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SALVAGE AND DETRITUS

Explicit in Shona Wilson's work is an understanding of the
interconnectedness of things, not only of different elements within
nalure, but also between humanity and the natural world,
Profile by Bridie Macqgillicuddy.

HERE 15 a mysterious life force present in the work

of Svdnev-based artist Shona Wilsen - a curious

notion considering that most of her marterials are,
i fact, dead. Bluebottles, fish scales, seaweed, cicada
and butterfly wings, carcasses and a variety of other
flom and fauna soon become the framework for her
artful assemblages. Conversely, it is man-made struc-
tures that inspire her exquisite ceramics. Wilson'’s studio
51l atop a precipioe on one of Svdneys more beautiful
northern beaches, It is here, in this quintessentially Aus-
tralian environment, that she sources her stock,
Wilson has been exhibiting nationally for more than a
decade, Solo and group shows reveal an extensive history
as a professional artist - most notable, her solo shows
at Michael Nagy Fine Art and in 2005 at the Manly
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A Gallery and Museum, Svdney. Duning that ime, she
has developed an acute sensibaliy for the inherent
beauty of nature’ refuse, Her studies are as vartous as
her materials = sculpture, painting, pwellery, metalwork
amd ceramics - they clucidare the muli-shilled nature
of her work and map the path of a true artisan,

An inveterate collector, Wilson sees bevond the reality
of an object to its acsthetic propertics, Natural debrs
is cleaned and treated then carefully stored unul it can
become part of a work of art on, in some cascs, becomes
the work, Her work comes together in such a way that
individual fragments meld inte a singular object of
beaury, inspinng curiosity and wonder Indeed, itis the
acstherics of the natural world from which the anist
begins, Qualities such as colour and texture, pattern
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and shape are the fundamental elements of her work.
There are many things o discover, her assemblages and
sculprures reveal themselves slowly and are often only
better appreciated after numenous viewings; even then,
perhaps not fully.

Many of Wilsons carly assembages literally reference
the fiorm of animals, insects and creatures from the sea,
Some are identifiable as a butterfly, shrimp, seahorse
or fish but from a prehistoric time. Dthers more cell-like
seem o come from the microscopic world of plankion
and distoms. Various found materials are suspended on
tiny pins and map out the form. Her creatures are pri-
mordial and rudimentary. Sometimes starming from a
single object a creature takes form through a process
that invelves more than ust craftsmanship. Mounted
on a newtral backing and framed like specimens, these
two-dimensional creatunes are skeletal in structure only,
as light reflects a shadow behind them, gving body and
life to the creature’s frame.

While the title of her archive series provides us with an
indication of what it is about, this isn't conclusive. The
literal reference is environmental, but it is also sugges-
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tive of our responsibility for these objects as they might
be dving out, their future uncertain. As artworks, they
are archived and preserved for posterity. Yet, many of
them are broken and in some way incomplete. Half a
wing, a fragment of seashell, a hydrangea petal - none
are of themselves complete specimens, but together they
present o composite of nature, Wilson sayvs, “They are
a record of our natural world.”

The materials in this series are Qatened and enclosed
in individual twig frames. The distinct frames are then
‘\.I.L\]'ﬂ_'!'ll.lL'\'I.I. of Iil'l'_'.' insect ;1i.r|.'\. and h;tp,"l;:_l. Of A b;l,l;kmg
board like squares for a patchwork quilt, or the pieces
of a jigsaw puzele (it is the latter pursuit which Wilson
refers o when describing her micthodology), Often
working on several pieces at any one time, she oscillates
between serendipity, playfulness and explomtion, alvwns
having a mentul pecture of what she's working toward.
While many works within the archive séries uxtapose
different materials, hydrangeas and hvdrangea branch-
lets are what comprise Mwniad Ne. 2 (20013, The subitle
qualities of this Nower might have suffered in combi-
naticn with other ohjects. While the title suggests an
inmumerable quantity of this substance, it is encased like
a precious object of curiosity, an exemplar of the mat-
ural world that once was, Wilson has created a radiant
conirast between the softness of the Nower and the rgid-
ity of the branchlets. Untrimmed, they create fractals
berween each frame as though the work is a living spec-
imen, growing before our eyes.

The artist’s archival sensibility found a more literal
expression in a commission for The Arthouse Hotel in
Sydreys CRD. ArHowses (20017 15 a series of intricate
structures, some of which are made from objects found
on site during the excavanion — for example, a leter and
the pages of an old newspaper. Displayed in the walls
of The |"|.-.:l11.'] |'|-e:|!!||.r|.d Hlin\. ;l:l'n,E i:|!|l:|."rr|.i|.||:|.' 'i!ll_l:ln:ln;l.l_q-d. t|'|.-|_'_1.'
are a histone reference dating back to 1830, Wilson
uses the building past incarnations as a chapel and the
old School of Arts as inspiration. (Ybjects such as pwags
and fern fronds take on the form of a Victorian wrought
iron fence, bark mimics the texoure of sandsione, and
beeswax 15 moubded into an altar with the transparency
of a pressed flower creating a stained-glass effiect,

It was here that Wilson first experimented wath the livtle
aluar-like beeswax structure we see in Altaration (2003},
This work comprises 16 small domed alvars, stacked
four across and four high,. Small circular windows at
the back of cach archway are illuminated with splaved
fractal forms. Fern fronds, flowers and leaves create a
contrast berween their own texiure and the smoothness
of the wax, Their innate transparency produces an
illuminating effect not unlike the Rose Window of the
Motre Dame Cathedral in Paris.

Similarly, the namural luminosity of seaweed and fish
seales are used to great effect in the *Sea-pelt™ serjes.
F'.l:hl:mh“l'l}: @ wease in nataral ﬁ'|_1|.'|.;'\, the blankets of
woven scaweed and scales are like veils suspended from
the ceiling in see-through frames. They possess a pre-
cious quality, as though they are traditional fabeics from
an ancient civilisation,

Omce flanened, the ranslucem -;.||.:|;j|i1:.' of the sepweed
bears a resemblance to the brlliant colour of the fossil
resin, amber, Brownish=vellow in colour, this sheet has
an aged guality, further accentuated by the naturally
eroded holes in individual pieces. Wilson hias painstak-
ingly, perhaps lovingly, hand-stitcched each indivadual
picce of seaweed using cotton thread, o form a rectan-
gular patchwork gquilt, Similarly, fish scales are thresded
toegether with fine copper wire. "The colour and texture
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of the scales bears a resemblance o mother-of-pearl,
making &t seam all the more precious.

The ntle Sea-pelr sugpests that they are a metaphor for
human skin — our pelt of armour, This outer laver can
also be seen as the first of peeling back an omion, sug-
gesting there are pumerous lavers beneath the surface
While the title refers to the material as a kind of oceanic
skini, it also alluedes 1o a more global concept, the need
tor the natural world o hove its own protective shield,
perfiaps, from humenity,

This notion of body armour = particularly evident in
En-trance No. [, where fragments of shattered sea-urchin
ahells are used o tesserae 1o clod an archwiy, with the
spine of the shell forming the inmer arch. At o dimane-
4155 58 [y 8 Hn; 4,'||"|; i ix ';1|:ﬂ1 uwh.n::‘.:ru: i I:]1'|'|;:|.I_|;||-
ing. It is this playfulness with scale that makes so much
of Whilsonk work ;'ru'h..nﬂirm, for at eiages our i|111|;|.l_'i
nation and appeals o the child within,

Ihe “Floilla™ series and her current cerumic work, the
Fortresses, possess monumentality despite bewng small
in scabe. Minioturised and shown in family growps, they
allow our imagination to explore them in a much bigger
way, The process involved with these hand-built archi-
tectural forms is one much hke the weathering effect
caused by the elements — a constant panng down, strip-
ping away until only the smooth surface is left
Individual fearures imply o human presence, inciting
ones imclinution o search for a narrative, Some have
rwigs and ferns imbedded nmo the surface, linde defences
that ensure the satety of an imaginary occupant. In
Fortress No [, Wilson has fixed crab claws mo the ends
of spinadly twags, like war trophies desagned to ward off
the enemy on, perhaps, evil. Exhabited as a group, these
structures have a Middle Eastern quality that is further
pccentuated by their soft earthly tones, as il they were
comstructed from sand, or half-carved out of rock.
About 14 years ago, while travelling in Mepal, Wilson
was intrigued by the cultural pracrice of carving small
icons into the walls of buildings. Her linthe vestibules
and niches ssmilarly deow us inio a space of contempla-
tion, even reverence. It was in Kathmandu where she
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became acutely aware that size does not equate with
impact, “The power that such an infimale experience
can have 15 remarkable, This realisation has been one
of the major influences in my work, says Wilson,
Wilsons trademark “windows" act as a unifving fesmire
between the two factions of her work: the assemblages
and her ceramics. It 15 through these portals that the
o modes of her creativity meet on an allegorical level,
What began as a technical device has become o signa-
ture modil 10 the artists waork. Ornginally circular in
shape, the apertures were simply vents through which
hot air could escape during the finng process, Instead
af concealing the holes she incorporated them as an
mtegral feature of the work, They soon developed into
sguinres and more definitively the profile of 2 window,
Wilson found that by introducing the square into the
narural flow of things generated a build-up of tension
that energised the picce,

This energy finds its most dramatc expression in her
cormmiic vessels, fortresses and the “Streamline”™ series.
The minimalist acsthetic of smooth, clean lines with
g simplified design renders these works contemplative
and uninsistent, There 12 o stillness o these objects
which creates a balance without symmetry and o sense
of warmth withour the ose of ntense colour.

The “Streamline™ series uses an assortment of twigs
that are collaged onto board and hung hke carpets on
the wall, as though they are the forest floor, The repet-
itive nature of this work entails a painstaking process of
gracduating the colour and shape of cach indmwvidual twig
and mapping them out. Then repeating the process bt
with an adhesive to permanently lav down the twigs.
Wilson manages o offset the mondtonows issemblage
process by taking regular trips o her cernmic studio in
the Blue Mountains.

Explicit in Wilsons work 15 an understanding of the
interconnectedness of things, not only of different ele-
ments within nature, but also between humanity and
the nataral world, She believes that nature provides us
with a fundamental framework — the building blocks
of life. This can be seen m great harmony with her cur-
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rent body of work. The ceramic structures and twig
collages compliment each aother not only in terms of an
y but also on an aesthetic level. The smooth
surfaces and rounded edges and fortres
play off beautifully with the rough fagade of the twigs,
butted vogether 10 form an in'l;gu:lur and coarse surface,
The two artforms communicare on many levels, pre-
scnnng the viewer with an Open Space m which to con-
template their own relationship w this world,
While there is no denving the influence of a learning
emvironment on the svolunion of an artists work, it was
the working practices of Andy Croldsworthy that have
had the greatest impact on LT [_.']'u:-n cOming out
of art school, where one is continually epcouraged to
bend, even break, the rules, it was refreshing for her wo
dizcover that Crold rthy had formuloed mbes from
which to work by It was his sense of structure that pro-
vided Wilson with the framewark for her art practice,
What we find is a clearly articulated vision that never
rigin = the matenal, Whether it be
j-t*-, cluy, fish scales or Bushottles, Wilsons artestic
sensibility, indeed her artistry, is very special. Mot anly
does the artist create beautifully crafted objects, they
communicate beyond being assembled fragmens of the

n uses natural matenals as a kind of prsm
vhich we can consader our relationship with
nature, Whether with purely aesthetic eyes, spiritual or
environmental ones, her work takes the viewer by sur-
. and allows us to rediscover known objects. The
reality of her materials slips away, leaving only an inge-
mious arrangement of nuance. For this regson, Wilson
defies classification as ¢ither an artist or craftsperson
she 15 both and much, much more,
Bridic Macgillicuddy
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