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working in the trouble
an aesthetics of care
abstraction, abjection
and activism
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the law is not always just, 2011
Cast grass roots peeled off the Australian landscape.
Much of the work represented in this short summary refers to a layer in the anthropocene of
this
country that was post-colonial habitation and especially its layer of British institutions that
proliferated after British settlement. This upturned lawn displays the statement THE LAW IS
NOT ALWAYS JUST and queries the abjection that was imported here.
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selected works
elizabeth day 2004-2019
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Installation view: The Fragility of Goodness: Abstraction, Abjection and Activism 2018
Selected works from a series of 'drawings' with white wool
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With thanks to Moonah Arts Centre; Conny Dietzschold Gallery; Sean Kelly; Australia Council
for the Arts; Dr Xiaojing Zhou at the Centre for Organic Electronics University of Newcastle;
collaborators from Cumberland Hospital, Parramatta; Claire Taylor; Dr Anne Wilson; The
Parramatta Female Factory Memory Project; Luke Grant; Drs Anna Gibbs; Nola Farman;
Noelene Lucas; Ann Finegan; Nicholas Tsoutas; Dr Alan Cholodenko; George Day; and others.
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Sketch for a book:
Title-in-progress: Working in the Trouble; an aesthetics of care; Abstraction, Abjection and Activism.
This current publication begins to define a group of projects 2004-2019.
The context of the research may evolve and revolve around these following already realised works:
*
Discontinued Narratives (2017), a monograph on the work of Elizabeth Day, supported by the
University of Western Sydney and the Conny Dietzschold Gallery.
*

Invisible Words/Invisible Worlds (2017), an installation at the Parramatta Justice Precinct. It was part of

the University of New South Wales', The Big Anxiety Festival, and was produced as a book by curator Claire
Taylor. It came out of my connection with the Parramatta Female Factory Memory Project and my work with
clients of the services at Cumberland Hospital (2017). I developed a poetic connection between the mycelial
root system of fungi and the support networks among clients, carers and families animated by the processes of
making.
•
Fragility of Goodness: Abstraction, Abjection and Activism (2018), a cross disciplinary exhibition at the
Moonah Arts Centre, Tasmania, which brought together ten years of work referencing the invisible worlds of
people living in penal and mental institutions. The exhibition included: 1 Community work. 2. Site work done in
and around prisons, e.g. The Boronia Garden see pages (34-37), Parramatta Female Factory, and Parramatta
Justice Precinct Projects, where colonial buildings redolent with Australia's early history and its traumatised past
became the site of the arrival of the prison on the landscape of Australia.
3. Porous, a trans-generational trauma series. 4. lnvisible Words/Invisible Worlds 2, a large work developed
with SEM imagery of carbon nanotubes. making a poetic link between the invisibility of those institutionalised
and quantum imagery. This was produced with the assistance of a residency at the University of Newcastle's
Centre for Organic Electronics.
•
The Longford Project (2011-2019), including the Crime Scene Tent Project, a collaboration with Anna
Gibbs, Julie Gough and Noelene Lucas, considering the ongoing impact of colonial violence at the beginning of
the nation, based on the premise that Australia IS a crime scene.
A number of my works are done in relation to Australia's colonial history, specifically referencing the significance
of the prison as an image on the landscape as a way of considering current Australian culture as a shallow
surface on and interfacing with an ancient country. She has worked as an educator for many years in
corrections and is very much aware of the abiding conditions that result in high numbers of Aboriginal people in
Australian prisons. From 2012-2017 Day worked on various sites along the Parramatta River, a location with a
palpable atmosphere of the distress of much of our early and continuing institutional history. For me these sites
are wounds on the landscape that I have addressed in various ways over the last decade, including with the
Boronia Garden referenced later.
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This exhibition represents an insight into what Day calls her 'white work' often done with what she describes as
knitted 'drawings'. These works represent my decades long 'working in the trouble', to paraphrase Donna
Haraway's recent book title Staying with the Trouble.

Aims and Objectives of the Research
1. To re-engage individually and collectively with these projects that have included writings, exhibitions, personal
involvements in community projects and work as an educator. They focus on the traumatic impact of British
institutionalisation on the Australian landscape in order to unpack rich trans-disciplinary insights therein, into their
prevailing effects in the so-called 'post-colonial' era. They develop new understandings of the ongoing 'prison on the
landscape' as an affective image I have created and explored as an artist as a figure of that societal and personal
damage and as an affective environment where I have worked as a professional for 25 years.
2. To draw from these projects and the extensive imagery and aesthetic frameworks developed therein the
articulation of new connections, insights, theoretical frameworks and understandings of there art in and for this area
I call the 'zone of neglect' by bringing these projects into a creative relation with pioneering work in overlapping
fields in the humanities and sciences that has stimulated, inspired and informed the imagery, in particular that of
Robert Smithson in art, Donna Haraway in anthropology and Karen Barad in quantum physics, with the potential to
animate future art projects of mine.
3. To transpose in verbal and theoretical form the work of these projects to create awareness of, involvement with
and acknowledgment of institutional margins that remain affectively atrophied by negative attitudes towards mental
health issues within this putative post-colonial era that I will define in relation to the epoch designated as the
Anthropocene, with the potential to attempt to redress the neglect.
4. To advance ficto-critical and affect theory frameworks, approaches and modalities as offering new means to
understand the commingling of art, anthropology and quantum physics (nanotechnology included) as they in turn
shed light upon art and culture in the sphere of damage, trauma and abjection, developing a collection of ekphrasic
ficto-critical essays towards publishable form.
5. To extend eco-research I have done with mycelial webs of fungi in the Myco Logic Project into theoretical
understandings of networks. Fungi are providing ecological solutions to health problems that may themselves offer
the hope of new remedies and ideas for beneficial work in mental health, including my own ecologically informed art
practice.
6. To apply, extend and augment frameworks developed in my doctorate, Discontinued Narratives of Migration, to
this current project and to the consideration of this sphere of damage and trauma, or what Haraway calls 'the
trouble', bringing interdisciplinary, cross-faculty approaches to art, including the quantum perception science has
given to my research.
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Trans generational Trauma/Porous 2018 5.2 m X 2.1 m knitted work on felt is made from wool remnants
ranging from white to pale brown, describing stratifications in time. Day's work frequently works with the
observation that Australia is a crime scene (Anna Gibbs and others). Knitting and other textile processes
are regarded as drawing. This large textile traversed the substantial metal grid above the gallery. Insets
bitumen paint on hessian.
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Significance of the research
The research conducted in these ongoing bodies of work, grounded in experience, is important
because it brings both affect theory and ficto-critical writing_new modalities for theorising culture
across all its forms, to the articulating of the relationships of the institutionalised to institutional power
in general and in terms of the prison on the landscape in Australia in particular as a figure of societal
and personal damage.
Operating in a trans-disciplinary, trans-Faculty way, the completed published projects to date are
already original and significant explorations into new fields of knowledge, that is nanotechnology and
mychorizzology, as they open up new ways of thinking the nation and its interests. They function
from defined and interwoven perspectives on a 'post-colonial' strata of Australian history that
continues to manifest in Australian institutions. At the same time they constitute intersections with my
own life and work as a migrant from England.
The Fragility of Goodness: Abstraction, Abjection and Activism, the 2018 exhibition encompassed
earlier site-based work done in and around prisons and was inclusive of my collaborators. As the
institution intersects with my own life I work through affect and presence creating futures. I work with
empathy and imagery derived from cutting edge scientific research with a consideration of quantum
imagery and networks.
These parallel endeavours have been sponsored by the Australia Council (New Work and
Community Arts Grants) the University of Newcastle, Department of Physics, Centre for Organic
Voltaics, the University of New South Wales, The Big Anxiety Festival and also the University of
Western Sydney and the Department of Corrections NSW. I presented a paper at Spectra 2018, titled
Invisible Words/Invisible Worlds.
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Invisible Words/Invisible Worlds 2018 unravelled clothing, on felt, muslin, SEM photographs. The various
sections of this work evoke a wall, a prison wall, an image that developed during the two year period
working on sites along the Parramatta River near the Parramatta Female Factory.
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There are life scale images of convict blocks included amongst the textile segments. On the following
pages are details showing the surfaces and the texts that are quotes, memories and observations of
the world inside and its historical significance.

13

The Parramatta Female Factory imprint on one of the remaining prison walls where convict women were housed .

There are many such reminders along this stretch of the Parramatta River of the predominance of inst
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HAVING A FAMILY MEMBER IN PRISON IS WORSE THAN HAVING LEPROSY 2018

WHATEVER YOU DO DON'T TALK ABOUT IT 2018

18

HE KNEW THAT ABUSE WAS GOING ON BUT WASN'T THAT INTERESTED. (2018)

THEY HAD NO IDEA WHAT HAD HAPPENED TO HER DURING THOSE YEARS (2018)
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I CAN'T BEGIN TO EXPLAIN WHAT ABUSE DID
TO MY LIFE

IT IS NOT NECESSARILY USEFUL TO SPEAK ON
SOMEONES BEHALF
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SHE WAS DENIED A RIGHT OF REPLY
SHE WAS DENIED A RIGHT OF REPLY

IT WAS PASSED ON FROM GENERATION TO
GENERATION.
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Left: Unravelling work and foundations of the
earliest hospital in Parramatta at the Justice
Precinct where the above left pavillion was
built replicating the early structure, here shown
with the fungi installation made with residents
at Cumberland Hospital. Above: Hyperproliferation of mental health facilities along
the Parramatta River. Left: Fungi made by
Claire, Louie and Tara in the ongoing Myco
Logic Project.
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Handcrafted fungi made with groups in Kandos NSW (Cementa
2015) on a bed of mycelia ' the intricate web of roots. The white
lines on the work adjacent are also iterations of the mycelial root
system, an emblem of the decentred network.

26

Left: An installation view of Abstraction, Abjection and
Activism: The Fragility of Goodness showing suspended
mycelial 'roots' . The monitor in the image on the right
shows a cluster of handmade fungi that are part of an
ongoing community project. Day works with clients of
mental health services. The fungi made with a group at
the Cumberland Hospital in Parramatta NSW are placed
above the large grid that threads the Moonah Arts Centre.
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To the left: Three 2011, hand knitted panels on hessian and linen background with linen thread.
Three panels 1-6 X 0.6 metres
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The Longford Project is an ongoing collaboration with Anna Gibbs, Julie Gough and Noelene Lucas.
Above is The Crime Scene Tent. The four artists produced a film about a colonial murder in the
Longford, Tasmania area, 2019 Ten Days on the Island Festival.

Left: A still image from COLD CASE,
based on an historical murder of Ellen
Moriarty.. It is a short text film in black
and white based on court reports and
newspaper clipping on Trove of a violent
murder that occurred at the Railway Inn in
1867. Above are the films of Noelene
Lucas and Julie Gough projected onto the
crime scene tent.
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Standing in Your Shoes 20011, wool, felt, coffee sacking, hessian, under-carpet on
wooden frame, 1.8 X 0.8 metres
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Drawing of the Map of the Boronia Garden 2009 mixed media and photographic images
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of the cross cultural garden in a women's prison.
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Inside the women's correctional centre at Windsor where the Boronia Garden was in its early stages of
development. In the foreground is a concentric herb garden . The women, mainly Aboriginal.claimed
sections of the garden to make their own garden designs, often based on animal motifs. An
interconnecting network of pathways developed out of existing tracks on the land that had originally been
animal tracks.
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Detail of one of the twelve panels of the Boronia Garden that reflects on a community garden project
that took around two years to produce in a women's correctional centre. Materials are descriptive of the
prison's abject space. Invisible Words/Invisible Worlds (pages 12-13) develops an image of a wall
including convict hewn sandstone that represent the foundations of this country. Likewise Drawing of
the Map of the Boronia Garden is an abstract and descriptive work, performative in its reference to what
Haraway calls working in the trouble. In Invisible Worlds....she creates a poetic analogy between the
invisible worlds of prisons to the invisible quantum world.
Day worked with Aboriginal and migrant women to develop a garden within the grounds of a women's
prison 'reclaiming' the Aboriginal land beneath its fences. The knitted rhizomatic lines replicate the
pathways that connected the various women's gardens. The garden was designed to extend its network
beyond the walls.
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Another section of Drawing of the Map of Boronia Garden with wool, fabric, latex. chewing gum, washers,
balloons.

Left: Cover of a research manual using a section
of The Unraveling of Form, a work made from
unraveled woollen op shop clothing. The curled
tendrils of the unravelling are compared to the
forms of carbon nanotubes as shown in quantum
scale photograph.
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From

Above is another detail of the 'drawing' on hessian with string, balloons. These works are part of an
ongoing project, both as an abstract representation and as a lived possibility to thread institutions with
new creative trajectories..
To the left are two images of the garden in its early stages, including one of the participants Katrina who
like other Aboriginal women designed gardens that celebrated animals living on the site, to some extent,
reclaiming Aboriginal land under a prison. The garden was tended and survived for many years after the
project was completed. These images show it in its earliest stage, with interconnected pathways, upper
left image.
39

40

Top Left: Under the Carpet 2014 Woven roadside barrier plastic mesh with found suburban materials
Bottom right: Chromosomes 2016 knitted fibres.
Left: Performance still image from I Love Worship and Adore. a work done for the Parramatta Female
Factory exhibition, In Moral Danger, at the Bethel Orphanage curated by Lily Hibberd 2011 near the
Parramatta Female Factory site. Cast grass roots here are being peeled off a plaster cast, the mould was
a
replication of graffiti inscriptions made by incarcerated occupants; women who scratched messages to
each other into the walls during their time in the former orphanage building.
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Mapping institutional demarcations, Drawing with plastic roadside fencing 2015, from Drawing Lines in
the Sand, curated by Claire Taylor, Cockatoo Island. The imported institutional delineations persist in the
enforcement of tight bureaucratic systems of regulation, that this 'drawing' .
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