the pain of the breakdown of one of my significant relationships. I grabbed another sheet, and 

another, and another. There were five in total, each roughly rolled up and squashed in my 

hands with force, and each representing a significant relationship which was lost or at risk of 

being lost.  

 

I turned on my voice recorder as I worked, and I have chosen four sections that held the most 

impact from the transcript to show here.  

Five crumpled masses of newspaper and Iôve got some string too and Iôm binding 

these five crumpled masses into one big one, with the string so that there are six 

sections of string holding five crumpled masses of newspaper. Iôve tied them and now 

there is one long string suspended above to immerse them all into something which 

will represent tears. 
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I found a blue bucket and mixed a tube of blue acrylic paint into it. I then went outdoors with 

the entwined mass of paper and began to immerse it into the bucket held by the trail of string. 

Iôve immersed the five masses, which become one, designating my pain, and I have 

immersed the whole lot now (into the bucket with blue water), Iôm holding onto the 

length of string and am immersing it all into the bucket. Iôm sloshing it all around 

now in the pool, pool of tears, into the water ï emotions ï into the depth. Iôm going to 

leave it to soak ï out here (can hear a wind chime in the breeze) ï in this, umm, 

beautiful day. 

 

Some days later I returned to the bucket.  

So, I am aware of the sun and birds chirping and a wind chime in the breeze in the 

background while I also remember the sadness now contained in this bucket. The 

three broken relationships and the children with their problems, and my sorrow and 

anguish, is contained in this bucket and Iôm holding this string, which is holding the 

five pieces, itôs manageable. And now Iôm walking out onto the grass, bringing the 

bucket out with me into the centre of this glorious landscape, Iôm sloshing this around 

in the bucket and it just feels terrific, like I am managing the grief! It is very heavy 

now that it is saturated with the blue water, a pool of tears, but it is contained. Iôm just 

trying to think what to do, I feel like I want to pull the whole mass out and leave it in 

the sun to dry. What to do with this remaining blue water in the bucket, I want a bowl 

to keep it in.  

 

I was aware of the importance of the blue water in the bucket that represented the tears of 

sadness, which were the entry point into this exploration. I wanted to hold these tears with 

reverence. As I reflected on these things, I noticed above my head some early cherries on the 

branches, which felt representative of the fruit of my labours in facing my grief. 
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I made a further reduction to a poetic statement that I felt held the meanings I had found 

through my reflections and the making of this representation.  

 

Attending to sadness 

Rain falls softly on the roof 

And with the poultice of gentle probing 

the heavy rock feeling bursts open 

releasing a cascade of tears 

while the rain thunders down on the roof. 

Rough newspaper handling 

Expressing anger and regret 

Five crumpled balls  

the expression of pain 

of relationships lost, 

or might be. 

Full immersion 

The pain is baptised 

in a bucket of collected tears 

heavy to haul up  

but, pain contained 

and, grief managed. 

Wind chimes and sun on skin 

interrupt the traces of sadness 

which become yesterdayôs grief. 

Light and shade together bear fruit. 

 

 

       The strands of my inquiry into loving and suffering were embedded in this exploration 

into an experience of sadness which had begun in my supervision group. After the immersion 

of the newspaper balls into the blue water, I let it hang up and dry under cover. It stayed 

suspended for months, until I became more and more curious about the full meaning of the 

experience of the rock of pain that I had felt in my stomach on that previous supervision day 

in October, 2005.  

 

        In May, 2006, I found some clay and covered the newspaper ball with a thin coating of it 

to depict the hard rock sensation I had experienced in the supervision group. I still had the 
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bucket of blue paint representing tears, after some searching I finally decided to spill it over 

some old white canvas that I had and attached this blue-painted canvas sheet to the clay-

encased pain to represent the tears flowing from the hard rock experience.  

 

Figure 15. Rock encased pain with river of tears, 

Jenny Hill, May 2006. 

 

        I suddenly recognised that the shape of the encased ball of pain attached to the pool of 

tears looked similar to the intersubjective response that Jean had given me.  

 

Figures 16. ISR and Rock encased pain, Jenny Hill, May 2006. 
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       Looking again at the two shapes, the rock encased pain with the blue river of tears next 

to Jeanôs white bandage with the small piece of blue paper, I knew what I needed to do. I 

wanted that clay casing from which the tears flowed to burst open. I found a hammer and 

smashed the clay casing to represent the moment of bursting open that I had experienced in 

the supervision session in October the year before. 

 

       As I gazed at the exposed rock alongside the roll of bandage I felt compelled to dialogue 

with what I saw. I found myself projecting onto the bandage what it might say to me, an echo 

back to Jeanôs initial ISR with her message on the small piece of blue paper: 

ñYou may unravel this bandage which has prevented you from experiencing your own 

freedom. You may now choose to bind your own wounds with me.ò  

(Journal entry, May, 2006) 

 

I read through all of the transcripts, process notes and journal entries and wrote the key words 

and phrases. I reduced these into a poetic summary (Appendix 3). I came to see that my 

experience during this time and this activity held several ways of knowing which were 

layered in and over each other across time. This seems now to have been an incubation 

process whereby impulses to attend to what had happened led to greater awareness of the 

choices I could make to heal myself. 

 

Wrapping the Wound. 

 

       I did not feel finished with the rock-encased pain and so I took it along to a later small 

group supervision that year. I sensed I wanted to lay open my wound as a movement 

representation thus acknowledging my pain. I placed a cloth across a small table and lit a 
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candle. I bound the broken rock shape with the bandage from the ISR from our first group 

colloquium in September 2005. Then, in clutching it against the area on my body where I had 

first felt the sense of it as a rock of sadness, I was surprised by a sense of happiness and 

freedom.  

 

 

Figure 17. Holding the bandaged wound against 

my body, felt right, digital photo, Jean Rumbold, 2006. 

 

Exploring the Wound Further. 

 

       In the Talbot Studio at a later supervision session in June of 2007, I had arrived feeling 

overwhelmed. I told a ñonce upon a timeò story about my life since the last time we had met. 

As well as working full time, I had taken on several new responsibilities: the care of my son 

who had been diagnosed with schizophrenia several years earlier; the worry of my child 

addicted to substances and abusing alcohol; responding to my elderly mother's ongoing needs 

for in-home care after her stroke; cooking daily meals for our now insulin-dependent pet dog 

recently diagnosed with diabetes; and various other personal and professional challenges. As 
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Jenni listened, she wrote some of my keywords on a large piece of white paper and then 

placed this in the sand play box. Next she amplified these words using her felt sense of me in 

these experiences by placing some objects into the box on top of these words. Suddenly, 

Jenni began hurling more and more objects into the sandbox, on top of the words she had 

written. What resonated within me was the way she picked up the collection of objects and 

threw them in and how I felt a strong sense of the impact of the avalanche of things upon me. 

I was then asked how I would like the scene to look (Figure 19). 

  

     

 

Figure 18. Avalanche, sand-tray scene, J. 

Harris, June, 2007 

Figure 19. How I wanted it to be, J. Hill, 

June, 2007. 

 

        

Then, astonishingly, given that Vivienne had only recently joined us in the group, she gave 

her ISR in the form of a song. She invited us all to dance in a circle together then began 

singing: "I can see clearly now, the rain has gone; I can see all obstacles in my way.ò As she 

sang, I recalled the day the rain had fallen so heavily upon the roof ï the day I had 

experienced the rock-encased pain. This triggered my desire to revisit my inquiry into the 

pain that had been hidden behind the sense of a hard rock place and which I had symbolically 
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covered up with clay and later smashed open. I became aware of the need to explore in more 

detail the patterns of chaos and mess in my life that were exposed in the sand-tray scene, and 

yet felt constrained by the ethics of not exposing others in my life whose choices had 

burdened me. I began to realise that it was as if I had entered into the wound in the Black 

Madonna painting and wanted to face the horror I might find there.  

  

       In reflecting further on the wound in the painting of the Black Madonnaôs breast that I 

did before this inquiry period, I mused on the adoration of the Madonna (Mary) in churches 

down the centuries. For me the Black Madonna represents the sexually hidden aspects of the 

mother of Jesus. She is as a wounded version of Mary, with no voice of her own. We have 

ñprogressedò to incorporate womenôs voices into spiritual, social and professional contexts, 

which leads me into curiosity about the impacts of the patriarchal nature of church life on me 

as an adolescent girl. I decided to bring these reflections to my next small group supervision. 

I now wanted to explore aspects of my relationship to some men and to the institutional and 

hierarchical Christian traditions to which I had belonged. As I left home for the next 

supervision session, I selected several objects from my own sand-play collection ï items that 

reminded me of myself in relationship to men and the church. These symbols enabled me to 

not disclose who these people were, thus maintaining their privacy.  

 

       Since receiving Viv's ISR in the form of the song ñI can see clearly nowò, I noticed 

growing feelings of anger in me that felt empowering. At the same time, the book The 

Patriarchal Voice by Mary King (2002) came my way. Her book explored the way men in 

positions of power had dominated women, and the way women gave their power away to 

men to stay in relationship with them. Her thesis suggests that patriarchy is an internal voice 
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that all genders can access, characterised by clarity of thought, order, and rules for guidance, 

some control over situations, protection, boundaries, limits, strength, courage, intellect, and 

reason. However, she believes that men have magnified this voice and women have subdued 

it over centuries. Her thesis raises the question of how women might embrace their own 

ñpatriarchal voiceò within to counterbalance male-dominated cultures that have silenced 

women throughout the ages.  

 

My Dance with Patriarchy  

 

       Not long after this session I felt really warmed up to share my experience of the 

patriarchal nature of some of my journey with Christianity. Jan, my colleague and 2nd 

supervisor at that time, joined our small group supervision session (July 6, 2007). Prior to this 

session I had felt 'warmed up' to processing some of my experiences in partnerships with 

some men and in relationship to the hierarchical nature within some Christian traditions I had 

belonged to. As I left home for this session I grabbed hold of several objects from my own 

sandtray therapy collection. This was done by just looking and intuitively choosing some 

items that reminded me of myself in relationship to men and church. With this attitude rising 

to the surface, alongside a deep weariness within, I began making a scene with objects and 

symbols I had brought with me, turning on the voice recorder (audio tape available).  

 

       ñThis large soldier figure (Figure 20) represents my experience of patriarchy or 

misogyny or men (said with anger). However, I do come to this place owning my own 

patriarchal voice, coming to this from the edge of something that I have only felt as negative 

(patriarchy) to some inner strength which seems to be evolving.ò I continued making the 
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scene with various objects representing my struggle with my submission in relationships with 

some men, and authority figures generally. 

 

 

Figure 20. Plaster soldier, July, 2015. Figure 21. A burden enters, July, 2015. 

Digital photos, P. Iorlano. 

 

       I also used the object of a man/woman hunched over to represent my experience of 

feeling burdened (on the left hand side in Figure 21). I found that I wanted to keep holding it 

gently (Figure 22). When I chose to place the yellow lady sitting and drinking a cup of tea, in 

the centre of the scene with the other feminine symbols (Figure 23) the representation became 

a conversation between aspects of my feminine side. This then led to another level of insight 

into my growing desire to speak from my strong feminine voice, which has often been 

supressed by me.  
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It was Jan's ISR which brought forth laughter, shifting that which seemed so burdensome to a 

lightness. She had momentarily disappeared and returned with a small doll's dress. She put it 

on the patriarchal symbol and said: ñMy first impetus was to put a dress on him so he 

becomes her and can become part of the conversation!ò 

 

 

Figure 22. Holding my burdens gently.   Figure 23. Feminine conversations.  

 

Figure 24. The feminisation of patriarchy.  Figure 25. Tea Party conversation. 

Digital photographs, J. Rumbold, 2007. 
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After this I sat quietly and listened to the conversation at the end of my presentation. I recall 

hearing: 

ñSomething about the strength that is really appealing; the burden is a bit much and she can 

actually hold it; for a long time you held that [the burden figure]; [a] part of you that has just 

soldiered on; [a] sort of strength within you that has carried the burden; and, it's resilience 

isn't it?ò 

 

       I was soothed by the method of feedback where the others were talking about me as a 

third person; it offered me a new perspective on my experience. In all my doing for others I 

had not reflected on the possibility that I could be resilient. Hearing the conversation of my 

female peers (which seemed to become an amplification of the conversation I had enacted 

through the symbols) helped me realise I had more choices than I had previously thought. 

Responsibility came naturally to me, but I was very tired. In particular it was Janôs response 

which provided the shift from the perception of patriarchy as a critical and demanding voice 

to the possibility of relating to a stronger voice within me in a different way. I felt I moved 

from victim to survivor in those moments. My colleagues had noticed my strength. The 

experience of this supervision session turned me towards a desire to review my relations with 

my family of origin and extended family.  

 

Family Relationships 

 

       Soon after this small group supervision session, at home, I followed through with an idea 

of reflecting on my family relationships within my family of origin. I picked up the wire torso 

and gathered together some of the memorabilia of my family of origin ï my Auntôs watch, a 

Grandmother's suspender belt clip, an earring belonging to my mother not worn since the 
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1960s, a small piano to represent my father, and various other small symbols that represented 

my experience of having my children.  

 

 

 

Figure 26. Small memorabilia of family, photo J. Hill. 

 

I spent some time threading these small symbols inside the wire torso and recorded in writing 

my inner experience as I worked: 

 

Family (1) 

 

I have collected some objects which I want to thread inside the torso. I proceed by 

trusting the process and this becomes the way forward. I allow the sense of not 

knowing to take me somewhere as I thread with a very thin thread made of spun wool. 

I work for a while in silence. I feel my connection to my family of origin ï I choose 

Gran's suspender belt clasp, my Auntie's watch (which stopped when she died of 

cancer, aged only fifty-three) and an earring from my mother's collection which 

probably has not been clasped since 1966! I step back and look again, each object 

holds my experience of my loving connections to them. 

 

Family (2) 

 

At the juncture between Mum's earing and Dad's piano I have felt the need to 
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strengthen and re-in-force the point of connection. This is such confirmation of what I 

think I knew about them. I sense that time past meets time present in a powerful way, 

as my fingers negotiate the threading for strengthening.  

 

Family (3) 

I became immersed in a variety of body felt sensations and emotional feelings. Wispy 

thoughts of the broken dreams of a little girl floated on the edges of awareness, and 

how this old theme sat with me now. As I now write I think perhaps the dreams were 

fractured too soon and that has led to a pattern of trying to find the dream which no 

longer matches present day circumstances. From the broken fairy doll, wings 

separated from her body, emerged a sense of freedom from the need to have past 

dreams mended. I understand now that I have been in a transition phase for a while. I 

sense that the last 3 objects, the lady bird, dolphin and three piglets suckling from the 

mother pig, belong to each other - and hold meanings of my lived experience of the 

illnesses of my children. Again I stop ï and I feel the need for rest and recuperation. 

 

 

Some days later I read through the process notes and reflected on the content   I brought the 

meanings which stood out into an essence statement: 

Reflecting on threading I notice that thin lines of connection seem fragile.  

 (Jenny Hill, 26th August 2007) 

 

Attachments Exposed 

 

       My inquiry advanced in an unexpected way through my presentation at the next 

colloquium for all MIECAT doctoral students early in September, 2007. I began by showing 

the golden path representation that I had made at the very start of my professional doctoral 

journey. I then presented the representation of family connections in the wire bust, and read 

out loud the process notes related to threading symbols of my family into the bust.  

 

       At some point in this presentation I started to feel uncomfortable about showing too 

much of myself. This was a larger group than the small supervision one in which trust had 
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grown over more than two years of meeting together. This unsettled feeling extended to 

feeling confronted by my choice to do a subjective inquiry at all. Did I really want others to 

read me and see me? 

 

       The ISR which stood out the most for me from my presentation to the group that day 

was, ñattachments are the feelings which wrap the emotional memories of the objects of our 

memorabilia.ò 

 

       This made me stop and ask myself about the quality of my attachment to others. How 

much should I favour emotion and feelings as the strongest base for quality and substantial 

relating? How much were my attachments based on neediness? The giver of this ISR may 

never had meant something like this, but I wondered why I didnôt ask these questions when I 

felt a little threatened. I asked myself, do I maintain family relationships because I need to 

feel secure, or need to be a rescuer? Is it only in rescuing that I feel secure? Whatever the 

intention of this ISR, it obviously triggered something in me which I felt I needed to look at.  

 

       It was then I confronted a thought I knew I had resisted: ñmaybe I am only doing this 

research to have attention paid to meò. I turned to the story of Narcissus. To my surprise, I 

found that while he was looking at himself he did not realise it was himself. I felt I needed to 

come to terms with the part of me who wanted to be noticed and the part of me who wanted 

to understand and recognise herself, in order to make better choices in caring for myself so as 

to care for others in less fear-driven ways. The first way seems to be needs-driven; the second 

seems value-driven. I was experiencing intersubjective responses as triggers of both positive 
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and negative perceptions of myself, regardless of the giverôs intent. My pattern of self-doubt 

seemed never far from me. 

  

       Later I reflected on what I really wanted to show of myself in this inquiry, and what I did 

not. I had a choice. I saw that having clamoured to find and use my voice I also needed to do 

myself no harm. What to keep private, whose privacy to protect, and the ethics of subjective 

inquiry all became clearer to me. 

 

Me as Baby 

 

       Following the colloquium, I returned to my small supervision group and decided to bring 

the story of my first months as a baby, based on family stories I had heard over time. This 

was a story primarily about what happened to my two-and-a-half-year-old brother when I was 

only a couple of weeks old. From time to time this story has haunted me, mostly because I 

have a body sense of the truth of it but no actual memories.  

 

When my mother was full term with me, she and dad and my brother (2 ½ years old) 

went to live with my maternal grandparents. It was here that I first lived after my 

birth. One day my brother was outside 'helping' Pa as he was working on the engine of 

his car. Unexpectedly a fire erupted and both my brother and Pa received serious 

burns to parts of their bodies. My brother had burns up his left arm and alongside his 

face. At the same time my Nanna, inside the house, found that the overhead netting on 

my bassinette had bunched up over my face. Two events occurring at the same time, 

one major one minor. What was difficult for my mother was that my Nanna criticised 

her for neglecting her children and said something along the lines of: - ñYou have one 

of your children being burned out in the backyard and another one almost suffocating 

indoors. What kind of a mother are you?ò Very soon after this my parents, brother and 
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I moved out into our own home in a new Housing Commission Estate on the other 

side of town. In those first few months my parents had the difficult task of changing 

the bandages on my brother's burns both morning and night. At some stage during my 

childhood my parents conveyed this story to me: - ñEvery evening at six o'clock little 

baby Jenny was fed, dry and put to bed in her bassinet to go to sleep. The lights were 

turned out and the door was shut tight, and she would cry. We had to change his 

bandages. After a while she stopped crying. She was such a good little baby girl 

because she learned not to cryò. 

(Journal entry, September 2007) 

 

 

       I wondered how it must have felt for that baby to cry and not be met with arms to pick 

her up, to soothe her, until she learned to soothe herself. I have cried alone for many years but 

only behind closed doors. I see now sense that ñbeing goodò for me meant not crying in front 

of others. I decided to make myself a baby and found the porcelain dollôs head and hands that 

I had made many years ago. The doll had no eyes, just holes waiting for glass eyes to be put 

there. It seemed important to leave the doll without eyes, and I glued a tear on the left cheek. 

When I looked again at the doll with no eyes and a tear on the cheek I thought, ñShe has cried 

her eyes outò. Then I made a body from a babyôs suit and stuffed it with wadding. I placed 

the head and hands into the suit and cradled her. It felt good. 

 

Figure 27. Baby put back together again, digital photo, Peter Iorlano, 2016. 
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Figure 28. She cried her eyes out, digital photo, Jan Allen, 2011. 

 

Jean later wrote the following intersubjective response, which picks up key words from both 

this story and others that I had told in recent supervision meetings: 

 

STORY OF ORIGINAL WOUNDINGS ~ 

 

(one of multiple perspectives) 

ñThe needy baby in meò 

ñhere she is again.ò 

ñtime to pick me upò  

ñhead and hands only, no body, no eyesò 

ñmake my bodyò 

ñYou were such a good little babyò 

ñyou learned not to cryò 

ñfelt the strainò 

ñauthoritarian motherò 

ñcreative fatherò 

ñrejected father because needed motherò  

ñthey lived like thatò 

(Jean Rumbold, October 2007) 

 

       The phrases that most resonated with me were ñpick me upò and ñlearned not to cryò. I 

recognise the many times in my life I wanted to be picked up. As I write this now, I feel that 
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wanting to be picked up is a colloquialism for wanting to be approached by a love interest. I 

see the tendency I have always had to be on alert for a mate whenever I have been single, and 

I also recognize the tendency to go to my room to cry in private. Jeanôs final line, ñthey lived 

like that,ò seemed significant too. I started to think about my family back then and pondered 

how we did live. I began to feel an urgency to start making the Altar to my childhood to 

understand more. 

 

Approximations to Meaning Derived from These Inquiries 

 

       These collaborative inquiries mirrored therapeutic processes as well as being a research 

investigation resulting in art as research becoming art as therapy. I found they resulted in an 

easing of my emotional pain. As well as this, and concurrently through the witnessing and 

responses of each companion, I became more aware of my innate resilience.  

 

       To search through the traces of meanings which had begun to arise for me, I read through 

all texts presented in this chapter several times. I selected key words, images and phrases 

which stood out as being significant both personally and in the art-making processes 

described. I clustered these key words and phrases separately into two sections under the 

headings of personal and art-led inquiry processes. I coded like statements under each section 

with different coloured highlight pens to denote words and phrases which held traces of 

similarity. I then clustered these under headings I thought brought their similarities together. 

A few of the key words and phrases seemed not to be part of a cluster, so I bracketed these to 

one side. The findings from this phase of the inquiry are presented here. 
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What I Think I Know About Myself Now  

 

       I came to see that I have more choices than I previously thought, and I experienced the 

shift from feeling like a victim to a survivor. I recognised that I felt broken, wounded, tired 

and sad, and I needed to feel safe and gathered together. I saw that in seeking perfection to 

protect myself from anxiousness I sometimes made myself an object, thereby entrapping 

myself. By accepting the myth of happily-ever-after my own dreams were broken, leaving me 

empty. I found I needed to explore the ethics of revealing my stories and the discomfort of 

showing too much of myself. I also became strongly aware of a sense of vulnerability in 

taking on this journey of inquiry into my own experience and struggled with the idea of it 

being narcissistic.  

 

       I get a sense of security and freedom when I acknowledge that yesterdayôs grief can be 

simply interrupted by the feel of the sun on my skin. This experience of freedom returns me 

to a sense of lightness. Choosing to bind my own wounds results in happiness by giving me a 

strong new voice that encourages me to be more conscious of my choices when following my 

quest to hold loved ones with love and grace. Confronting a thought that I had resisted led to 

a change in my perception and a greater ability to choose what I want for myself. In gently 

handing my own burdens I was seen by others as resilient.  

 

Metaphors Arising from Intersubjective Dialogues with Others and Materials 

 

I was able to put words and constructs into metaphorical and symbolic language. Language 

such as ñentered the wound in the black Madonna paintingò and the ñrock-encased painò 

developed my ability to bring experiential and representational knowing into propositions. I 
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brought objects and paraphernalia into configurations, assemblages and small installations 

and stayed open to a dialogue with and about them. An old crepe bandage became a bandage 

to metaphorically hold my own emotional wounding, crumpled newspaper became old news 

about difficult things that were still painful, and small objects became symbols of extended 

family relationships eliciting strong feelings of attachment. Pieces of an unfinished doll 

became myself as a baby, which in turn became an expression of my preverbal experience of 

crying myself to sleep. Rain became my sadness. 

 

Embodied Art-Making and Emotions 

 

Actions such as reflecting, spontaneity, immersion, looking again, smashing with a hammer, 

choosing where to place things, and picking up a wire torso to thread small symbols brought 

into my awareness how active in my body I was when representing experience with three-

dimensional materials. Along with my physical actions, I was aware of the concurrent 

feelings of sadness, happiness, freedom, security, and doubt.  

 

Following Hunches and Feelings 

 

While taking the next art-making steps, I felt closer to gaining access to pre-reflective 

experience and physical and emotional responses as I used the arts as representations of my 

experiences. These occurred when I engaged with the heavy rock sensation in my mid-body 

area, which resulted in the representation as crumpled balls of newspaper covered with clay; 

when holding the heavy burden symbol as I spoke about difficult times; and in intuitive 

moments when I saw what I needed to do with art materials and items, such as threading the 

memorabilia in the wire torso which was connected to my family relationships. By 



101 | P a g e 
 

recognising how much was taking place in my inner experience, I felt I was learning to trust 

the process of arts-led inquiry as I followed hunches and feelings throughout this phase. 

 

Knowing Within Collaborations with Others 

 

Engaging in dialogues with peers extended my propositional knowing, particularly through 

their intersubjective responses. Through their creative responses in multimodal forms I 

experienced strong physical sensations, emotions and new thoughts which added to my 

reflections and shifted my perspective.  

 

These themes gleaned from experiential and presentational knowing was a stage for creating 

propositional knowing that sets the pace for the following chapters dealing with my findings 

about content in process when making the Altars. As I moved my body about, following 

hunches and emotional responses while representing experiences, creating a presentation with 

the materials at hand which held meanings, I found that knowings seemed to overlay each 

other ï experiential, presentational, propositional and practical as I worked with the emergent 

nature of my inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Emergent Knowing: The Content In the Process of Constructing Altars (1) 

 

 

 

  

A trail of spirals 

Time to pass 

Time to gather 

To redraw 

Time to 

Tread backwards 

(Jan Allen) 

 

       The image and words above from Jan were received early in the journey of this inquiry. 

They neatly describe the processes I engaged in before and during the making of the altars. 

Engaging in present time art making with my memories of experiences of relationships and 

the difficult times described in the previous chapter afforded me a kind of rehearsal before 

setting off into the altar making.  

 

Below is a list of all altars and accompanying smaller assemblages created during the inquiry 

period.  
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ALTAR 1 ñThanksgiving to art materials.ò  

  

ALTAR 2 ñThe Sentinel.ò (Small assemblage) 

     

ALTAR 3 ñThe Childhood Altar.ò 

     

ALTAR 4 ñBroken dolls, broken dreams.ò (Small assemblage) 

      

ALTAR 5 ñAdolescent Altar.ò 

 

ALTAR 6 ñWedding cake.ò (Small assemblage) 

      

ALTAR 7 ñThe Bride Altar.ò 

      

ALTAR 8 ñMe as Mother Altar.ò 

 

ALTAR 9 ñTorn Asunder Altar.ò 

      

ALTAR 10 ñThe Shadow of Death.ò (Small assemblage) 

       

ALTAR 11 ñThe Underworld Altar.ò 

      

ALTAR 12 ñExhaustion Altar.ò 

      

ALTAR 13 ñThe Crying/Healing Altar.ò 

       

ALTAR 14 ñCelebration Altar.ò 

    

ALTAR 15 ñHeart Journeys.ò (Small assemblage) 

       

ALTAR 16 ñA Future.ò (Small assemblage) 

       

ALTAR 17 ñHow I see myself now.ò (Small assemblage)   

 

 
       This chapter deals with the processes of making and understanding I came to when 

making altars to represent my relational patterns. The altars (above) that represent my 

relational patterns as daughter, partner and mother are numbers: (3) the óchildhoodô altar; (5) 

the óadolescentô altar; (7) the óbrideô altar; (8) the óme as motherô altar.  

 

       I invite you, the reader, to make a choice about whether you want to view the montage of 

all of the finished altars now, found on the YouTube link below, or at the end of chapter 
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seven after reading the narrative story of making them all, found in this and chapters six and 

seven.  

 

The YouTube link is here and will also be found at the end of chapter eight:-  

https://youtu.be/ASbNVDlf9zQ    
 

 

Section One: The Childhood Altar 

 

       In this section I noted that the experiential process of making and constructing the Altars 

on my own brought into my awareness a greater sense of my body moving physically around 

the spaces and places I worked. This was different to being focused on only moving with eye 

hand co-ordination with the smaller objects.  

 

The Kitchen Table Becomes an Altar. 

 

       In preparation for beginning the assemblage of the childhood altar, I reviewed all of my 

photographs from small and large group supervisions, the intersubjective responses I had 

received and my reflections on these. Then I gathered some of the objects and materials I 

associated with my childhood to place on the back porch where I was living at the time. To 

inquire into the foundations of my relationship patterns, I wished to reflect on my experience 

of being in relationship with my parents, based on memories but in the knowledge that these 

memories were not ótruthô but now constructed from my past and perspectives in the here and 

now. I trusted that by doing this I might understand my patterns of relating with current loved 

ones who were or had been in crises and dire-straits of one kind and another. My question 

https://youtu.be/ASbNVDlf9zQ
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was: ñWhat enabled me, as a mother of young adults, to cope in times of high anxiety?ò I was 

looking for some clues based on the process of making this Altar coupled with recollections 

of my childhood, to understand not just my suffering but what had enabled me to become a 

survivor rather than a victim. Could I find something in what Iôd felt in my secure childhood 

that could partly explain my resilience. 

 

       I lifted and carried, from the store room under the house, the items I had gathered for the 

childhood altar, including the 1950s kitchen table (Figure 27). I took them up the stairs to the 

back porch. I placed the table onto newspaper and painted the timber legs and table trim with 

a fresh coat of white paint. I recalled the identical table with the green laminated table-top 

that we used to have when I was young. 

 

 

Figure 29. Utensils, kitchen table, collected objects; circa 1950s 

Photograph, J. Hill, 2010 

 

       I had taken considerable time finding the ñright colourò green (based on my childhood 

memories) for painting the pegboard I attached with clamps, to the table. I sprayed the 

clamps with gold paint because I saw it as a way to represent the continued journey of the 
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inquiry first represented as a golden path in the painting I painted at the start of the inquiry. I 

imagined this pegboard attached to the back of the table as a backing not too dissimilar to 

some church altars where there are often paintings or icons. I wanted this board to hold some 

kitchen utensils that my mother used to make our meals and Sunday cakes. On this first foray 

into making a large altar I reflected on some of the aspects of my relationship with my Mum. 

In previous chapters I write about bracketing out and here I deliberately bracketed in my 

prominent memories of her in the kitchen. I used golden ribbon to attach the implements onto 

the board to represent the spirit of goodness and love that I had felt from her as secure home 

maker. I set this board on an easel and using the ribbon I attached the first object, the egg 

beater, before the arrival of Edwina, my friend and creative arts therapy colleague, who was 

to help me by filming the beginning of making the childhood altar. Edwina is also familiar 

with arts-based companioning and has worked in media production. She had willingly agreed 

to help me and consented to being identified. Edwina has read this section of the thesis and 

approved of the content. 

 

The Personal Embedded in the Art-Making Process. 

 

       Having for some time imagined this altar with the collected objects placed on and under 

it Edwina and I agreed that once the camera was rolling we would just follow the process of 

being present to what ever happened. Her questions would be phenomenological, in that they 

would be about ówhat is happeningô and would be present moment focused.  

  

       I have selected nine sections of dialogue from the full transcript, which were the times 

during the 60 minute film when I felt something unexpected or significant happened (These 
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nine sections? Or the full transcript can be viewed in the Appendices Disc, at Appendix 1). 

The texts between excerpts are written after I reflected on the transcript from the film. 

       I began by attaching familiar and loved utensils which held my experience of a loving 

attachment to my mother in my childhood and the sense of security I had felt being with her 

there. I stayed with an openness to what would happen. I measured the gold ribbon, began to 

thread utensils onto the green pegboard with it and also counted the number of holes along 

the pegboard to arrange the utensils symmetrically. 

 

The excerpts begin from this point. 

 

       Excerpt 1 

 

Edwina: ñAnd what are you putting on your Altar now?ò 

Me: ñThis is the sieve, very much like the sieve Mum used in the kitchen. She was a great 

cake maker so I suppose these utensils really are mostly about my memory of Mum in the 

kitchen and a sense of thanksgiving, I suppose an honouring of all the cooking ï she used 

to make the most fabulous cakes. In fact Sunday afternoons was the day she would make, 

oh even, chocolate éclairs and all the usual Aussie cakes. So this is in honour of and 

memory of Mum doing those things which she canôt do any longer now she is in the nursing 

home.ò 

(Film transcript [1], July, 2010) 

 

This was before I came to know that we lived in the ñhousing commissionôô end of our 

suburb and that my parents were doing it ótoughô. As I talked, my mind shifted to mumôs 

current circumstances and I felt a sharp pang of sadness go through my chest at her current 

state of health. I felt the loss of the mum I used to know.  

 

Excerpt 2 
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Me: ñI used to get home from school and count the number of pieces of bread in the loaf 

before actually taking one; (nods) make sure there is enough for everybody. And (then) 

usually after school make a bit of toast, and put Vegemite on it. Now, I am trying to decide 

whether to count, to make it absolutely symmetrical, hmmm .....ò (in reference to where to 

attach each utensil in relation to each other). 

Edwina: ñSymmetry doesnôt seem to work in this case?ò 

Me: ñNo, I donôt think I want it to be that symmetrical, maybe I need another pieceò. 

(Trying things out!)ò (Film transcript [2], July, 2010) 

 

I remember as I write this, that I felt awkwardness and a loss of physical energy in my limbs 

when I spoke about coming home from school. I felt I was performing for the camera and that 

I should stay in dialogue with Edwina. This seemed to lead me to devalue symmetry in some 

way. I also now realise that I had just finished the story of counting pieces of bread, and I do 

wonder if my body memories of caring for others were activated and I lost my sense of 

excitement in the making of this altar.  

 

Excerpt 3 

 

Edwina: ñWhat are you thinking?ò 

Me: ñAbout right and wrong, Iôm thinking about right and wrong in the sense of 

aesthetically pleasing. And suddenly the whole idea of it being symmetrical is not 

working for me.ò 

Edwina: ñHow does that feel?ò  

Me: ñAhhh, it feels interesting, oh I donôt think óinterestingô is a feeling, arr, it feels 

challenging and a bit quirky. I think we have to go in another direction (practicing 

moving the wooden spoon from vertical to horizontal back to vertical, canôt make up my 

mind, gathering some more gold ribbon and scissors). Hmnnnn ï Iôm not sure, suddenly I 

am not sure.ò 

Edwina: ñTell me more about not feeling sure, what does it feel like inside you.ò 

Me: ñIôm a bit shivery and shaky, actually, uncertainty.ò  

Edwina: ñThat makes it sound much harder to make a decision from a place like that?ò 

Me: ñHmm, yes, very much soò. (Film transcript [3], July, 2010) 

 

Edwina picked up my uncertainty on how to proceed I felt challenged by continuing to count 

and place utensils symmetrically, (that felt like a parallel experience to counting bread). As I 
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write now I remember how hungry I used to be on arriving home from school and how I 

could have eaten two slices of bread if I had not considered others.  

 

 Excerpt 4 

 

Me: ñThis is where Dad comes in ...... 

Ed: ñWhat happens?ò 

Me: ñWell, umm, umm, alright, this is Mum ï everything is in order (Ed: ñYes!ò) Dad ï 

on the contrary, and Iôll have to just go around the corner and get Dad. The object which 

is to be Dad in this Installation, which, I had bracketed out to stay with Mum ï and I find 

I canôt just stay with Mum. 

(I go behind the house to bring back the Ladder which is to represent Dad!) 

Ed: ñHe is going to come into this Altar?ò 

Me: ñThis is Dad (carrying ladder). 

Ed: ñThis is Dad, Dad is big!ò 

Me: ñYes, this is Dad, my house painting, musician Dad (erecting the ladder). This will 

eventually be beside the table, but I had bracketed him out (today) but he obviously 

doesnôt want to be (bracketed out).ò (Film transcript [4], July, 2010) 

 

I was suddenly energized by an insightful moment that I needed my dad. This was completely 

surprising in the moment. I was pleased to find myself choosing to bracket him into the 

scene. I had a sense of not wanting to leave him anymore. As I write I begin to understand 

more about my need for my father during adolescence and beyond and how I never let him 

know this as if I lost my voice.  

 

Excerpt 5 

 

Ed: ñSo, Dadôs here and ... you look re-assured by that?ò 

Me: ñI doò (touching the ladder steps higher up) and I feel weepy as well....Iôm just 

actually feeling, itôs amazing I canôt believe how Iôm feeling about Dad at the moment.ò 

Ed: ñHow are you feeling about Dad?ò 

Me: ñWell, I just want to hang onto Dad (grasps the ladder) and ... these are actually 

feelings Iôve never let myself have (since my childhood!) ï Iôm really so struck by the 

strength of the body felt sensation of wanting to hang on ï and just looking back now 

over there at Mum, and somehow ... my head is just actually spinning, spinning with 
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thoughts about a myriad of thoughts and feelings about my relationship with Dad éé 

and, how I sided with Mum (walks across to stand beside peg board panel) and I actually, 

saw Dad as deeply wounded. And yet I couldnôt actually show him that (i.e. I saw his 

wounding) couldnôt actually reach out and show him ï something about the need of the 

girl to be aligned with the mother. (Walk back to hug and smile at ladder now). You 

know, Dad was a mess; heôd come home with paint all over him ....and then on the 

weekends heôd be in his suit and bow tie playing music. 

Ed: ñHow is it now, being with him now?ô 

Me: ñVery comforting. And great (smiling)! éThrough this dilemma of how much can I 

stay with the Mum-ness without needing the Dad-ness, I donôt want to do it that way 

(pointing to Mum).... (Film transcript [5], July, 2010) 

 

On reflection, the feelings that followed seemed to arrive concurrently with my bodily felt 

sense as I leant into, and grabbed onto, the ladder. Another perspective on how difficult my 

parentsô relationship was for them both came into my awareness. I loved the sense I had in 

those moments of reclaiming the two sides of my father, the messy dad and the dressed up 

musical dad. Not only this, but I saw the split between the two of them from a different 

viewpoint. I had felt the divide between them from my early adolescence on, and have 

previously come to believe that the insecurity from feeling that divide between them was the 

antecedent to my experience of agoraphobia.  

 

Excerpt 6        

 

Me: ... thereôs a lot more, a lot more emotion attached é I guess it does really represent 

(walking the divide between the ladder and the pegboard) the split that way (standing 

mid-way between, arms and legs stretched out) and does represent the split between 

(hands on head and heart and then in the middle) a preference to work from the feeling, 

emotion and body felt sense, but I do, I do also value my thinking. This is a core theme, 

here (touching pegboard hands gesturing vertically against the kitchen utensils currently 

tied to the pegboard ï then walking towards the ladder) with well just kind of hang-out 

and free flow, and paint, laugh and have music, basically!! Be a bit of a mess!ò(Film 

transcript [6], July, 2010) 

 

This became a moment of recognizing parts of myself that I have experienced as being in 

opposition to each other ï trying to think logically and get things straightened, but also just 
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wanting to be in the flow of feeling and sensing. By walking between the upright utensils and 

the messy paint splashed ladder, I see that I do operate out of each of these dimensions.  

 

Excerpt 7 

 

Ed: ñAnd where exactly is your gaze, what are you looking at?ò 

Me: ñThe divide.ò 

Ed: ñDo we see the divide on the floor, or do we see it in the space between the two?ò 

Me: ñUmm itôs the space between the two.ò (Trying to decide where to place Dad.) 

Ed: ñWhere does he want to be?ò Me: (I move him closer to Mum) 

Ed: ñAnd where do you want him to be?ò 

Me: ñé.. Well, I think that the way that I have been looking at it today, I think the divide 

was large, where I want it to be is closer, but just, just as a beginning placeé (I loosely 

tie one end of a found rope onto the potato masher) not tightly tied! (And then the other 

end of the rope to the ladder). This side is more tightly tied because Dad really loved 

Mum and I knew that he loved her ï but I didnôt know if she loved him. Blimey. I didnôt 

know that till I just said that. So, standing at a distance é itôs cold (not just the day).  

(Film transcript [7], July, 2010) 

 

This was an amazing and surprising moment, a moment of coming to understand something 

for the first time in a very conscious way. I had lived with years of worry about a potential 

loss of my security if my parents separated but had never articulated to myself that I did not 

know if my mother loved my father, but I knew that he loved her.  

 

Excerpt 8 

 

Ed: ñWhat do you see?ò 

Me: ñI canôt see because I am feeling sad!ò 

Ed: ñYouôre feeling sad as you look at the divide between your Dad and your Mum?ò 

Me: ñMmm, and angry, Iôm getting angry now.ò 

Ed: ñWhereôs the anger coming from? Whatôs causing the anger?ò 

Me: ñLike, whooo, if youôre not going to love him just tell us so we can get on with 

something else!!ò (I move the rope from the potato masher and tie it around my own 

waist). (Film transcript [8], July, 2010) 
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This moment is representative of something already known. I have spent many years being 

sad. I now see this was a cover for anger. I was always wary about showing anger towards 

my mother, from adolescence right through to her dying day, for fear of her not loving me 

and leaving me. The significance of this is not lost on me since her death last year.  

 

Excerpt 9 

 

Ed: ñSo you are tying the divide between you and your Dad?ò 

Ed: ñWhat do you want to say to him?ò 

Me: ñHeaps (said with feeling, laughter). He died in 1993 ï (I kiss the ladder and then 

looking at pegboard, taking time). Oh, now I feel disloyal to her, itôs supposed to be all 

about her!  

Ed: ñWhat do you want to say to her?ò 

Me: ñHere we go across the divide. (And then when I get to the pegboard I soften and 

gently touch the board saying) Poor thing, (and aside) this is very confusing. (Then) You 

thought he was going to be everything, ñSomeday my Prince will come!ò (Some time 

passes and then I say) Now, where were we Mum?ò 

Ed: ñSymmetry.ò  

Me: Yes! (Film transcript [9], July, 2010) 

       In continuing to display my affection for my father by kissing the ladder a new question 

arose. If I showed my love for my father was I being disloyal to my mother? And yet when I 

go back into her zone I soften and become gentle towards her. This re-enactment with 

Edwina held no fear in it and I felt through it, my strong loving feelings for both of my 

parents.  

 

       Near the end of the filming I decided to attach a wooden spoon to the green peg board 

horizontally to take a different view of my ordered mother. As I was doing so the spoon fell 

down further than I intended and I gasped saying: ñMum has dropped the baton.ò 
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Figure 30. ñShe dropped the batonò,  

Digital photograph, J. Hill, 2010. 

 

 

       This art making óaccidentô seemed to open a door to an awareness that the loving 

experiences I had had with my mother as a child changed dramatically in my adolescence. It 

was as if she had dropped the baton in the race to be a óperfectô at-home mother when she 

returned to work around this time. It became a time when she became more unavailable to 

me, and my siblings.  

 

Analysis and Findings. 

 

To immerse in the data I watched the film again, and read through the transcript several times 

to get a sense of the whole. I selected key words, images and phrases from the transcript and 

from my reflections on these. As well as I chose key words from my process notes and 

journal entries that described my embodied responses and aspects of the art making processes 

which stood out as significant to my inquiry. In the first instance I decided to cluster key 

words and phrases from the transcript excerpts and reflections that seemed to have similar 

meanings, to begin a manageable reduction of the texts.  
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Cluster One: experiencing in the body. 

bodily felt sense 

I do it by how it feels 

satisfying to thread 

I have enacted that 

shivery and shaky 

strength of the body felt  

sense of wanting to hang on 

walk the divide 

 

Cluster Two: relational. 

I am rather attached 

I sided with Mum 

this is where Dad comes in 

I find I canôt stay with Mum 

a difficult relationship 

saw Dad deeply wounded 

I donôt know if she loved him 

they were two very different people 

 

Cluster Three: feelings and emotions. 

satisfying 

pleasing 

bored 

feelings I never had since childhood 

needy 

preference to work from feeling 

I canôt see because I am feeling sad 

Iôm getting angry now 

comforting 

confusing 

 



115 | P a g e 
 

Cluster four: getting it right . 

 

getting the right green 

not going the way I want it to 

right and wrong 

itôs not giving me a sense of confidence or competence 

original idea was symmetry 

how you will make a decision 

 

Cluster five: not trying . 

 

donôt want to do it all Mumôs way 

donôt want to do it all Dadôs way 

we can get on with something else 

not perfect 

 

These five clusters seemed quite disconnected and I wanted to see if I could identify 

how they might fit with both my understandings of the art making processes and of my 

personal content in the making process. I decided to compile a list of how my understanding 

of my relationship with each parent connected to art-making processes by reviewing the 

transcript excerpts again. In the Table below each statement of understanding sits next to the 

arts-led inquiry process that was taking place at the same time. 

 

Table One: Content and Process. 

Statement of understanding - Content Art-led Inquiry Processes 

 

ñI honour my mother as homemaker.ò  

 

Threading utensils on the peg board. 
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ñIs there enough bread for everyone?ò 

 

ñMemories of counting the pieces of bread 

in the loaf.ò 

 

ñTrying to decide the right way to place the 

utensils.ò 

 

ñThinking of the competing needs of self 

and other.ò 

 

ñWanting Dad here too, needing his energy, 

reassurance.ò 

 

ñI sided with mother then.ò 

 

 

ñI want to walk back to Dad for comfort.ò 

 

I ask: ñHow much can I stay with ómum-

nessô and/or ódad-nessô? 

 

ñRecognising the split between my parents 

holds a lot of emotion.ò  

ñRecognition of parts of self in opposition 

to each other.ò 

Counting the holes in the board to make 

enough room for all of the utensils. 

Losing energy as the quest for symmetry 

continues. 

 

I change a utensil to go horizontal not 

vertical. 

 

Feeling shivery and shaky, makes it hard to 

decide where to put the utensil. 

 

Hanging onto the ladder, as Dad. 

 

 

Looking back at Mum I walk across to stand 

beside the peg board, which seems to now 

be her. 

Smiling I hug the ladder. 

 

I walk the divide between the ladder and the 

peg-board in an intentional way. 

 

Move from peg-board to ladder again; hand 

gestures from heart to head. 

Gesturing to peg-board where symmetry is 

prominent, gesturing to ladder for ófree-

flowô. 
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ñWanting less distance between the divide.ò 

 

ñI knew my father loved my mother, but I 

didnôt know if my mother loved my father.ò 

 

ñFeelings of anger and sadness block my 

view.ò 

 

ñRecognising the prohibition to feel anger.ò 

 

 

ñFeeling disloyal to my mother if I show 

affection to my father.ò 

 

ñI acknowledge her disappointment.ò 

 

 

ñI wanted another perspective and asked if 

my mother had dropped the baton.ò 

Gazing at the divide, tie rope to utensil then 

to the ladder.  

Tying the rope tightly to Dadôs ladder. 

 

 

Trying to look again at the divide. 

 

 

Deciding to tie the rope around my own 

waist to connect myself to my father. 

 

I walk back towards her. 

 

 

I dialogue directly to the peg board and say 

ñSomeday my prince will comeò. 

 

The wooden spoon falls down a little from 

the horizontal position. 

 

        

I reflected once again on all of the key words and phrases from the transcript, the five titles 

for the clusters, and my felt sense of being in the process of beginning to make this childhood 

altar. I made a poetic summary for this part of the inquiry involving the representation of my 

experience as a daughter.  
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I am threading attachments 

to my mother 

but symmetry cannot 

hold my attention. 

In claiming Dad 

I have someone to hold onto, 

though he has his wounds 

there is free flow and affection. 

Uncertainty shakes my body, 

 seeing the divide between 

two very different people, 

my loyalties challenged. 

Ambivalence between them  

becomes ambivalence within me, 

yet I walk the divide  

surprised by the nice feelings  

not felt since childhood. 

 

       Through my engagement with the art making and dialogue with Edwina at the same time, 

I understood more clearly the differences between them. I had learned later in life that my 

parents had decided to stay together for the sake of the children. I now understand something 

about what my mother sacrificed by staying, from my own experience of moving on from 

relationships which were not life giving. I was unprepared though, for the depth of affection 

which I encountered through handling the ladder which I called Dad and was surprised with 

how much I missed him being in my life. 
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Intersubjective response from Edwina. 

 

       Edwina sent through this intersubjective response of an image she found on the internet 

(below). It came from a magazine guide from the 1950s. I have no memory of close physical 

interactions between my parents but this does not mean they did not happen. My strongest 

early memory is of my father coming through the kitchen door from Work is his huge smile 

in my direction.  

 

 

Figure 31. Edwinaôs ISR 

 

Enacting my relationship with my father: content and process. 

 

       In this next phase I asked myself: ñWhat do I think I know, now, about my relationship 

with my Dad?ò, and ñHow do I know this?ò through making representations of my 

experience of him. On the back porch with Edwina I had felt a moving away from my 

previously held primary loyalty to Mum. This loyalty had for years resulted in my view of 

Dad as incompetent and unavailable to me emotionally. I felt a shift from somehow 
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perceiving my Dad through my motherôs eyes in the enactment at the kitchen table and 

sensed a re-connection with my own childhood perceptions of him as a warm and friendly 

man, with a smile. This was a huge and happy revelation to me, enabling me to appreciate the 

wispy recollections of him that I had as a child.  

 

       Collecting the ladder representing my father on the day of Edwinaôs filming, became an 

access point to my further explorations of my experience of him. Alongside my memories of 

this positive father I also remember that he sometimes frightened me. Occasionally he would 

play a scary game of being a óboogie manô at bed-time. This was not necessarily in an 

abusive way, since my brothers thought he was funny. I tried to see that, but it was not my 

experience. I think maybe my sense of Dad was confused because I struggled to incorporate 

what I experienced as his scary behavior with his loving ones. The word óambivalenceô has 

often been forefront in my mind when I have wanted to be close to others and yet also sensed 

a need to withdraw from them if I did not understand their motives. My thoughts turned to his 

ladder and how I might reconstruct it in line with my sense of ambivalence in my relationship 

with him. 

 

       Another art therapy colleague viewed the ladder before I started work on it. In response 

to me saying I wished to pour white paint over it all, to make it shiny and new, she was 

concerned that I should not cover the whole ladder with paint, because it would cover some 

of Dadôs original paint markings from the drips and splashes he had made. She suggested I 

use some masking tape to cover selected areas of some of his óaccidentalô paint splashes 

thereby preserving the splashes of paint he had previously made. I immediately saw the value 

in this. On the day I began altering my Dadôs ladder I inspected each of the old markings and 
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chose those I would like to óprotectô with tape. During this activity, I became tearful as I 

realized I was feeling reverent and tender towards these markings that were the things left 

over from my fatherôs existence in my life. I tore strips of tape to place over his splashes of 

paint on the ladder.  

 

       As I worked I stopped now and then to record what had happened, to stay as closely to 

the present moment experience as possible. I chose segments from my process notes and bold 

typed the personal content and arts-based processes that made into my summary statements.  

 

Having remembered that I had immediately seen the value in leaving some of the original paint 

splashes from dadôs paint brushes on the ladder (in conversation with a friend) I tore the masking 

tape into strips by hand and inspected which parts I wanted to cover to protect from paint I was soon 

to apply. As I covered these markings I had various memories of Dad and how he hated being a house 

painter, how much he wished he could have pursued his music making and become a successful 

musician. With these and various other memories the process of covering many small spots where his 

ófingerprintsô were, became a ritual for me to óprotectô him in some way, to attend to some things 

painful for him. This sense of wanting to protect him surprised me. I felt quite moved as I 

remembered him, who he was, his creativity and workmanship. Then I started to pour some white 

paint over the ladder, from the top. This did not turn out as I had expected. I had wanted the paint to 

ócascadeô down the ladder from top to bottom, over each step of the ladder, in an aesthetically 

pleasing manner! It did not pour easily as it was too thick. Not to be thwarted, I found a plastic scoop 

spoon and selected areas to dribble the paint over. What I had imagined would be a ófree flowô 

activity became a slower and a more methodical activity. I was surprised to have this embodied 

relationship with the ladder representing a father who was loud and funny and sometimes 

messy. I stood back and noticed how, with less white paint covering the ladder, this allowed the 

original brown and mixed neutral colours to become more defined.  
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Figure 32. White paint on ladder, digital photograph, Jenny Hill, Oct, 2010. 

 

For a second time, similar to bringing dad into the kitchen table scene, I felt a whole 

embodied sense of a shift in my definition of my perceptions of my relationship with 

my actual dad. This time the focus was on his hard life and his attempts at reaching his 

potential as a musician that were frustrated. At this point I had a recognition of my own 

frustrations about óinterruptedô flow in my life. I saw that whenever I am interrupted in 

finishing something, I start to feel despair but when I face that I am able to accept realities, 

giving me more definition of my sense of who I am. With this realization I had to stop and 

sit and stare at the ladder and all the garden around us. I felt awe and wonder. I felt peace. 

 

I then approached the primary colour paint pots with a sense of moving onto the next 

stage. Remembered the difficulty of tipping the white paint on the top of the ladder I 

picked up a small brush and dipped a small brush into the blue paint to brush it gently on 

the top of the ladder. I quickly saw how holding the brush filled with the paint above the 

surface resulted in a dribble effect. Flicking the brush gave a splattering effect which felt 

satisfying. These actions brought a recognition that when I feel óflowô in my life, when I 

think and feel in harmony, then there is flow and a great sense of satisfaction. 
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Figure 33. Colour added, digital photograph, Jenny Hill, Oct, 2010. 

 

The white paint was applied in a thoughtful fashion and the red paint gave me energy. 

With random and spontaneous dabs and flicks of movement from my body, hand and 

brush I made red markings all over the ladder. Looking again gave me a sense that what 

resulted was aesthetically pleasing to me. This was followed by a bodily felt sense of 

release. Something to do with relief, joy and acknowledgment of my interest in my dad. A 

coming home to myself through interaction with my re-experiencing of happy times 

with him . I immersed into my thoughts of Dad and his creativity and his sense of failure 

and lack of accomplishment of his dreams! Then I cried. Tears for the loss of him, 

gratitude for him. A return of empathic feelings for him arose and took me over. In 

remembering his diagnosis and subsequent death from cancer I moved towards the yellow 

paint pot and é I began to apply this very slowly. This put me into a reflective state, in 

contrast to the energetic red paint state. I began to hold the paint brush above the surface 

and was taken over by a sense of reverence. I thought of the golden path in my first 

visual representation at the start of the inquiry journey, the golden ribbon holding 

my motherôs utensils and my desire to make a spiral path to join the altars when they 

are finished. Yellow to represent associations to the spirit of loving attachments with 

others. As I applied the yellow paint and it dribbled slowly onto each selected surface, 
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frame, steps, sides ï inner and outer ï a feeling of awe came over me. I felt myself being 

in a somewhat reverent state as if celebrating my memories of my fatherôs life in 

those moments. I felt at peace.  

(Process notes, July, 2010) 

    

 

Figure 34. Close up of finished ladder, photo, J. Hill . 

 

       During the selection of significant phrases that stood out for me in the process notes on 

working with óDadôs Ladderô it became more obvious to me that the text was yielding both 

content and process that overlapped in a dynamic way. The approximations to meaning were 

found within the process driven by the art making.  

 

Table 2. Content and Process. 

Statements of Understanding - Content Art-led Inquiry Processes 

ñI felt I wanted to protect him.ò 

 

ñBrought an intense feeling of emotional 

I immediately saw the value in leaving some 

parts covered. 

The action of placing and leaving strips of 

masking tape to protect my fatherôs original 
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pain in me, for him.ò  

 

ñCreated a new way to see him, to know 

him.ò 

 

ñI felt an embodied shift in my perceptions 

of my relationship with my Dad.ò 

 

 

 

 

ñI recognized that his struggles had 

interrupted his flow in my life, and then 

recognized the same pattern for my own 

life.ò 

ñI then recognized that I feel flow in life, 

when my thinking and feeling are in 

harmony.ò 

  

 

ñI found I had empathy for my father for the 

paint splashes. 

Reflecting on how I felt for his unfulfilled 

ambitions as a musician, seen from this end 

of my life. 

When I found that what I had imagined did 

not happen, I found a different way to paint 

that resulted in the uncovered marks of my 

fatherôs original paint splashes becoming 

more obvious to me.  

 

When I realized this, I felt a shift within me, 

through my whole body. 

 

 

In present time of being in action and 

feeling satisfied with immediate results my 

thinking and feeling come into harmony as 

painting connects me to feelings of 

excitement and inspiration. 

As I painted the ladder I felt a keen 

involvement with my dad in a visual, 

feeling and embodied way. 
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loss of his dreams.ò  

  

 

       My experience in this retelling of my re-experiencing of my father revealed the content 

of both my happy times with him and my regret in present time experience that I could not 

protect him from his pain over lost dreams. It was being in the process of making the ladder 

that I found these understandings.  

 

       When I tore the masking tape to cover some of Dadôs ladder where his original paint 

splashes were, the pieces of tape looked like band aids. In placing them in the various places 

down the ladder it felt as if my hands were applying protection for him. In the process of 

doing this my memories re-presented on this ladder seemed to be like his fingerprints. I felt I 

was ótouchingô his fingertips with my own as I immersed in these actions-with-memories. 

The tearing of tape and the action of metaphorically protecting my father offered me a way to 

reconnect with my sense of him in an embodied way. Using the plastic scoop to dribble the 

paint felt tedious, but I persisted. When I chose the smallest brush to flick paint this action 

brought unexpected emotional satisfaction and I was able to stay painting this way for quite a 

while. The action of flicking felt like spitting or swatting flies as if I was getting rid of small 

irritations that had built up over time and needed to be expunged. The repetitive, but random 

use of red and blue paint seemed to bring me closer to my happy feelings of my interaction 

with my father. In contrast to the energy in flicking the red paint, I experienced a slowing 

down when dribbling the yellow paint which reminded me of the golden path from the start 

of the inquiry and brought me into a sense of reverence in the experience of representing my 

father. The congruence of actions, paint, memories, feelings, felt senses, thoughts and 

openness to furthering questions seemed to bring me a sense of peace and resolution. It was 
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as if time slowed down as I experienced a heightened awareness of the ómeô who was 

perceiving, feeling, acting and coming to know more about my significant relationships.  

 

~ // ~ 

 

       My doctoral inquiry was interrupted by an unexpected house move just after I had begun 

the childhood and underworld Altars. I found somewhere else to live which was smaller and 

was offered the use of a studio space to continue making my Altars by friends who lived near 

the top of Mt. Dandenong east of the city of Melbourne. The studio, surrounded by trees, 

gave me a private and secure base. It became the place where I could construct the entire 

ensemble of collected objects and half made altars simultaneously. Having a good stretch of 

time (more than twelve months) with everything in the one place made it easy to proceed 

with the construction of the altars and to include studio time in my weekly planning. I now 

pick up the inquiry by continuing the story of making of the childhood altar. 

 

~ // ~ 

 

Emerging Meanings of Me as Daughter. 

 

       In this phase I continue with using dialogues with materials and collaborators with my 

own reflections, to bring together what I was coming to know about my relationships with my 

mother, and my father.  
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       Relationship with mother. Once I positioned the childhood altar in the ñnewò studio 

space I collected all of my objects and materials together again. I continued my immersion 

into the experience of drawing from my memories of my mother. Working alone helped me 

stay in a meditative state. I placed a large calico doll that I had decided to use as the 

representation of my mother, in a slumped posture across the table. Underneath the table I put 

a basket of coloured wool and the baby doll I had made during the collaboration with peers in 

the first stage of the inquiry.  

 

 
 

Figure 35. Slumped on kitchen table, 

Jenny Hill, Nov, 2010 

        

       Using the golden ribbon I finished attaching the kitchen utensils onto the green peg board 

including the wooden spoon that I had positioned horizontally when I was with Edwina on 

the back porch. When positioning the wooden spoon this time it fell down and I jumped at the 

sound of it landing on the table top. My mouth fell open as I inhaled a small gasp of air and 

my body trembled. With this óeventô I immediately recalled my motherôs passive threats to 

leave my father, when I was a young adolescent. I stood transfixed as an old sense of 

insecurity visited me. With this memory came the memory of how each parent had 

independently of each other told me that I could ógoô with the other parent. This was before 
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any information or decisions were given to us children about them separating. The fallen 

spoon in the down position seemed representative of the felt sense I had back then, of having 

fallen into the middle of their discontent. 

 

       Not long after this my friend and colleague from Miecat, Kerry, accepted my invitation 

to visit the studio on the mountain and agreed to our conversation being recorded. Knowing I 

trusted Kerry, I began with the stories of how a sense of insecurity seemed to be arising in the 

content of the inquiry by recounting the story of me as a baby who learnt not to cry. I 

indicated that a rope I had attached from the kitchen table to Dadôs ladder represented the 

tenuous link between my parents. I told her the story of a feverish dream I had one night as a 

sick child lying in my parentsô bed. I remember the half-awake, half-asleep dreaming of 

tangled wool in my motherôs wardrobe. As I was speaking to her I noticed that the calico rag 

doll I was using as my mother had no face. I felt disturbed by the images of tangled wool and 

a mother with no face. After this session I transcribed our dialogue from the audio recording. 

I have chosen the excerpt below as the most significant. 

 

J: ñMum has no face, it doesn't feel right. I want also to tangle all that wool to represent a 

dreamlike state I was once in when aged about 5 years old. I had an ear infection and a fever 

with it. I was lying in my parent's bed at dusk and I thought I saw a whole lot of tangled wool 

in my mother's wardrobe.ò 

K: ñMum has no face, or no face that feels right to you and you have all this tangled 

ambivalence. There is something of that tangling that originated in a cupboard and the 

question is how ...ò 

J: (I cut Kerry off because I am focused on what I want to do with the wool and perhaps 

because the word óambivalenceô has challenged me in some way). ñI just want to be in the 

tangled wool, I want to construct it ... in the part at the back (of the kitchen table). I'm looking 
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... and making it so tangled ... I'm looking forward to that actually because (I am sensing how 

I can trust my bodily responses can lead me to my understandings) [after working on Dadôs 

ladder].  

J: ñSo, it's a combination of my body moving with the wool. I just have this sensation 

already, it's like I cannot wait to make the tangled wool construction at the back. And to 'be in 

it' and to be weaving it and feeling it. (I see again the emotional 'tangle' between myself and 

Mum and Dad). Certainly, with the making of Dad's ladder the emotion that came up é 

really made clear to me what I feel about him, coz at the start my adolescence I sided with 

Mum, and all the time I knew he was suffering. I really would have preferred to side with him 

back then except there was a threat that Mum would leave us all, which was a terrible fear to 

me then.ò 

K: ñPhysically, like really gone?ò 

J: ñHmmm (sounds tired) ï that's where I first learned about responsibility.ò 

K: ñWell, as a baby you learnt not to cry, and then, responsibility to stay with Mum or 

lose Mum?ò 

J: ñYep.ò (Transcript, 17 December, 2010) 

 

       Reflection on Dialogue. When Kerry said all this tangled ambivalence I once again felt 

a physical jolt in my body felt sense. Like someone had pushed my chest in. With her words 

ñAs a baby you learnt not to cry and then took responsibility to stay with mum or lose 

mumò, I felt she picked up an important link between my infant self who learned not to cry 

and the pattern I think I adopted of being a good girl for my mother to keep her close so she 

would not leave us in my adolescence. While I appreciated this insight I also felt it as a 

shocking truth, one that was true but which I had never articulated. I started to wonder how 

his pattern may have translated to other relationships in my life. It became clear to me that 

making the childhood altar was becoming the site for facing the fear that my mother would 

leave home.  
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       Following this session I worked with some old skeins of wool to express the feverish 

dream of the tangled wool in my mother's wardrobe. It was difficult to tangle and as I pulled 

long strands from each skein I got tangled in. Despite the irony of this I also saw that in 

aligning with her I had participated in her anger at Dad because I wanted to stay close to her, 

to feel secure.  

 

 

 

Figure 36. Tangled wool ambivalence,  

Jenny Hill, Nov, 2010 

 

 

I summarised my reflections of the collaboration with Kerry in a poetic statement:- 

 

It is not right to have no face 

to face the tangle of ambivalence 

between my feelings for 

both Dad and Mum. 

It is a terrible fear, 

to need security 
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and to not learn  

how to speak of it. 

Closeness prevents loss,  

but wounds me as well if 

it is only to ward off abandonment. 

Whose is the feverish dance  

of óstay or to goô 

Hers or mine? 

 

       An amplification of the tenuous link. After Kerryôs visit, I saw that the rope I had 

rigged up between the kitchen table (Mumôs domain) and the ladder (Dad) had a kink in it at 

Dad's end where the gold ribbon I had tried to thread onto it ran out. I could not entwine the 

ribbon with the rope properly. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 37. I could not keep them connected, Jenny Hill, Nov, 2010. 

 

        At this point I felt an overwhelming sense of the insecurity and sensed the similarity to 

that which I had experienced in not knowing whose side to take. Memories of my mother 

with her frayed discontent with my father and my father with his loss of loving feelings for 
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her seemed represented in the gold ribbon not reaching his ladder. He once shared with me 

that he ñused to loveò our mother, though I was only fourteen at the time. I also recognized 

that the tenuous link could also represent the place within me from which my deepest 

anxieties first emerged as a teenager: the constant 'threat' that they would separate. That was 

the time when my panic attacks began whenever I went to cross a road. No-one knew about 

these attacks at that time. By the time I turned seventeen years old I was silently suffering 

with what I now know is agoraphobia. The terror abated soon after the birth of my children, 

when I became a more confident and secure person as I developed my secure care for them.  

 

       Looking again at my Mum. A few weeks after Kerry's visit, I noticed once again the 

calico rag doll as my mother, the mother with no face, still slumped on the kitchen table. It 

just so happened that the CD I had put on as background music to companion me this day in 

the studio had reached the ñAve Mariaò track. I stood again to look intentionally at the calico 

doll with no face, and as my gaze drifted around the studio space, I saw another mannequin 

head in my collection with hair shape which was not too dissimilar to how Mum's hair would 

have been when I was a child. I began to imagine how easy it would be to paint Mum's hair 

and a face. I imagined her eye lids painted with the green eye shadow I used to watch her 

apply when I was a child.  

  

       An ñAve Mariaò refrain in the background suddenly triggered an outburst of unexpected 

sobbing. I became aware that I was cradling my 'mother's' head in my arms like a baby, and 

in holding her against my belly, I sensed I was holding myself. This was the same place 

where the original 'rock' was experienced in my centre, in a significant earlier supervision 

session. In the crying I felt release and comfort, sorrow and disappointment, all mixed 

together. I felt the release from chest to face to eyes to tears. The comfort came from my arms 
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and hands in the holding. The sorrow was in the thoughts accompanying the sensation of 

tears that led me to feelings of the loss of a comforting mother in the past. The music finally 

seemed to soothe the overwhelming experience of the complex grief in which I found myself 

immersed. I felt a whole body experience of love for myself which seemed to transform my 

grief into moments of compassion for her as well. The music aided this transition to a felt 

sense of well-being and peace.  

 

       I began to paint 'Mum's head' soon after I stopped crying and was transported back to the 

times I used to sit in the bathroom to watch her put her make-up on. As I painted the soft pink 

colour over her face and head I felt that the brush strokes were covering the places in her 

brain where she had suffered several strokes. Most particularly the one resulting in Aphasia 

just before I started this doctoral journey. The activity of painting became a meditation on the 

value of my mother. With tenderness I painted her head in a purposeful way, with an intention 

to symbolically soothe her, and therefore soothe my memories of the feelings of the fear of 

losing her all those years ago. The Mum who gazed into the looking glass back then did the 

best she could with what she knew when I was born and growing up. And yet, through her 

tumultuous years of disappointment and regret, when I was an adolescent, she scared me.  
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Figure 38. My Mother's face, 

Mannequin head, acrylic paint, false eyelashes, 

Jenny Hill, 2011. 

 

Bringing together my experience of representing my mother. 

 

       What became the final working on my motherôs body in this inquiry included the use of 

the wire bust from an earlier small presentation to my peers on a colloquium day. The 

symbols representing family attachments were removed and I set the wire bust on a podium 

and used chicken wire as an under skirt on which to place a 1950s dress I had found in a retro 

op shop years earlier. I smiled to see my mother forming in this altar installation even though 

her head was removed from her body and placed on a number of cake tins on the childhood 

altar table. I noticed the separation of head and body but did not then dwell on its 

significance. I placed a cut out piece from an actual x-ray of my motherôs spine, and slid it 

down inside the back of the wire torso. Her head upright on kitchen tins gave me a sense of 

secure kitchen baking. I had adored her then. I was focused on her beauty and the stability 
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she provided me, and once again I wept, this time for the value of security for a child. The 

photo representing my mother at the kitchen altar shows the baby in the basket (made in an 

earlier supervision session) who cannot see her motherôs face. The mother is gazing straight 

ahead and the veil across the babyôs basket prevents direct connection. This seemed 

reminiscent of my motherôs story about her mother chiding her for the veil over my face 

when I was a baby. However, the baby doll has a view of my motherôs art works placed 

around the edges of the table. 

 

 

 

Figure 39. On the edge canôt see her face, but can see her art-work. 

Digital photo, Rosemary May, 2011 

        

Collaborative Dialogue with Jan. When Jan viewed this altar in the production stages she 

noticed the silver shoes that are now at my motherôs feet under the table near her body (see 

above). When I was a child my Mum and Dad went square dancing sometimes. I used to be 
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enchanted by the clothes they put on, they were so different to their ordinary and work 

clothes. I looked for a long time for shoes the same as the ones Mum wore then. Jan took 

photographs (digitally altered) of some of the smaller items including silver shoes and the 

mirror which she placed showing the face of one of the busts from my adolescent altar. My 

face reflected in the mirror that is held by ómotherôsô hand, made me think of how much I had 

wanted my mother to see me in my adolescence, when she had been distracted from her 

previously attentive relationship with me. 

 

     

Figure 40. Aspects of Mother, of me? Digital photographs, Jan Allen, 2011 

 

       I combined the words from Kerry and the images from Jan into a poetic summary to 

summarise my personal experience of representing my mother:- 

 

Each time I look again 

I see another side of her. 

Disconnections 

of head from her body,  
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speaks to me, of her suffering, 

as much as mine. 

But when I make her face  

and paint her lids  

with tender devotion, 

the gentle brush strokes  

heal my brain.  

Connecting me to  

my memories of when she danced  

and painted her face. 

 

 But did she ever cry?  

Who saw her then? 

 

       I sense that the dialogue with my representation of my mother is not yet over as there are 

more questions arising. The way I have placed my motherôs head on top of the cake tins and 

not on her body concerns me. 

 

Bringing Together My Experience of representing My Father. 

 

       I now pick up the inquiry into my relationship with my father which was left off where I 

described the experience of re-creating my memories of him on the ladder. This section is 

brief and most of the data are not detailed here except for Kerryôs collaboration with me 

about my father, and visual and poetic summaries pertinent to our collaboration. I then 

conclude this Section about my role as daughter with a reduction to what I came to know 

about my relationship patterns with my parents and how the transformative power of art-

making supported me in this. 
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        Collaborative dialogue with Kerry.  As previously mentioned, Kerry, my colleague 

and friend, made her visit to hear and see the progress of my inquiry and offered responses to 

my childhood altar with a focus on me as a baby and on my experiences of my mother. I 

showed her my paternal grandmotherôs dress-making measuring stick which I had placed 

beside the ladder in acknowledging a[n] assumed shared experience with Dad in trying to 

measure up to Mumôs expectations.  

 

Figure 41. Measuring Up, Digital photograph, Jan Allen, 2011 

 

ñFeet of Clay, 

take these steps 

and meet me here 

at this ladder of your lived history.  

I lovingly mark 

All the parts I wish to keep 

and join my paint with yours. 

Finding you and 

holding you, 

ñHello Dad ï 

Itôs Jenny, 

                                     Did we measure up?ò            (Kerry, 2011).                                          
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       In Kerryôs poetic response I saw that meeting Dad at the ladder and joining my paint with 

his somehow transformed the guilt of abandoning him into a reunion of happy memories of 

him. I later returned to my unfinished representation of my father by placing his small tools 

and a toy car from his childhood. In attaching these with thin golden wire to the inside top 

section of the ladder I paid homage to him. This became a way for me to do something new 

in the here-and-now to assuage my feelings of guilt for abandoning him in the past. 

 

 
 

Figure 42. Dadôs things, digital photo, Jan Allen, 2011 

 

 

       Remembering my fatherôs wish to be a successful musician and his regret at not having a 

full-time career in this field, I also chose from my collection an old china baby grand piano. 

He had wished he owned a baby grand piano himself. I spray painted it gold and as I placed it 

on the top of the ladder. When bundling up his (actual) old work tools in a bag just like the 

one he had owned that I found at an outdoor sale, I felt I was tidying up his mess, but, on 

reflection it was more like tidying up the mess of my experience of him throughout my 

adolescence and beyond. 
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Figure 43. Music and work tools, mixed media representations, Jenny Hill, 2011 
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Figure 44. An Altar to my Dad, Jenny Hill, 2011 

 

Statements of Relational Patterns with My Parents. 

 

        I read through all I had so far written about my relationship with my parents. I found key 

words, images and phrases that stood out for me and clustered them (data available on 

request). The ease with which this happened seemed linked to the length of time I had been 

immersed in the construction of the childhood altar where the traces of personal meaning 

emerged within the reflexive turns of the inquiry.  

 

 


