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Abstract 

 

In this project I use printmaking to investigate the dual role of mother artists, 

representations of childhood, and the commercialisation and sexualisation of 

childhood in the digital age. I aim to visually represent the ‘knowing child’ and 

contribute to the discourse on children in art. As a medium that has historically offered 

an artistic avenue for women, I propose that printmaking can bridge the controversies 

surrounding photographers working with the mother’s gaze and provoke discussion of 

the cognitive dissonance inherent in conflicting social attitudes towards and reactions 

to representations of children in art in contrast to commercial media and advertising.  

 

The imagery and techniques employed in this project reflect and build upon the 

darkness of certain German expressionists and depictions of motherhood by artists like 

Kath Kollwitz and Mary Cassatt. These influences combine, almost playfully, with the 

aesthetics of repetitive wallpaper, as well as more contemporary and commercial icons 

of childhood. Inspired by the work and experiences of contemporary mother artists, 

primarily photographers, its context owes a great deal to discussions of parenting and 

childhood (particularly of daughters) in the digital era, as well as the concept of 

nomadic thought.  

 

The result is a series of multi-panel prints that reference Victorian and Art Nouveau 

aesthetics, particularly with regard to wallpaper as a boundary-marker of the domestic 

sphere. Imagery is informed by representations of childhood ranging from Victorian 

memento mori to modern, hyper-stylised commercial iconography. The repetitive 

patterns are overlaid with, and partially obscured by, silhouettes derived from 

photographs of my children playing.  

 

These patterns, images and shadows also document the growth of my children, and 

our mutual engagement with externally imposed narratives of childhood including 

Disney fairytales, gendered and sexualised commercial products, and the programmes 

and advertising that inform much of the behaviour and cultural symbology of 

contemporary childhood. Installed as ‘wallpaper’ in a colonial cottage, my work seeks 

to place itself within a domestic space in order to encourage and participate in 

dialogue regarding the ways in which the domestic sphere is permitted to be depicted 

and observed, the right of parents to document their children’s lives, and the ways in 

which domesticity is infiltrated by commercialism.   
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Introduction 
 

 

‘Untitled’ by Susan Copen Oken 

To those who teach the children shame: 

 

Shame on you--- 

with your acid tongue methodically etching 

away at the tender capsule that 

protects the guiltlessness of our 

children from your disturbing thoughts. 

 

Shame on you--- 

for deliberately pitting their delicate 

shells so that your teachings of 

humiliation will have a surface on 

which to adhere. 

 

Shame on you--- 

for disguising yourselves as teachers 

when you have not yet confronted 

your own truths and fears so often 

laden with guilt and contradiction. 

 

Shame on you--- 

For limiting a child’s self-discovery. 

 

Shame on you--- 

For causing the mothers to withdraw 

their children from the artists’ view. 

 

Shame on you--- 

For interrupting my vision. 

 

(Ginsberg & Richey, 1990) 
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Childhood innocence has become a talisman adults hold up against all evil, 

doubt and despair. No—not all childhood innocence—only childhood 

sexual innocence. It cannot be questioned in any way, shape or form. In 

such a climate, who would dare to openly make pictures that involve 

children’s or adolescents’ bodies or their sexuality at all. 

(Higonnet, 2009) 

 

A concept is a brick. It can be used to build the courthouse of reason. Or it 

can be thrown through the window…the concept in its unrestrained usage 

is a set of circumstances at a volatile juncture. 

(Massumi, 1980) 

 

In the first page of Anne Higonnet’s book Pictures of Innocence (1998), she 

discusses how representations of ‘real’ childhood are taboo. As a new mother and 

professional printmaker trying to reconcile and balance my roles as parent and 

artist, I felt myself being drawn into this discourse. In many ways, I felt that my 

life at that point reflected the ‘volatile juncture’ referred to by Massumi (above), as 

what seemed to me to be a natural desire to document and comment on my 

children’s growth was clearly seen by many others as being contrary to accepted 

social mores.  

 

My curiosity as to how and why this representation could be considered so taboo 

was the catalyst for this project. Part of my goal with this project was to examine 

why this representation is so taboo, and, along the way, explore the relationship 

between maternal artist and child-as-muse in today’s digital age. To do so, I 

employed the principles of both practice-led research and nomadic thought to 

weave together multiple strands of enquiry regarding mothers as artists and 

representations of childhood, with particular emphasis on the conflicting messages 

sent by society’s broad acceptance of the sexualisation of childhood in and by 

commercial media, and the often vitriolic response to the work of mother artists 

such as Sally Mann and Polixeni Papapetrou.  

 

At times my research seemed disconnected, almost random, as this process owed a 

great deal to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980, p. 7) formulation of rhizomic thought: 

‘A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic chains, 
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organizations of power, and circumstances relevant to the arts, sciences and social 

struggles’. By letting my printmaking practice inform my research, and vice versa, 

I could see what ‘plateaus’ arose, and whether bridges could be built between them 

to form a coherent body of prints that provokes the viewer to follow the same line 

of inquiry themselves. Will their journey end at the same place? Probably not. But 

the retrospective gaze of the viewer will, in and of itself, only add to the ongoing 

dialogue to which this project contributes. 

 

What began as an exploration of representations of childhood in contemporary 

media and how they influence children at play has evolved into a series of 

reflections on the intersections and interstices of artistic expression, motherhood, 

and domestic space, whilst still incorporating elements of an investigation into the 

commercialisation and sexualisation of childhood in the digital age. Ironically, the 

shift in focus occurred in response to severe constraints imposed on the nature of 

my work by an external body, due to their concern that family snapshots of my 

children at play might be either construed as pornographic, or, somewhat bizarrely, 

be pirated for nefarious purposes by Southeast Asian paedophile rings.1 

 

                                                
1 After a year of trying to get ethics approval from the University for this project, and not 
being able to discover why it was not being granted, I finally withdrew my application for 
ethical clearance after (again) receiving only two days’ notice to respond to a vague, poorly 
copy-and-pasted response from the Charles Darwin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC). To cut a long story short, I eventually met with the Committee Chair, 
and discovered that the actual reason for the HREC’s rejection of my application was that 
they felt using family snapshots of my children in my art constituted coercion. Additionally, 
they felt that taking photographs of my children while holidaying in Indonesia would leave 
them vulnerable to predatory Southeast Asian paedophile rings, and that taking photographs 
of them playing outside in their bathers was pornographic. I was, however, able to come to 
a compromise agreement. In the end, the only way I could complete my candidature was to 
promise not display any photographs of my children, as the evidence that I provided of 
many Masters and PhD candidates in the arts who had exhibited photographs of their 
children was dismissed without examination.  I was also instructed to store all the family 
photographs that inspired my preparatory sketches and final etchings in a digital vault, and 
to keep my sketches under lock and key. Additionally, I will be compelled to destroy my 
family photographs and associated sketches upon conclusion of my project, just in case 
these innocent, everyday images might one day be linked back to my children. Those 
children are my life, my art, my inspiration and my muse, and I find it hard to see how the 
roles of mother and artist can be anything other than overlapping and synergistic. While I 
finally received clearance, the whole painfully protracted process pointed to the ease with 
which the layperson can perceive photography as a crime. To add insult to injury, my oral 
presentation (given to a room full of undergraduate Fine Arts students who knew nothing of 
me or my work) was interrupted by the then acting-Head of School. He told my audience 
that my desire to photograph my children at play was the equivalent of wanting to 
photograph a naked child chopping up a dog with an axe. He expounded on this image at 
great (and somewhat disturbing) length. At the time I was devastated, although in retrospect 
I can see that it was his sanity that was questionable, rather than my perfectly normal desire 
to photograph my children. 
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The resulting series of large repetitive print references Victorian and Art Nouveau 

aesthetics, particularly with regard to the roles of wallpaper as boundary-marker of 

the domestic sphere and avenue for women’s artistic expression, and employs 

imagery informed by representations of childhood ranging from Victorian 

memento mori to modern, hyper-stylised commercial icons such as Bratz dolls and 

participants in toddler beauty pageants. The repetitive patterns are overlaid by 

silhouettes representing the photographs of my children at play that were originally 

intended to form part of my project, but that, in the end, I was not permitted to 

use2. The imagery and techniques employed in these etchings also reflect and build 

upon my earlier obsessions with the darkness of certain German expressionists (for 

example Otto Dix and George Grosz) and depictions of motherhood by artists such 

as Kathè Kollwitz and the late nineteenth-century American artist, Mary Cassatt. 

These influences have been combined with the aesthetics and repetitive nature of 

wallpaper, as well as a more contemporary and commercial iconography of 

childhood. 

 

Taken together, these patterns, images and shadows also document the growth of 

my children, as well as our mutual engagement with externally imposed narratives 

of childhood—from Disney fairy tales glorifying abusive relationships and 

traditional gender roles to the even more extraordinarily gendered and sexualised 

commercial products, programmes and advertising that thrust themselves into our 

collective consciousness and inform much of the behaviour and cultural symbology 

of contemporary children at play. 

 

This work positions itself within a discourse on children in art, and particularly the 

role of the mother artist and the conflicts and controversies that have arisen as 

mother artists have wrestled with both the duality of their roles and the stern gaze 

of society upon their efforts to document their experiences and visually represent 

the ‘knowing child’. In particular, this project has been inspired and informed by 

the work and experiences of mother and father artists, primarily photographers, 

such as Sally Mann, Polixeni Papapetrou, Ella Dreyfus, Vee Speers, and Del 

Kathryn Barton. 

 

Contextually, this project draws on discussions of parenting and childhood in the 

digital era—especially regarding the pitfalls awaiting the parents of girls—in works 

                                                
2 See previous footnote. 
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such as Anne Higonnet’s Pictures of innocence (1998), Peggy Orenstein’s 

Cinderella ate my daughter (2012), and Gigi Durham’s The Lolita effect (2009). 

Additionally, the process of practice-led research reflected the idea of rhizomic 

nomadic thought described by Gilles Deleuz and Felix Guattari in A thousand 

plateaus (1980).  

 

 

Figure 1:  Mary Cassatt ,  Mother's  Kiss,  1890-91 

 

In Chapter One, I discuss my motivations and aims for this project, including my 

early influences and experiences in printmaking, the conflict I felt regarding my 

roles as mother and artist when I became a parent, my initial aims, and my 

modified aims following my experiences with the Charles Darwin University 

Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC).  
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Chapter Two examines the relationship between women and wallpaper, the 

evolution of Romantic childhood as represented in art, and contemporary artistic 

treatment of the ‘knowing child’ (including issues of consent versus coercion). 

 

Chapter Three outlines the creation of my own works for this project, including 

contextualising them within a discussion of historical versus contemporary uses of 

wallpaper for personal and social commentary and describing the reasons for the 

final choice of exhibition space.  

 

In Chapter Four, I conclude that the HREC, through the constraints they placed on 

my work, proved that my concerns regarding the taboo nature of representing real 

childhood in art were well founded. I also conclude that the final works are 

effective in terms of exploring the limitations placed upon mother artists, the 

relationship between mother-as-artist and child-as-muse, and the difference 

between the ‘knowing child’ and commercial representations of childhood.  
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Chapter One: Down the rabbit hole. 
 

Becoming a parent made me excruciatingly aware of the sea of gendered and 

sexualised advertising through which I and my children would be forced to wade if 

we were to participate meaningfully in modern life, and of the extent to which 

children’s self-images were informed by these messages. Through my initial 

exploration of this issue, I also became aware of the extent to which mother artists 

in particular have been condemned for their portrayals, primarily photographic, of 

the ‘knowing child’. I was inspired to combine these concerns with my 

printmaking practice to further explore and comment on the representation of 

children in art. 

Motivations 

Early Days 

My love affair with printmaking started twenty years ago as a young art school 

student discovering how printmakers had conveyed the bleakness of history 

through their strongly contrasting black and white worlds—commentaries on 

humanity by William Hogarth and Francisco de Goya (see, for examples, Figures 3 

& 5); portrayals of the darker sides of politics by German expressionists like Otto 

Dix and George Grosz; Käth Kollwitz’s heart-breaking mothers and children of the 

weaving riots; Mary Cassatt’s ability to convey the relationship between mother 

and child at the height of Japonisme and the beginnings of the end of the British 

Romantic era and the evolution of the ‘knowing child’. I was also inspired by the 

raw brutality of the works of more recent artists such as Paula Rego, with her 

woeful tales told through nursery rhymes, and the Chapman brothers’ twists on 

Goya’s ‘Disasters of War’. 
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Figure 2:  Käthe Koll iwitz,  The 
Downtrodden,  1900 

 

 
Figure 3:  Will iam Hogarth,  Gin Lane: 
Beer Street ,  1751 

 

 
Figure 4:  Otto Dix,  Shock Troops 
Advance under Gas from the War ,  1924 

 
Figure 5:  Francisco Goya,  Unhappy 
mother! ,  1810-1850 

None of these artists bothered with subtle hues or pretty shades. Their works are in-

your-face, with the blackest of blacks and the whitest of whites, and yet the 

delicacy of their plate-making and their mastery of printing is phenomenal. They 

scratched and gouged their plates before submitting them to the fickle embrace of 

the acid tray, delicately laid aquatints to be further etched, then scraped and 

burnished them to reveal the subtleties of light and dark. This control of the 

medium inspired me to explore discourses around socially and culturally 

acceptable behaviours, and opened a visual dialogue with my young, disheartened 

view of society’s priorities. 

 

After a year of protesting to stop the destruction of the Tarkine wilderness area in 

Tasmania’s northwest in the 1990s, I needed a way to provoke thought and 
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discussion around social change, without needing to chain myself (literally and 

figuratively!) to a movement that was beginning to feel counter-productive. So 

printmaking became my new voice, and my images of childhood became 

messengers who reminded their viewers that whilst our personal time here might be 

fleeting and fraught, there will always be new and hopeful generations. This is one 

reason why I believe that representations of children and childhood offer an 

effective method of confronting society with moral ideas and obligations. 

 

Polixeni Papapetrou, whose controversial work is discussed later in this exegesis, 

captured this feeling succinctly: 

I started making pictures about childhood because I wanted to express 

ideas about our culture that are best portrayed through the symbol of 

the child, but more importantly, I am fascinated by the world of 

childhood. I am conscious that my work on the one hand, takes the 

viewer into the realms of fantasy and story telling, but on the other 

hand, it challenges our expectations regarding the portrayal of 

childhood in photography.  

(Tam, 2008) 

 

In the early stages of my research, I started looking into artists who used images of 

children to comment on their socio-political environment, and found that they were 

predominantly photographers. Flemish photographer Frieke Janssens (2011), for 

example, created a body of work in 2012 in reaction to a Youtube video of an 

Indonesian toddler with a 40-a-day cigarette habit (unsurprisingly, the child was 

taken by child protection services soon after the video appeared online) (see 

Figures 6 & 7). 
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Figure 6:  Frieke Janssens,  Ringlings ,  
2011   

 

  

Figure 7: Frieke Janssens,  The 
Bourgeoisie  Holder ,  2011   

Struck by how disturbed she had felt after watching the YouTube video, Janssens 

had wanted to explore what might happen if she, too, removed smoking from its 

adult context. These images (the series ‘Smoking Kids’) were taken while the 

children were holding pieces of chalk or cheese sticks, with incense sticks and 

candles to create the smoke—the cigarettes were introduced later through 

Photoshop (Janssens, 2013). Although Janssens’ intention was to tackle ‘the issue 

of glamour often associated with smoking’, the controversy and outrage was 

overwhelming, with comments on her blog describing her images as heaven for 

paedophiles (Janssens, 2013; Janssens, 2011). Similarly, Jill Greenberg’s ‘Cry 

Baby’ series, in which she photographed tearful children who had just had lollies 

taken away from them as a commentary on her ‘helplessness and anger’ at social 

and political realities, has been described as ‘tantamount to child abuse’, although 

Greenberg has responded by arguing that the children did not suffer, and the lollies 

were returned within thirty seconds (Greenberg, 2011).  
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Figure 8:  Ji l l  Greenberg,  Tril l ions ,  2006  

 
Figure 9:  J i l l  Greenberg,  Shock,  2006 

 

 

                                

 
 

Figure 10:  Jonathan Hobin,  The Twins,  2011  

There have been similar reactions to the work of Canadian artist Jonathan Hobin, 

who uses children in tableaux vivants to retell sensational media stories such as 

those relating to the destruction of the World Trade Centre Twin Towers in New 

York by terrorists on 11 September, 2001. Despite the essential innocence of the 

images when viewed without reference to their geo-political context, many 

comments on Hobin’s work are bitterly angry, for example, ‘What a vile, publicity 

seeking piece of human garbage’ and ‘This guy is obviously a child predator’. 

(Whitewater Gallery, 2011). The outcry from various groups for allowing children 
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to act out these disasters seems to miss the point that these children are taught 

history and current events in schools, and watch the news or hear people discussing 

these facts. Children absorb a lot of their surroundings. It’s difficult to argue that 

these children could have been damaged by being made aware of events like 9/11, 

given that to be unaware they would have to be living with their heads in paper 

bags. In fact, the opposite could easily be argued: that participating in Hobin’s 

tableaux might help them to process traumatic events (Stroumboulopoulos, 2010; 

Hobin, 2011a; Hobin, 2011b). 

 

Additionally, much of the photography that has spawned such controversy has been 

of healthy, affluent, well-educated children with powerful voices of their own. 

Olympia Nelson, for instance, who was the naked subject of a controversial 

photograph taken by her mother (Polixeni Papapetrou) in 2005, is now in year 11 

and has been outspoken in support of her mother’s art, as well as being very 

productive writer in her own right. Olympia Nelson has also highlighted the 

contrast between condemnation of her mother’s artwork and acceptance of the 

visual impact of social media on young people, saying ‘If social media only caused 

narcissism, it wouldn’t be the worst thing. Instagram and Facebook are social 

networks that not only breed narcissistic tendencies, but transform relations into a 

sexual rat race’ (Nelson, 2013, para. 1). 

 

Sugar and spice and all things nice… 

 

Its not that pink is intrinsically bad, but it is such a tiny slice of the 

rainbow, and, though it may celebrate girlhood in one way, it also 

repeatedly and firmly fuses girls’ identity to appearance. 

(Orenstein, 2012, p. 34) 

 

Plastic high heels, naked dollies, tutus and tiaras. These were the material trappings 

of my immediate future as the mother of two young girls at the point that this 

project commenced. Why? Because when they hit the age of three, it was like a 

ticking time bomb had gone off. Suddenly, everything had to be pink. No longer 

were black and red stripes acceptable, and blue was right out. This was not my 

influence, and it was certainly not genetic, given the arbitrary and shifting hues of 

gender identity over the years. So what happened? It seemed odd to place all the 
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blame on media representations of gender in advertising, especially as they 

watched little-to-no commercial television.  That said, commercialised 

representations of gender roles and the ‘nag factor’ so beloved of advertisers 

seemed to infiltrate every facet of their lives, particularly once they started going to 

child care and preschool.  

 

I think that the answers to the questions posed above hinge upon our societal 

concepts and constructions of childhood. As new media have spread their tentacles, 

and neoliberal capitalism has placed a price tag on every aspect of our lives, 

childhood has become more and more commercialised and sexualised. When I did 

Honours fifteen years ago, ‘tween’ was a fresh neologism; now it represents a 

significant marketing demographic and distinct set of identity markers (with all the 

concomitant peer pressures and hang-ups that this implies). Social scientists have 

looked extensively at this phenomenon, as have both documentary and artistic 

photographers (Holland, 1992; Rush & La Nauze, 2006; Durham, 2009; Orenstein, 

2010).  

 

Everything in a child’s immediate environment contributes to both their 

socialisation and identity formation, including the clothing they wear (by choice or 

otherwise) and the toys with which they play. For years, academics have been 

arguing that clothing and toys heavily influence the people that children will grow 

to be. Roland Barthes, for example, discussed the way in which toys prefigure 

adulthood and lead children towards an acceptance of their potential place in 

society. Little girls grow up playing with dolls, tea sets and domestic appliances; 

boys play with guns, cars, planes, and tools: “All the toys one commonly sees are 

essentially a microcosm of the adult world’ (Barthes, 1972, p. 53). Like Barthes, 

Anne Higonnet (1998) and Walter Benjamin (1996) offer metaphors to explain 

why humans submit to established set patterns of role-play in which toys can be 

seen as cultural training devices.  

 

In the past decade, the proliferation of photographic technologies, in the form of 

digital and mobile phones camera and the ease of electronic distribution via the 

Internet, have made public photography an increasingly controversial issue. 

 

Panic over children is becoming embedded in the media. One night, 

after I’d been grilled on Lateline, the executive producer Tim Palmer 

came out for a chat in the darkened foyer of the ABC. Had I noticed 
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the show pixelated the faces of kids playing in the primary school’s 

grounds? That’s what the rules require. Yet kids in the crowd at big 

football matches can be shown in close-up, cheering for their teams. 

Crazy. And filming and photographing school sports days is now 

verboten. What’s happening here? 

(Marr, 2008, para 7) 

 

Much of the artistic imagery involving children that has come under fire in recent 

years has been photographic. Taking the points of view of theorists like Roland 

Barthes (1982) and Susan Sontag (1989) regarding the physical and psychological 

connection between viewer and photograph, and contrasting them with the views of 

artists like Otto Dix (Sluga, 2007), I originally planned to investigate the point at 

which nakedness becomes pornography in the eyes of the viewer. 

 

Living in the tropics, seeing naked children at play seems perfectly natural. Just as 

natural, it seems to me, is my wish to document the lives of my children. But 

would those who feel that the work of Polixeni Papapetrou or Sally Mann is 

pornographic find my images disturbing? And would these images become more 

‘acceptable’ as art in the medium of printmaking? Or would it be, as Otto Dix 

claimed, that non-photographic representations are better able to capture the soul of 

the subject (Sluga, 2007) thus rendering the images even more shocking to those 

determined to find the pornographic in representations of childhood? 
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Figure 11:  Del Kathryn Barton,  Eye 
Land of  Kell ,  2010  

 

 
 

Figure 12:  Toddler & Tiaras  Baby Strips 
Down to Madonna Cone-Bra,  2012  

 

Also, how can we discuss the modern child without looking at the media/ political 

reaction to a variety of artists’ work in the last thirty years, especially in 

photography? This necessitates exploring the relationship between the 

characterisation of these artists’ works as ‘pornographic’ and some of the 

representations of childhood in the mainstream media exemplified by television 

shows like Toddlers and Tiaras and sexualised images of childhood in advertising, 

clothing, and toys (Connolly, 2011). I feel we need to make a clear distinction 

between nudity and sexual abuse, because I believe that some of the activities 

young children are pushed into—for example a two-year-old dancing on stage 

dressed in Madonna’s classic cone bra (Stewart, 2014)—are much more morally 

questionable then Del Kathryn Barton’s image of her shirtless boy with googly 

eyes on his chest in her work Eye Land of Kell (see Figure 11).  

 

Additionally, the ‘girl’ market is completely saturated with products focused solely 

on beauty, shopping, and fashion. In my opinion, girls deserve a wider world than 

one in which Eye Land of Kell is condemned, yet the sexualisation of children in 

popular culture and fashion is, by comparison, generally accepted (Anderson, 

2008; Ferris & Jolly, 2008; Nelson, 2008). How, for instance, could a shirtless boy 

be considered more ‘pornographic’ than underpants for prepubescent girls with 

phrases printed on the crotches like ‘$$$ Totally Worth It’, ‘Eye Candy’, or ‘I must 

not tease boys’ (Andrusiak & Donahoo, 2009, p. 86). 
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All of these controversies regarding artistic representation of children are set 

against this socially acceptable backdrop of an increasingly gendered and 

sexualised commercial sphere. Media attention did briefly flicker over Australian 

Green’s Senator Larissa Waters’ call for a ‘No Gender December’ approach to 

Christmas shopping, but only to lambast it as ‘clearly’ ridiculous (Ireland, 2014). 

Clearly Waters’ detractors either haven’t had the dubious pleasure of shopping in 

Big W lately, or were oblivious to what was right in front of them: heavily 

gendered Lego displays in the boys’ and girls’ clothing sections. This has been the 

biggest heartbreak for me. Lego—once the quintessential gender neutral toy—have 

made a whole world of pink and purple Lego (‘Friends’tm) just for girls, consisting 

of curvy breasted figures that no longer fit into the cars of ‘real’ Lego, or even sit 

down, and a highly gendered environment of beauty salons, juice bars and so on. 

Meanwhile the ‘boys’ Lego section is full of trucks, superheroes, guns, and much 

more technical and difficult kits with more of an engineering focus. And what has 

happened to Dora the Explorer, Angelina Ballerina, Strawberry Shortcake and 

Rainbow Bright? Why are we raising our children to believe that women should 

not only inhabit a different, ‘pinker’ world to men, but should also be so busy 

being sexy and perfect that they can’t even sit and relax? 

 
Figure 13:  ‘Girls’’  Lego display at  Big 
W (Kingston,  Tasmania) ,  December 
2014 

 
Figure 14:  ‘Boys’’  Lego display Big W 
(Kingston,  Tasmania) ,  December 2014 

 



17 
 

 

Figure 15:  Brookes Barnes,  Beloved Characters as Reimagined for the 21st  
Century ,  2008  

The tiny seed of advertising was planted so innocently, and has grown like an 

African mahogany across the skyline of the tropics: superficially massive, but its 

roots are fragilely set just below the surface of the unsteady earth, and when those 

crazy tropical storms come it will eventually fall. Hopefully this too will be the fate 

of the advertising world that has infiltrated every aspect of our lives, consciously 

selling our children into ‘corporate paedophilia’ in the desire to gain a greater 

profit (Rush & La Nauze, 2006). 
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In the time it has taken to complete this project, my little girls have begun to break 

through the wall of pink surrounding them, and their obsessions have largely 

shifted from Disneyfied damsels in distress to stronger role models like Hermione 

Granger. This, however, has taken a concerted effort by my husband and I to 

subvert the impact of media and advertising and teach our girls that they can do 

more than just sit and look pretty, or (even worse) grow up as raunchy, available 

eye-candy. One day recently, though, my older daughter came home from school 

saying the boys had been trying to kiss her. I told her that if they do something she 

doesn’t like, she should tell them to stop. Then she said six words that instantly 

made me feel like a failure: “I don’t want to be mean.” 

 

Why do we make our girls feel like they constantly need to be nice? 

 

Ana Homayoun (2012) describes the way in which girls who subvert societal 

expectations are ‘routinely labelled bitches, sluts, loud, boastful and unfeminine’. 

These gendered expectations also have negative impacts on the physical and 

mental health of girls, with increases in bullying, eating disorders and binge 

drinking (Figes, cited in Homayoun, 2012). That said, there have been vocal online 

campaigns, particularly through social media, to subvert these stereotypes, for 

example the ‘Ban Bossy’ campaign found at http://banbossy.com/. 

 

Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf? 

How do we protect children from not just the overt threat of sexual abuse (which 

seem to constitute the most significant perceived threat to children for both parents 

and society in general), but from the constraints imposed by supposedly well-

intentioned moralists: the ones that make Facebook remove pictures of 

breastfeeding mothers or of two-year-olds bathing naked in a backyard bucket? It 

seems that this fear of over-stepping some arbitrary moral line has resulted in a 

fundamental disconnection between normal child/parent interactions and the ways 

in which those interactions are viewed and accepted in the wider world. 

 

I feel we have to be careful to not, as Denise Ferris & Martyn Jolly (2008) put it:  

…drop a visual veil over our children until the age of eighteen. The 

marvellous extended process of a child becoming an adult would take 

place in the dark. The transition period when children are most 

vulnerable to exploitation (from somebody they know and trust in 
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85% of cases) would take place largely unseen and unspoken about. 

The complexities, doubts, fears and dreams of puberty would be left to 

the tabloids, the television and the advertisers to articulate with their 

banal sexual dichotomies and overheated social scenarios.  

 

The idea of dropping a ‘visual veil’, and either leaving children’s sexuality to 

advertising or putting it firmly back into the closet, raises a further array of 

questions. There is something about the taboo that makes it instantly appealing.  

History makes it depressingly clear what the end result can be when the church, for 

example, has a hold on the ‘moral’ fibre of our community (see, for example, 

https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/).3 

 

This reactionary desire to limit and control the portrayal of the child in art also fails 

to take into account the reverse issue—that almost anything is available for young 

people to consume via the Internet. Controlling the mainstream portrayal of 

childhood, whilst ignoring the anarchic flood of imagery and information (much of 

it questionable) available online is leading to body issues such as a rise in teenage 

labiaplasties among girls whose only idea of ‘normal’ comes from viewing online 

pornography (Thompson, 2013). 

 

                                                
3 Anne Higonnet (2009, p. 15) makes a good point when she writes that ‘pornography law 
does something worse than just chill artistic thought. It allows us to ignore what actually 
abuses children all the time’. Elsewhere (2009, p. 115), she reflects on the possibility that 
censoring images of childhood could be a ‘decoy’, in that it deflects attention from the 
reality that ‘the overwhelming majority of cases of child abuse occur in the home and are 
inflicted by fathers, step-fathers or boy friends’. Given the statistical realities of child 
abuse, therefore, I feel that perhaps fears are misplaced, and that the demonization of 
images that are innocent in intent is eclipsing the far more disturbing realities that are 
warping childhood experiences. This reflects another of Higonnet’s (2009) observations: 
that children, art, and law are on a collision course as society tries to reconcile artistic and 
personal representations of children with what is seen by some as pornography—that is, 
that nakedness, for example, is always pornographic, regardless of context or intent. This 
also raises the question of how we can justify allocating precious resources to the massive 
yet futile surveillance of the Internet, or court cases trying to prosecute artists for portraying 
childhood, when we also claim to have not enough to spend on the simplest social 
programmes that protect and shelter children from abuse where it’s most likely to happen. 
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Figure 16:  Polixeni  Papapetrou,  Olympia as Beatrice Hatch ,  2003 

 

Additionally, restricting photographic representation of children bears with it the 

risk of alienation, both social and temporal. As Marsh and Whyte (2010) put it: 

‘New photography restrictions also hold the potential to enhance social 

fragmentation, by encroaching on our ability to share public spaces, and by 

fostering atomisation and alienation’. Polixeni Papepetrou summed up the risk of 

temporal isolation when supporting the decision to feature a photograph she took of 

her daughter, Olympia Nelson, on the front of Art Monthly at the height of the Bill 

Henson debate: ‘We need to be clever enough to distinguish art from other types of 

images, otherwise we live in danger of eradicating any image of childhood in this 

culture for future generations to see’ (Chesterton, 2008, para. 17).  As Nelson 

herself said, ‘Together, we’ve created this third being, and that third being is the 

work itself. And they will have these pictures they will be able to show their 

children and their grandchildren’ (quoted in McColl, 2013). 

 

Original Intentions 

 

At the outset of this project, my primary plan was to create work that provoked a 

discussion on the sexualisation of children in advertising and commercial media. I 

was planning to use the medium of print in its early, mass-production form to 

create curtains and wallpaper as backdrops framing photographic tableaux 

illustrative of some of the issues raised by this topic—broadly similar in intent to 
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the works of Jonathan Hobin (as mentioned earlier; see Figure 10), but with a 

tighter focus on the intersections of childhood and media. Stylistically, and despite 

the staged settings, the photographs themselves were intended to channel that 

amateur photojournalist—the chronicler of family life via candid snapshots—

hopefully both capturing and expressing the essence of my children for that split 

second in time, as well as contrasting the naturalness of children at play with the 

highly commercialised imager of the set pieces in which they were allowed to play 

freely. These photographs would then have been used as the building blocks for my 

final works, as the sketches for my etching plates are often based on moments 

caught by photographs.  

 

 
Figure 17:  Photograph looking at  the effects  of  alcohol abuse for  the Northern 
Terri tory ‘Rights  On Show’ exhibit ion,  2010 

 

  

 
 

Figure 18:  Wallpaper-style backdrop for  a  photo shoot (screen print)  
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Another technique I planned to employ in the development of this idea was the 

taking of photographs which would be transferred onto acetate before exposing 

them onto light-sensitive polymer-coated etching plates and dissolving the 

emulsion—a technique which translates modern imagery into traditional etchings. 

Additionally, the issues I am addressing are complex and multi-faceted, and I 

wanted to reflect that in my own work by using layering and sandwiching of 

images to express the complexities inherent in modern mass media in the two-

dimensional world of print. Through chine collé,4 I intended to layer imagery 

sourced from modern print media (for example ‘tween’ magazines) in full colour, 

while also using photo plate to recreate modern images in monochromatic 

engravings, reminiscent of nineteenth century prints. I also planned to use soft 

ground to press clothing and other items, preserving their textures while lending 

them an ephemeral translucence; a shadow play-like quality which would force 

closer examination and evaluation by re-contextualising aspects of contemporary 

society that have become mundane through over-familiarity. 

 

In September 2012, six months into the project, I had my oral presentation fine-

tuned, and I was itching to jump that first hurdle and get stuck into the ‘practice’ 

part of my practice-led research project. Then, bang. I failed to get ethical 

clearance to take photographs of my children playing due to vaguely expressed 

concerns that later, after a protracted 12 month battle to receive some kind of 

clarity regarding the rationale for refusal, turned out to revolve around issues of 

coercion.5 So for nearly a year I was not allowed to continue with my artwork. 

 

By that point I was finding myself reluctant to take even the most innocent of 

family snapshots of my children, as the hostile attitude of the HREC was making 

me feel that there was something unnatural about my desire to record and 

document the realities of my children’s lives rather than settling for a series of 

Anne Geddes moments. For instance, the photographs I took of my daughter Iola 

(then just two) when her sister Lilith was an infant and I was stuck on the couch 

feeding her while growing increasingly suspicious of Iola’s silence. When Iola 

finally toddled into view, her naked body was covered in my best lipstick. She 
                                                
4 Chine collé is the process of adding a delicate, tissue-type paper into the final print by  
brushing on a thin rice glue, leaving it to dry, and then slightly rewetting it like an old 
stamp and placing it on an inked plate. It is then run through the press sitting under the ink 
but on top of the printing paper.  
 
5 See my earlier discussion of issues with the HREC in footnote 2.  
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perched herself on her little wooden chair and smiled and laughed at me, so proud 

of her beautifully decorated face. Now, thanks to the HREC, the photographs I took 

that day are tainted by feelings of shame and depression through their association 

with these allegations that my maternal instincts could somehow be so impure. The 

realisation that, as I discussed earlier, this desire to capture the essence of 

childhood has apparently become so artistically taboo compelled me to 

contextualise my own struggles by further researching the historical roles of 

women and mothers in art, with particular reference to the child as muse for mother 

artists. 

 

Project aims and parameters 

 

Following the derailing of my original aims after my experiences with the HREC, 

this project has come to consist of multiple strands of enquiry that come together to 

inform a cohesive body of work. The primary aim is to explore how printmaking, 

as a medium that has historically offered an avenue of artistic expression for 

women, can address the controversies that have dogged photographers working 

with the mother’s gaze. That is, whether the medium of print will provide a more 

‘acceptable’ way to portray and comment on the realities of childhood as viewed 

by the mother. At the same time, this provides an opportunity to explore the 

relationship between maternal artist and child-as-muse, and the right to document 

our children’s lives as they are, with no romantic filters or selective memories. 

 

Additionally, the juxtaposition of the lived experience of childhood by the 

‘knowing child’ with images informed by commercial representations of childhood 

(as embodied by Bratz dolls, Disney princesses, and so on) aims to highlight the 

contrast between the condemnation of mother artists such as Polixeni Papapetrou 

and Ella Dreyfus and the acceptance of extraordinarily gendered and sexualised 

representations of childhood in advertising and commercial television – 

representations that have a significant impact on children’s identity, codes of 

behaviour, and relationships to gender and sexuality. In particular, I aim to 

highlight just how profoundly marketing trends dictate our perceptions of a 

‘natural’ childhood. For example, according to David Cook (a historian of 

childhood consumerism), a clothing manufacturer created the term ‘toddler’ in the 

1930s as a marketing niche for clothing between infants and older children; 

likewise, in the mid-1980s the term ‘tween’ was coined by marketers to describe 
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children aged 8 to 12, and within the decade was considered to be a ‘full-blown 

psychological, physical and emotional phase’ (Orenstein, 2012, p.37). 

 

Finally, the directions taken by my research introduced a focus on wallpaper as 

delineator of the domestic space. By using traditional wallpaper patterning to layer 

my images, I plan to bridge the aesthetics and experiences of Victorian motherhood 

(in the age of the Romantic view of childhood) and the conflicting roles of mother 

and artist in the modern, digital age, whilst also continuing the tradition of mothers 

making work about the family and home. 
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Chapter Two: There was an old woman who 
lived in a shoe. Mother as artist; child as muse. 
 

As a mother artist, I feel that I am part of a continuum of evolving representation of 

childhood in art, particularly in terms of the dynamic shift between Victorian 

notions of Romantic childhood and contemporary representations of the knowing 

child and lived childhoods. Using layered wallpaper allows me to bridge (and 

comment on) the controversies that have surrounded these contemporary 

representations, as well as connecting my own journey as a mother artist to those 

who lived and worked generations before me. 

 

Women and wallpaper 

 

Representations of childhood and the associated mythologies and identities have 

been a critical aspect of history, art and life. Mothers naturally record and 

document their children, their growth and their place in history. The essence of 

their being is scrap-booked by collections of first haircuts and baby teeth, or the 

painstaking creation of gowns and bedding for glory boxes that are then passed 

down through generations. These acts were traditionally carried out by the loving 

hands of mothers, grandmothers and aunts. Whether these constituted conscious 

acts of art or sites of resistance, or just life lived in a domestic sphere and through a 

maternal lens, these women and the materials and artefacts they produced were 

largely ignored by the ‘politics of art’ (Schapiro & Meyer, 1997, p. 67). 

 

Some women were lucky enough, or determined enough, to forge careers as artists, 

However, gifted woman artists who gained recognition in the Victorian era (such 

as Jessie Wilcox Smith, Mary Cassatt, and Kate Greenaway) were practically 

compelled to focus on the domestic sphere, and, in particular, to refine the visual 

language of Romantic childhood (Bragg & Kehily, 2013). At the same time, 

technological advances in printmaking led to the birth of a mass media market that 

allowed art to come out of the gallery and into the home, thus creating a new space 

for woman artists, for whom the commercial illustration of childhood was 

potentially popular, influential and lucrative (Higonnet, 1998). 
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Many of these women artists were also mothers who often created work about 

family. Even artists like Mary Cassatt, who chose to remain single in her pursuit of 

a career as an artist, captured aspects of childhood ranging from ‘the irritation of 

the nicely dressed child’ to her ‘delight in the luscious tactility of baby flesh’ 

(Nochlin, 1999). Likewise, my work becomes about the representation of family 

life and the home—a family life that is contained within the domestic sphere, 

hemmed round by wallpaper and printed fabrics. This theme has been regularly 

visited by female artists. As the British ‘Romantic childhood’ trope became more 

commercialised (see Figure 19), it simultaneously became feminised as its 

aesthetic status declined. As mentioned above, women who aspired to a painting 

career were effectively allowed no other subject (Casteras, 1992).  The portrayal of 

Romantic childhood innocence was taken from the elite galleries and placed into 

advertising, which, through the rise in accessibility of printed media, was being 

used to sell a vast array of products. Anne Higonnet (1998) describes this 

paradoxical desirability of innocence as placing an irresolvable tension at the heart 

of the romantic childhood, as children only become desirable if they are genuinely 

believed to be innocent. The Victorians believed children were categorically 

different from adults by virtue of their innocence. This innocence was seen as 

irresistibly desirable, so therefore it became a great marketing tool. 

 

  

 
 

Figure 19:  John Everett  Millasis ,  Bubbles  
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When I think of a room of floral wallpaper, an apron, lace doilies and a well-

scrubbed kitchen devoid of endless piles of dirty dishes, I’m transported to a past 

era of Bakelite and teacakes; a time that is distorted by the lens of nostalgia for a 

golden age that never truly existed—an age viewed by some as a lost world, where 

families were happy sans the domestic pitfalls of the modern era: no-fault divorce, 

technology and career women; a world where the breadwinner husband could come 

home to a model wife and blissful family life after a quick stop at the pub before 

the 5.30 curfew; a perfected domesticity, with its beautifully patterned wallpaper 

wrapped around spaces filled with home cooked meals and well-groomed children. 

This role of wallpaper forms, to my mind, a connection between the mythologising 

of Romantic childhood by the Victorians and the mythologising of 1950s 

domesticity. In each case, wallpaper both symbolically encapsulated the domestic 

sphere, whilst also offering one of the few avenues for artistic expression to which 

women could realistically aspire. 

 

This idea of the ‘golden era’ has given me a wealth of iconography to manipulate 

and skew the viewer’s experience by creating a superficially comfortable 

environment full of traditional and recognisable wallpaper: birds of paradise, toile 

and Victorian styled flocking. Wallpaper has always been generally thought of as a 

mere backdrop to daily life, however, its role is a vital one. It affects the mood and 

style of a room, and often reflects the character of its habitual occupants. As 

William Morris said: 

Whatever you have in your room think first of the walls for they are 

that which makes your house and home, and if you do not make some 

sacrifices in their favour you will find your chambers have a kind of 

makeshift, lodging-house look about them. 

(quoted in Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013) 

 

Divergent opinions about wallpaper were apparent from the beginning. Some 

considered it to be attractive, clean and durable, while others regretted wallpaper’s 

supplanting of other, more expensive and ‘sophisticated’ methods and materials of 

wall decoration. Its essentially imitative character of tapestry, velvets, drapery, 

wood and murals was seen by some as aesthetically and artistically inferior 

(Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013). 

 

The rise of the urban and suburban middle class in the nineteenth century and the 

separation of workplace and home meant sufficient space to dedicate a room, 
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sometimes a whole floor, to children. Wallpaper specifically for children began to 

appear in the third quarter of the nineteenth century. Mothers were in charge of 

moral education, and decorated their homes according to the widely accepted view 

that children are uniquely sensitive to their environment and so must be surrounded 

by beauty, honesty and inspiration. It is also here that patterns of gender identity 

could be found. Influential cultural theorist Judith Butler has argued that gender 

identity is not ‘seamless’, but rather ‘a pattern…a compelling illusion’ (Heyse-

Moore, 2010, p. 100). She describes the repetitive, pan-generational script that 

informs our performance of masculinity and femininity, and sees this script as 

visually ‘stylized and repeated…send[ing] a distinct message’. While it can be seen 

as a prescriptive identity marker, other artists have used the familiar and repetitive 

structure of wallpaper design elements to question gender norms and recognise that 

the feminised domestic sphere can be a site of subversion as well as subordination 

(Heyse-Moore, 2010).  

 

The irony inherent in this project, of course, is that wallpaper—repetitive patterns 

of, for example, McDonalds logos or Bratz dolls—was originally supposed to act 

merely as the backdrop to my images, adding a further layer of commentary to the 

final work. In the end, it came to symbolise the constraints placed upon my work 

by an external committee who feared the repercussions that they saw as the 

inevitable result of a mother taking photographs of her children. 

 

The knowing child 

 

Through this journey I have examined responses—media-based, academic and 

public—to controversial portrayals of the knowing child by mother artists such as 

Sally Mann, Polixeni Papapetrou, Ella Dreyfus, Vee Speers, Tierney Gearon, and 

Betsy Schneider (Henson & Annear, 2005; Price & Mann, 1992). The idea of the 

‘knowing child’ is that childhood is represented as it really is, and that children are 

recognised as who they really are: complex individuals with a knowledge and 

understanding of the adult world surrounding them that tends to be glossed over or 

ignored in more romanticised or idealised representations (Higonnet, 1998; 

Wilkinson, 2013). The overwhelming motivation that seems to be continuously 

reiterated by these mother artists is the desire to capture the raw experience of 
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witnessing childhood, not to filter it through a socially constructed lens, as with the 

British romantics. 

 

These maternal photographers show willingness to picture the least 

attractive of mothering, revealing the domestic as messy, the mother 

and child not in a controlled and constructed scenario. This tension 

trickles and flows at different rates, from the frames of many maternal 

photographs. It is this tension depicting less than idyllic childhood 

from an extreme perspective.  

(Ferris, 2010) 

  

Other artists, such as Mary Cassatt, Charles Dodgson, Mary Cameron, and 

Clementina (Viscountess Hawarden) all portrayed childhood from that British 

Romantic era, but with an added element of the ‘knowing’ perspective.  In The 

Divided Heart (Power, 2008), Poliexeni Papaterou discusses her awareness that we 

are at a crossroad in our understanding of childhood innocence, and of her 

exploration and questioning of that ideal. This implicit notion of children having an 

awareness and knowledge is confronting for a lot of viewers. Interestingly, she also 

discusses the idea that Alice in Wonderland was ground-breaking in that it was a 

book written for children not about morals but adventure. This dovetails neatly 

with the controversial nature of Charles Dodgson’s (Lewis Carroll’s) photography, 

which subverted the British Romantic ideal by capturing children at imaginary 

play, blurring boundaries of race, gender and age as he presented children as both 

pure and desirable (Nochlin, 1999). He disturbed a particular vision of childhood 

that had been cemented in the frame work of art and society for hundreds of years. 

As Papapetrou has pointed out, Victorians were not discomforted by Carroll’s 

knowing child; it is the ‘post-Freudians and photo historians’ who read sexuality 

into his images (Power, 2008, p. 71). 
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Figure 20:  Charles L.  Dodgson,  Irene Macdonald ,  1863  

 

 
So for me this begs the question of the first level of discourse. Since the birth of my 

first child my children have been my muses, because I have never experienced love 

for anything like the love I feel for my girls. Furthermore, for the first three years 

of their lives they were constantly in my physical space, so as an artist it seemed 

natural to photograph and sketch them. I have thousands of snap-shots of them at 

play, capturing split-seconds of time now gone forever. These are not the stiffly 

posed and orchestrated windows into the world of the British romantic child, but 

rather flickering insights into the world of the ‘knowing child’. 

 

All the photographers whose work has been criticised for illustrating the ‘knowing 

child’ have, as previously mentioned, been capturing the ‘bits in between’, not a 

romanticised, idealised childhood with puppies and bubbles and rosy-cheeked 

cherubs. Instead, they capture the knowing child; the fierce, untamed child; the one 

who shocks those who still hold on the ideal of a golden age of childhood as a 

place separated from adults and only captured in a way orchestrated by the 

constructs of the time.  The knowing child isn’t afraid to stare down the viewer, to 

be realistically messy, to careen their way through a sometimes out-of-control, 

sometimes tranquil childhood.  And with digital technology, the artist can capture a 

split-second of life with their children at any time and in any light: jumping on a 

hotel bed, running under a sprinkler, squishing into a bucket, or when stopping in 
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an amazing place to whip out a potty (see, for example, Figures 21 & 22). For 

some people, though, this reality is too close to real.  Higonnet (1998) pointed out 

the futility of society’s desire to censor mothers’ delight in the sensuality of 

children: ‘As if any mother could be unaware of the tragic loveliness of the bodies 

she has made within her own and reconcile herself to losing time and distance’. 

 

 
Figure 21:  Betsy Schneider,  The Tub ,  
2003  

 

 

Figure 22:   Wyatt  Neumann, Untit led ,  
2014 

 

 

The fact that this childhood is not controlled and constrained can sometimes make 

the less confident viewer intimidated. Additionally, this uncontrolled portrayal of 

the knowing child can often create a feeling of shame in a viewer or creator when it 

comes into conflict with pre-existing and arbitrarily prescribed constructions of 

childhood. 

 

In early 2000, while looking through Sally Mann’s ‘Immediate Family’ (Price & 

Mann, 1992) at my place of work (which was in the arts), one of my co-workers 

had an extremely negative reaction to the image Tobacco Spit, but to me it was the 

dead spit of a photograph of my apple farming grandfather and me. In Tobacco 

Spit, the gnarled and knotted hands of the hard-working grandfather gently cradle 

the soft, delicate flesh of Virginia Mann. My grandfather was an apple grower, 

school bus driver and mechanic. His hands had worked hard every day of their life. 

They were not aesthetically pleasing, but they were kind and gentle like his heart. I 

love that picture. So why, after my peer’s reaction to Tobacco Spit, do I now feel as 

if I have been gaining pleasure from something dirty? 
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Figure 23:  Sally Mann's  Tobacco Spit ,  
1992  

 
Figure 24:  Peter  Rowell ,  Pamela 
Rowell ,  ‘Pop’ Wilcox,  & Natasha 
Rowell ,  1978 

 

 

Photographing children 

Photography’s ability to capture a frozen moment at the same time as 

it signals its permanent passing has always operated with a particular 

force with regard to the portrayal of childhood, understood as a 

transient, future-oriented state of innocence and dependence that must 

give way to worldly knowledge and adult responsibilities. 

(Millner, 2010) 

 

For me, it is not just about the representation of the child in art, it is about the right 

to document our children’s lives as they are, with no romantic filters or selective 

memories.  I have passed through that extremely bloody and painful day of birth; 

and the nine months prior to that of having a clever little parasite growing inside 

me and consuming all my strength. Since then my life has been a constant battle of 

washing, cooking, cleaning, and repeating, with the texture of my life forming a 

repetitive pattern like wallpaper on a nursery wall, stared at for countless sleepless 

nights. 

 

Within this constant struggle and instant domestication, however, I have taken 

great delight in capturing those moments that seem to express my children’s 

personality; trapping a moment of light through a lens—the only vaguely artistic 

pursuit I was able to squeeze into those early days of parenthood. 
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Since the release of the box brownie at the beginning of the twentieth century, 

photography has been an increasingly democratic art form. It belongs to and 

empowers families, people and communities, making it easy to capture an image. 

In 2012, 380 billion photographs were taken worldwide. More than 3.5 trillion 

photos have been taken since the early eighteen hundreds, and more photographs 

are now taken in two minutes than during the entire nineteenth century (Hobbs, 

2012). More than 250 billion photographs have been uploaded to Facebook—ten 

thousand times more than the number in the Library of Congress (Kotenko, 2013; 

Hobbs, 2012). So has this photographic explosion initiated the idea of the ‘knowing 

child’ (or perhaps that should be the ‘true’ child)? If I happen to let my attention 

wander, my children can use my iPhone to take 36 photographs of their feet in 

thirty seconds. They take a ‘selfie’ if they get their face painted instead of looking 

in a mirror. With every aspect of their day-to-day life documented—from 

Christmas and birthday parties through to bath time or backyard play—it is much 

harder to draw a ‘visual veil’ over our children’s realities and represent them as 

polished, clean and well-behaved cupids as did the British Romantics. Some of 

these images can carry with them an accidental, yet incredible, power.6 

 

I am not a photographer, but I am constantly photographing my children (as do so 

many parents); capturing images of children at natural play in unorganised snippets 

of time. Christa Ludlow (2006) discusses the way in which new technologies can 

be seen as challenging ideas about privacy, and recognises the legitimacy of 

people’s concerns that candid images of women and children could be used for 

inappropriate purposes. She outlines some of the legislative and regulatory 

responses to these concerns, for example the banning of mobile phones with built-

in cameras in gyms. However, Ludlow also raises an equally legitimate question: 

‘how do we distinguish between “innocent” photography and the other kind?’ (p. 

143). These concerns have been around since the nineteenth century, but the advent 

of the digital age, in which images can so easily and frequently be uploaded and 

shared, has greatly exacerbated them (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2013). 

This is something I really struggle with as a parent: the idea that taking a 

                                                
6 At this point I planned to give a visual example—an image of my younger daughter 
moments after banging heads with her sister on the trampoline. The mesh of the 
trampoline’s walls encages her face, upon which a trickle of blood issues from her nose, 
looking far more serious than it actually was, due to being diluted and spread by tropical 
rain. The whole is framed by Tibetan prayer flags draped from the top frame. It’s an 
unintentionally powerful image, but it cannot be reproduced here due to conditions laid 
upon this project by the Ethics Committee. 
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photograph of my own child at a school concert or sports day could be considered 

wrong. It beggars belief, but I recently had to sign an ITC contract with my 

children’s state primary school that said my children would not be permitted to use 

technology in the classroom unless I agreed not to upload photographs of my 

children to Facebook without the written permission of the Principal! 

 

To create a brilliant photograph is something entirely different to snapping a 

‘Kodak moment’, but despite this fact photography has always had to fight its 

amateur status. It took many years to convince the art world that photography 

wasn’t, in the words of Charles Baudelaire (1972, p. 297), the ‘handmaiden of the 

arts and sciences, but their very humble handmaid, like printing and shorthand, 

which have neither created nor supplemented literature’. The art world now 

celebrates the burgeoning market for art photography, but ironically, in the eyes of 

the general public, the fastest growing use of photography is for surveillance. This 

is partly fuelled by the fear of paedophilia and Western panic over alleged terrorist 

threats, leading to increased surveillance and policing of public spaces (Marsh & 

Whyte, 2010). 

 

Terrorism lies beyond the scope of this exegesis, but, for me at least, a 

contradiction has arisen. On the one hand, people seem increasingly concerned 

about the accessibility and nature of images of children (as evidenced by, for 

example, public reactions to the works of artists like Bill Henson, Polixeni 

Papapetrou, Vee Speers, Ella Dreyfus and Del Kathryn Barton, and restrictions on 

parents photographing or filming their own children) and how fast and far images 

can spread since the introduction of digital cameras and the internet to nearly every 

home in the developed world, but on the other hand girls especially are being 

inundated from every angle with commercial imagery and programming that 

sexualises their childhood for profit. 

 

How do we protect children, not just from the paedophiles, but from the constraints 

imposed by supposedly well-intentioned moralists: the ones that make Facebook 

remove pictures of breastfeeding mothers or of two-year-olds bathing naked in a 

backyard bucket? This fear of over-stepping some moral line of family has created 

a schism between a sanitised, artificial world and the normality of child and parent 

connections. 
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Consent or coercion? 

 

As philosopher and critic Arthur Danto, writing admiringly on 

Mapplethorpe, points out, though, our modern Western culture does 

not believe that children can give consent to adults because children 

are inherently powerless before adults… 

Some would argue that the only person to whom a child can give 

consent is a parent, while others would retort that a parent is the last 

person from whom a child would be able to withhold consent.  

(Higonnet 1998, p. 169) 

 

One of the first suggestions made by the HREC was to remove my children 

completely from my work, and to trawl the internet for public domain images of 

other people’s children instead. To be honest, I found this idea quite creepy, as 

many internet users are not necessarily au fait with privacy controls or copyright 

laws, and could easily place pictures in the public domain unintentionally. 

Additionally, many photographic images are public domain because their copyright 

protection has expired (seventy years after the death of the creator), meaning that 

they are of little use in an exploration of contemporary representation of 

contemporary childhood. 

 

So the HREC sidetracked (albeit unintentionally) my reading and thoughts down 

the route of coercion and consent. I have to agree with Jacqueline Millner (2010, 

para. 18) here: ‘The moral panic around child pornography shut down images of 

children to their lowest common denominator—and this we need to resist with 

passion’. 

 

The HREC eventually decided that the conflation of my identities as artist and 

mother would lead to coercion of my children. Any investigation into the 

circumstance of any photograph has to include questions about the ethics of the 

power imbalance and authority of the photographer, so therefore, by the logic of 

the committee, no person less powerful in any way than their photographer can 

give genuine consent: No one who is poorer, less mentally stable, more racially 

discriminated against, or further socially marginalised. In this light, most 

photojournalists or artists who utilise photography for social commentary 

photography—artists such as Dianna Arbus or Dorothea Lange—are producing 
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unethical work. In Pictures of Innocence, Anne Higonnet argues that ‘if we were to 

maintain that consent is essential to photography, yet also no child can give consent 

to any adult, then all family snapshots of children become unethical, which is 

patently absurd’ (1998, p. 169). It is worth noting that Higonnet wrote those words 

in 1998, well before the explosion of mobile devices and accessible internet that 

has created a cascading world of social media and photo apps relentlessly 

propagating imagery. 

 

My story of coercion, from the point of view of trying to gain ethical clearance for 

this project, is interesting because my photographic ‘practice’ (I am not a 

photographer) is no different to that of most other parents, except, perhaps, that I 

am less likely than many to apply a fancy filter before uploading to Instagram, 

Tumblr, Facebook or some other social media platform of the day. Taking 

photographs of one’s children at play is standard practice in Australia and, to the 

best of my knowledge, is not considered ‘coercive’, but rather a healthy and normal 

desire to document family history and build a library of visual memories. I imagine 

there would be few (if any) Australian families who do not have a bookshelf of 

albums (or, these days, a collection of external drives, Facebook albums and Flickr 

accounts) full of photographs of their children at play. In terms of then using these 

images in my ‘research’ (that is, using them as inspiration for etchings, paintings 

and other works), I see this as joining a rich tradition of artists, writers and social 

scientists documenting and commenting on their children’s lives through a variety 

of media. My children love seeing themselves represented in my photographs, 

etchings and paintings, and they were bemused and offended when they found that 

the HREC believed my work to be inappropriate and coercive. 

 

This idea that as their parent I should protect them from allowing people 

(including, paradoxically, myself) to photograph them if they are in a position of 

power imbalance means that as a responsible parent to my adorable blond haired 

blue/green eyed girls travelling through Indonesia, I should have whisked them 

away from all the friendly locals who wished to photograph or be photographed 

with them. There are probably thousands of photographs of my kids taken by 

strangers while travelling. I remember returning to the Arab Quarter near Masjid 

Sunan Ampel in Surabaya and seeing a photograph of my then 18-month-old and a 

shopkeeper displayed in pride of place in his window, next to a slightly smaller 

print of the same shopkeeper shaking hands with an anthropology professor from 

ANU. 
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I’ve always let my children choose for themselves whether to smile and wave and 

make new friends or to frown and hide behind me as I shrugged and said ‘ma’af’ 

[sorry]; a little embarrassed by their rudeness, but filled with pride by their ability 

to choose their own level of engagement. I was genuinely shocked when the HREC 

told me that to take photographs of my children while in Indonesia was to risk 

those images falling into the hands of South East Asian paedophile rings. I wonder 

when they’re going to break the news to all the Australian families holidaying in 

Bali that they shouldn’t be photographing their children while on holiday? 

 

It is saddening to contemplate the possibility that the coming 

censorship laws may make it illegal for parents to photograph their 

small offspring naked because, in this state, they clearly trigger 

parents’ legitimate aesthetic emotions. But censorship legislation 

could make them criminals for undertaking this essentially natural—

and completely ethical—action.  

(Richardson, 2008, para.6) 

 

Those who criticise artistic representations of childhood tend to see only two 

possible contracts between adult and child: either one of parental or pedagogical 

authority, or one of sexual exploration. All other contracts based on mutuality, 

creativity, fun or play, are suspect. A well-known example of this is the art of Bill 

Henson, an internationally renowned photographer, whose photographs of 

adolescents in an exhibition that was closed down were described as ‘absolutely 

revolting…’ by then-Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, who went on to say that the work 

had no artistic merit and was exploitative of the young models (Westwood, 2008). 

By all accounts, however, Henson’s models through the years have valued their 

experience. They enjoyed pretending to be someone different, collaborating on 

something mysterious, beautiful and powerful (Ferris & Jolly, 2008). This creative 

relationship of mentor and muses working together to develop a body of work is 

also reflected in the older relationship between Papapetrou and her children: 

“People assumed that when the children became teenagers they would reject me 

and reject this work. But in fact, the opposite has taken place, they’re very engaged 

and offer ideas to me and are more than happy to be involved in it” (quoted in 

McColl, 2013, para. 23). 
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Mother artists 

 

When I was growing up, nothing of any significance was ever done without Dad 

setting up the camera and taking photographs. Unfortunately, as a child of the pre-

digital age, it often ended up with rather grumpy looking kids before the settings 

were finally right. But looking back over those pictures reveals so much of my 

father’s passion in trying to capture that perfect image of the people he cared most 

about. It was his creative sanity and a way of sealing away that moment in time. 

Why is this such a controversial issue today? It’s interesting to see how Jessie 

Mann views being the Muse for her mother in an interview in 2001 (when she was 

aged 20): 

Each one of those photographs is an affirmation of love. To me, it seems 

like she’s overwhelmed with this feeling of love and she doesn’t know 

what to do with it, so she photographs it. 

(quoted in Harris, 2001)  

 

Mother artists play a complex role in our culture, recording the direct evidence of 

reality, but at the same time employing (consciously or otherwise) social symbols 

and metaphors, and personal ideals and icons. It’s interesting, therefore, to hear 

how those relationships with the child/muse are discussed later in life when these 

children have reached the age of ‘consent’. Additionally, as a mother artist who 

chooses to focus on my maternal relationships, I think it would be foolish not to 

look at how relationships between artists and their children have evolved over, for 

example, the years that Sally Mann and Polixeni Papapetrou have been 

controversially photographing their children. Sometimes these relationships, in 

both their artistic and maternal and incarnations (if it is possible to separate these), 

have been indelibly stained by adverse public opinion. Papapetrou, for instance, 

started covering her child subjects’ faces with masks after the controversies of 

2008. 

 

After 2008 I began using masks on the children’s faces. I don’t want 

to say that this was direct result of what happened with the Art 

Monthly incident, but by disguising the children I was able to talk 

about childhood in a more universal way. 

(Rizvi, 2013) 

 



39 
 

 
Figure 25:  Polixeni  Papapetrou,  The Shell  Collectors ,  2012 

 

Mother artists have also often revisited their muses, as with Ella Dreyfus’s ‘Under 

Twelve and Under Twenty’ series (see http://www.elladreyfus.com) or, more 

recently, Vee Speers ‘Birthday Party’ and ‘Bulletproof’ (see Figures 26 & 27). It’s 

interesting to see how this relationship develops, especially as both these 

Australian artists (Speers is based in France) did their first series prior to the 

Henson controversy and the second after (Speers, 2014a; Speers, 2014b; Speers, 

2014c).  

 
Figure 26:  Vee Speers,  Unti t led #16,  
2008  

 

 
Figure 27:  Vee Speers,  Untit led#16,  
2012   
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“Had they destroyed my relationship with my children, it would have 

been too high a price to pay. And, of course, I kept hearing that the 

photos would screw them up once they were older. When they were 

going through the usual bumps teenagers go through, I did sometimes 

wonder: is this because of the pictures? But I don't think they were 

affected much at all." Sally Mann.  

(quoted in Morrison, 2010) 

 

For Sally Mann, when ‘Immediate Family’ came out it was 1992, there was no 

internet to speak of, and child pornography did not loom quite so large in the public 

consciousness. As Sally said: ‘Exploitation was the farthest thing from my mind’ 

(Morrison, 2010, para. 2). As an artist today, it is much harder to photograph 

children without a veritable artillery barrage of justifications. This makes me a 

little sad, and takes me back to my Honours project, and people’s pointed questions 

as to why I had portrayed the children as naked and printed their clothes separately. 

It was 2001, I was 26, and there was plenty of time to have a coffee whilst a single 

image downloaded from the Internet. The soft ground prints of clothing represented 

various clichés, but just didn’t sit well aesthetically over my line-drawn children. 

The original plan was to do three-plate prints, but the images were too heavy and 

lost subtlety when overlaid. Thus a decision made for purely aesthetic reasons 

opened a floodgate of controversy. I was reminded of this experience by an 

interview with Australian artist Ella Dreyfus by Maurice O’Riordan (2012, p. 27), 

discussing the fact that she did not crop her images to hide her son’s nipples: 

M: And should you have cropped them higher? 

E: Well, you see, visually, compositionally, having been a 

portrait artist for so long, there’s no way I would have done that. I’m 

not going to do a passport picture, just a neck and shoulders and a 

head. So obviously my visual aesthetic would never have gone in that 

direction.  
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Figure 28:  Ella Dreyfus,  No.  1 ,  2012 

In later work Sally Mann tried to shake the label of being the woman who took all 

those naked photos of her children (although, as she goes to pains to explain, the 

children were actually only naked in 13 of the 65 images in ‘Immediate Family’) 

(Morrison, 2010). Mann talks about being somewhat amused that no one 

questioned her right to publish her photos of a body farm, yet there has been 

endless sermonising about her portrayal of children:  

“If there’s any time when you’re vulnerable, it’s when you’re dead. In 

life, those people had pride and privacy. I felt sorry for them. I thought 

if they knew I was taking photos, without them having a chance to 

comb their hair or put their teeth in, they’d die of shame. So I 

expected critics to ask: is this right?”  

(quoted in Morrison, 2010, para. 7) 

 

As previously stated, my hope is that own work will steer its way around the 

controversy and opprobrium that have gone hand-in-hand with the work of artists 

like Sally Mann, Polixeni Papapterou and others, and use the medium of printed 

wallpaper to document the real, lived lives of my children, whilst also examining 

the way in which a society so de-sensitised to sexualised childhood in advertising 

and commercial media can become so horror-struck when confronted with reality 

as portrayed by mother artists. 
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Chapter Three: Weaving straw from gold. 
Creating the work 

 

Creating the work for this project was, at times, an exercise in frustration and 

patience. During its execution I lived in Darwin, Yogyakarta and Hobart, while 

juggling work, study and family. The icing on the cake was when my partner and I 

contracted Chikungunya fever in Java in 2013, which meant that the bulk of the 

work has been developed and printed while suffering from a chronic disease that 

attacks the joints. This chapter describes the hurdles I had to face, and the 

techniques that I employed or developed to overcome them.  

 

A bauhinian rhapsody 

 

After I finally reached an unhappy compromise with the HREC that let me proceed 

with my work, I started playing with a variety of techniques I had explored and 

developed while printing at Basil Hall Editions.7 In particular, I was inspired by the 

soft ground techniques of my mentor Jorg Schmeisser—techniques I had used 

when collaborating with other artists but had not yet experimented with in my own 

work. I decided to start with a repetitive print of the bauhinia tree which we had 

planted in the backyard over the placenta of our second child. 

 

The first proof of this image worked really well, with the pencil marks created with 

the rough side of tissue paper on the soft ground resulting in a similar feel to early 

twentieth-century lithographic wallpaper. The images were decorative, and would 

have sat well as reproductions on my grandmother’s wall, but they seemed to me to 

be just too pretty and lacking in depth. The decorativeness was appealing, but not 

thought-provoking. So as my next step, I selected some snapshots I had taken of 

my daughters playing on a swing set—hanging upside down; swinging; climbing. I 

developed sketches from these photographs, then scanned them and used Adobe 

Photoshop to reverse the images. This was so that when I transferred them to zinc 

plates and etched them, they would come out as they were originally drawn rather 

                                                
7 See http://www.basilhalleditions.com.au/ 
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than as mirror images, thus also maintaining the original foreshortening and 

perspective (human faces tend to be asymmetrical, and look distorted when 

reversed by the usual etching process). 

 

 
Figure 29:  Bauhinia detai l  

 
 

The images of the girls, each executed on individual small plates, are not restricted 

by arbitrary notions of time and space. Within the wallpaper they climb and swing 

through the endless bifurcations of the bauhinia branches (see Figures 29 & 30). 

With little effort, they can go anywhere; achieve anything. I think that this is an 

important contrast to the all too common constraints placed on girls—reinforced by 

expectations that they will be good, nice, and beautiful. The three figures 

inhabiting the wallpaper are not unsexed per se, but are vaguely androgynous and 

free to shift genders and dreams at will. They are stripped of the material 

iconography that delineates gender from early childhood in the twentieth century. 
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Figure 30:  Completed Bauhinia  

 

 

 

Finding the flock 

As I began to edition the bauhinia, I simultaneously started work on another 

wallpaper that reflected some of my other original ideas. I had become fascinated 

with nineteenth century post-mortem photography of children, particularly as 

modern-day people seem so disturbed by photographing the dead, whereas to me 

the idea of losing a child and having no record of their existence seems utterly 

heart-breaking. As an aside, why is there no word in English for a parent who has 

lost a child? Is it because it’s something we find so difficult to confront that we 

would rather not have a label for it? 

 

Photographic ‘memento mori’ (also known as memorial or mourning portraiture) 

became popular after the invention of the daguerreotype in 1839. It made 

portraiture more accessible, as it was much cheaper and quicker than painting. 

Because photography was a new medium, and still quite costly, memento mori 

were often the first and last photos of young children or infants, capturing their 

post-mortem likeness. The practice peaked in popularity around the end of the 

nineteenth century, finally dying out as technology improved and “snapshot” 



45 
 

photography become more commonplace. Since then, it has increasingly been seen 

as vulgar, sensationalistic and taboo (George, 2015). 

 

This contemporary revulsion is in marked contrast to the feelings of the mourning 

families who commissioned the memento mori. They would have viewed the 

image as something to be treasured; a precious reminder of their most loved; 

beautiful and sensitive. Perhaps this contrast is indicative of a cultural shift, an new 

social discomfort with death. Perhaps, given relatively low infant mortality rates in 

modern times, we simply don’t want to be reminded that death once stalked 

childhood so closely. Notably, however, a number of contemporary artists still 

pursue this dialogue, helping to illuminate the intent of this early photographic 

genre. Andres Serrano (with his series ‘The Morgue’) and Sally Mann (‘Body 

Farm’) are both artists who have pushed boundaries in their exploration of the 

relationship between childhood and death (Morrison, 2010; Ravenal, Strauss, & 

Tucker, 2010).  

 
Figure 31:  Andres Serranos,  
The Morgue ( fatal  Meningit is  
II) ,  1992  

 
Figure 32:  Sally Mann,Untit led,  WR Pa 53 ,  2001  

 

 

The idea of setting up a photo shoot to mimic the post mortem style of photography 

with print elements in the backdrop was appealing (as per my original ideas 

regarding photographic tableaux that had to be abandoned due to the restrictions 

enforced on my work by the HREC). I felt, however, that trying to pursue this as a 

wallpaper instead would have proved a futile task, as the individual drawings 

would become too scaled down and any subtleness of detail would have been lost. 

The original idea, therefore, was shelved, but it sparked a new interest in miniature 

portraiture—a form of nineteenth century keepsake utilised not just for memento 

mori, but also to record ‘snapshots’ of children’s growth, thus fulfilling the same 
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purpose as my own family snapshots that have been evolved into etchings for this 

project. 

 

As previously discussed, attitudes towards childhood shifted significantly in the 

late eighteenth century with the emergence of the idea of Romantic Childhood. In 

particular, there was an increased awareness of the transience of childhood, and a 

corresponding desire to document its developmental stages (Frank, 2000). Charles 

Willson Peales’ Matthias and Thomas Bordley, for example, uses identifiable 

aspects of the boys’ clothing to signify their relative ages and stages of maturity, as 

well as incorporating symbols referring to their education as young gentlemen such 

as Thomas pointing to a line in a book under the watchful gaze of Minerva, 

goddess of wisdom (Frank, 2000).  

 
Figure 33:  Charles Wilson Peale,  Matthias and Thomas Bordely ,  1767  

 

By playing on the idea of the miniature portraits, I’ve tried to capture snapshots of 

my children at play. These images contrast with the stolidity of Victorian 

representations of childhood and highlight the essence of the knowing child. I then 

position the images of my children at play in a wallpaper pattern that references 
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both Victorian aesthetics and Art Nouveau sensibilities and print them using a 

strong aquatint.8 This gives a texture similar to traditional flocking. In a way this is 

reminiscent of the very powerful work of Virgil Marti (see Figure 34), who 

incorporated miniature portraits sourced from his junior high school yearbook into 

a flocked wallpaper pattern. While seemingly innocent, the images evoke a 

‘claustrophobic terror’ when the viewer realises that they represent the ‘nightmare 

visions of a bullied adolescent’: the boys who tormented Marti as a gay teenager 

(Saunders, 2010). 

 

 
 

Figure 34:  Virgil  Marti ,  Bullies ,  1992/2001 

Flock wallpaper, which rose to popularity in the early eighteenth century, was 

originally made with powdered wool—a by-product of the woollen textile 

industry—to imitate damask or velvet (Victoria and Albert Museum, 2015). 

Although originally created as a relatively cheap substitute for more expensive 

fabrics, it was expensive in comparison to ordinary wallpaper, and most surviving 

examples from the 1700s come from the mansions and castles of the wealthy 

                                                
8 Aquatint is a ground that is not a solid cover on a plate, but (in the case of this project) 
made up of rosin particles that settle evenly on the plate after precipitating from a contained 
dust cloud. The rosin is then heated to melting point on a gas burner, and hardens as it air-
cools. A hard ground such as a mix of bitumen and wax is then used to block out the final 
whites in the image. The plate is then placed in the acid which bits around the tiny rosin 
grains. The length of time in acid dictates the depth of the tones, but too long can cause the 
acid to eat through the rosin (open biting). 
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(Wells-Cole, 2005). These days, flock paper is seen as clichéd and tacky, and often 

used to ‘evoke an atmosphere of Colonial grandeur’ (Victoria and Albert Museum, 

2015, para. 1). 

 

To my eye, however, it still calls to mind the gravitas of the stately home, and 

represents a freeze-frame of significant moments in time. It therefore seemed to 

provide an appropriate texture to underlie the renderings of pivotal moments in my 

children’s lives—moments that might seem trivial to the outside observer (much 

like the tastes of Georgian fashionistas), but which in the domestic space are 

momentous milestones worthy of recording for posterity: the first lost tooth, the 

first snorkelling trip, birthdays, and similar precious memories. 

 
Figure 35:  'Flocking'  being 
deeply bit ten by acid 

 

 

 

 
Figure 36:  'Flocking'  af ter  print ing the plates  

 

 

I achieved the ‘flock’ by first blocking out the negative space, and then deep-biting 

the plate to get a blind stamp onto the paper. I then used a rich black aquatint to 

reference the fine fibres of woollen flocking. As this process took place amid the 

intense heat and humidity of a Top End build-up (the months preceding the rainy 

season proper), it required a great deal of patient trial-and-error. The humidity sat 

between the spray and the plate, so the aquatint tended to break down during 

etching. This open biting would result in a patchy aquatint, but it was vital for the 

final black to be velvet-smooth, so it took many attempts before I was finally 

satisfied with the results. 
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The plan was to showcase the idea of a miniature portrait, but using etchings rather 

than paintings. This idea came from a desire to turn a pile of sketches I had done 

based on ad hoc portrait photographs I had taken of the girls—generally these 

happen when the subject becomes aware of the camera and edges closer and closer 

to it, pulling a face or shoving something they want you to see at the lens—into 

etchings. For me this imagery captures the essence of the individuality in my girls. 

By making the small etchings uniformly sized they became interchangeable within 

the wallpaper and also held together as a body of work on their own. Their 

relatively small size also made it easier to create quite a lot of them. The two larger 

plates (for the flocking) had been created before our family travelled to Java and 

moved to Tasmania, but most of the miniature portraits were developed from 

drawings originally intended to be completed in the first twelve months of the 

project, but which now form a continuous visual record of my children’s growth 

throughout my entire candidature. 

 

 
Figure 37:  Small  plates for  the 
etchings in the windows of the 
' f locked'  paper  

 
Figure 38:  Small  plates blocked out  
with acetate prior  to print ing  
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Figure 39:  Backing paper laid over 
small  plates prior  to print ing  

 

 
Figure 40:  Miniature portrai ts  after  
print ing I  

 

 
Figure 41:  Miniature portrai ts  after  
print ing II  

 
Figure 42:  Miniature portrai ts  with 
' f locking'  printed  
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Figure 43:  Completed print  of  Wallf lower  

 

 

Working in Yogyakarta 

 

From the beginning of this project I had been talking to Malcolm Smith from 

Krack! Printmaking Studio and Gallery in Yogyakarta, with the idea that I would 

go there to screen-print backdrops for my photographic tableaux. Working in this 

kind of studio is very rewarding, and characteristic of the nature of printmaking: 

working with different printers and learning from each other. I also planned to take 

my daughters to a salon and get their hair, nails and faces done (a la children’s 

beauty pageants), play dress-ups, and then photographically document both the 

initial process and the inevitable decay of the surface trappings of ‘beauty’ as the 

girls played normally for the rest of the day. However, this aspect of the plan was 

abandoned before we even got to Java as a result of the compromise reached with 

the HREC. 

 

While conducting my literature review, I started thinking of ways to use light to 

hide and reveal things. One night while spending a particularly long time trying to 
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put a child to sleep, I flicked through one of her activity books in which hidden 

yellow objects can be seen through a blue-lensed spy glass. This sent me down a 

track where I played with the red/green/blue (RGB) colour model that formed the 

basis of early photography, and which was then used in early commercial printing 

of magazines and advertisements. The dye transfer process involves the separation 

of three colour negatives, made by photographing the original negative with black 

and white film through three filters (red, green and blue). The separations were, in 

turn, soaked in organic dyes of yellow, magenta and cyan. The separations would 

then be meticulously aligned and rolled onto paper. This is also the framework for 

printing a depth and breadth of colours through a simple three-plate etching. In this 

case, I realised that exploiting the properties of the RGB colour model by printing 

in secondary colours (cyan, magenta, and yellow) and viewing the print through 

red, green and blue filters, I could layer the pattern, with different layers becoming 

visible as the filters are changed. 

 

Excited by this idea, I drew a pile of sketches representing three different narratives 

based on my initial research and ideas. The first was based on observations of my 

own children playing freely and creatively. The second consisted of images of 

beauty pageant girls transformed into birds of paradise (looking at the sexualisation 

and objectification of girls in fashion), and the third set adapted images from 

various ‘Bratz’ doll colouring pages. These dolls are a perfect example of gendered 

toy that celebrates vacancy and obsession with trivialities, with tiny waists and 

oversized heads and eyes. All of these images were then transformed into delicate 

line drawn etchings, which I printed in cyan, magenta and yellow. I was not, 

however, particularly pleased with the results at that stage, as the nature of etching 

does not allow the colours to sit on top of each other without interacting. Even 

allowing the inks to dry between plates did not achieve the strength needed for the 

light/colour play to work. I think a further contributing factor was that Hahnemuhle 

is a rag paper, so therefore is traditionally an off-white colour. All these factors 

muted the colours just slightly so when looked at through different RGB light gels 

they didn’t disappear as they should have, although the yellow/blue worked 

reasonably effectively. 

 

With our three-month trip to Yogyakarta looming and a household that needed to 

be packed and shipped to Tasmania, I admitted defeat on making the project work 

as an etching and decided to screen-print it at Krack! instead. The advantages of 

this would have included being able to print stronger, more opaque colours on a 
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pure white paper, as well as avoiding the risk of colours leaching as when wetting 

the paper to print etchings. Before we left I reprinted all the etchings with no plate 

tone on the plate and with high pressure on the press. This left me with prints that 

looked like strong line drawings and could be easily converted into acetates for 

screens, as I planned to at least give them the appearance of etchings. 

 

The house was sold, our lives were packed, our offer on a house in Tasmania was 

accepted, and we set off for three months in Indonesia based at a homestay in 

Yogyakarta belonging to an ex-student of my husband.  

 

After travelling for 3 weeks we arrived in Yogyakarta in time for the contemporary 

art fair ART JOG . I met up with Malcolm and Moki from Krack! and checked out 

the studio space. We mocked up a few ideas, looked at ways of using their set-up to 

print continuous rolls of paper, and planned when we could do blocks of editions. 

Everything seemed to be coming together, but then one day my husband started 

complaining of sore hands and feet after taking the kids to Taman Pintar (a science 

museum). By the next morning we were both covered in a full body rash and 

suffering from excruciating joint pain. Initially we assumed this was dengue fever, 

which panicked us a bit, but the hospital told us we actually had something we’d 

never heard of: chikungunya fever. The name means ‘stooped and distorted’ in the 

Kimokonde language of West Africa, and stooped and distorted was certainly how 

we felt. 

 

After weeks of pain, we began to realise that this virus was going to be a complete 

game changer. For me, the moment of truth came when we took our daughters to a 

batik workshop and my hands were so weak, trembling and painful that I couldn’t 

even place a tjap (copper stamp) on the fabric. The realisation that I would be 

physically unable to edition work for the foreseeable future was devastating. I had 

been looking forward to the opportunity to print and to collaborate with other 

printers in Indonesia for years 

 

In despair and delirium, I turned to my laptop and started playing with my 

wallpaper ideas in Adobe Photoshop. First, I took the images of my etchings and 

spent days separating the lines completely from their background to eliminate any 

noise that would build up with layering. I then played with the overall aesthetics of 

the wallpaper, working out whether if one colour sat on the other too much it 

would mute it, and would show as a negative space when looking through the lens. 
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The cyan viewed through a red lens had the strongest effect with the least 

background pollution from the other images, so I decided to use this for the girls at 

play—the ‘real’ girls doing real things, free from commercialisation or 

sexualisation. Additionally, I structured the image such that the girls at natural play 

ascended through it, literally climbing away from externally imposed ideals of 

childhood.  The other combinations, used to view the Bratz dolls and beauty 

pageant girls, had a slightly different effect. While the primary image was clearly 

dominant for each, it overlaid a faded palimpsest of the other images. I felt that 

these ghostly layers of different versions of childhood (natural, commercialised, 

sexualised) reflected my own ideas and concerns perfectly.  

 
Figure 44:  Three colours of  girlhood  [detai l] ,  (digital ly printed wallpaper)   

The images were coming together well, but I had no idea whether chikungunya 

would ever let me print them. Serendipitously, while hobbling around a mall one 

day, I spotted a small booth advertising custom wallpaper for children’s bedrooms. 

Within a few days, I was collaborating with a woman from their factory who 

seemed very excited about both the idea and the technical challenges it would bring 

her. In the meantime, I discussed the new direction with Malcolm from Krack!, 

who wanted to incorporate the work into a 3D screenprint show, but was concerned 

regarding the practicalities of hanging wallpaper. After investigating several dead-

ends, including printing on ‘contact’-style sticker paper, we went with printing as 

wallpaper with a 10mm overhang to allow for overlap when mounting. 
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During this process, I also started working on some of the images for my planned 

toile wallpaper. After attending some brainstorming sessions with other artists from 

the upcoming show at Krack! regarding the possibilities of printing with offset 

magenta and cyan, I decided that a 3D toile would be a better fit for the show, 

particularly in terms of the mechanics of making the images accessible to viewers 

(i.e. the offset toile could be viewed through the 3D glasses distributed at the show, 

whereas the three-colour print would require a complex and technical lighting set-

up). I managed to get four three-metre lengths of the toile printed before returning 

to Australia, three of which I left in Yogyakarta for the show. 

 

 
Figure 45:  3D wallpaper hanging in Krack! Studio,  Yogyakarta  

Single sheet paper 

After my successful foray into digitally printing wallpaper in Yogyakarta, several 

colleagues suggested that I should continue to work with this medium as the end 

product better reflected more traditional ideas of wallpaper. However, I felt that the 

digital process lacked the three dimensional experience of etching techniques, as 

well as the addictively complex process that had attracted me to etching in the first 

place. Interestingly, though, as I delved deeper into the history of wallpaper, I 

found that very early wallpapers were, in fact, single sheets of paper placed 
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together, and it was not until the 1830s that it became customary to print on 

continuous rolls (Wisse, 2005). 

 

For a while I had contemplated attempting to print my wallpaper on a continuous 

roll of Hahnemuhle paper. However, much like early wallpaper printers, I was 

defeated by the logistics of maintaining registration, particularly given the need to 

dry between colours/plates as the offset would reduce the vibrancy of the images. 

Printing continuous rolls on an etching press would also carry a significant risk of 

creasing the paper, particularly as the printing would be carried out in my own 

studio with no one else to mind the blankets and paper as they pass through the 

press. Traditionally, different techniques would have been employed, for example 

woodblocks that lent themselves better to printing continuous rolls.9 So I decided 

to continue with my plan to form large panels of wallpaper by joining multiple 

etchings together, much as did wallpaper printers in the relative infancy of printing 

technology. 

 

 
Figure 46:  An unheated studio and a 
Tasmanian winter  bring art  into the 
domestic  space  

 

 
Figure 47:  Taking over the dining room 
table  

Wallpaper plays some interesting roles. It both mimics and highlights the domestic 

space. It decorates and frames the home, yet is often not really ‘seen’. It is not, by 

nature, confrontational, although it can subtly shift the tone and mood of its 
                                                
9 See, for instance, William Morris using woodblocks to print a 37 colour roll of paper at 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/videos/b/video-block-printed-wallpaper/ 
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surroundings. It can be a storyteller, as with the social commentary revealed by 

close inspection of the superficially pretty Timorous Beastie toile. Now I needed to 

find a way of juxtaposing imagery, of adding a modern fairy tale element to my 

commentary. 

 

 

Figure 48:  Renèe Green,  Commemorative Toile  (detai l) ,  1992  

 

The inspiration to do my own toile was multi-faceted. Historically, toile was 

sometimes used to capture a particularly significant moment in time, for example 

Jean-Baptiste Huet’s designs depicting scenes from the French Revolution 

(Saunders, 2010). In more modern times, this role has been appropriated as a way 

of commenting on both historical and contemporary social realities. In fact, it has 

become one of the styles of wallpaper most referenced by contemporary artists, 

such as with the three-dimensional work of Beth Katleman’s Folly10 or the 

politically charged animated film toile of Brigitte Zieger.11  Renée Green 

intersperses traditional toile subjects with jarringly discordant elements 

`commenting on the selectivity of white history, including slave markets and 

lynchings (Saunders, 2010). Similarly, Timorous Beasties, a Glaswegian fabric and 

wallpaper studio, use patterns like their ‘Edinburgh Toile’ and ‘Glasgow Toile’ to 

juxtapose the traditional ‘feel’ of toile with images that reflect the grimy realities of 

                                                
10 See http://www.bethkatleman.com/work/?cid=4 
11 See http://www.brigittezieger.com 
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working class life in those cities.12  Even Spoonflower, a mainstream site where 

people can create their own wallpaper and fabrics, recently had a competition for 

‘post-apocalyptic toile designs’.13  

 

  

Figure 49:  Detail  of  Toile 

 
Figure 50:  One of the plates for  Toile  

 

 

For my toile, I based the images on photographs I had taken of my daughters 

showing them engaging in creative play, often ‘Disneyfied’ in nature by received 

societal expectations of gendered play, and utilising toys and costumes from the 

‘pink’ section of the toy department that encourages girls to be good little mothers-

in-waiting—having tea parties, applying make-up, and role-playing scenarios in 

which they wait for their prince to rescue them. I chose to print my toile in straight-

from-the-tin Orient Blue Charbonnel intaglio etching ink, as it also became an 

homage to the extensive collection of Spode china that we inherited after the 

passing of my husband’s grandparents. The core of that collection dates back to the 

1930s, and will hopefully survive to be equally cherished by our daughters. Thus 

the toile not only captures moments in time and uses them to comment on the 

commercialisation of childhood, but also, at a deeper and more personal level, 

reflects the role of material objects in symbolising the continuity of family life. 

 

                                                
12 See http://www.timorousbeasties.com/shop/wallcoverings 
13 See http://www.spoonflower.com/contests/328 
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Birds of paradise 

 

When representing child beauty pageant contestants (as seen in television 

programmes like Toddlers and Tiaras), it seemed appropriate to utilise imagery of 

birds of paradise. This combines both the flamboyance of the 1920s (including the 

use of feathers from exotic birds) that I find so visually appealing with a reference 

to certain wallpapers from earlier times, particularly the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century European reproductions of Chinese ‘bird and flower’ patterns (Saunders, 

2005). The birds’ flamboyant plumage and displays are designed to attract mates, 

and I could see parallels between this and the radical adornment of the pageant 

girls to please the adult gaze and, perhaps, to reassure parents that they have bred 

something that is attractive to others and is therefore more likely to pass on the 

parental genes (‘Selfish Genes and Tiaras’?). The fact that it tends to be the male 

birds of paradise who possess the plumage and perform the dances also subverts 

the performative gender roles embodied by the pageants. On a more personal and 

positive level, I think that living for a long time in the tropics and travelling 

extensively through Indonesia gave me an appreciation for the vibrant beauty of 

these spectacular birds, and an understanding of people’s desire to adorn 

themselves with these exquisite and otherworldly feathers. I also remember the 

year spent living in Surabaya with our infant daughter, and the hours we spent 

sitting under a tree at the zoo (one of the few green spaces in the city) watching 

these exotic creatures. 

 

While creating the support material for this project, I trawled through endless 

websites belonging to fashion labels that make clothing for the child beauty 

pageant world, trying to find images that best reflected the vacant stare of these 

objectified ‘beauty’ queens. I recreated these images in gentle pencil sketches and 

transformed their kitsch, glitzy costumes into something more reminiscent of the 

beautiful plumage of the birds of paradise. I think that using this Toddlers and 

Tiaras style of beauty pageant imagery, but clothing them in the feathers 

traditionally seen as a commodity, raises questions regarding the objectification of 

our daughters and reflects the societal pressure on them to prioritise physical 

beauty. 
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In the finished etchings, the bird of paradise-like pageant girls are sitting amongst 

the flowers of the magnificent bougainvillea vine (my husband’s nemesis!). Our 

house in Darwin, in which both of our children were born, had a bougainvillea that 

climbed a twenty-foot sandalwood stump, and cascaded purple flowers ten months 

of the year. The sight of it was always a welcoming sign of returning home, and yet 

hidden in its beauty were sharp thorns that stuck in our shoes, feet and bike tyres. 

They also ripped at our flesh when we had to prune it back, especially in the 

aftermath of big storms or cyclones. The bougainvillea’s beauty is alluring, but, in 

a way, superficial. Thus it seemed ideal for this project. 

 

One of the difficulties that arose with this project was that in moving it to my 

personal studio, Dark Matter Press, I lost access to the full range of equipment 

found in a commercial studio. In particular, I felt the lack of a hotplate with which 

to achieve a light, even heat across my plates when applying a soft ground.14 I tried 

to work around this by using pencil drawings on liquid soft ground, but with 

disastrous results. It chipped, bubbled and flaked off. I tried everything I could 

think of to achieve consistent application, even laying the plate in the sun to retard 

the drying time (it was a cold spring in Tasmania). 

 

                                                
14 In etching, a ‘ground’ is any acid resistant material on the plate through which marks are 
drawn or scratched. There are a variety of grounds, including hard and soft grounds, which 
are generally used to execute lines; aquatints which are used to create tonal variation; and 
crayons or permanent markers, which are used as a way of specifically blocking out just a 
line. A hard ground has less wax in the ground, so it needs to be scratched to expose the 
plate to the acid, whereas a soft ground is waxier, and therefore can be used to create marks 
via the imprint of the hand or pencil marks. There are liquid hard and soft grounds which 
can be poured onto the plate, or, as in the process of my successful soft ground for Birds of 
Paradise, it is done by melting a soft ground onto a warmed plate then using a hard roller to 
roll it out, creating a thin, even layer of ground. This is important for the way I use soft 
ground, as a thicker ground doesn’t pick up the subtleties of the pencil marks that I make on 
the tracing paper. When the paper is lifted up it removes the wax where the pencil marks 
have been made, but it is important to use a tracing paper that also has paper grain so it 
leaves a pattern that reflects the pencil marks. 
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Figure 51:  Poor ground causing a bad 
etch  

 

 
Figure 52:  Bad bite  on the backing plate 

 

 

Figure 53:  Completed backing plate  

 

Figure 54:  Better  results  from a good 
ground  

 

 

In the end, after days of repetitively degreasing my plate to within an inch of its life 

and then re-applying the ground, I gave up and commandeered a barbeque to use in 

trying to lay soft ground. The initial results, while not perfect, seemed a definite 

improvement. However, after etching it I found that I had lost a lot of the detail and 

coherency of the line work, so I returned to the liquid ground. I finally managed to 

achieve a consistent ground with no bubbles on two plates, but then found that the 

plates etched differentially—open biting in some places and not etching enough in 

others. Thankfully, it was at about that time that I gained some sessional teaching 

work at TasTAFE, which gave me access to the Tasmanian College of the Arts’s 
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fabulous studio and perfectly designed hotplates. Using this equipment, I was able 

to degrease four plates and apply a perfect soft ground in about twenty minutes. 

 

The initial plate then became  a second, a la poupée plate with a variety of colour.15 

This decision was not easily made, as usually, when doing a second plate in which 

the registration of one colour is to sit on the other, it is critical that they will do a 

plate-to-plate transfer of the key plate in the preparatory stages (any other process 

has too much working against it to get good precision). Because this utilised soft 

ground drawn on through tracing paper, which obscures the plate, and it was not 

originally planned as a two-plate print, the registration was inevitably going to be a 

little bit out. One of the plates was also bitten more voraciously by the acid, so 

despite making the ink on one plate more transparent, the final colours were more 

vibrant and less subtle than originally intended. However, not only does the end 

product reflect the handmade, artisanal aspect of printmaking that I love so much, 

but the brighter colours emphasise the brilliant provocativeness of the birds of 

paradise’s plumage. 

 

 
Figure 55:  Experimenting with f inal  colours  

 

 

                                                
15 A la Poupée [‘with the doll’] is a way of adding a variety of colour to a single plate. 
Material, often tarlatan, is bunched into a shape reminiscent of a rag doll, then used to 
remove any excess ink and dab on the new colour into the lines. 
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Shades of wallpaper and woodgrain 

In its early incarnation in Renaissance interiors of the second half of the 16th 

century, decorative paper was used as a covering for ceilings. These papers have 

survived more frequently than paper from walls, as they were generally subject to 

less damp and wear. However, the point of reference I wish to use here is how the 

paper was used to mimic the greater medium of wood (see Wisse, 2005, p. 8). 

 

 
Figure 56: Winckelriedhaus ceil ing,  c .  1563 

 

Figure 56 shows details of a ceiling that was formerly in the Winckelriedhaus at 

Stans (Tyrol) (circa 1563). The paper was block-printed to resemble ash wood, 

with ebony inlay imitated by a central woodcut and a paper ‘craved’ border. In my 

own work, I reference this imitation wood-grain by overlaying etchings with 

silhouettes printed with actual wood grain as a way of layering another sub-text 

into the narrative; the marks of the wood hint at further stories and add a texture to 

the silhouette. This also creates a feeling reminiscent of Wayang (Javanese shadow 

puppetry) or pioneer ‘cut-out’ animation by film makers such as Lotte Reiniger.16  

 
                                                
16 See ‘Prince Achmed’, http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2kooh2 
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I find it interesting to note the variety of ways that different cultures have used 

storytelling and imagery to pass on knowledge and values as part of an essentially 

oral tradition, from Indonesian Wayang shadow puppetry to traditional European 

fairy tales passed on amid the shadows cast by flickering firelight. In other words, 

some of the earliest types of animated storytelling employed the use of shadows. 

This use of the oral tradition to socialise children was not limited to preliterate 

societies, but was also found in societies in which literacy was limited to the 

wealthy, for example the rich tradition of fairy tales in western Europe that have 

now, at the hands of studios like Disney, become standard tropes of modern 

childhood.  

 

The meta-narrative of this project reflects these traditional fairy tales: stories of 

caution and ethical etiquette used to articulate a moral and socio-political 

framework for children. Snow White and Cinderella, for example, could be read as 

texts on the treatment of young girls and the necessity of their ultimate 

subservience (Adriaenssens, Allegaert, Dendooven, & Vanobbergen, 2012). The 

often harsh moral lessons of these tales have been watered down and ‘Disneyfied’; 

now their role is equally gendered, but purposed more towards mass merchandising 

than moralising, with princess-adorned yoghurt tubs and tissue boxes harnessing 

the ‘nag factor’ (Orenstein, 2012). 

 
Figure 57:  Wood 'plates '  used to print  overlying shadows 
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The layers of meaning built up within the patterns of my wallpaper are then 

juxtaposed with an overlay of shadows. These are simplified silhouettes of both 

stereotypically gendered childhoods and ‘real’ children at play, although this 

simplification is deceptive. As Kara Walker said when discussing how the 

simplified details of the human form in her black cut-outs resonate with racial 

stereotypes: “The silhouette says a lot with very little information, but that’s also 

what the stereotype does” (cited in Art Institute of Chicago, 2013, para. 1). The 

miniature portraits in Wallflower are shaded by the silhouette of two girls being 

primped and pampered in a beauty parlour, while the beauty queens in Birds of 

Paradise peek from behind a shadow based on my daughters and nephew playing 

warriors with homemade bows and arrows around a wooden tepee they had made. 

Similarly, Toile is overshadowed by a silhouetted scene of my daughters swinging 

and climbing on play equipment in the backyard. In addition, the larger wallpaper 

pieces are complemented and contextualised by life-sized cut-outs of a children. 

Several versions of these were explored, and the ones included in the final 

exhibition were of a girl leaping from a rock and a girl dancing unselfconsciously. 

My favourite—a toddler blowing bubbles whilst on the toilet (inspired by the way 

finding my then-three-year-old doing exactly that reminded me of Jessie Wilcox 

Smith’s Mother’s Morning, Figure 64)—didn’t quite fit in the space, but did inspire 

the silhouette.  
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Figure 58 :  Paper cut-out  posit ioned on 
plates for  print ing  

 
Figure 59:  Paper cut-out  after  print ing 

 

 

 
Figure 60:  Cut-out  instal led in Rosny 
Cottage I  

 

 
Figure 61:  Cut-out  instal led in Rosny 
Cottage II  
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Figure 62:  Completed Toile  

 

 
Figure 63:  Completed Birds of  Paradise  
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Figure 64:  Jessie Wilcox Smith,  Mother’s  Morning ,  1902  

.  

Making my woodgrain silhouettes intaglio allowed the imperfections of the wood’s 

growth to become embossed on the print, in contrast to the negative space a relief 

print would have created, leaving a physically raised third dimension on the paper. 

In the texture of the silhouettes, therefore, the grain of the wood block used to print 

it can be clearly seen, the rings of maturity corkscrewed and flattened as the solid 

trunk of an old tree was transformed into cheap board. To me, this means that the 

life of the tree is incorporated into an ongoing dialogue between conservation and 

consumption. Likewise, my early days protesting in the Tarkine have become the 

palimpsest upon which my experiences as an artist and mother are being printed. 

 

Figure 65:  Detai l  of  woodgrain on Toile  
 

Figure 66:  Detai l  of  woodblock 
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Finding my gingerbread cottage 

The selection of a final exhibition space was a difficult one, in the sense that the 

‘comfortable’ space of a gallery, with good lighting and open spaces, would have 

been an easier option in terms of hanging the work. However, this would not have 

captured the almost forensic feel of the old home, with its faded wallpaper, scuffed 

floorboards, chipped skirting boards, and tarnished door handles—silent witnesses 

to the secret history of domestic life. At the end of the day, my work, and the 

experience of producing it, has produced a feeling of being stitched in by echoes of 

history. Like the twenty times one has to hem up an endlessly falling-down school 

skirt, our homes are marked with the physical traces of repetitive domestic routine.  

 

 
Figure 67:  Rosny Cottage interior  

 
Figure 68:  Rosny Cottage exterior  

I was fortunate enough to gain access to Rosny Cottage, an 1850s stone cottage 

that is set up as a museum of nineteenth century domesticity (see Figures 67 & 68). 

The two front rooms were cleared of most of their artefacts, although some were 

selectively retained to maintain the homely atmosphere and complement the work. 

These rooms housed the four large pieces, while the cut-outs were scattered 

throughout the rest of the house. The series of miniature portraits in oval frames 

were installed along the corridor to add to the domestic feel (a house only becomes 

a home when it contains the essence of its residents). A soundscape of giggling, 

playing children and lively family chatter played in a loop in the background, 

drawing viewers further into the domestic space. Rather than use gallery-style 

lighting, I felt that it would be more evocative of the domestic space to work 

primarily with the existing lighting, selectively complemented with additional 

standing lamps that had the right ‘period’ feel. Great care had to be taken not to 

damage the existing paint and plaster when installing the works; this was achieved 

by using sensitive double-sided tape and a system of magnets. 
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Figure 69:  Miniature portrai ts  in  the 
hall  of  Rosny Cottage I  

 
Figure 70:  Miniature portrai ts  in  the 
hall  of  Rosny Cottage II  

 
Figure 71:  Miniature portrai ts  & cut-
outs  in the hall  of  Rosny Cottage 

 
Figure 72:  Great  care being taken not  to 
damage the walls  during instal lat ion 

 

 

 

I decided to place Birds of Paradise and Toile in a room together to exploit the 

contrasting blue and pink elements. Birds of Paradise was hung on the wall 

opposite the door in the hope that its vivid colours would entice the viewer into the 

space. Bauhinia and Wallflower, meanwhile, were placed in the other front room, 

with Bauhinia on the far wall so that the colours of the carpet would lead to its 

greens and mushroom pinks. 
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Figure 73:  Birds of  Paradise  instal led in 
Rosny Cottage 

 
Figure 74:  Toile  instal led in Rosny 
Cottage 

 
Figure 75:  Bauhinia  instal led in Rosny 
Cottage 

 
Figure 76:  Wallf lower  instal led in Rosny 
Cottage 

 

Artefacts and furniture that were either retained in the rooms or added by myself 

were carefully curated to reflect and complement the works. Next to Toile, for 

example, I placed some Spode china (inherited by my husband from his 

grandparents) to reflect the colouring and allow the work to flow gently into its 

surroundings. My younger daughter placed the brilliant-pink fake peony roses on 

the side table next to the magenta lamp. She felt they ‘looked best there, Mummy’, 

and she was right: The classic fake flowers captured the essence of the beauty 

pageant girls and their bougainvillea colours. The girl dancing on the mantelpiece 

immediately caught my eye with her grace and freedom of movement, and her 

colouring matched the palette of the couch, carpet and Bauhinia. Serendipitously, 

my father informed me that an identical figurine had sat on my grandparents’ 

mantelpiece in their 1930 Launceston house until they passed away. 
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Figure 77:  Flowers and lamp chosen to 
complement Birds of  Paradise  

 

 
Figure 78:  Wallf lower  with lamp and 
vase 

 
Figure 79:  Toile  with Spode china 

 
Figure 80:  Bauhinia  ' speaking'  with 
dancing f igurine 
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Chapter Four: Happily ever after? 
Conclusions and new directions. 

 

Conclusions 

The paradox of this project is that in failing to follow through on its original aims, 

it also achieved them. The original intention was to use a combination of 

photography and printmaking to further the discourse surrounding children in art, 

and to comment on the dissonance between social criticism of mother artists and 

acceptance of heavily gendered, hyper-sexualised representations of childhood in 

advertising and commercial media. The reaction of the HREC meant that I was 

unable to follow this path in the manner originally intended, but this, in and of 

itself, demonstrated the knee-jerk fear and condemnation that characterises 

contemporary responses to ‘real’ children in art.  

 

The project in its final form shifts the discourse away from the photographic 

imagery of the mother artists whose representations of the knowing child have 

proved so controversial by employing a combination of printmaking techniques 

and referencing of wallpaper patterns as boundary-markers of the domestic space, 

beyond the borders of which there seems to be a need to romanticise childhood. 

The wallpaper that was originally to have formed a backdrop to my work instead 

became a physical manifestation of the constraints placed upon my ability to 

represent my children in my art. Just as wallpaper traditionally formed a physical 

boundary of women’s spaces in the domestic sphere, so did it become a repetitive 

motif of the societal limitations imposed on the mother as artist. Not only do the 

final images bridge the gap between contemporary photography and art forms that 

have traditionally offered an avenue for women’s artistic expression (printmaking 

and wallpaper), but their layering also expresses the contradictions between lived 

childhood as observed by the mother’s gaze, and the idealised childhood created by 

marketers and advertisers that pervasively influences both parental expectations 

and children’s formative identities. The viewer, in decoding the layers, becomes a 

part of this discourse, and is encouraged to reflect on their own experiences as 

children and/or parents in attempting to negotiate a path through a digital age in 

which identity, particularly with regard to gender and sexuality, is increasingly 

informed by corporate interests. 
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For future reference, it’s not just about the mums. 

 

For the bulk of this project I have focussed on the mother artist/child relationship. 

However, I also think the relationship between father and child, and particularly 

father and daughter, also deserves to be examined in terms of the holistic 

development of children. The relationship children have with their parents will be 

reflected in the relationships they have with others later in life. So if they have a 

parental relationship that normalises body images and doesn’t foster either shame 

or arbitrary standards of beauty, they will grow to be far more accepting of 

themselves. 

 

One artist who came to light recently is Wyatt Neumann (see Figure 22 in Chapter 

3), who had the opportunity to photographically document a road trip with his 2-

year-old daughter Stella.  His work offers fresh insight into the role of the parent 

artist, this time from the paternal point of view. While on their journey a ‘hyper 

puritanical neo-conservative group’ launched an online attack. The Internet 

bombardment saw the shutting down of his Facebook and Instagram accounts. 

Neumann deicide to confront his critics with an exhibition juxtaposing his images 

of Stella with their comments: “I feel sorry for your children’. This was widely 

discussed on parenting forums, morning television and the like. The gist of the 

comments I viewed on these forums was that people felt it was okay to take the 

photographs, but not to exhibit them. I suppose that’s the big question. As artists 

why do we need to be commenting on our lives? Again it comes back to that idea 

of the overly-protective ‘visual veil’ being dropped over childhood (Frank, 2014; 

Nuemann, 2014; Ferris & Jolly, 2008). 

 

I wish to normalise the human body in terms of my children and their relationship 

with their father, as with the old Japanese bathhouse saying that ‘nakedness is often 

seen but never looked at’. I remember watching My Neighbour Toroto (Miyazaki, 

1988) with my daughters and feeling such a warmth in a scene where the father is 

having a traditional Japanese bath with his daughters and allaying their fear of the 

howling wind with laughter, but the normality of a father bathing with his 

daughters is something I fear is not represented in children’s day to day lives for 

fear of upsetting those who believe that any interaction between adult and child 

that isn’t fully clothed must be sordid and malicious.  
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As outlined in earlier chapters of this exegesis, the relationship between mother as 

artist and child as muse has attracted significant attention and provoked much 

discussion, often heated to the point of incoherence. I believe the corresponding 

relationships between father artists and their children is also worthy of closer 

examination and discourse. 

 

Final Thoughts 

I feel that this project has resulted in significant growth as both an artist and a 

mother. As a printmaker, I have pushed the boundaries of my knowledge and 

experience of technique to translate my ideas into the final images. More broadly, 

as someone trying to reconcile their roles as mother and as artist, I have furthered 

the discourse concerning mother artists and representations of childhood. On a 

personal level, this project has provided me with another avenue through which to 

observe, reflect on, and participate in the ongoing growth and experiences of my 

children, as they navigate their way into and through a bewildering and complex 

world. 
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Appendix 

Images of final works 

Images of the completed works and a video walk-through of the installation space 

are on the attached CD, as is an electronic version of the entire exegesis. The 

contents of the CD are as follows: 

 

1. A digital copy of this exegesis. 

2. Wallflower (complete). 

3. Wallflower (detail 1). 

4. Wallflower (detail 2). 

5. Birds of paradise (complete). 

6. Birds of paradise (detail). 

7. Birds of paradise (detail). 
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