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Abstract
This arts-based inquiry into my experience of mother-daughter separation and
dislocation, unfolded as an emergent process and resulted in a bricolage of different
methodologies. It includes heuristic and co-operative inquires, both arts-based.
I focused on my experiences of separation from my daughter (who left home at 18 to
live in Italy for 12 months) and from my mother (when I also left Australia to live alone in
New York for 6 months). In order to make an arts-based inquiry into this experience, I
created daily handmade postcards, sending them to my daughter in Italy and my mother
in Australia, thus creating a data set of over four hundred postcards.
The inquiry developed in two phases. Phase One presents four autoethnographic
stories of my lived experience in New York. These stories are analysed using the listening
guide (Gilligan, C., Spencer, R., Weinberg, M. K., & Bertsch, T., 2006). Phase One also
developed themes from key words drawn from the postcards I sent to my daughter.
Phase Two became a co-operative inquiry with my mother as co-researcher. We met
weekly over a period of 5 months going through my postcards and her journal and then
analysing and responding to these meetings. As a result of this process my mother and I
experienced a surprising re-connection.
The study found in depth understanding of our separation and dislocation, but also
discovered forms of arts-based and co-operative inquiry that may have wider community
applications in future arts and health projects.
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Chapter one • Introduction
When I start a painting, I have an image in my mind of how it will appear when it is
completed. However, paint and paintbrushes move in such a way that the painting takes
on its own life, changing repeatedly, sometimes frustrating me and sometimes surprising
me. When the painting seems almost unmanageable, either too complicated or still
rudimentary and fragmented, I am tempted to give up. With perseverance, the painting
seems to untangle itself and change; it begins to come together, taking shape, and
revealing its meaning. Then, one at a time, the final touches are made, carefully and
intentionally. During this alluring stage it is difficult to stop and acknowledge completion.
Next, I look at it more than I need to, gazing at its layers of paint, its representation of
light and colour and its imperfections. I look at it both critically and approvingly. There is
always something that could be enhanced, or should not be there, or is not quite working.
I am both pleased and disappointed. The painting is not what I visualized it to be and the
urge as an artist at this point is to change it or start again.
Since this research inquiry was from the start an arts-based and heuristic one, it is not
strange that I compare it to creating a painting. The research project is, of course, a larger
multi-faceted work involving different mediums and diverse skills. Like a painting,
nevertheless, this research changed in unexpected ways, taking me back into my past
experiences and mindfully into my present. I invite you, the reader, to witness as much as
I can communicate of the making of this art work.
This arts-based research inquiry began as an heuristic inquiry into my experiences of
mother-daughter separation and dislocation. This was the plan, although I also understood
that the research method would be emergent. This meant the direction of the research
could alter during the actual process, as happened when the inquiry moved into a
collaborative research project.
At first I intended to explore only my relationship with my daughter. I decided
however that it made sense to include myself as a daughter and my relationship with my
mother. This led to changes in the direction of the research inquiry and also altered my
experiences as an artist / art therapist / researcher and as a mother / daughter.
In this way, the research inquiry came to be divided into two phases, detailed in the
facing illustration. The first phase was an heuristic, arts-based exploration of motherdaughter separation and dislocation. The second phase became a co-operative inquiry,
also arts-based, which ended up focusing more on mother-daughter re-connection. The
research foci relating to my experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation
have guided the inquiry, underpinned by a desire to find methods of working and
3
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understandings that would serve art therapy practice. As the project unfolded, though, I
have come to see new possibilities for contributing practical knowing to community arts
and health endeavours as a result of this co-creation by a mother and daughter, no longer
separated.
This research then was planned as an art making inquiry into my experiences of
separation from my mother and daughter, and dislocation from my whole environment.
The research foci therefore asked what such an heuristic inquiry through art making
might contribute to an understanding of my own experience of,
• mother-daughter separation
• dislocation
• the potential of regular art making for coping with and learning from such a
situation.
An heuristic and emergent inquiry sets out with modest and limited questions such as
these, because the aim is to explore particular experiences, while remaining open to
possible changes. The aim is also to trust that one person’s experience can contribute to
insight, if not necessarily to generalizable conclusions, and to serving others in this way.

The personal context of the research
To set this research in its personal context I will describe how this topic originated and
why this research area interested me.
I believe I have had a very close and loving relationship with my youngest child and
only daughter, who at the end of 2005, turned 18, completed her schooling and made
arrangements to live in Italy the following year. After 31 years of parenting, 2006 was the
first year I had no parental commitments. Of course I remained a ‘mother’, but, this did
not come with financial responsibilities since my five adult children were now completely
independent. In one way I felt prepared for this new-found freedom and was looking
forward to having the time to explore my own interests. Part of me though, was fearful of
letting go of motherhood which had become so much of my identity. I was experiencing
family separation and I wanted to explore this change on a deeper level. I decided to move
to live in New York for six months and make art every day documenting my experience of
separation from my daughter and dislocation from home. The experience of living away
from my home country and family for an extended period would be a new and
extraordinary one for me personally.
At the start of this study I believed my relationship with my mother was somewhat
different from my connection with my daughter. Although my mother may herself have
seen our relationship as a close one, I experienced it differently, particularly when I
compared it with my relationship with my daughter. I was a middle child of nine children
4
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and after the death of my older sister I became the eldest daughter. As a consequence I
adopted a sense of responsibility in attending to my mother’s needs. Although I did not
feel closely connected to my mother I could not separate from her either. I was curious
about these mixed feelings I had, that kept me distant from her, yet also kept me in a
caring role.
My curiosity about the dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship and the
complications and rewards such a relationship fosters in women was further developed by
my reading, for example by Nice’s (1992) writings. She suggested:
The mother-daughter relationship does not begin with the birth of the
daughter but with the thoughts, feelings and fantasies the mother has about
being the mother to a daughter. This will relate to her own relationship with
her mother, her expectations of herself as a mother and her expectations of
the as yet unknown daughter. (p.19)
I was fascinated too by Jung’s statement that; ‘Every mother contains her daughter in
herself and every daughter her mother – every woman extends backwards into her mother
and forwards into her daughter’ (Jung, 1986, p.149). He continues by adding that for
women: ‘The conscious experience of these ties produces the feeling that her life is spread
out over generations’ (p.149). For me this raises many questions about connections and
separations in the mother-daughter relationship. The mother, in her creation of her
daughter, may feel her daughter is part of herself and I wanted to further explore this
concept.
From my 20 years of professional work as a social worker and as an art therapist I have
developed some understanding of the experiences of people who are emotionally
traumatised through family separation and dislocation. I worked for 6 years in a refuge
for women and children who had experienced domestic violence. This work included
assisting families’ transition to safe housing and working with their legal, health, and
employment problems, and supporting them in coping with all aspects of abuse. In some
situations I helped families to form new identities, which often meant interstate and
sometimes overseas re-location. During the following 6 years I worked with people who
were experiencing long-term homelessness – comprising of predominantly men who had
often lost their families, employment, friends and sense of self-worth. They were homeless
due to a variety of circumstances, including family breakdown, drug and alcohol
dependency, mental illness, and violence. In these situations it was a matter of gradually
developing trusting relationships with each client so as to assist them to re-build their
lives and connections. Some of these homeless people became comfortable with their
homelessness and were apprehensive about secure housing. Initially I struggled to
understand this response as it was very different from my own beliefs.

5
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Following this I worked for four years with people who had no family and friends and
who had either an intellectual disability or a mental illness. My work with this
organisation was to match individual clients with a volunteer member of the community
who would commit to being a long-term friend and support person for the client. I also
did a student placement at Statewide Forensic Services, working with young male sex
offenders who had an intellectual disability. These men were separated for long periods of
time from the community and from their families. They were generally considered the
most undeserving people in society, thus causing them to feel totally separated, and
alienated. In more recent times I have worked with people who are drug or alcohol
dependent, who are often at their lowest ebb when they choose to live in a residential
service to help them create a new life that is free from addiction. Once again, these people
are separated from family and friends and dislocated from their home and employment.
When I stepped back and looked at my employment history, I realised I had
consistently worked with clients who had experienced separation and dislocation and I
was drawn to supporting such clients. As a result I wanted to investigate this for myself on
a deeper level. The difference in this research was that I chose to place myself in this
situation of separation and dislocation, whereas my former clients, through circumstances
outside their control, often found themselves in such situations. Although my own
experience of separation must be very different from those of my clients, working with
separation might prepare me to be a better art therapist and community worker. The artbased, heuristic and autoethnographic methodologies I would use to explore my
experiences of separation and dislocation would not necessarily produce generalisable
knowledge about these experiences but my professional context produced in me the
desire to be useful to my own clients and others suffering separation. Doing this research
project I also hoped to encourage, perhaps inspire, other researchers to set out on similar
journeys.
My lifelong interest in art making and writing has also shaped this research project.
My paintings and sculptures, (Figure 1.1) have often been mother and child images with a
marked focus on themes of protection, separation, and the fusion of bodies. My art has
been inspired by the Australian contemporary artists Charles Blackman and Robert
Dickerson, who both create images of people in relation to one another. These past art
works suggest that I was already on a creative journey of exploring and understanding the
mother-child relationship, and particularly mother-daughter separation.
Both my lifelong passion for art and my art therapy practice influenced my choice of
an art-based research methodology. As a child and adolescent I kept a journal during
difficult times. I found this helped me to express my feelings while also creating an avenue
for emotional relief. As a social worker I often suggest journal writing to clients. I have
always had a fascination with words, and for my masters degree in art therapy I wrote, A
review of the language of art therapy: A reference dictionary of art therapy (Brophy-Dixon,
2003). I studied creative writing at university, and have been influenced by my oldest
6
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brother, who is a professional poet, writer and academic in the field, and has consistently
encouraged me in my own writing and art practice.

Figure 1.1. Paintings and sculpture created prior to the research.
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I cannot remember a time when I was not interested in art, artists and art making. I
facilitated art classes at many community centres when I was a young woman and I taught
a variety of art-related skills such as calligraphy, fabric painting, oil painting, ticket
writing and illustration, and have exhibited my sculptures and paintings in various group
exhibitions. While I was studying for my masters degree I concurrently undertook a
diploma of visual arts. Doing the two courses simultaneously was a tremendous
experience, since both studies enhanced each other.
My interest in art making, writing and research led me to exploring how I could marry
them together; how I could use art-based research and an autoethnographic methodology
whilst exploring my experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation.
I chose to make postcards for my art-based inquiry for practical reasons. I anticipated
I would live in a small apartment in New York where there would be little space for
making large art works. I was also aware I needed to have some form of connection with
my daughter and mother, and postcards are small and easily posted. Making postcards
gave me a method that was art-based, contained, needed little work space, and required
manageable art materials. It provided a means of exploring separation and dislocation
whilst also giving me a connection to my daughter and my mother.
Alone in New York I expected I would experience isolation and dislocation, being
separated from family and friends, making art and reflecting on my life. I did not know if
the postcard images would hold or reveal anything, and I did not plan them, but I trusted
the images were inside me, waiting to take shape and I provided the space and time to
allow this to happen
The idea of using postcards also came from my art therapy practice. Collecting
postcards has always been an interest of mine. I often used commercial postcards in group
art therapy, finding creative means of using the images to initiate change. Over the years I
have collected hundreds of postcards. The idea of making my own postcards was an
extension of this interest.
I was inspired too by Allen and Rumbold’s (2004) study using postcards as a form of
conversation. As doctoral students they exchanged postcards as a form of
communication, developing a visual dialogue about their emergent methodologies. They
used postcard images (both handmade and commercial) to unfold and reflect on the
questions and challenges they raised, and to draw on each other’s knowledge,
understanding and assistance, to comprehend better the methodology they were
exploring. Their postcard conversation became the methodology chapter in both of their
theses. I was drawn to this creative method of using the visual images on postcards to gain
knowledge, to explore and understand.
Creating images on postcards would mean I could capture my thoughts, feelings and
experiences, which would become visual documents of my journey, providing crystallized
images of my experiences, while in New York, of separation and dislocation. The
postcards would be visual data for my research.
8
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In summary, then, a mix of personal and professional experiences and passions drew
me to this art-based inquiry into mother-daughter separation and dislocation.
Once again, seeing this research inquiry as the creation of a painting I perceive
mother-daughter separation and dislocation as the title of the painting, given to me before
I even opened the paints and prepared my palette. I see the palette, paints, paintbrushes,
and the paint strokes as the methodologies and my task was to use these tools to create the
work. After working autonomously on the painting for some time, my mother picked up
her own paintbrushes and added to the canvas. At first I did not appreciate the
interruption but I sat with this feeling and accepted her wise contribution, and we created
alongside each other in an intimacy we were not accustomed to, which was both
challenging and rewarding
This process of inquiry is presented in the thesis in ten chapters, making up two
phases (the heuristic and the co-operative phases), as indicated in the diagram at the start
of this chapter. To help the reader locate the current chapter it has been shaded in the
table which is repeated at the start of each chapter.
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Chapter two • Review of literature
Introduction
As a professional artist and art therapist, I chose for this project arts-based, heuristic and
autoethnographic research methods which are somewhat different from more traditional
methodologies. It is not unusual in heuristic research that the data collection is
undertaken prior to the literature review and in this research that is what did take place.
In this method of research, it is important to delve into the experience without
preconceived notions and it is true that: ‘The discovery process of heuristic research
involves internal searching into the nature and meaning of experience. The researcher’s
focus remains on him or herself throughout the process’ (Junge & Linesch, 1993, p.64).
The aim of this heuristic study then was to use the art making to inquire into my
experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation without the influence of related
literature. The plan was to be immersed in the situation and to record my responses
without predetermined expectations derived from reference material. McNiff (1998)
commented that:
Many will argue that a literature review is absolutely necessary because it
emphasizes how new knowledge builds upon what already exists. I do not
disagree with this respect for the traditions of disciplines and the need to
know the literature of a field, but I have also seen the benefits of launching
immediately into the experimental activity. (p.155)
I was interested in plunging into the experience of separation and dislocation in New
York and recording this in art and writing as my data collection, and this move was
undertaken prior to my review of the literature.
Moustakas’ (1961, 1972, 1975) heuristic study on loneliness involved his complete
immersion into the experience prior to any formal research on the subject. When
explaining his research, he states: ‘The study culminated in my readings of published
reports on loneliness and lonely experiences. But this was a point near the end, not at the
beginning where it might have acted to predispose or color my own growing awareness’
(Moustakas, 1990, p.96). Further to this he explains how important it is to truly
experience the phenomenon: ‘I now believe in a heuristic process of searching and
studying, of being open to significant dimensions of experience, and pursuing knowledge
through self-inquiry, full immersion into the phenomenon’ (p.98). I followed Moustakas’
11
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method and immersed myself into the experience before I reviewed the literature. McNiff
(1998) supports Moustakas, stating: ‘In art-based studies connections to literature are
often made after the inquiry is completed … Reviewing literature after the project is
completed minimizes bias and helps to encourage the researcher to do original work’
(p.155). The decision in this study to review the literature after the data had been collected
is similar also to the heuristic art-based research of Rose (2003) who comments: ‘This part
of the literature review was completed after the data analysis had been completed so as
not to predispose or predetermine the research or restrict the process of discovery’ (p.7).
Although consulted later, however, the literature is reviewed at this point of the thesis
in order to give the propositional context for this study. Clearly, this thesis could have
been contextualized in a variety of ways, because its content and its methods both sit
within a number of different but overlapping fields of inquiry.
The literature review centres on the topics of mother-daughter separation, and
dislocation. The topic of mother-daughter separation through (voluntary) physical
dislocation sits within extensive literature and research into the mother-daughter
relationship, into separation in general, and into dislocation in general. This literature
review has had to narrow the focus to what is most relevant – separations within motherdaughter relationships, and a dislocation that is (at least partially) voluntarily sought.
In the same way, the postcard making and receiving is used here as an arts-based and
co-operative methodology, and there is considerable literature about both of these. This is
reviewed within the methodology chapters (chapters three and six) however, so I have
chosen here to focus specifically on the postcard form itself.
Since the postcards in this inquiry were used as a research tool, a literature review has
had to refine the focus to a review of the use of postcards in this way. A brief and
interesting history of postcards helps to understand how postcards have served the public
for generations and why I was drawn to using postcards as a research method. However
this history is not directly relevant to the research topic so it has been attached as
Appendix 2.1. This attachment can however help readers to gain knowledge of the origins
of postcards and understand their present function, including this research inquiry.

Mother-daughter separation and dislocation
Introduction
This section of the literature review will examine relevant literature concerning motherdaughter separation and dislocation. An understanding of experiences of separation and
dislocation underpins one of the major aims of the inquiry, which is to develop methods
for creative psychotherapists to utilize in their practice with clients who are experiencing
separation and dislocation, particularly daughters and mothers.
There is a significant association between experiences of separation and dislocation
but there appears to be a wider range of literature dedicated to separation than there is to
12
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dislocation. The difficulties encountered in experiences of separation are reflected in the
extensive range of literature on theories of separation (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991,
Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1989; Klein, 1990; Mahler, 1968; Winnicott, 1971).
There is an array of literature too on the role of mother and motherhood (Beauvoir,
1959; Brown, Lumley, Small & Astbury, 1994; Franzblau, 1999; Kaplan, 1992; Klein, 1990;
Mahler, 1968; Rich, 1991; Winnicott, 1971) and women have often written about their
own experiences of their relationships to their mothers (Chernin, 1985; Friday, 1979;
Gardner, 2001). Interestingly Nice, (1992) states that usually the first story professional
female writers undertake is about their own relationship with their mother. Feminist
literature during the 1960s and 1970s instigated much writing about motherhood,
particularly the debate over ‘the stay-at-home mother’ versus ‘the working mother’
(Franzblau, 1999; Kaplan, 1992).
Separation
The definition of separation relevant to this research describes separation as, ‘…to cease
to live together … to withdraw oneself from a union’ (Oxford Dictionary, 1997, p.785).
The words ‘separate’ and ‘separation’ when associated with the family may evoke feelings
of loss and grief. The separation of loved ones and family members can be painful. When
an intimate relationship breaks down and the partners separate, this may be experienced
as a failure by one or both parties, perhaps resulting in feelings of isolation and loneliness.
Alternatively separation can promote autonomy, new beginnings and new life.
In this research inquiry ‘separation’ refers to my own experiences of mother-daughter
separation while living overseas as a researcher.
Dislocation
Dislocation is a word less utilized and researched than the term separation. The word
dislocation means, ‘…to displace … to put out of order, to disrupt’ (Oxford Dictionary,
1997, p.249). For the purposes of this research the word dislocation refers to a ‘change of
environment,’ especially from a familiar, secure and supportive environment to an
unknown, foreign and potentially insecure environment. Although the focus of this
research was on mother-daughter dislocation, the chosen dislocation of the traveler also
has some relevance.
Obviously there are many examples, both historic and contemporary, of people who
have been physically dislocated from their home environment and displaced
involuntarily, and recent literature highlights this ongoing dilemma in society (Baynham
& Fina, 2005; Mengestu, 2007). Profound experiences of dislocation occur when people
shift their place of residence (Keigher, 1992), moving from one country to another, as
immigrants or refugees (Bodegard, 2005; Boehnlein, & Kinzie, 1995; Seipp, 2009; Volkan,
2003), or by taking up employment or study opportunities overseas (McCarthy, 2005;
Wilson, Fisher, & Moore, 2009; Robertson, 1992). These experiences of dislocation can be
13

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

extremely stressful and anxiety provoking. In Good’s (1996) assessment of the mental
health consequences of resettlement and displacement, he considered moving one’s house
a major stress in life.
People are also displaced by natural disasters (Levine, Esnard, & Sapat, 2007; Reese,
2006), and in particular by fires (Head, 1996) and floods (Adeola, 2008; Furedi, 2007).
Other less stressful dislocations people may experience are moving to another location
within their home country or from a rural to a suburban environment or vice versa
(Daniels, Gobeli, & Findley, 2000; Eberle, 1996; Manzo, Kleit, & Couch, 2008; Martin,
Leach, Norman, & Silvester, 2000). People who have no set home, such as nomads and
gypsies, may experience a continual sense of dislocation (Levinson, & Sparkes, 2004), and
those living in public housing are often asked to ‘move on’ when their financial situations
change (Manzo, Kleit & Couch, 2008). A ‘sense of displacement’ can also be created in
individuals and communities when an industry closes down or moves from a town
(Thanner, & Segal, 2008), or when such industries force communities to re-locate (Good,
1996). In many situations it can be a ‘felt sense of dislocation’ that is experienced, such as
when a close family member dies, and the remaining family members readjust to their
environment without their loved one (Knapp, Quinn, Murphy, Brown, & Madden, 2010).
Indeed any transitions in life can be perceived as a form of dislocation; whether planned,
such as moving home, or unexpected, such as accidents (Liddle, Carlson, & McKenna,
2004). There have been many studies of such forms of dislocation; however these are
outside the scope of this research which focuses on a more limited and chosen
displacement.
An exciting sense of dislocation can be experienced by travelers arriving in a different
country. These travelers may become over stimulated by the visual impact of the new and
different surroundings. Alternatively, the traveler, when faced with a country’s severe
poverty, may experience ‘culture shock’ (Mumford, 2000; Pyyis, & Chapman, 2005), a
severe experience of dislocation.
My experience was closest to the dislocation of those who choose to emigrate as
opposed to the situation of those who have limited choices, such as women and children
escaping domestic violence, people who are incarcerated, those needing hospital care or
residential rehabilitation, those called to military service, hostages, drug and alcohol
residential services, foster care, and those in quarantine. In some situations displacement
occurs again when these people return to their original environment (Jefferson, 2010).
As the researcher and art therapist in this inquiry, I was aware that my experience of
dislocation was voluntary, and was something I created by shifting from Australia to New
York for six months. Moving to another country where I had no family, friends or
support enabled me to experience a foreign environment, one that was unfamiliar and
unpredictable, with different systems, protocols, laws, expectations, seasons, codes of
practice and lifestyles. By experiencing dislocation myself I did hope that as a researcher
and art therapist I might develop some understanding of the feelings, behavior and
14
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thoughts of those who experience similar situations of dislocation. Of course there is a
huge difference in the fact that I ‘chose’ to move to a foreign environment whereas many
clients who experience dislocation do so unwillingly.
Separation theory
A brief overview of separation theory will be included here and, following Bowlby (1969,
1973, 1989), begins with Freud (1933). According to Freud’s psychological theory of
development, a disturbance in the early years to the bio-psychological processes, results in
damage to the infant’s fragile ego and may cause neurotic tendencies and personality
disorders (Bowlby, 1969). In Freud’s writings, particularly in his later years, he refers to
‘trauma’ as a cause of injury to the ego and according to Bowlby, ‘…it is the nature of
trauma that is central to Freud’s thesis’ (Bowlby, 1969, p.10). Freud does not specifically
refer to separation as a form of trauma, in fact, ‘…only on rare occasions does he single
out an event of separation or loss in the early years as a source of trauma’ (Bowlby, 1969,
p.11). Bowlby (1969) suggests that one such trauma disturbance is the early and
prolonged separation of the child from its mother or mother figure, stating: ‘Separation
from mother, it is argued, can be traumatic within the definition proposed by Freud,
especially when a child is removed to a strange place with strange people’ (p.10-11).
John Bowlby, an ex-army psychiatrist, was asked by the World Health Organization in
1948 to undertake a research report, ‘…on the psychological effects of separating young
children from their homes’ (Oakley, 1981, p.214). The aim of Bowlby’s work was to
discover if infants and children who were separated from their mothers would be affected
emotionally and mentally in their later life. His conclusions were: ‘What is believed to be
essential for mental health is that the infant and young child should experience a warm,
intimate and continuous relationship with his mother (or permanent mother-substitute)
in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment’ (Bowlby, 1969, p. xi-xii). Bowlby’s findings
were published in 1953, in a bestseller book called, Child Care and the Growth of Love
which, according to Oakley (1981), ‘…compared to a bomb for its impact on both
professional and lay child carers’ (p.214). Although since its publication there have been
many critiques of Bowlby’s theory (Caplan, 1989, 2000; Franzblau, 1999; Nice, 1992), it
still remains popular and has become, ‘…the single most influential theory of child
development, despite considerable scientifically respectable evidence that the theory
doesn’t fit the facts’ (Oakley, 1981, p.217). According to Oakley (1981), Bowlby’s research
also served to encourage women to stay at home and care for their children in order to
leave paid work for the men who had returned from World War II.
Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1989) theory holds that any period of separation from the
mother or significant other, at or near the time of birth, may result in childhood
psychopathology and damage to the ego and cause feelings of distress, mistrust, anger and
anxiety. Bowlby observed that when a child or infant who has had the opportunity to
develop an attachment to its mother or a mother figure, ‘…is separated from her
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unwillingly he shows distress; and should he also be placed in a strange environment and
cared for by a succession of strange people such distress is likely to be intense’ (p.26). If
the period of separation is not prolonged the child, ‘…does not remain detached
indefinitely. Sooner or later after being reunited with his mother his attachment to her
emerges afresh. Thenceforward, for days or weeks, and sometimes for much longer, he
insists on staying close to her’ (p.26). The child’s fear of separation develops and
subsequently, but not always, ‘…whenever he suspects he will lose her again he exhibits
acute anxiety’ (p.27).
Much of Bowlby’s work was carried out observing homeless children (Bowlby, 1969).
He stresses the importance of the environment in a child’s development. He concludes
that a, ‘…strange environment, therefore, is certainly not the principle cause of a
separated child’s distress. That in the absence of mother it exacerbates distress is,
however, certain’ (p.32-33).
This theory claims that the separation of the infant from its primary carer, who is
usually the mother or mother figure, is detrimental to the maturity and emotional growth
of the child. The infant when separated from the loving and nurturing mother searches
for her and pines for her return. If the mother does not return, the child over time
develops an ambivalence towards her and eventually detaches from her. ‘When there is a
permanent loss of the mothering agent before ten years of age, without a loving
replacement, attachment and a solid sense of trust of self and others may never develop’
(Arrington, 2001, p.54).
Mahler, Pine and Bergman (1975) and Mahler (1968), following Bowlby’s findings,
write about two stages of infant development. The first stage is when the child experiences
itself as one with the mother. To explain this union she uses the word, ‘symbiosis’ which is
borrowed from biology and means, ‘…a close functional association of two organisms to
their mutual advantage’ (p.7). She explained:
The rudimentary ego in the newborn baby and the young infant has to be
complemented by the emotional rapport of the mother’s nursing care, a kind
of social symbiosis. It is within this matrix of physiological and
sociobiological dependency on the mother that there takes place the
structural differentiation that leads to the individual’s organization for
adaptation: the ego. (p.9-10)
The second stage is when the more mature active child begins to see his or her mother as
separate from self. With this exploration of reality and increased locomotion just prior to
12 months of age, ‘…activity motivates the infant to separate in space from his mother,
and to practice active physical separation and return. This will have a greatly catalyzing
influence on the further development of the ego’ (Mahler, 1968, p.18).
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Winnicott (1971) also refers to the physical space between the infant and the mother
and calls it the ‘potential space.’ The infant explores separating from the mother by
continually moving away from her and returning, and the good enough mother
(Winnicott, 1971) encourages this healthy exploration. He then referred to the fear of
separation, suggesting that, ‘…the threat is maximally or minimally traumatic according
to the experience of the first separatings’ (p.108). If there is trust and reliability within the
‘potential space,’ it can become, ‘…creatively filled with playing, which in time becomes
the enjoyment of the cultural heritage’ (p.108). Winnicott (1971) refers to damage that
may occur in this stage of an infant’s development and emphasizes the importance of the
role of play in the process of separation-individualization.
Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1989) attachment and loss theories had such a massive impact
on academic discourse that the questions relating to separation in relation to the motherdaughter relationships will continue to be researched.
Separation anxiety disorder
In psychological terms the word separation is associated with anxiety and separationanxiety disorder which is, ‘…in psychoanalysis, the hypothesized anxiety on the part of
the infant or child concerning possible loss of the mother object’ (Reber, 1985, p.687).
This anxiety may also be extended to any significant person or object the child has been
attached to, and includes trauma associated with separation from the home environment.
In this research inquiry separation from the home environment is understood as
dislocation as well.
According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth
Edition, (American Psychiatric Association, 1994), ‘separation anxiety disorder’ is usually
diagnosed in infancy, childhood or adolescence, and is a rare condition to develop in
adults. To diagnose this disorder the essential feature is developmentally inappropriate
and ‘…excessive anxiety concerning separation from the home or from those to whom
the person is attached’ (p.121). The disorder is estimated to be prevalent in 4% of children
and adolescents, decreasing in prevalence as children become adolescents, and: ‘The
disturbance must last for a period of at least 4 weeks, and cause clinically significant
distress or impairment in social, academic (occupational) or other important areas of
functioning’ (p.121).
Children and adolescents with anxiety disorder suffer extreme homesickness when
they are separated from their home environment and significant others. They become
solely focused on returning home, feel overwhelmingly miserable and, ‘…often express
fears of being lost and never being re-united with their parents’ (American Psychiatric
Association, 1994, p.122).
The behaviors shown include, clinging to their parent(s), nightmares relating to fears
of separation, and: ‘Physical complaints such as stomach aches, nausea, and vomiting are
common when separation occurs or is anticipated’ (American Psychiatric Association,
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1994, p.122). Some children with this disorder can be, ‘…demanding, intrusive, and in
need of constant attention,’ while others are described as, ‘… unusually conscientious,
compliant, and eager to please’ (p.122).
Interestingly children who display symptoms of this condition, according to the
American Psychiatric Association (1994), generally come from families that are ‘close
knit.’ A preoccupation with death and dying are common symptoms of such children and
they, ‘…may complain that no one loves them or cares about them and that they wish
they were dead’ (p.122).
Life separations
Motherhood is the role a woman enters when she gives birth to her child. The child when
born creates the mother and so the first separation experienced is that of birth. One
‘person’, through childbirth, becomes two ‘people.’ The unborn child does not become a
‘person’ legally until it is born and separated from its mother. The woman’s experience of
being physically connected to the unborn child, while having no control over its
movements as it grows from and within her body, is a strange experience and one that is
difficult to describe. The expectant mother, usually knows that a child is developing inside
her, ‘…with an awareness of something growing which I knew was not me, yet was at the
same time me’ (Hogan, 2003, p.155). Bergum (1989) wrote about separation and its
connection to the mother’s experience of pain in childbirth, describing this pain as, ‘…
physically generated by the tumultuous rhythm of contractions which open the cervix to
allow the passage of the baby down the birth canal and thrust the baby into life as a
separate being’ (p.65). She believes birthing pain, ‘…is also the splitting of the unique and
particular unity of the mother and child exemplified by “the presence of the baby”’ (p.65).
A poem by Anne Stevenson (1982) called, Poem to my Daughter, reflects the
daughter’s birth:
The bloodcord snaps that held
their sphere together. The child,
tiny and alone, creates the mother. (p.50)
The ultimate and final separation is death, which is a separation from life. ‘In the pain of
separation, man is confronted by the impermanence of his condition’ (Edelson, 1993,
p.20). Between birth and death life is filled with a multitude of experiences of separation.
Edelson (1993) referred to separation as, ‘…one of life’s central experiences’ (p.20).
The mother-daughter relationship
For the purposes of this research inquiry I have outlined five stages in the motherdaughter relationship, and within these stages, experiences of mother-daughter separation
and dislocation occur and these are the notions I focus on here. Some separations may be
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more significant than others, depending on the severity of the separation, how previous
separations have been dealt with and the strength of the mother-daughter relationship.
Not all of these stages occur in a woman’s life, for example a daughter may not become a
mother herself or the stages may occur in a different sequence, but I believe it true that:
‘The mother-daughter relationship is one of the most intense relationships a woman ever
experiences. It is strong and it is primary’ (Firman & Firman, 1989, p.xiii).
Mother and infant daughter
The separation theory reviewed here has focused on the childhood phase of mother and
child relationship. Winnicott, (1971), in his book, Playing and reality, refers to the infant’s
symbiotic experiences as the time when infants perceive themselves to be one with their
mother:
… in the early stages of the emotional development of the human infant a
vital part is played by the environment which is in fact not yet separated
from the infant by the infant. Gradually the separating-off of the not-me
from the me takes place, and the pace varies according to the infant and
according to the environment. The major changes take place in the
separating-out of the mother as an objectively perceived environment
feature. (p.111)
As the infant realizes that the mother is a separate entity, he or she will experiment by
physically separating from her, continually moving away and returning. The cycle of
moving away and returning increases in length of time and regularity as the child
develops. The mother remains reassuring but also actively encourages the separation
through play. It is this ‘space’ that the mother creates between them that assists in the
normal development of the child. As I have noted, Winnicott (1971) believed this ‘space’
(play) is central: ‘It is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult is
able to be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the
individual discovers the self’ (Winnicott, 1971, p.54).
As the infant becomes a child, the daughter may often imitate the mother, pretending
to be a mother herself, playing with her dolls and toys. The array of such toys in the girls’
section of toy shops substantiates the prominence of this mimicking behavior. In
childhood the daughter often wants to be like her mother. ‘Within the first relationship
with her mother is said to lay the basis for the daughter’s feelings of self esteem’ (Nice,
1992, p.48).
Mother and adolescent daughter
If mother and daughter are living together, a change may occur when the daughter
reaches puberty and begins to menstruate. This can be seen as a form of separation, since
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the girl separates from her childhood, and the mother ‘loses’ her infant daughter.
Alongside this there can be a change in the mother-daughter relationship as the two are
now menstruating women; both are capable of bearing children. The adolescent daughter
may demonstrate her independence from her mother; develop strong peer support
networks and explore risk taking behaviors. Such immature behavior may cause a strain
on the mother-daughter relationship although immaturity, according to Winnicott
(1971), ‘…is an essential element of health at adolescence. There is only one cure for
immaturity and that is the passage of time and the growth into maturity that time may
bring. Immaturity is a precious part of the adolescent scene’ (p.147). According to Mahler
(1968), the mother and daughter undergo a second stage of separation during this period
and these vicissitudes in the daughter may be alarming for the mother as she witnesses
her growing child’s physical and emotional changes.
Mother and daughter as mother
Not all women become mothers, although according to Boulton (1983): ‘Eighty percent of
women become mothers’ (p.1). If the daughter becomes a mother this may also alter the
mother-daughter relationship. The daughter undertakes the birthing experience that her
mother experienced with her, and: ‘As women give birth to children, they, in a sense,
birth themselves. They become mothers, like their own mothers, and as their daughters
will after them’ (Bergum, 1989, p.82). The daughter gains knowledge about birth only
those that have experienced birth know. She now has a mother role like her own mother,
and: ‘To have experienced birthing pain offers the possibilities of self-knowledge,
knowledge of limitations and capabilities, knowledge of new life as mother, and of a
woman’s place in the mysterious cycle of human life: birth, death, and rebirth’ (Bergum,
1989, p.82).
The daughter as a mother may seek help from her mother, sometimes expecting and
demanding unrealistic support in an effort to find the ideal mother that she did not have
as a child. The daughter as a new mother sometimes experiences, ‘…conflict regarding the
area of separation and resentment that their mothers did not spend more time with them
and provide support’ (Cohler & Grunebaum, 1981, p.260).
Bergum (1989) explained how women who are mothers share an understanding of
each other only mothers recognize. New mothers may experience a marked change in
their perspective of their own mother, recognizing a new or renewed respect for her. An
understanding of their mother’s life situation and circumstances and a new bond may
develop that was not present before. ‘It was only when I became a mother that I fully
understood some of my mother’s struggles with me. My new position as mother bought
us closer, and enabled a new kind of intimacy that had not been possible before’ (Kaplan,
1992, p.xi).
Creating appropriate ‘space’ between mother and daughter may be a continuous
process throughout life. When Cohler and Grundebaum (1981) researched three
20

Janine Brophy-Dixon

generations of mother and daughter relationships, separation and dislocation were major
themes. They discovered that, ‘…consistent with our previous qualitative findings issues
of closeness and separation represent the major psychological theme … achieving
appropriate psychological distance from one’s own mother is as much an issue … as
achieving such distance from one’s children’ (p.260-261). This research inquiry into
mother-daughter separation could be seen as part of this life long process in my own life.
Mother and daughter as carer
The role of the daughter changes again to carer if the mother becomes aged, frail and in
need of physical, emotional, psychological and/or financial care. This stage may create
mixed emotions for the daughter. Some literature emphasizes the struggles some
daughters experience when attempting to separate from their mothers – sometimes this
struggle continues to, ‘…that final separation – the death of the mother. In this way the
literature continues to emphasize the themes of one-way dependency and the struggle for
separation’ (Nice, 1992, p.206). This final phase may also become an opportunity for the
daughter to spend time lovingly caring for her mother in the same manner her mother
has cared for her in the past (Ellis, 1996; Chung, Ellis-Hill, & Coleman, 2008; Hodder,
2004). Alternatively the daughter may resent the mother’s needs and dependency and
may see her mother’s vulnerability as an opportunity for retribution and abandonment in
the same manner her mother did to her in the past (Nice, 1992).
Alzheimer’s is a disease that often requires care provided for by family and particularly
daughter(s). The mother suffering from Alzheimer’s disease may progressively become
childlike and dependant and this can draw the maternal instincts of the daughter to
nurture her. In Hodder’s (2004) article about caring for her mother she details her
experiences through descriptions of smell, touch, taste and hearing while she witnesses
her mother’s deterioration, concluding: ‘Parenting a mother with Alzheimer’s is a painful
experience, marked each step of the way with tremendous feelings of loss and grief. Yet,
my maternal feelings towards Mom are more powerful than anything I have ever
experienced before’ (p.134).
Daughter when her mother has died
The final separation is death; the mother-daughter relationship ends in death when the
mother is no longer part of the daughter’s life. The death of a daughter’s mother may
peacefully close the ‘space’ between them or alternatively death may bring a sense of
emptiness (Marks, Jun, & Song, 2007). Sometimes the mother’s death may bring some
resolution, it, ‘…may lead to a better understanding of one’s mother – having foreclosed
the possibility of ever getting whatever perfect love was expected from mother she can be
considered in a more realistic light as the woman she was’ (Nice, 1992, p.219). However
distant or loving the mother-daughter relationship is, when the mother passes from this
life, the daughter loses a part of herself. ‘What has been lost in the mother’s death is not
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only the person but some part of oneself’ (Nice, 1992, p.218). The woman’s body that
once carried the daughter, delivering her into the world, now leaves the world; a
generation has passed.
Mother archetype
A brief overview of Jung’s (1959) concept of the mother archetype is included here, since
it has some relevance to this research. An archetype is present when a person’s behavior
and thinking resemble a historical or noticeable pattern. Jung believed that archetypes are
an innate part of the psyche and that people spontaneously respond to crisis situations in
an instinctive manner (Samuels, Shorter, & Plaut, 2000; Jung, 1959). ‘Archetypes are
recognizable in outer behaviors, especially those that cluster around basic and universal
experiences of life such as birth, marriage, motherhood, death and separation’ (Samuels et
al., 2000, p.26). Jung introduced the concept of archetypes as he observed his own and
others’ behavior along with the repetitious behavior of individuals throughout history.
Regardless of race, ethnicity and psychological and physical wellbeing, ‘…the collective
unconscious promotes such images’ (Samuels et al., 2000, p.26).
‘One of the most significant and persistent images is that of the “Great Mother,” an
archetype which can be found in the culture substrata of almost all societies’ (York &
Schlossman, 1982, p.37). The Great Mother, according to Jung (1959), is a derivation of
the mother archetype and can be seen where, ‘…the influences which a mother exerts on
her children do not necessarily derive from the mother herself as a person and her actual
character traits’ (Samuels et al., 2000, p.62).
While the great mother archetype is one of strength, power and knowledge, the truth
is that women are not treated equally in most societies. It is as though the great mother is
a feared figure, one who subjects us to childhood vulnerability and whom we dare not
disobey. Nice (1992) believes that through, ‘…distorted patriarchal knowledge, … women
have lost touch with the creative image of the great mother’ (p.137). Arrington (2001)
places the loving mother alongside the spiritual figure of the goddess. She writes: ‘To the
child, mother, as she was in ancient societies, is warmth, safety, goodness, wisdom,
paradise, all-provider, all god or goddess’ (p.54).
Artists and the mother-daughter image
There are a vast number of mother, Madonna and mother Goddess images in the history
of art. The mother and child have been painted and sculpted more than any other image:
‘Mother and child is the oldest continuously treated subject in the history of art’
(Buettner, 1987, p.14). The artworks of a mother holding her child are often related to
Christianity, however this image seems to be familiar in all cultures throughout history. I
have chosen to describe briefly three artists who have addressed motherhood and the
mother-daughter relationship in completely different ways. I am particularly interested in
these artists and their work and their dedication to portraying the mother-daughter
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image. I also chose these artists because my plan was to make postcards everyday,
including the realities of daily life as well as reflections on my relationships as a mother
and as a daughter, and I am influenced by their particular styles.

Figure 2.1. Mary Cassatt, The child’s bath (1893).

Mary Cassatt (1844-1926) was a successful American painter who lived in Europe during
the French Impressionist movement. ‘Many of her paintings show mothers with children,
painted with a feminine tenderness not found in other Impressionist work’ (The art book,
n.a., 1996, p.86). She was able to capture the maternal bonds in a unique painterly style
that seemed to portray both women’s strength and gentleness. Cassatt revealed a, ‘…much
stronger sense of affection between mother and child. For her mothers, Cassatt preferred
to pose rural women because they held their children with an ease and intimacy unknown
to upper-class mothers’ (Buettner, 1987, p.16). Later in her life Cassatt became involved in
the feminist movement and such political issues as women’s suffrage.
One of her most famous paintings is, The child’s bath (1893). The painting has a young
mother tenderly holding her daughter while she bathes her feet in a bowl. ‘The physical
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intimacy of this quiet scene is enhanced by the shared concentration of the two
performing the simple nursery routine’ (The American art book, n.a., 1999, p.76). The
painting of the relationship between a daughter and her mother is characteristic of
Cassatt’s studies of colour and light and the way her paintings often portrayed everyday
reality. I am reminded of my mothering experiences with my daughter when she was a
young child. I notice the heaviness of the child sitting trustingly on her mother’s lap, and
the four hands that lead our attention to the basin of water. The physical touch and the
closeness of the bodies are expressive of the mother-daughter bond.

Figure 2.2. Meinrad Craighead, Mother and daughter (1981).

Meinrad Craighead (born 1936), an American painter and printmaker has created an
array of images depicting her relationship with her mother, grandmother and the mother
God.
One of her wood etchings is a portrait of two women titled, mother and daughter
(1981) where: ‘Psychologically, the intimacy between the two women as their hair and
torsos intertwine and foreheads touch, connotes a depth that transcends time with its
intense potential for healing’ (Rutter, 2003, p.195). Craighead’s image has a primal
appearance alongside a contemporary feel, with its warm reds and autumn tones, and;
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‘Archetypally, this painting captures the primary ground of the positive mother-daughter
relationship and the motherline extending back to a woman’s earliest ancestors’ (Rutter,
2003, p.195). Rutter (2003), when writing about Craighead, noted ‘…the Great Mother is
an archetype of the feminine self … Meinrad’s spiritual home is with God the Mother. She
has dedicated her life and her creativity to the archetypal maternal spirit in whom she
trusts’ (p.192). Craighead (2003) herself explained how she believes her art work is the
work of the Mother God and emerges through her imagination, ‘…I believed in her
because I experienced her … she guided me as an artist, illuminating my imagination, her
presence in my life could not be veiled. She erupted in my imagery’ (p.31).
In Craighead’s childhood she spent her school holidays at her maternal
Grandmother’s home and during the school term they communicated through images as
Craighead sent her Grandmother packages of her drawings. The parallel here with my
own research design of sending packages of postcard images to my mother and daughter
is one that creates a connection for me to this artist whom I had the privilege of meeting
at the Albuquerque New Mexico, American Art Therapy Conference in 2007 where she
was a keynote speaker. She was inspirational in both her enthusiastic outlook on life and
her deep connection to her cultural heritage.

Figure 2.3. Barbara Kruger, untitled (free love) (1988).
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Barbara Kruger (born 1945), is a New York contemporary conceptual artist who uses
everyday images combined with political and social statements to convey the role of
motherhood within society. In 1960 the term conceptual art was used to describe art that
values the idea or concept rather than the materials, methods or the finished artwork.
Lichtenstein (1994) wrote: ‘Many of Kruger’s works critically address the complex issues
surrounding motherhood in relation to female subjectivity and empowerment’ (p.198). In
one of her black and white photographic images the words ‘free love’ are printed on a red
placard on the back of a child who is standing between his or her mother’s legs, which is
all that the viewer can see of the mother. Kruger commented in an interview with
Lichtenstein (1994): ‘It refers to one aspect of motherhood, which might be a guarantee of
an unconditional dependency and love which often helps women define themselves in a
world that disallows definition in other areas’ (p.201). Kruger has made a substantial
contribution to contemporary art and perhaps to shifting public views of the mother role
in society. I chose this artist because of her unique approach and her bold written
messages. I believe this artist defies the traditional stereotypes of woman and mothers,
and by creatively shocking the viewer with her messages, she awakens her audience to
their own values.
Separation and the therapeutic relationship
The correlation between the professional therapeutic relationship and the mother and
child relationship are worth noting here. Transference takes place within a therapeutic
relationship when; ‘The patient responds to the therapist as though he or she were a
significant figure in the patient’s past’ (Corsini & Wedding, 1989, p.600). When
transference takes place the therapist may be seen as the caring parent that the client
wishes or seeks which can then present the very source of the client’s issues of concern.
Nice (1992) referred to individual therapy that is nurturing, respecting and accepting
which would, ‘…seem to offer the mothering that we all hold as ideal – the unselfish and
non-judgmental nurturing that we all crave’ (p.142). On the other hand there may be a
negative projection of the critical or withholding parent onto the therapist.
The termination of treatment is a significant period in psychotherapy that may echo
family separations, particularly mother and child separation. When the therapeutic
relationship terminates and the client and therapist separate this can be crucial to the
whole therapeutic process (Corsini & Wedding, 1989; Wadeson, 1989). In discussing the
termination of the therapeutic relationship Winnicott (1971) explains how the client
grows to feel secure and nurtured in the relationship with the therapist, yet there is a time
when the connection needs to be broken: ‘Like the baby with the mother, the patient
cannot become autonomous except in conjunction with the therapist’s readiness to let go’
(Winnicott, 1971, p.107). However it is also essential for the therapist to be aware of the
potential risks of terminating the relationship and to be alert to the possibility that, ‘…any
move on the part of the therapist away from a state of being merged in with the patient is
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under dire suspicion, so that disaster threatens’ (p.107). The therapist creates, through
trust and reliability a potential space, ‘…one that can become an infinite area of
separation’ (p.108).
Wadeson (1989) developed an Art therapy termination process group for graduating art
therapy masters students at the University of Illinois in Chicago. This course enables
students to process their own feelings and behavior relating to the termination of the
course, ‘…the emotional impact of the students’ own ending process gives life to the
intellectual comprehension of termination. One aspect of preparing for an ending is the
realization that there is still time left before the final separation’ (p.435). When describing
the aims of this course, Wadeson (1989) emphasized how important it is to work with
separation and the need to assist students to acknowledge the experience of completing
their university degree. She believes students should gain an understanding of the
separation process so that they, ‘…come to grasp [separation] issues both cognitively and
experientially’ (p.435). An understanding of the dynamics of separation and the interplay
of separation within therapy is essential to successful clinical practice.
Art therapy and mother-daughter separation
Mother-daughter separation and dislocation is an area of interest that surfaces in some art
therapy research and literature (Cairns, 1998; Malchiodi, 1998; Rubin, 1978).
Below are two examples of art therapists working with mother-daughter separation.
These examples have been chosen as they demonstrate different methods of art therapy
practice when working with mother-daughter separation.
Allen (2005), who works with an Open Studio Process, wrote about the enmeshed
relationships between mothers, daughters and grandmothers, noting: ‘It is important to
state that these identities are intertwined, not separate’ (p.204). Allen (2005) described an
artist who created a story of her mother through art making. When the artist asked her
mother about her past life; her mother refused to tell her. Consequently the artist decided
to create her mother’s story through an art piece and ‘…constructed a deeply moving
tribute to her mother’ (p.201). The artist’s reflections as she engaged in the art making
revealed a marked change in her perceptions of her mother, as ‘…I sink deeply into the
story … my mother looks different … the world looks different … my love grows deeper’
(p.202). The artist continued, ‘…I am telling my mother’s story. I am seeing her with new
eyes, understanding her in new ways. I am re-writing the story I have lived with up until
this moment’ (p.203). When the installation was completed the woman’s mother was
invited to view the artwork, and this process appeared to be beneficial for both mother
and daughter and their relationship.
This one artist’s journey through her art making in an open studio inspired many
other artists who accessed the studio to be creative and make art in honour of their own
mothers and grandmothers, discovering the experience to be a healing and spiritual one.
Allen (2005) noticed that: ‘It seemed important to use the space of the studio to be present
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in our multiplicity as artists, mothers, daughters and grandmothers’ (p.204). Once the
many art works devoted to artists’ mothers were completed, the final creations were
presented as a celebration called, Mother: Real and imagined. Allen reported being moved
by the whole process and deeply affected by the final exhibition (Allen, 2005).
Another example of art therapy work with mother-daughter separation and dislocation
was outlined by McClean (1999), who worked as an art therapist with an 11-year-old
child Christine (not her real name), who resided with her mother in a drug and alcohol
rehabilitation service. McClean gave a detailed description of the 31 individual nondirective art therapy sessions over 6 months. Although McClean did not work directly
with the mother, she noted that her presence was unavoidable and she believed the mother
impacted significantly on the child’s challenging behavior and hindered the development
of the therapeutic relationship and the ongoing process of change. McClean struggled
with the mother’s apparent denial of her own drug use and the impact of her addiction on
her and her daughter’s lives. The child had experienced several painful separations from
significant others in her life, alongside experiences of dislocation from her home
environment. Consequently separation, dislocation and loss were major areas of concern
in the art therapy sessions. Christine’s art work ‘…held the promise of escape from her
inner fears and conflicts’ (p.177).
There was chaos and hostility between this mother and daughter. The art therapist
believed that the mother saw in her daughter: ‘Vulnerable aspects of herself which she
found too painful to acknowledge’ (p.202). When the mother saw this behavior mirrored
in her daughter it triggered angry attacks directed at her daughter. As the sessions
progressed, both mother and daughter used the art therapist as a means of accepting and
processing the hostility between them. In art therapy Christine was able to find a ‘…
means of drawing some boundaries between herself and her mother, finally separating
enough to develop a more integrated sense of her own self in relation to others’ (p.202).
As a consequence of Christine’s changed behavior, her mother was able to reflect on her
own identity in relation to her daughter, and; ‘She appeared to become less defensive
about her own vulnerabilities and therefore was more able to facilitate Christine’s
emotional needs without acting in a hostile or dependent manner’ (p.202).
With weekly art therapy, the development of the therapeutic relationship and the ‘…
boundaries of the sessions enabled Christine to work through the trauma of separation
and loss, both in her past and current relationships’ (p.198). She was able to use the art
making to externalize and experiment with such dynamics. When talking to McClean
Christine admitted, ‘…sometimes it is hard to tell mum stuff like that’ (p.195). The art
therapist and Christine were able to work together towards a closure of the therapeutic
relationship where Christine was ‘…able to contemplate the ending without suffering
from feelings of devastating dependency and exhibiting rigid defenses which such
separations had previously evoked in her’ (p.194).
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McClean (1999) acknowledged the counter transference and her own feelings of caring
for her young client, stating; ‘I experienced maternal satisfaction as I watched her gain
nourishment in the materials’ (p.177). This example demonstrates how entrenched
behaviour within a dysfunctional codependent mother and daughter relationship can
change through art therapy. It also supports the notion that art therapy can provide the
‘space’ the child needs to feel secure in her development.
The examples above seem to represent a growing interest in this area amongst art
therapists. At the 2006 American Art Therapy Association (AATA) conference, a panel of
three women, Malsi, Alter-Muri and Young presented papers under the heading:
Imagistic exchange: Non-verbal communication in the mother-daughter relationship of
artists and art therapists. These three art therapists, ‘…reflect on their artwork and art
making process as it pertains to the mother-daughter relationship.’ They claim ‘… the
integration and exploration of mother-daughter nonverbal communication through art
creates an imagistic language that is unique and insightful’ (AATA Manual, 2006, p.75).
Arts-based research and mother-daughter separation
I have included in this section several arts-based inquires that explore personal
experiences of aspects of mother-daughter separation and dislocation and are similar to
my own research.
Morra (2007) researched two women’s experiences of translating their maternal
mother’s tongue, and representing their heritage and the cultural struggles of their
mothers through creative methods, exhibiting their work to share what they discovered.
Morra pointed out:
…in many of the accented films, videos and installations that deal with a
daughter’s translation of her mother’s tongue, the content of them begins
with the elder woman’s exile or displacement. The result of this maternal
uprooting forms the daughter’s traumatic inheritance, leaving the younger
woman with psychic scars, which often propel her to forge a new life in a
different geographic location and within an alternative linguistic
community. As such, the daughter is often triply displaced from her mother:
psychically, geographically and linguistically. (p.94)
Here both mother-daughter separation and dislocation are referred to and the rituals of art
and art-making are used as methods of exploration, expression and exhibition; sharing
knowledge, emotions and experiences. The dislocation is felt through identity and feeling
caught between cultures.
This notion of identity is also raised in Makela’s (2003) research where she explored
space and female genealogy through autobiographical representations. Makela referred to
mental and spatial space, the mental space being an autobiographical state, and the spatial
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space the visual exhibition which develops from the mental space. Her installations and
creative manipulation of family portraits, constructed from her family stories are
expressions of both her maternal heritage and her present ‘place’ in relation to her history.
Makela (2003) explained: ‘Because the picture is both without language and more than
language, words can never be bent to the shape of pictures, and they can only partially
represent what is seen’ (p.550). And when reflecting on the relationship between the word
and the picture, she said that the picture ‘….is in a sense unfinished and endless’ (p.550).
Recent research with six working class mothers and their daughters was carried out by
Mannay (2010) who approached the task unconventionally, exploring these dyads’
experiences of living in a large peripheral social housing estate, using drawing and collage
as methods of gaining knowledge. She noted the benefits of researchers exploring the
experience of people in similar situations to themselves. Mannay (2010) found that her
own experience was mirrored back to her from the participants, observing that; ‘The
technique provided an opportunity for mothers and daughters to create new connections
and open up experiences, which I had not envisaged, even though in many ways my own
existence echoes that of my participants’ (p.107).
I entered this research hoping for greater clarity in understanding my experience as a
daughter and as a mother. I anticipated seeing parts of myself in both my mother and my
daughter and wondered if perhaps this would be revealed visually through the postcard
images. My research would be using art and stories to process my separation from my
mother and my daughter in a bi-directional, intergenerational exploration similar in some
ways to the arts-based research I have described above.

Postcards
Postcards are central to the method of research in this project, which uses the making of
postcards as a means of inquiring into my experience of mother-daughter separation and
dislocation. Therefore it is important to understand postcards within their social,
historical and cultural context as well as their contemporary use. However, as explained at
the beginning of this chapter, a broader history of postcards has been placed as
Appendix 2.1. Only a brief overview of this history is included here along with current
methods of using postcards artistically and as a tool in research.
Summary of history of postcards
Postcards were introduced in 1861 and were generally governed by post offices. As
restrictions on postcards lapsed and the quality of picture postcards increased they
became overwhelmingly popular. The Golden Age of Postcards was between 1898 and
1915 where millions of postcards were manufactured, purchased and collected. They were
a quick and brief form of communication, which was inexpensive. Theatre production
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and important events were commemorated by postcards with attractive actresses being
the most popular. Postcards became a visual sign of progress and development.
During these pre war years it was generally women who hand painted the detailed
postcards. The names of these female artists were not included on the postcards.
According to Hotchkiss (n.d.), the artists would become ill from licking the paintbrush
ends to maintain a fine point and swallowing the poisons in the paint led to their early
deaths.
World War 1 bought a rapid decline in postcard popularity. Animated military themes
replaced the picture postcard and these illustrations both denounced the enemy and
raised patriotism. According to Laffin (1988), during the war years postcards were used as
propaganda. Soldiers and their families communicated through brief messages on
postcards often masking the real depth of their despair. The important thing was to
receive a message with a well known or dearly loved name on it (Cook, 1986; Laffin, 1988;
Willoughby, 1992).
During my father’s war service in World War II he sent a postcard to his mother
(Figure 2.4). At 21 he was sent by truck from Melbourne to Darwin, in Australia’s
Northern Territory. This postcard has images of Darwin before it was bombed in 1942.
The postcard was sent to his mother and the words written on the back were typical of a
soldier’s message (Figure 2.5).

Figure 2.4. World War II postcard (front)
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Figure 2.5. World War II postcard (back)

Historically, souvenir postcards have been used as a form of memorabilia and for the
tourist to send back home to friends and family. The tourist postcard can also be seen as
representing a country’s cultural and historical identity. Semmerling (2004) strongly
supported the notion that postcards can characterize the identity of a nation and that they
are much more than a tourist preoccupation; they are, ‘…visual artifacts that deserve
scholarly attention and discussion. In fact, they may actually play an important role in
culture and politics of national identity discourse … [postcards] are provocative and
active presentations of “national self”’ (p.3).
Postcards have continuously been used as a form of advertising. Avant Card (2007) is
Australia’s largest free national postcard advertising company where postcards are used to
raise community awareness of health and environmental issues as well as to advertise
manufactured goods and services. Postcards have also been used as a form of school
education (Rava, 1998).
Artists and postcards
There appear to be many artists who have exhibited their work in postcard format, too
many to mention here. However there do not seem to be many artists who choose to
create work solely in postcard size or who are known as ‘postcard artists.’
Donald McGill (1875-1962) is a well known traditional postcard artist from London.
Using an animated cartoon style he illustrated everyday life situations with humour.
McGill, referred to as ‘The King of the Saucy Postcard,’ apparently produced 12,000
designs and had 200 million postcards printed and sold between 1904 and 1962 (Bettle,
n.d.; Higham, 2010). McGill was challenged by the law and courts over his ‘vulgar’ images,
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and was prosecuted in 1954 under the 1857 Obscene Publications Act. Orwell claimed
McGill was ‘…the most prolific and by far the best of contemporary postcard artists …
the most perfect in the tradition’ (Orwell, 2003).
Van Riswick is a contemporary Dutch painter who uses postcard size canvases to paint
still life images such as landscapes, fruit, flowers and kitchen items. He has a weblog
project where he intends to ‘…paint a small oil painting (almost) each day, and post it to
this blog’. He invites viewers to sign in to view his daily work. ‘Each day, I post a new
small “post-card painting”, to give visitors a day-by-day impression of my life as an artist
in Holland’. The aim here is to share the artist’s life with the public through daily
paintings (van Riswick, n.d.; Postcards from Holland, n.d.).
A Japanese conceptual artist, On Karawa, has exhibited various collections of
postcards. Every day from 1968 to 1979, On Karawa stamped the back of two tourist
postcards recording his temporary address and the time he got up and then he sent these
to two friends. The series is called, I GOT UP. Apparently the reason he stopped was
because someone stole his I got up stamp. On his extensive travels he also sent postcards
to friends with the words, I am still alive on the back. On Karawa seems to have an
obsession with time, and with recording life systematically and repetitively. Both series of
postcards, I GOT UP and I am still alive have been exhibited extensively. The use of
repetition, time and dates in On Kawara’s art provides a rhythm which sustains a
fascination with his work and an interest in his future exhibitions (The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 2000; Walker Art Centre, 2008).
Recently there has been an interest in ‘artist trading cards,’ which are small works of
art on cards that artists trade with each other. This concept began with a Swiss artist,
Stirnemann, in 1997 and has grown worldwide. Artist cards can be swapped online or at
arranged swap meetings. The cards are actually smaller than postcards, however the
concept of trading cards is similar to the historical use of postcards. In fact the idea copies
the 16th century artists and later Impressionist artists who made their own business cards
as small examples of their artwork, thus advertising their work and exchanging ideas with
other artists (Artist trading cards, 1997). It is interesting to note here the contrast with the
early 19th century female artists who sacrificed their health to hand paint postcards and
who were considered not worthy of adding their names to the postcards.
Art exhibitions
Currently, there seem to be many exhibitions that sponsor and showcase the postcard
particularly as a novel idea to attract patronage or as fund raising projects. In Australia, in
the Melbourne suburb of St Kilda, an annual postcard exhibition is held at the Linden
Centre for Contemporary Arts called The Postcard Show. This is an open entry exhibition
thought to be one of the last such exhibitions in Australia. This concept was introduced in
1992 when only a handful of exhibits were displayed, whereas today there are over 2,000
entries in a variety of mediums from artists throughout Australia (Linden Arts, 2007).
33

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

The Curt Teich Postcard Archives which are part of the Lake County Discovery
Museum in Wauconda, Illinois in the United States, sponsor a Postcard Art Competition
and Exhibition bi-annually. This event honors the postcard as a form of art, and in 2009 it
was, ‘…focusing new imaginative energy on a familiar form of expression, … dedicated to
the American picture postcard, celebrating the postcard as art and as visual document’
(Postcard Art Competition and Exhibition, 2007).
A similar exhibition held at the Samuel Fleisher Art Memorial is under the
administration of the Philadelphia Museum of Art in the United States which holds a biannual exhibition of postcard art. The first such exhibition was in 2004 attracting 570
pieces of art created by 350 artists. Subsequent exhibitions drew a greater response. One
innovative aspect of this exhibition is that all entries are sold anonymously at a low flat
rate. The artwork is signed by the artist on the back of the postcard not on the front,
which gives the public a chance to purchase on the strength of the work rather than being
influenced by the artist’s name (Fleisher, n.d.).
In London, at the Royal College of Art, another annual exhibition is held called The
Secret Sale. Almost 3,000 postcards are sold each year for a low price. Once again buyers
are unaware of the identity of the artists until after their purchases because the postcards
are displayed anonymously and signed only on the back. Many famous artists donate their
work to this exhibition where proceeds go to local charities (Royal College of Art, 2007).
Anonymous messages on postcards
There are other creative ways postcards continue to have a presence in society and here I
will discuss a few innovative ones. Just as tourist postcards can convey the ‘national self,’
personal postcards can express the ‘inner self.’ PostSecret is a United States blog site that
invites people to reveal their inner secrets anonymously and creatively on postcards and
send them to him. ‘When Frank Warren had an idea for a community art project in 2004
he had no inkling it would become a phenomenon’ (Skewes, 2007, p.4). Over three years,
Warren has received over 200,000 postcards worldwide. The website, which is updated
weekly, displays a range of images for internet viewers. PostSecrets originated as a novel
project but is now a vast collection which has developed into a conversation between
strangers about their intimate secrets (Skewes, 2007). Warren has now printed three
books of the postcards sent to him and in 2010 had a live touring PostSecrets event in the
United States. He said at this event: ‘Everyone has a secret … you’re not alone.’ He
encourages the public to, ‘…share our secrets like gifts. Free your secrets and become who
you are’ (Warren, 2010). These Postsecret postcards support the notion of postcards being
holders of the inner self; containers of private surreptitious thoughts, memories and
feelings.
The PostSecrets concept inspired a 2007 exhibition in Melbourne, Australia at the
Queen Victoria Women’s Centre (QVWC), where 10,000 blank postcards were
distributed across the state encouraging women to portray their secrets. The idea was for
34

Janine Brophy-Dixon

women to illustrate a postcard with a message about their inner secret(s) and send them
back to the hospital. The returned postcards were displayed anonymously in an exhibition
titled Note to Herself. There was an element of reassurance offered to those who visited
the exhibition who might identify with the postcard messages and feel not so alone in
their own secrets, and an opportunity to appreciate the courage of those who participated
and shared their inner feelings (QVWC, 2007).
In 2006, Health Talk, a Seattle Washington USA website, created a ‘Postcard Blog’
page specifically for Multiple Sclerosis (MS), inviting people who were experiencing the
challenges of living with MS to place an anonymous handmade postcard on the MS
website. The site opens with the following instruction: ‘Let loose all of the thoughts about
multiple sclerosis you felt you were forbidden to think ever since you or a loved one were
diagnosed. Create a postcard that visually sets those thoughts free and send them to us’
(Health Talk, 2007). These postcards are personal and raw, revealing powerful and
moving messages and images. The site invites the public to respond with written
comments which are then added below the postcards, thus creating another dimension of
communication. The site explains: ‘All submissions can remain anonymous. Our postcard
blog gives a whole new meaning to art therapy’ (Health Talk, 2007).
Health and community art
Postcards have recently been used to promote health in community projects such as those
initiated by White (2009). In his book, Arts development in community health: A social
tonic (2009), he detailed various innovative and creative arts projects that have benefited
the health, education and well being of individuals and communities. White believed:
In the last decade health has become a recurrent topic in discussion of the
role of the arts in society, fuelled by a growing body of research into
connections between culture and well-being. There is now a distinct strand
of arts practice that aims to facilitate the experience of well being among
people who are in poor health, or at risk of it, by means of communal
involvement in creative activities, and there has been a wide spread
development of participatory projects addressing health issues. (p.1)
Using the arts in health, according to White (2009), required the skills of artists alongside
the skills of community participants to engage actively together in projects that will
improve health, wellbeing and knowledge. White (2009) referredto a community arts
project that involved the guidance of an artist in residence at a doctor’s clinic. The doctor
felt the waiting room, ‘…badly needed a community focus, and he felt the surgery could
offer an “archway” through to a social life’ (p.18). He recognized that ‘…the arts could
provide the necessary communication and education with impact, excitement and insight’
(p.19). In 1988, artist, Alison Jones, assisted those waiting to be seen by the doctor to
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make art. In one project, individuals were encouraged to make cards congratulating those
in the community who had just had a baby. These cards were then posted to the new
mothers with the details of the doctor’s clinic. The results of this arts project were an
enhanced sense of community for all participants and an increase in visits to the clinic by
the mothers and their babies, thus improving the monitoring of their health. The medical
practitioner, Dr Rigler, and his staff believed that the card making also had an impact on
access to the immunization clinical services for new mothers and their infants, with an
increase from 82% to 98% complying with immunization schedules in the first year
(White, 2009; 2010).
The use of postcards in art therapy
A recent postcard concept has developed through Art Therapy Without Borders (ATWB)
called, international postcard art exchange. ATWB is a non profit incorporation, ‘…
organized exclusively for charitable, educational and networking purposes to promote,
develop, and support international art therapy initiatives and the work of art therapists
worldwide’ (ATWB, 2011). The 6 month collaborative postcard project involves
worldwide art therapists and art therapy students exchanging their art work on postcards.
On the back of the postcards, therapists and students are encouraged to write a short
message about their art therapy work or studies in relation to their environments. The
event has been operating for 3 months and has already drawn an incredible response and
a website has been created to view the postcards and messages. Here the postcards
become a visual means of support and communication and a method of exchanging
information and knowledge, from those united by a relatively new but rapidly growing
profession.
The use of postcards in research
Postcards have been fairly widely utilized in many disciplines for the purpose of research,
though usually in purely functional ways to recruit or communicate with participants.
Postcards have been analysed visually and for the information they contain about
architecture, cultures and periods of history. Numbers of people have used postcards in
their theses in different ways, such as the research on the tourist postcard which was
undertaken by Marwick (2001). She reviewed the images, consumption and the context of
tourist postcards in Malta. Marwick found that the traditional Malta postcards of ‘sun and
sea’ had declined in popularity over recent years as tourist sought postcards that gave a
more everyday portrayal of Malta which she refers to as ‘backstage realities.’ She
concluded that, ‘…the co-existence of these images points to the increasingly
sophisticated and complex motivations of contemporary tourism and to more complex
representational structures and strategies that raise particular and general ethical issues’
(Marwick, 2001, p.417).

36

Janine Brophy-Dixon

Postcards have been used in health research as reminders of appointments or for
education purposes. A health project using postcards was undertaken at a rural hospital
for patients who were treated for deliberate self harm. The hospital intervention
incorporated posting a postcard to each of the randomly chosen 772 patients eight times
over a 12 month period. Results of the group that received the postcards were compared
to the control group. In the researcher’s analysis they conclude that: ‘A postcard
intervention reduced repetitions of deliberate self poisoning, although it did not
significantly reduce the proportion of individual repeaters’ (Carter, Clover, Whyte,
Dawson & D’Este, 2005).
Some imaginative uses of postcards in research methodology also appear in the
literature. The ‘lost postcard technique’ was developed by Paulos and Jenkins (2005) as
part of their inquiry into how people experience urban environments. The researchers
discreetly placed 110 hand–written, addressed and stamped postcards in various and
specific places within urban spaces. The messages and images on the postcards were
divided into three themes, personal, semi-personal and semi-public. The aim of the project
was to explore people’s reaction to and interest in the ‘lost’ postcards and the value, if any,
they would place on them. The research findings were that: ‘Within 3 days, we had
received nearly 49 of the postcards (45%) in the postal mail – forwarded on by
individuals’ (p.347). The research did show that a sizable proportion of curious people
will take the time to post the, ‘…personal traces left by others in the urban spaces they
share – while the majority may have passed by the lost cards as just another piece of trash
within the city’ (p.348). This research involved the ideas of dislocation, space and place as
the postcards are perceived as ‘lost’ by those who find them which creates an opportunity
to post and relocate them.
As I noted in chapter one, Allen and Rumbold (2004) employed postcards as a method
of conversation with each other as part of their doctoral research. The process used was to
choose a postcard or create one that, to them was about a particular methodological
concern that they were struggling with in their experience of arts-based collaborative
methods of inquiry. They added a short comment to the postcard and then exchanged
images. With their next meeting they exchanged comments on the postcards they had
received, so that the postcards became a form of conversation (Allen & Rumbold, 2004).
The sharing of the postcards became a process involving ‘presentational, experiential and
practical knowing’ (Heron & Reason, 1997, 2008).
Allen and Rumbold (2004) recommend postcard collecting as an easy and convenient
practice. ‘Postcards seem so manageable. They are small and easily collected slices of life!
When things got too overwhelming I would go shopping for postcards … I allowed the
postcards to ‘speak to me’, about my research methodology’ (p.103). The postcards
became an avenue for expressing struggles and concerns relating to the researcher’s study
practices. This spontaneous and innovative method of coping with the challenges of
research work led to unexpected changes and rewards. ‘Participating in these postcard
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conversations had a profound effect on both of us as people, on our doctorate research
and on our subsequent teaching and research supervision’ (p.138).
Conclusion to postcards
In order to understand and appreciate the role of postcards within a research thesis such
as this, it has been necessary to explore the creation, development and current status of
postcards. Over the past 130 years postcards have continued to survive as a simple,
accepted and convenient form of communication, and their history and development
suggests this may, in part, be due to the way postcards hold images that can often express
valuable meaning.
Initially the blank postcard was a convenient means of communication, but when
images were added they became overwhelmingly popular, which indicates the power of
the visual image. The historical popularity of postcards is evidence that people remain
interested in sending brief messages and in particular images that convey emotional
messages.
The postcard size has remained relatively the same since its inception over 100 years
ago. This means that postcards are manageable, compact, easily carried, held, passed on
and posted. A postcard can be held up close to the viewer’s face and there is often a
tendency to handle them gently as though they hold a unique message for the observer. It
is clear they have diverse applications: they can reflect a nation’s identity, record time and
history, act as a form of advertising or a method of educating the public, and finally they
can be holders of personal messages.
In applying postcard making as a way of knowing in research, I am pursuing the
recommendation of Allen and Rumbold (2004), who wrote of their postcard
conversations, ‘…we hope that new readers are encouraged by our dialogue to be creative
and reflective in their own ways’ (p.138).
The particular ways I have used postcards as part of the arts-based and co-operative
research methods here are discussed in the methodology chapters (chapters three and
six).
Conclusion
As this heuristic inquiry required immersion into the topic without any preconceived
impressions, and as I have not wanted to be over influenced by the literature, I undertook
this literature review after the data gathering and analysis. It seemed necessary, however,
to present a context for the research inquiry, and so I have placed this review at this point
rather than after the main part of the inquiry, along with the discussion, where it belongs
chronologically.
This literature review has focused on the main areas of mother-daughter separation
and dislocation, finding there is a wide range of literature on theories of mother-child
separation and the mother-daughter relationship. I discovered a number of other art
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therapists and art-based researchers interested in the mother-daughter relationship, some
of whom I have included here. This forms the context for my own focus on experiences of
mother-daughter separation and dislocation, and my employment of an arts-based
methodology that is still somewhat unusual. In this chapter I included a brief overview of
the historical and modern use of postcards. However, in this research, postcards are a tool
used to explore mother-daughter separation and dislocation.
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Chapter three • Methodology & methods
Methodology for Phase One
Introduction
In this chapter I introduce the methodologies I have used in Phase One of this inquiry,
where I explore the questions of mother-daughter separation and dislocation through artbased (Gilroy, 2006; Kapitan, 2010; McNiff, 1998; Rubin, 1999; Wadeson, 1980, 1992),
heuristic (Moustakas, 1990; Sela-Smith, 2002) and autoethnographic (Ellis & Bochner,
2000; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008) methods.
This inquiry uses an emergent methodology, and the methods and research paradigm
shifted as the research unfolded – which is discussed briefly in this chapter, along with an
outline of the different ways of knowing utilized in this research. The three overlapping
methodologies (art-based, heuristic and autoethnographic) are presented separately in the
body of this chapter.
I have explained these methods in the order in which they were used as the inquiry
unfolded. Thus the art making was the first method as I began making the postcards when
my daughter left Australia to live in Italy in January 2006. The heuristic methodology
then shaped my immersion in the experiences of mother-daughter separation and
dislocation when I left Australia to live in New York in September 2006. And the third
methodology I engaged was autoethnograhpic as I transformed the diary I kept and the
postcards I made while I was living in New York into written and visual narratives of my
experiences. Although autoethnography is the third and last methodology explained in
this chapter, it is the overarching one because autoethnography can be seen to include artbased and heuristic methods (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). In this study the art based research
and the heuristic research both contribute to my personal ‘story’ (the auto part of
autoethnography), and show art and storytelling as autoethnography (Ellis & Bochner,
2000; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008).
As a researcher I bring to this inquiry my experience as a professional artist and art
therapist, which influenced my choice of this combination of art-based, heuristic and
autoethnographic methods of research. I use the first person in writing as this is
consistent with the approach of heuristic and autoethnographic research, and I agree with
Ellis and Bochner (2000) that, ‘…more and more academics think it’s possible to write
from the heart, to bring the first person voice into their work, and to merge art and
science’ (p.761).
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As I began this inquiry, and planned to live in New York for six months whilst my
daughter lived in Italy and my mother remained in Australia, I intended to create two
handmade postcards each day, one for my mother and one for my daughter. The aim was
to experience mother-daughter separation and dislocation while making art daily for those
from whom I was separated. This empirical study would explore my experience while I
was physically separated from my mother and daughter and dislocated by living abroad. I
anticipated that I would be immersed in the nature of the experience, and that the art
making might initiate internal searching, self–discovery, knowledge and personal
meaning (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008; Sela-Smith, 2002;
McNiff, 1998, 2004).
I chose to live in New York because it is the world’s centre for contemporary art and I
expected that whilst I was making art daily I would be inspired by the creativity in my
surroundings. I wanted to experience a radical change in environment, however I also
wanted to remain in an English-speaking culture because I felt that living in a different
country would be challenging enough without the added complication of a language
barrier. New York seemed an intense and exhilarating city; it was busy, crowded,
condensed, magnificent; a city that celebrates contemporary art. This was opposite to my
usual way of living, opposite to my love of nature and the Australian bushland, and
opposite to my life as a mother in suburbia with five children. For me this was stepping
into unknown territory, and being alone and in a foreign place was both exciting and
terrifying.
Although the empirical research inquiry was carefully planned it was also understood
as an emergent methodology, as is common in art-based research, which meant that it
was possible the design would change, and in fact that is what occurred. As a
consequence, this chapter now describes not the whole project but just Phase One of the
inquiry. The methodology for Phase Two will be introduced and explained in chapter six.
Research questions
As explained in the introduction chapter, it can be problematic to construct research
questions in an heuristic inquiry as the aim is to allow the process to take shape without
preconceived concepts of any possible outcomes. The idea is that the inquiry is open to
potential changes and forms its own direction. However, whilst an heuristic inquiry has
this openness, it also needs to have an inquiry area of interest. For this reason I developed
two research questions to refer to in order to keep the research focused on the main
themes of mother-daughter separation and dislocation, but I also proposed to keep the
inquiry open by acknowledging the possibility of any unexpected changes and to do this I
retained a third element, which was the chance of the development of any emergent
themes. The research questions are:
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• How might a daily practice of art inform an art therapy inquiry into experiences of
mother-daughter separation?
• How might a daily practice of art inform an art therapy inquiry into the experience
of familial and geographic dislocation?
As an art therapist I was deeply interested in the use of such postcard methodology for art
therapy clients experiencing mother-daughter separation and dislocation.
It is not uncommon for an artist / art therapist / researcher to immerse him or herself
in an art-based experience to appreciate its effect fully, or to engage in an art-based
heuristic methodology (McNiff, 1998; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008). This approach is strongly
supported by McNiff (1998), who encourages therapists to engage in art-based research
that involves self-discovery. McNiff defines art-based research as, ‘…a method of inquiry
which uses the elements of the creative arts therapy experience, including the making of
art by the researcher, as ways of understanding the significance of what we do within our
practice’ (p.13). Art therapists are often interested in researching their own experiences,
including their art making, in order to understand the process of their clients’ experience
(Allen, 1995; McNiff, 1998; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008). This is the very concept that
underlies my own inquiry, that is, I am both using art making to investigate the
experience of mother-daughter separation and of dislocation, and exploring the role that
art making had for me by means of an art-based inquiry. This might provide an insight
into similar experiences of clients, and an opportunity to develop understanding of the
possible benefits of processing feelings, thoughts, and fears through the medium of visual
art created daily.
Qualitative research
The methods used in this research inquiry are qualitative. Qualitative methods are well
established in the research field, resulting in an extensive literature. There are many
qualitative research methodologies and these cover diverse areas of research including
ethnographic, grounded theory, discourse, hermeneutic and phenomenological research
(Holloway, 1997, p.131). Qualitative research often comprehensively examines a single
case study or a small group of people. McLeod (2001) explains the aims of such research:
‘At its heart qualitative research involves doing one’s utmost to map and explore the
meaning of an area of human experience’ (p.viii). He adds that qualitative research is a
rigorous and careful inquiry into characteristics of the social world. Phase One of this
inquiry used a group of qualitative methods (art-based, heuristic, autoethnographic) to
explore a single case, my own experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation.
Research paradigm
Kuhn (1996) pointed out that the practice of science took place within different
theoretical frameworks, which he referred to as ‘paradigms.’ He described a paradigm as
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an accepted model or pattern for a united group or as a set of scientific achievements, ‘…
sufficiently unprecedented to attract an enduring group of adherents away from
competing modes of scientific activity. Simultaneously, [secondly] it was sufficiently
open-ended to leave all sorts of problems for the redefined group of practitioners to
resolve’ (Kuhn, 1996, p.10).
Whether they use quantitative or qualitative research methods, all researchers can be
understood as operating within a research paradigm which shapes their ontology (theory
of reality or conception of reality), epistemology (theory of knowledge), and axiology
(role of values and ethics) as well as their methodology (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). A
combination of art-based, heuristic and autoethnographic research is bound to raise
questions about the researcher’s understanding of existence and values.
As I began Phase One of this inquiry I considered this research as part of the postpositivist paradigm. However by the end of Phase Two it seemed clear that it can be best
seen as belonging to the Participatory Inquiry Paradigm (Heron, 1996; Heron & Reason,
2008; Reason, 1988). I will discuss this shift in chapter six, but it is this paradigm that
contributes the epistemology that best accounts for this inquiry.
Ways of knowing (epistemology)
An epistemology (theory of how knowledge is generated) is implicit in all research. As
McLeod (2001) explains: ‘The process of knowing involves employing a practical method,
that is derived from an epistemology (theory of knowledge) which in turn is grounded in
ontology (set of assumptions about the nature of life)’ (p.55). Here I attempt to make
explicit the epistemology shaping this study.
McLeod (2001) details three areas in which qualitative research can provide new forms
of knowing, knowledge of the other, knowledge of phenomena and reflexive knowing (p.3).
‘Qualitative researchers need to reflect on how they see and understand, to reflect on the
process of knowing itself’ (McLeod, 2001, p.54). In Phase One of my research inquiry as I
attempt to understand my lived experiences of separation and dislocation through daily
art making and story writing I am seeking reflexive knowing. In Phase Two of the research
inquiry knowledge of the other is introduced and becomes part of the inquiry in a process
explained in chapter six.
According to Heron and Reason (2008) there are four ways of knowing; experiential
knowing, presentational knowing, propositional knowing and practical knowing.
Experiential knowing is knowing by direct contact or being present with a person, place or
thing. It is our presence, experience and participation in the world. ‘It is knowing through
the immediacy of perceiving’ (p.367). Heron and Reason (2008) explain how experiential
knowing is essential as a framework for the other forms of knowing and that from the
encounter of experiential knowing emerges presentational knowing. In this project I went
in search of experiential knowing by living in New York and experiencing mother-
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daughter separation and dislocation. This knowing through experience is a focus of
heuristic methodology.
Presentational knowing is formed by the arts and embodied representations and it is
when experiential knowing is made visible. It shapes the knowledge into an artistic form
such as we see in visual arts, music, dance and poetry, thus keeping the process of
knowing creative and open. Mullett (2008) sees presentational knowing as, ‘…the
knowing that is the bridge between experience and the formal or discursive expression of
our knowing’ (p.451). Seeley and Reason (2008) suggest, ‘…there is an urgent need for
spontaneous and considered aesthetic responses to our world – and that, through
presentational knowing we each have the capability of nurturing and creatively shaping
our part of that response’ (p.31). The postcard images I created while I was in New York
and the stories I wrote from my diary entries are both forms of presentational knowing
through images and words. Presentational knowing is central in art-based methodology.
In this study presentational knowledge and reflective knowledge emerge through the art
making, the lived experience and the stories, but the challenge in this research is to
conceptualise such knowledge and discuss it in relation to theory.
Propositional knowing is intellectual knowing about something. This knowing is
expressed in propositions or statements, in generalisations and theories. Propositional
knowledge is conceptual knowledge, and includes the theories, ‘…each of us carry around
which define who we are and the kind of world we tell ourselves we live in’ (Heron &
Reason, 2008, p.374). In participatory research, Reason (1981; 1988) explains,
propositional knowledge takes place at the beginning of an inquiry when the coresearchers state and clarify their initial hypothesis and again at the final reflection stage
of an inquiry when ‘…they state and clarify their research conclusions’ (1981, p.5). Heron
and Reason (2008) explain, ‘…propositions are continually tested in practice and thus
rooted back in experiential knowing’ (p.374). In this research propositional knowledge was
part of the planning stage, and also appears in the analysis and discussion of the
presentational forms.
Practical knowing is the use of individual skills or competencies to act or do. It is, ‘…
knowing how-to-do, how to engage in some class of action or practice’ (Heron & Reason,
2008, p.375). Practical knowing was used in this research in the art making, the stories and
the research writing, and is the focus of the suggested applications for art therapy practice.
These four ways of knowing are practised spontaneously in everyday life, but in
research they are practised intentionally. Heron and Reason (2008) explain that, ‘…
knowing will be more valid if the four ways are congruent with each other: if our
knowledge is grounded in our experience, expressed through our images and stories,
understood through theories which make sense to us, and expressed in worthwhile action
in our lives’ (p.367).
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Reflexivity
Holloway (1997) claims that: ‘Reflexivity is essential for qualitative research because the
researcher is the main research tool; he or she uses the self as an instrument’ (p.136).
However, McLeod (2001) argues: ‘Research that aims to develop reflexive knowing is
much harder to carry out and is found somewhat less frequently in the research literature’
(p.4). This inquiry called for me to reflect on my own lived experience and on my research
processes themselves, realising ‘…that researchers are part of the reality they investigate,
and they should reflect about their own location in culture, time and place’ (Holloway,
1997, p.136). Etherington (2004a, 2004b) explains reflexivity as, ‘…it’s me observing me
doing my research, as I am doing it’ (p.219). She further suggests that reflexivity, ‘…adds
validity and rigor in research by providing information about the contexts in which data
is located’ (p.47). Reflexivity asks researchers to reflect on their own research practice. It is
a continual cycle of checking, reviewing, critiquing, redefining, taking note, and moving
on, thus creating transparency (Etherington, 2004). I have attempted to be as transparent
as possible about how the inquiry was designed, what methods were adopted, and how the
research unfolded as a personal journey.
Methodological bricolage
This research inquiry involved more than one methodology, and can be described as a
methodological bricolage:
The bricolage can be described as the process of getting down to the nuts
and bolts of multidisciplinary research … bricoleurs move beyond the blinds
of particular disciplines and peer through a conceptual window to a new
world of research and knowledge production. (Kincheloe, 2005, p.323)
It is not unusual in art-based research to have a research inquiry that incorporates a
combination of methodologies, nor is it unusual to engage in emergent research where
the methodology changes as research progresses. Thus the researcher becomes a
bricoleur. ‘A bricoleur extends her or his creativity into the writing process itself; there are
many different ways to write up the findings of a study’ (McLeod, 2001, p.128). I refer to
this research as bricolage because I have created a combination of ways to research the
topics of mother-daughter separation and dislocation. I have taken three methodologies,
art-based, heuristic and autoethnographic, and interlinked them to craft a new method
for a deep exploration of my individual experience.
Table 3.1 methodologies, presents a visual map of the links between the
methodologies, methods and the epistemological elements of the research into my
experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation. The following pages will
examine each of the three methodologies.

48

Janine Brophy-Dixon

To some extent, art-based, heuristic and autoethnographic can be considered as terms
describing some overlapping methodological territory. Indeed it might have been possible
to characterise this whole study as autoethnographic, since Ellis and Bochner (2000) list
heuristic, arts-based and co-operative inquiry among the forms of inquiry under this
heading. However, as this was not the way I encountered these methodologies, I have
preserved these distinctions and this order of introducing them.
Table 3.1. Methodologies (arts-based).

Mother-daughter separation and dislocation
Methodology

Method

Epistemology
(Theory of knowledge)

Arts-based

Experiential
Art making

Presentational knowing
Knowing through images

Heuristic

Lived experience
Mother-daughter separation and
dislocation

Experiential knowing
Presentational knowing
Knowing through reflection on experience

Autoethnographic

Diary stories
Narrative

Presentational knowing
Reflexive knowing
Knowing through words

Arts-based research
I have used the words, art-based and arts-based interchangeably within this research. I
understand that art-based is often the preferred term for art therapists and art therapy
researchers and can be defined to include all the arts. However this research covers other
creative methods of inquiry, and one of the aims of the research is to inspire the
development of community arts projects and work with the arts and health field where
arts-based is more commonly used and so will sacrifice consistency in an attempt to
communicate with both fields.
Not only is this research arts-based it also has an art therapy focus since as a researcher
I am also an artist and an art therapist, and I bring this into the research. There is much
written concerning methods of art therapy research (Gilroy, 2006; Kapitan, 2010; McNiff,
1998; Rubin, 1999; Wadeson, 1980, 1992) and the discipline continues to develop
distinctive ways of juxtaposing art, therapy and research.
Art making has been a significant pursuit in my life and a means of working through
personal issues, so that to take this one step further through an heuristic inquiry was
important to me. I support McNiff’s (1998) claim that art-based research, ‘…must be
made available for those artists who desire to use their skills and unique sensitivities to
research their experience’ (p.16).
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Many art-based researchers claim daily art making by the researcher / art therapist can
create change (McNiff, 1998, 2004; Rubin, 1999; Wadeson, 1989; Schaverien, 1999). The
concept of daily art making as a form of accessing the inner self has been used in various
art-based heuristic research studies where art was created in a succession of days, weeks or
months. This concept was inspired by Jung (1983, 1990) who appears to be one of the first
therapists who looked within himself for answers through the production of drawn and
painted images, looking for their symbolic content. Edwards (2001) suggests that no other
therapist, prior to Jung, ‘…had attended to his own inner life through imagery in this way’
(p.93). Jung (1983) practised drawing as a means of self exploration: ‘I sketched every
morning in a notebook a small circular drawing, a mandala, which seemed to correspond
to my inner situation at the time. With the help of these drawings I could observe my
psychic transformations from day to day’ (p.230).
Recently, Ramanathan (2002) created images daily over a period of three weeks and
Fenner (1996) created 45 images over two months, both recording their findings as art
therapists / researchers. Byrne (2004) and Rose (2003) are also artist / art therapist
researchers who have written heuristic inquiries exploring a series of their own paintings
and drawings. These studies demonstrate that a sequence of art making can often create
patterns and reveal subconscious and personal issues. My own experience as an artist, art
educator and art therapist had given me an understanding of the power of art making to
evoke memories and emotions and offer a deeper insight into oneself. I was keen to allow
this process to unfold and ‘discover’ the images that waited within me.
There is an array of art therapy literature and research on the healing qualities of art
making (Malchiodi, 2003; McNiff, 2004, 1992; Rubin, 1999; Betensky, 1995; Schaverien,
1999). I initially expected that the healing aspect of art therapy would be less important in
this research inquiry. While I recognised that a healing process might take place, this was
not the original aim of the inquiry. As it turned out, a healing process did unfold,
particularly in Phase Two, reported in chapters seven and eight.
Wadeson (1980) believed that the problems facing art therapists as researchers are
multifaceted and complex. She observes that art therapy research often follows other
more established disciplines and borrows ‘…heavily from the methodologies traditionally
employed in the behavioural sciences, [so] art therapists may have to refine, modify, and
adapt them to the peculiar problems posed by this field. Art therapists may even have to
develop new methods’ (p.318). The challenge that Wadeson alerted us to 25 years ago is
ongoing and her views have been supported by more recent writers. Innovative methods
of art therapy research have created avenues for more personal ways of exploring the
experience of the artist / art therapist as researcher. At this stage of art therapy research
development it is vital to have an open attitude, as: ‘There is danger that imposing
theoretical terms and concepts from other disciplines on art therapy phenomena will
close down our ability to see and describe what is uniquely art therapy’ (Quail & Vance
Peavy, 1994, p.57). Wadeson (1980) believed that art therapy research has traditionally
50

Janine Brophy-Dixon

leant in the direction of the medical model, and Rubin (1999) agreed that art therapy
research has borrowed models of inquiry from such other fields of expertise. However
recently art therapy research has moved towards a more radical approach, exploring the
lived experience of art making as a way of knowing, responding to the challenge: ‘…using
the artistic process as a primary mode of inquiry … we must begin to explore the gifts that
the artistic process offers to psychological inquiry’ (McNiff, 2004, p.279). Junge and
Linesch (1993) also passionately encouraged diversity and breadth in art therapy research,
observing, ‘…we are convinced that it is imperative that art therapists broaden their range
of inquiry past the more traditional philosophies and methods and that they have
confidence and commitment to discover their own identities as researchers’ (p.66).
Art-based research allows an avenue or ‘shows a way’ for the knowledge of the artist to
be expressed. The artist’s knowledge is revealed in the art work as presentational knowing.
There seems to be a potential too for such research to have a real social impact. Finley
(2005) believes, ‘…art is equal to – indeed, sometimes even profoundly more appropriate
than – science as a way of understanding’ (p.686). Using the arts in research has become a
way of exploring the knowledge of the artist and contributing this to human
understanding and social action.
I am undertaking this inquiry within a School of Public Health where it seems artsbased research may have a useful and often welcomed contribution to make. Janesick
(2008) points out that, ‘…art, experience and inquiry interrelate and provide a basis for
critical engagement in social science qualitative research’ (p.478). Finley (2005) suggests
that an arts-based inquiry, ‘…as it is practised by academics doing human social research,
fits historically within a postmodern framework that features a developing activist
dynamic among both artist and social researchers’ (p.682).
The art-based inquiry developed in my thesis thus makes use of a method which is
strongly encouraged and practised in the art therapy profession today. However, as
Knowles and Promislow (2008) remind researchers: ‘There are numerous obstacles and
challenges to those choosing to incorporate the arts into their research methodology’
(p.521). I therefore approached this project with an awareness that a pioneering spirit
might be required. I knew the process required discipline and rigour; though this was
balanced with an expectation of the likely sense of fulfilment of daily art making.
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Table 3.2. Methodologies (heuristic).

Mother-daughter separation and dislocation
Methodology

Method

Epistemology
(Theory of knowledge)

Arts-based

Experiential
Art making

Presentational knowing
Knowing through images

Heuristic

Lived experience
Mother-daughter separation and
dislocation

Experiential knowing
Presentational knowing
Knowing through reflection on experience

Autoethnographic

Diary stories
Narrative

Presentational knowing
Reflexive knowing
Knowing through words

Heuristic inquiry
The heuristic inquiry was at the heart of this research, although it has been carried out
through art-based methods, broadened into an autoethnographic approach that attends to
the cultural context as well as the self, and in Phase Two of the inquiry transformed into
co-operative inquiry.
The word ‘heuristic’ comes from the Greek word ‘heuriskein’ and means to discover or
find (Oxford Dictionary, 1997). Initially ‘heuristic’ referred to trial-and-error methods to
solve mathematical problems (Moustakas, 1990; Sela-Smith, 2002). However in this
research it refers to Moustakas’ development of the heuristic method of inquiry used in
humanistic psychology as a means of exploring one’s own experience of a particular
situation or emotional state. Douglass and Moustakas (1985) describe heuristic research
as, ‘…a passionate and discerning personal involvement in problem solving, an effort to
know the essence of some aspect of life through the internal pathways of the self’ (p.39).
Moustakas (1990) articulates the method of heuristic research in his writings,
describing the processes of identifying with the focus of the inquiry, self-dialogue, tacit
knowing, intuition, indwelling, focusing, and the internal frame of reference. The six
distinct phases of heuristic research that Moustakas (1990) describes are; initial
engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication and creative synthesis.
According to the heuristic researcher Sela-Smith (2002): ‘Each phase is an uncharted
territory because the ground is not formed until the inquirer creates both the territory and
the path by surrendering to the unknown and then walks the territory to discover what is
there’ (p.64). I anticipated that I would go through these heuristic phases as I experienced
mother-daughter separation and dislocation, and I would represent, analyse and reflect on
the experiences. This echoes Moustakas’ (1990) belief that: ‘The focus in a heuristic quest
is on re-creation of the lived experience: full and complete depictions of the experience
from the frame of reference of the experiencing person’ (p.39). At the beginning I was not
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sure where the research would lead me and I had some trepidation about my capacity to
cope, isolated and alone in a foreign environment, however I felt ready to step along the
pathway to discover what was there.
Originally I planned a variation of Moustakas’ (1990) heuristic inquiry following SelaSmith’s (2002) method called, Heuristic Self-Search Inquiry, where the focus is
consistently on the self, on I-who-feel, and does not include other participants’
experiences of the phenomenon. Sela-Smith (2002) critiques Moustakas’ method of
heuristic inquiry, where there is a shift of focus from ‘experiencing’ the situation to
reflecting upon the ‘experiences’ of other participants experiencing the same
phenomenon. Sela-Smith (2002) believes as a result of this interruption the participant
does not move through the experience of ‘resistance’ and consequently on to the next
level of what she refers to as the self-transformation. In Sela-Smith’s own experiences and
in her research studies, she, ‘…found that resistance has to be confronted and overcome
before full discovery can occur’ (p.58). My intention in this inquiry was to engage fully in
the experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation and be open to any
resistance that may take place. In this inquiry it was originally intended that the focus
would be solely on my own experiences and would not include experiences that others
might encounter. This remained true for Phase One of the inquiry, but not for Phase Two
(see chapter six).
Moustakas’ (1990) heuristic research methodology implies that there should not be a
time limit on the process of self-discovery. ‘The heuristic research process is not one that
can be hurried or timed by the clock or calendar’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.14). Nevertheless I
believed that a period of six months, where my sole focus would be on experiencing
mother-daughter separation and dislocation and documenting this through art making
and journal writing, was sufficient time to experience some change, revelation and
insight. I was prepared to undertake this experience of ‘…making a space within the
researcher’s life that will allow thorough immersion in the project for a period of time
sufficient for processes of incubation, uncertainty and chaos, discovery and critical
appraisal to take place’ (McLeod, 2001, p.135).
Heuristic inquiry is flexible in nature and gives the researcher freedom to create ways
to delve into the experience (Frick, 1990). Here, the idea of creating daily images on
postcards was to impose a system that would be a constant reminder of the experiences of
mother-daughter separation and dislocation, demonstrating how the art-based and
heuristic methodologies are interlinked, as this heuristic method of research focuses on
engaging, discovering and reflecting as ways of knowing (Moustakas, 1990; Sela-Smith,
2002). A number of writers support such methodological creativity in heuristic research.
Junge and Linesch (1993) point out that creative self processes are an important
component of heuristic research’ (p.64). More recently, Finley (2005) explains that:
‘Heuristics refers to the creative processes of discovery and invention such as those that
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have been enjoyed by arts-based researchers who have consciously bought the
methodologies of the arts to define new practices of human social inquiry’ (p.684).
This inquiry therefore links art-based and heuristic research. The two methodologies
have distinct criteria, though an art-based method when undertaken by the researcher /
artist with a reflexive and self-search focus can be seen as an heuristic inquiry. Equally, an
heuristic inquiry may make use of art-based methods of discovery.
Table 3.3. Methodologies (authoethnographic).

Mother-daughter separation and dislocation
Methodology

Method

Epistemology
(Theory of knowledge)

Arts-based

Experiential
Art making

Presentational knowing
Knowing through images

Heuristic

Lived experience
Mother-daughter separation and
dislocation

Experiential knowing
Presentational knowing
Knowing through reflection on experience

Autoethnographic

Diary stories
Narrative

Presentational knowing
Reflexive knowing
Knowing through words

Autoethnographic research
As I continued with this inquiry, I turned to autoethnographic research which inspired
the inclusion of a series of four short stories that recall my lived experience in New York
as I made art while separated from significant others and from my familiar environment.
Autoethnography attends to the self (auto), culture (ethnos) and written material
(graphos). This form of research brings the self (auto) into the field of ethnography,
which is the study of people within their cultural, social, historical, political and structural
environment (Etherington, 2004a).
An increasing number of researchers are turning to autoethnography as a
methodology which requires intimate, personal, soul searching and embodied writing
(Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Diversi (2008) socialised with a group of underprivileged youth
to understand their views and created stories as a method of inquiry, arguing that: ‘The
short story format allows for a creation of space for voices, subtle ambiguities of
perspectives, and contextualization through imagery. The interaction between author and
youth breathes life in the text’ (p.71). Humphreys (2005) researched his experiences of
career change through autoethnographic representations. He suggests, ‘…the use of
autoethnographic vignettes in any qualitative research account would enrich the story,
ethnography, or case study and enhance the reflexivity of the methodology’ (p.853).
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Ellis and Bochner (2000) are passionate about autoethnography and write that, in the
autoethnographic text, ‘…concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, spirituality,
and self-consciousness are featured, appearing as relational and institutional stories
affected by history, social structure, and culture, which themselves are dialectically
revealed through action, feeling, thought and language’ (p.739). This part of the research
is particularly influenced by Ellis and Bochner, who visited La Trobe University in 2009
and spoke about autoethnography as, ‘…an autobiographical genre of writing and
research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the
cultural’ (p.739). The immediate cultural environment in this study is New York which,
through its distance from Australia, is linked to the personal experience of separation and
dislocation. Another environment (not so immediate) is the culture that shaped my
relationships. Etherington (2004a) supports this addition, stating that autoethnography,
‘…has provided a methodology that legitimizes and encourages the inclusion of the
researcher’s self and culture’ (p.141).
The autoethnographic process itself heightens the researcher’s self-awareness and
results in a richer understanding of others. Ellis and Bochner (2000) see this as one of the
main rewards of autoethnographic research, suggesting that as researcher, you ‘…come to
understand yourself in deeper ways. And with understanding yourself comes
understanding others. Autoethnography provides an avenue for doing something
meaningful for yourself and the world’ (p.738). This aspect of autoethnography was one I
was particularly interested in, in view of my hopes for this research.
The autoethnographic strand of Phase One shows itself most particularly in the series
of four short stories directly related to my experiences while living in New York. These
stories relay everyday occurrences and events and are illuminated by the postcards, which
were often a direct consequence of the same influences. In the manner of
autoethnography, my self-analysis and reflections on my environment are first embedded
in the stories and the postcard images. Visual images can explore the self as can
autoethnographic text (Scott–Hoy & Ellis, 2008) and I believe the postcard images created
in New York and the stories drawn from the diary I kept while living there complement
and draw meaning from each other.
Once again, this autoethnographic methodology overlaps with both the art-based and
heuristic research methodologies. The lived experience is given expression through the
autoethnographic narratives and the postcard images. The stories are narratives as
autoethnography and the postcards are art as autoethnography.
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Methods of data gathering: Postcards
The next sections give an overview of the methods used to carry out the inquiry. The first
part explains the methods used to gather the data – how the postcard images were created
and how the stories were written. The following sections set out the methods used in
analysing the data – the postcards and the stories.
Daily creation of the postcards
My original plan for this research was that, whilst temporarily living in New York, I
would create two hand-made postcards each day, one for my mother in Australia and one
for my daughter in Italy and mail them each day, one to each recipient. However, for
practical reasons this plan had to be modified.
At the beginning I planned to leave Australia for New York at the same time as my
daughter left Australia to live in Italy (January 2006) to attend school, through the World
Education Program for twelve months. Unfortunately I did not leave Australia at the
same time. A formal administrative approval through La Trobe university was required
before my departure and this was time consuming. I did make a single postcard each day
for my daughter from the day she left Australia, but I could not send the postcards to her
until I received approval from the La Trobe University Human Research Ethics
Committee. Once I received ethics approval in May 2006, I began to send the postcards to
my daughter, sending two packages of postcards each week for eight weeks to catch up.
When I arrived in New York in September 2006 I made two postcards each day, one
for my daughter in Italy and one for my mother in Australia. After six weeks in New
York, I visited my daughter in Italy for two weeks and when I returned to New York I
decided to stop making and sending the postcards to her. However for the remainder of
my time in New York I continued to make one postcard a day for my mother. This art
making process resulted in 438 handmade postcards, 262 to my daughter created over
nine months and 176 to my mother created over six months.
Art materials
The postcards created for this inquiry were the traditional postcard size, four by six inches
or 10 by 15 centimetres, made of thick cardboard cut by hand from larger sheets of
cardboard or purchased pre-cut from art stores.
I chose to work on the postcards in a variety of media, such as inks, watercolours,
collage, paint, dry pastel, alcohol, food dye, felt pens, pencils, and found objects. I often
blended a variety of mediums together, for example, ink and pens, or pencils and
watercolour paint. Some postcards were collaged using cut-out images from magazines
and advertising material, or creatively manipulated family photos. A few postcards were
three dimensional, having materials attached to them, such as stones, bones, stockings
and clay. In some instances I used pieces of foamcore to raise a section of paper from the
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background, creating perspective within the image and interesting shadows. Cloth, ribbon
and lace were also used, either sewn or pasted. I enjoyed this flexibility and discovered I
could easily change between mediums, and that the postcards lent themselves to such
experimentation.
I bought some materials with me from Australia: old photos, drawings by my children,
fabrics from clothes – things that had meaning for me and reminded me of family and
home. I could imagine wanting to use these materials in making postcards. At the time, of
course, I was not sure how I would use them but felt it necessary to include them in my
art materials for inspiration and for their nostalgic qualities.
Studio environment
I managed to find a traditional older style one bedroom apartment in a pleasant part of
The Bronx, called Riverdale. The block was considered small by New York standards, at
five storeys high with fourteen apartments on each storey. There were about twenty of
these red brick blocks on one side of a short street. I was on the second floor. My
apartment was 2D (address changed for confidentiality reasons). The 2 represented the
floor and the letter D was my apartment’s identity. The apartment had one small
bedroom, a bathroom, a lounge and a galley kitchen. I rearranged the furniture to make
the lounge my studio, and 2D became my home and art studio.
Making the postcards
Making the postcards took more time than I had anticipated, in fact most of each day and
some evenings were spent making and reflecting on the postcards. If I wasn’t actually
making them I was thinking about how I was going to make them. I collected images,
paraphernalia, advertising material, coloured paper and everyday objects to give me
inspiration and a starting point. Every morning when I woke, my first thought was to look
at the work I had done the night before. Some nights I stayed up all night to complete a
single postcard. Occasionally this pressure to keep the momentum of creating the
postcards felt burdensome, but most of the time it felt as if the opportunity was a sheer
gift. The commitment to making the postcards took more effort than I had imagined, I
was dedicated to ensuring I made the postcards and I felt privileged to have the time to
explore art making with such consistency. Besides making the postcards and keeping the
diary I had no other specific plans or routine to follow.
I made each image with the knowledge that one image would be received through the
post by my mother and the other by my daughter.
The postcards I created were daily documents of my experiences. Though they did not
always directly relate to the thoughts and feelings of the day they were created, they were
often inspired by an event experienced during that day, or the previous week. ‘Art is an
expression of time and place, of experience, perception, and existence’ (Higgs, 2008,
p.546). For example, one day I saw a small flock of birds flying across a pale blue sky and I
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stopped and watched, amazed at the simplicity and power of the image and subsequently
this became a painting on one of my postcards. The postcards developed into visual
records of my thoughts, actions and feelings. Language was unnecessary. As Scott-Hoy
(2008) explained to Ellis: ‘Using a consciousness that did not rely on words, I studied my
experience and produced these “visual texts” free from constraints of language and
cultural-specific words’ (p.133).
I created these postcards relatively spontaneously as there was no time to spend
carefully developing each image. On some postcards I copied other artists’ work, trying to
see and ‘read’ their feelings, aims and emotional intent. While creating the postcards I
projected part of myself into the images and they became an extension of me, exposing an
inner facet of my emotions. I believe I also dispelled much of my anxiety and many of my
fears through the images. The process felt cathartic and rewarding. The postcards were
comfortable to hold within my hands, and they conjured for me a sacred or spiritual
feeling.
Sometimes I worked with little sleep because I was working within a time frame.
Nevertheless this was not unusual for me. When I am making art I seem to have a reserve
of energy that allows me to work for long hours without sleep, entering a form of ‘creative
space’ where time appears to pass without acknowledgement.
Mailing the postcards
The postcards were posted a week at a time. Seven postcards were placed in an envelope
and posted each Wednesday, one set to my mother and the other to my daughter. Posting
them this way was economical and saved time. I had intended to post one each day, but
the closest post office was several blocks away and I soon discovered there was often a
queue waiting to be served. Initially I used a secure postal system, but this was expensive
so I relegated them to a cheaper system that was less secure and meant they took longer to
reach their destiny.
It seemed important that the postcards be posted. This task itself echoed the theme of
separation and loss. I found posting them very difficult and questioned these feelings of
loss and separation. The postcards took hours to make and I became attached to them
during their short time with me. They became a part of me and I hesitated to let go of my
postcards; to separate and relinquish my hold over them. I was sending them off,
uncertain of their passage and unsure of their destiny. The postcards themselves would
take a journey, and this added a dimension of uncertainty to the process. I did not know if
or when they would arrive, so I was relieved when I heard that they had arrived safely.
However, as time passed my anxiety diminished and each time I posted them the
separation became easier.
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Methods of data gathering: Stories
Lived experience
At the beginning of this research I designed a clear and concise outline of the research
inquiry process, including living in New York. This document was given to my supervisor
and endorsed by a Panel of Scholars in the Faculty of Health Sciences at La Trobe
University. The University also requested that I obtain a letter verifying an appropriate
co-supervisor in New York prior to departure.
Finding a co-supervisor in New York was not easy. The co-supervisor would act as a
contact in emergencies and provide support if needed. After I had contacted several
universities near New York, an art therapist, author and university lecturer agreed. Once
this connection was in place I booked a flight to leave Australia in September 2006. I
packed my belongings and stored them with friends and family while I rented my home
to give me the income to pay my mortgage and some funds to support my travel.
I had never travelled alone before. The longest I had ever been away from home was
for three weeks. I had always suffered terribly from homesickness and anxiety when I was
away from my family. The notion of being so far away and knowing that I could not help
if there was a family emergency overwhelmed me. I felt unsafe when I travelled overseas
and occasionally I had panic attacks about a crisis happening back home and never seeing
my family again. With all these past experiences of stress and anxiety I went into this
experience expecting the worst. I was going to a country where I did not know anyone, I
had no accommodation and I was unfamiliar with the social, legal and political systems of
the country that were likely to affect me.
Writing the stories
Some of the data from my inquiry will be presented in chapter four as a series of four
short stories written in an autoethnographic manner recording everyday events. The
inspiration for this autoethnographic section of the research inquiry was the diary I kept
while I was in New York, a diary that was more like an artist’s journal, where I scribbled
aspects of my experiences when I felt the need to do so.
After much deliberation I decided to represent the experience of living in New York
and being separated from my daughter and my mother in stories rather than writing a
single account or presenting my account in a diary format. To include all my experiences
over this period and my entire diary writings would be excessive. The collection of stories
samples my thoughts, feelings and experiences and tries to capture the simplicity of my
existence during this time, as an artist-researcher living alone in what is perceived as the
world’s centre of contemporary art. These narratives were also a way to bring my diary
writings and the postcards together.
The stories I created from my journal express my whole experience of living in New
York. The selection of what could be considered diverse subjects in the stories came to me
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quite spontaneously and without hesitation when I reviewed my journal writings. It may
seem that the stories do not fit comfortably within the mother-daughter separation focus
of the inquiry. They do not focus specifically on my personal experiences of the motherdaughter relationship. However they are an attempt to gather and present data about the
whole context of this inquiry and perhaps to open the way for unanticipated themes to
emerge.

Methods of data analysis: Postcards
The following section explain the data analysis for the postcards, then the stories.
Introduction
When I returned from New York I collected all the postcards from my mother and my
daughter, arranged them in chronological order in a private space, and viewed them for
the first time as a whole, so they changed from individual images to images in relation to
each other. It was a significant time after the postcards were created that I viewed them
this way – with fresh eyes and from a different vantage point.
My original plan, after the private viewing of the postcards, was to study the postcards
individually, this time reflecting on each image and noting themes and patterns. I planned
to analyse the postcards using art therapy techniques that I am familiar with, such as
looking for the ‘life in the picture’ and the ‘life of the picture’ (Schaverien, 1999, p.79),
‘dialoguing with the image’ (McNiff, 1992, p.105), and attending to the ‘inner and outer
worlds’ (Arrington, 2001, p.210; Edwards, 2001, p.93). However, the process changed as
the research unfolded and the method of analysis explained above was planned but not
implemented. Instead, a variation of this method of analysing the postcards was
developed.
When I laid down the 438 postcards and viewed them together in June 2009 it was
quite daunting to see them for the first time as a whole; so many postcards in one space.
This took the images to another level, from the intimacy of making them individually to
seeing them as a mass in a single room. In view of this I chose to separate the postcards
into two lots and process them accordingly. One lot were those I made and sent to my
daughter (262 postcards) and I decided that only these postcards would remain part of
Phase One of the inquiry. Since Phase Two of the inquiry was already taking shape at this
point, I decided the second lot of postcards, those I made and sent to my mother (176
postcards), would be processed with her separately, using a different method, explained in
chapter six.
Analysis of postcards using a phenomenological approach
In chapter five a phenomenological approach was applied to analyse the postcards I had
made for my daughter. This phenomenological and exploratory approach was supported
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by Betensky (1973, 1977, 1995, 2001) and Lett (1978, 1993). Betensky developed a theory
of practice based on the phenomenology of therapeutic art expression. Through a
sequence of processes she works with clients to look within their images to discover
aspects of their inner selves. Lett (1993) also sees the arts as an unobtrusive way of
unveiling the art maker’s unaware self. He refers to a knowledge gained through
experiencing and re-experiencing the art work: ‘The arts are intrinsic vehicles of self
representation; they harbour accretions of meaning. This is the phenomenological
process: the provision of the text of the inner being’ (p.14).
Betensky’s (1995) method involved making the art piece, then looking at it with
intention, describing in detail what the art maker could see in the image in order to ‘…
grasp meaningful connections between their art products and aspects of self, and that is
how moments of self discovery occurred’ (p.43).
There are two major phases in Betensky’s (2001) approach which she refers to as
phenomenological intuiting.
Phase 1. perceiving
1. visual display
2. distancing
3. intentional looking
Phase 2. what-do-you-see procedure
1. phenomenological description
2. phenomenological unfolding (p.127).
In Betensky’s (1995) first phase, perceiving, visual display refers to the art maker
displaying the art work for viewing in a fashion that appeals to them. Distancing occurs
when the art maker steps back from the art work allowing a fresh perspective. The art
work is now a phenomenon with an existence of its own. When intentional looking takes
place, the art maker becomes the recipient of messages in their art work.
In the second phase of phenomenological intuiting, Betensky (1995) encourages the
art maker to reflect on the image created and asks the question, what do you see? Betensky
(1995) points out that while the question itself is naïve and simple, its strength is in the
word you and the word see. It is important that the art maker, perceives his or her own art
work, so ‘…the client’s initial description leads to the client’s inner reality’ (p.17). Next
the art maker describes all that he or she sees within the image, and consequently,
‘… description proceeds to structure and from there to structure of the art-maker’s inner
experience’ (p.17). By describing the image, the conscious mind connects the art work to
the inner source of the process that instigated the original visual art expression and a cycle
of experiences and emotions takes place. ‘Every occurrence of connections of elements in
the art work with elements of the inner experience of self is an act of integration’ (p.17).
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These two phases lead to a final stage of phenomenological integration where three
aspects of discovery can be elicited, that is, reflections back to the art work, common
themes within a series of art works, and parallels between the client’s struggles with the
process of art expression and personal efforts to manage real life experiences. This also
reflects Lett’s (1993) belief that: ‘In phenomenology the “treatment” is the whole
exploration, reflecting constantly back into itself, and the method and the material are a
unity’ (p.14 – 15).
Betensky (1995) refers to the importance of ‘…seeing with intentionality [or] … a
phenomenologist’s way of looking in order to see’ (p.6). When the art maker looks at their
images with ‘intent’ the object changes and holds meaning (Betensky, 1995) and there is a
new communication between the art maker and the art image. ‘The important thing
about the crescendo of intentionality of emotions in relation to object … is that in the
process an additional factor emerges: meaning’ (p.9). Lett (1993) also refers to ‘meaning’
found in art work explored on a deeper level, ‘…bringing clarity to the story and
achieving more holistic reconstruction of meanings … a bringing together of the elements
of making meaning – involving thinking, imagining feeling, behaving, valuing and
emotion, into a holistic connection’ (p.14). He describes an intuitive, expressive and
sensory manner of responding rather than a rational or logical manner of processing. Lett
(1978) suggests thinking differently, to allow the art maker to choose, act, or make art
using an emotional response. ‘The expressive mode deals with the organization of
experience through imagination, intuition, sensing and feeling’ (p.4). Betensky’s method
of What do you see? and Lett’s intuitive approach have been selected for this research
because they are conducive to analysing the data and developing the ideas integral to this
emergent art-based inquiry.
One of Betensky’s (1973) techniques was to encourage clients to group or cluster their
art work, to view images together that were somehow connected. This assisted in
exploring themes, symbols, and patterns within each clustering, eliciting sequences of, ‘…
expression, discovery and communication, [so] self-discovery occurred in the process of
comparing them’ (p.xi). In this inquiry the postcards were clustered as a way of focusing
on the research topics of mother-daughter separation, and dislocation while also exploring
emergent themes. This method of finding themes and meaning within the clusters of
postcard images was to be a powerful way of viewing the postcards and eliciting meaning.
Analysing the postcards
The 262 postcards I sent to my daughter were laid out on a large conference table in one
of the rooms in the Health Sciences Building at La Trobe University Bundoora.
Influenced by Betensky’s (1973, 1977, 1995, 2001) and Lett’s (1978, 1993) methods of
analysis, which are explained earlier in this chapter, a process of clustering and analysing
the postcards was initiated. The clustering was guided by the two main research themes,
of mother-daughter separation, and dislocation, while a third clustering looked for any
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other emergent themes. The outcomes are detailed in chapter five, but the steps of the
analysis were as follows:
Reflecting on the focus of mother-daughter separation I chose images instinctively as I
walked slowly around the table looking at the postcards. The idea was to choose the
postcards by embodied feeling rather than cognitively, so I chose them by a felt sense of
connection, by what my eyes went back to see. After I chose the images I laid them down
on the floor, arranging them aesthetically in a pattern that pleased my eye.
Once I did this, I walked around the room and then back to the group of postcards to
see if I wanted to change their arrangement, a step which Betensky (1995) refers to as
‘distancing.’ I then sat facing the collection of postcards and my supervisor, Dr. Jean
Rumbold, transcribed while I spoke about what I could see in the images, what
significance they held for me, and what themes I noticed. Next I chose a small selection of
postcards from this group and arranged these separately. They were postcards that
particularly resonated with me and I spoke about why these postcards drew my attention
and why my eye kept going back to them. Following Betensky’s (1995) method, I asked
myself What do I see? as I looked at the postcard images.
Then reading my supervisor’s notes, I circled key words, ones that had meaning for
me, clustered and grouped these key words together, then re-clustered and reorganized
them confirming the themes that arose. These key word clusters were amplified into
thematic statements and associated with and checked against my own experiential
knowing. A sample of the postcard images was chosen to express the essence of the
themes.
This whole process was repeated twice, the second time reflecting on the concept of
dislocation, and a third time to discern any emergent themes from those postcards that still
drew me after the first two clusters were completed.

Methods of data analysis: Stories
An analysis of the stories utilizing the listening guide method.
There are many methods of analysing texts, but I decided to adapt Gilligan, Spencer,
Weinberg and Bertsch’s (2006) method called ‘the listening guide.’ Although this method
is generally used as a tool for analysis of research interviews, I have modified it to analyse
my autoethnographic stories.
‘The listening guide’ is a voice-centered relational method of researching text and
interviews. Gilligan et al. (2006) explained it as ‘…a method of psychological analysis that
draws on voice, resonance, and relationship as ports of entry into the human psyche’
(p.253). The aim of this method is to gain an understanding of a person’s inner self,
through a process ‘…designed to open a way to discovery when discovery hinges on
coming to know the inner world of another person’ (p.253).
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According to Gilligan et al. (2006), ‘the listening guide’ requires the researcher to read
the text several times. There are four sequential ‘listening stages.’ With each reading a new
process of ‘listening’ is practised. The first is ‘listening for the plot.’ This step has two
parts. The first part requires the researcher to explore the plot within the text, that is, the
stories, the contexts, dominant themes, repeated images and metaphors. The second part
elicits the researcher’s response to the narrative, ‘…making explicit our own thoughts and
feelings’ (p.257).
The second step produces I-poems by focusing on the voice of the ‘I statements’
(Gilligan et al, 2006, p.259). This process was not introduced in my analysis here, but is
used in Phase Two of this research.
The third step is called ‘listening for contrapuntal voices.’ Contrapuntal, from the
musical form, counterpoint, refers to a melody accompanying another melody. This step
‘…offers a way to listen for the counterpoint in the text we are analysing or the multiple
facets of the story being told’ (p.262). The first two steps provide a context for the third
step. The idea is to read the text several more times recognizing the different ‘voices’ a
person might have, listening to ‘…a multiplicity of voices or ways’ (p.263), and seeing the
text as, ‘…a visual way of examining how these voices move in relation to one another’
(Gilligan et al., 2006, p.265).
The final step of ‘the listening guide’ method is ‘composing an analysis.’ This step
refers back to the research question. The knowledge that has been gathered about the
research participant(s) through the first three steps is referred back to the research
question. ‘Sometimes in this step it may become apparent that the research question itself
needs to be modified, or perhaps even transformed, in response to this series of listenings’
(Gilligan et al., 2006, p.267).
The listening guide was chosen as a method for this research inquiry for several
reasons. Because the focal points were mother-daughter separation and dislocation, and
any emerging themes, ‘the listening guide’ fitted the personal nature of the research topic
and the sensitive content within the stories. By implementing ‘the listening guide,’ I
hoped too that my inner voice could be drawn from the stories. ‘The listening guide
method provides a way of systematically attending to the many voices embedded in a
person’s expressed experience’ (Gilligan et al., 2006, p.254).
‘The listening guide’ seems to offer a flexible analytical tool where different versions of
the steps can be implemented according to the specific needs of the study. Gilligan et al.
(2006) explain that this method, ‘… is intended to be a guide, or a set of steps that provide
a basic frame, rather than a set of prescriptive rules to be followed’ (p.268). I decided to
use it as a guide for my analysis, and to adopt and adapt some of its steps to analyse, not
interviews with research participants, but writings about my own experiences.
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Analysing the stories
The stories represented my experiences of living in New York and needed analysis to see
what they contribute in answer to the research questions. I decided to do a thematic
analysis of these stories, inspired by Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch’s (2006) ‘the
listening guide,’ to ascertain how or if the research foci of mother-daughter separation and
dislocation were evident in the stories. The themes relating to these questions might be
portrayed explicitly or implicitly. An analysis would also draw out the emergent themes.
I applied this exploratory and holistic method in drawing the themes from the stories
by reading each story three times, each time with a different focus. The first reading
focused on the research question of mother-daughter separation, the second on the
concept of dislocation and the third reading focused on any emergent themes. The themes
were drawn together, reflected upon and observed for both their content and any
connection they had to the postcard images positioned within the stories.
There is a tension between trust in an art-based inquiry and the demand for
conceptual analysis. It could be argued the introduction of conceptual analysis perhaps
unbalances the art-based methods. In the course of this research it was necessary to
communicate with health sciences fields where perhaps the visual arts are less valued and
utilised. In many ways I would have preferred to let the art-based research speak for itself.
Conclusion
For the purposes of this research inquiry, I planned to explore my lived experience of
mother-daughter separation and dislocation. While this was an exploration of a personal
experience, my research also involved inquiring into the experience of art making, ‘…the
self made phenomenon’ (Betensky, 1995, p.21). Both the visual images on the postcards
and the stories are autoethnographic narratives telling my story and revealing my inner
self whilst reflecting my cultural surroundings and contexts in New York and Australia.
In choosing an art-based inquiry, I was aware that the images could reveal real life
concerns and experiences. As Winnicott (1971) wrote: ‘It is only in being creative that the
individual discovers the self’ (p.54).
Having planned this research as an heuristic inquiry I needed to see it as an emergent
process and I was aware I could not predict the results or even how the process would
unfold. I did understand that:
…a heuristic search is characterized as a passionate, highly personal, selfsearching commitment to inner truth. It has its own criteria and its own
process. It is, in my judgement, a disciplined but intuitive search that
explores, by every possible subjective means, the essence of personal
experience. (Rogers, 1985, p.11)
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The methodology changed as the research inquiry developed. I have endeavoured to
explain this process of adjustment in this chapter and I will extend this further in Phase
Two, in chapter six of this inquiry. My own thoughts are that there seem to be three
important requirements for a research inquiry such as this: a willingness to immerse
oneself completely in the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990), a trust in the process, and a
passion for the research concept.

66

Janine Brophy-Dixon

67

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

1

Introduction

2

Review
of Literature

Inquiry Phase One
Mother-daughter separation & dislocation

3

Methodology
& Methods
Art-based, heuristic
& autoethnographic

4

New York Stories
and analysis

5

Postcards
to Daughter
and analysis

Inquiry Phase Two
Mother-daughter re-connection

6

Methodology
& Methods
Co-operative
& art-based

7

Meetings
with Mother
and analysis

9

Discussion

10

Recommendations
& Conclusion

68

8

Postcards
to Mother
and analysis

Janine Brophy-Dixon

Chapter four • New York stories
Introduction
This chapter comprises representations of my experiences while living for six months in
New York. These four short stories or autoethnographic narratives are a form of
presentational knowing (Heron & Reason, 1997) derived from my New York diary
entries. Moving towards propositional knowing, the chapter concludes with a reflection
on the themes arising from the stories.
The reader will notice that the New York stories are presented here in chapter four,
while the postcard images are presented in chapter five. In this way the stories set the
remainder of the research in context giving the reader an overview of my experiences in
New York.
These stories trace real events, describing my experiences as a researcher, mother, and
daughter separated from my family, and as an artist/art therapist living abroad in a onebedroom apartment in The Bronx, New York. Some stories detail ordinary everyday
occurrences, whilst others explain extraordinary situations. Some include people I met
and friends I made, although I have disguised their identities. I have tried to capture the
essence of the experience rather than the details and I have tried to write honestly,
exploring my observations, memories, tensions, excitement, ambivalence, fears, pain,
pleasures and struggles.
These stories were written after my return to Australia and are illustrated by the
postcards I made and sent to my daughter and mother. At the end of the stories I have
identified the themes derived from the stories. I have also reflected on what is both
explicit and implicit within the stories in relation to the two research areas of motherdaughter separation and dislocation, and have then gone on to explore any emergent
themes.
Note: To protect privacy and avoid the identification of the people in the stories I have
used pseudonyms, changed some of their personal details, and changed the address of the
apartment where I lived. These changes do not alter the essence of the stories. The two
main people in the stories, Eddy and Rosie (pseudonyms), have both read the stories and
given approval for them to be included in the research inquiry. I sought, and was granted,
permission from the La Trobe University Ethics Committee, to allow inclusion of the
characters of Eddy and Rosie in the stories. My mother and my daughter have also both
read the stories and have agreed to the references to themselves within the stories.
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Story one: Going home
I stood at the entrance and looked round the apartment for the last time. As I gazed
at the brass letters, 2D, on the old heavy front door, I wanted to touch them.
‘Goodbye 2D,’ I said. Apartment 2D, 5578 Netherland Avenue, Riverdale, The Bronx,
New York State, zip code 10471 had been my address for the past six months, written
weekly in the ‘senders’ section on each of the packages of postcards before I posted
them to my daughter and to my mother. For months these old dark rooms that
belonged to Eddy O’Sullivan had been my home and my art studio. I had spent hours
at the little wooden table by the window making the postcards. What had I achieved?
What was at the heart of my work? I couldn’t answer these questions now. I needed
to catch a plane home to Australia.

Figure 4.1. home away from home.

Home? What was home? Where had home gone to? How important was home to me?
A space to go to at the end of a day? A house where children grow up? A dwelling
called ‘home?’ A place to sleep? What about the young homeless man in the subway?
I had accidentally woken him when I sat down on the railway seat. He was slumped
over with his arms folded around his body. The hood of his jacket was pulled over his
head and his face was buried in his chest. When he raised his head and half opened his
red eyes, I apologized for disturbing him. ‘Oh I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.’
‘That’s okay,’ he said, stretching, pulling the hood off his head and looking around.
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‘What’s the time?’ he asked. He was reasonably well dressed with short, fashionable
hair and fair skin. ‘Six thirty,’ I said looking at my watch. ‘Big night last night?’ I asked
jokingly. ‘No, no. Not at all,’ he said in a serious voice, adding, ‘I’ve slept in a bit. I need
to get ready for work.’
This is how our conversation began. His name was Paul and he told me he was
living in the subway because he didn’t have enough income or savings to rent an
apartment. His job, as a kitchen hand in a restaurant, was not paying him enough
money to rent a property in Manhattan – he explained that he needed the bond, the
first month’s rent and money for furniture. For the past two months he had been
sleeping in the warmth of the subway. The subway was Paul’s ‘home.’ ‘Only a few
more weeks and then I should be okay,’ he said. Before work each day he showered at
one of the Manhattan homeless shelters. ‘Why don’t you stay at the shelter?’ I asked.
‘You’re joking,’ he said with a frown, ‘that place is full of crims. I wouldn’t last two
minutes.’ The subway was warm and safe he said, and with a sweep of his arm he
informed me that there were hundreds of other people doing the same. ‘This cave’s
full of homeless people and bums,’ he said.
Paul stood up and stretched his arms above his head, letting out a healthy yawn.
We both saw the two police officers walking towards us. One of the officers looked at
Paul and exchanged nods with him. It was a signal between them that they both
understood, and I suspected they both felt uncomfortable. The police officer’s nod
was asking him to ‘move on,’ and Paul knew that the officer’s job was to move the
homeless on. The two were of a similar age.
As I watched Paul walk away I thought of my own sons who were about Paul’s
age. Paul wasn’t the image that springs to mind when we think of a homeless person.
I saw many young homeless people in and around Central Park – I thought they were
homeless not because they were asleep on the park benches, but because they were
carrying pieces of cardboard under their arms.
I noticed that often the media and the police in New York called homeless people
‘bums.’ I thought they had made a mistake at first. I couldn’t believe people would call
other people ‘bums’. The word seemed to be humiliating. However the word ‘bum’
wasn’t really used in a derogatory manner. This was the word they used for older
chronically homeless people. In the winter the newsreader would announce in an
unemotional voice how many ‘bums’ had died in Central Park during the night as a
result of severe weather conditions.
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Figure 4.2. 865 Riversdale Road.

While in New York, separated from my daughter and my mother, I made many
postcards depicting home in some fashion. In particular I made several images of
home being a boat at sea. These images represented a drifting home; transient,
isolated, unfixed, open to the elements and vulnerable to storms. Was this how I saw
home? I had left a beautiful family home that I had worked hard to make
comfortable, and had rented it to another family to cover my expenses while I lived in
The Bronx.
I think the postcard images of home revealed my insecurity. I had always
considered home to be a place of the utmost importance. There were many times in
my life when I found myself in difficult situations. I remember times when I felt I
couldn’t keep going, that I just wanted to give up, and I had called out to my mother
who could not hear me; ‘Mum, I want to go home. Please take me home.’ I’m not sure
where these strong feelings originated and perhaps it does not matter now.
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Figure 4.3. mum, I want to go home.

When I was a young mother of three children under the age of three I desperately
wanted to give the children a secure home. Landlords asked me to leave their rental
properties, not because I was damaging the properties in any way, in fact I was a
meticulously clean mother. In those times a single mother had to be clean or she
risked ‘the department’ taking her children away. I always paid my rent on time and
my children were extremely well behaved – I was a strict mother because I knew no
other way. I think I was just unfortunate to have moved so many times. After the
fourth move in three years I was determined to put an end to this and to give my
infant boys the security they deserved, to ‘put a roof over their heads,’ so to speak.
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Figure 4.4. a child is born.

With sheer determination, I worked at every odd job available until I saved enough
money to put a deposit on my own home. I cut and sewed t-shirts and windcheaters
for a surfing company; I designed logos, and printed them on to t-shirts and
windcheaters. I learnt Gaelic and hand-painted Irish family ‘coats of arms’ on small
metal shields and I mended clothing. I taught myself calligraphy and hand made
wedding invitations, and I illustrated a children’s book. All this work I did from home
in the evenings when my children were asleep. I was usually paid in cash at a low rate,
my work was undervalued. Nevertheless, over two years I saved $4000. With the help
of a first home buyer’s grant I bought a small weatherboard house in Box Hill for
$47,000. Now no one was going to tell me to ‘move on.’
The first few days in New York I stayed with my supervisor in her small cottage.
She made me very welcome and said I could stay until I found an apartment and I was
grateful for her kindness. However, after a few days I moved to the West Side YMCA
for a few weeks. This was the biggest YMCA in the world, having 550 rooms that
house 40,000 people each year. I had a room on the renovated 13th floor which was
small but neat; the security was excellent and the position was perfect.
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Figure 4.5. room 1368.

It was difficult to rent an apartment in New York. The rental process was quite
different from that in Melbourne and I spent hours visiting real estate agents and
trying to understand the system, which was more complicated than I had expected. It
seemed real estate agents were not interested in long term rental agreements but
preferred short term leases which meant higher commissions for them. I had thought
my request for a six months’ lease would be viewed favourably but this was not the
case. The real estate agents I met seemed anxious and impatient, with limited time to
spend explaining the system to foreigners like me.
It was a chain of contacts that led to my finding and renting my apartment,
beginning with my brother-in-law mentioning to a friend in New York that I was in
New York looking for an apartment, and she in turn mentioned this to a woman
named Rosie whom she met socially. Rosie asked her partner Eddy if he was
interested in renting his apartment to an Australian woman for six months and he
agreed to meet me and discuss the possibility. After a string of phone calls I went by
bus to meet Eddy and Rosie and to see the apartment, which was in a pre-World War
II building in the Riverdale section of The Bronx.
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Figure 4.6. grandma eyes.

The apartment was homely and dark like a grandmother’s house, with deep brown,
polished floor boards. There were four rooms in the apartment; lounge, bedroom,
galley kitchen and bathroom. The entrance hall was short and narrow and led to a
large lounge-dining area where there were two large patterned rugs on the floor. A
small round table with two colonial style chairs was at the far end of the room, while a
large uncomfortable-looking couch was pushed against the wall on the left. Beside
this was a bulky lounge chair that didn’t match anything, and an old fashioned lamp
on a wooden stand. A modern bookshelf with a small television balancing on top of it
lent against the right hand wall facing the couch and a long narrow fifties-style coffee
table was placed in the middle of the room. At the entrance to the kitchen there was a
small older-style cabinet that was to me the most appealing piece of furniture in the
room. The whole presented an eclectic assortment of belongings, where neither the
furniture nor the ornaments matched and the word ‘curious’ came to my mind. The
living room had only one window. The kitchen was on the right hand side as you
entered the lounge, a small narrow galley kitchen with a bench on one side, the sink
and stove on the other, and a window at the end of the galley. It was a sash window
with a wrought iron fire escape balcony outside, one of those old balconies with the
ladders that are so prominent in American movies. It seemed all the apartments in
New York had these fire escape landings and ladders. They had become mandatory in
New York many years ago, following a major fire where hundreds of people were
trapped and burnt to death.
At the far end of the lounge was another alcove and the bedroom and the
bathroom came off this. The bathroom was tiny with a small bath, sink and toilet. The
shower was over the bath and there was one small window. The bedroom was a
comfortable size with a double bed and cane matching bedside tables. In the corner
of the bedroom was a square wooden table. There were two windows in this room,
one on the East wall and one on the South wall, both facing the streets that met at
the corner where the apartment block stood.
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Figure 4.7. a little house from Brett and Jason.

After looking through the apartment I said to Eddy I would be grateful to rent it from
him. We agreed on a price which was very reasonable. It was official, I now had a
Bronx apartment that I could call ‘home.’ A thousand thoughts were running through
my mind. I wanted to go for a walk, rearrange the furniture, find the library and the
local supermarket, visit the parks and check out the public transport.
Eddy and I shook hands and he said, ‘Well, that’s that. Come on, we’ll take you out
to the diner for coffee and bagels.’ Eddy’s partner Rosie joined us for coffee. As we
sat at the table, Eddy and Rosie gave me information and advice about local services
and customs. I could feel myself warming to their easygoing ways.
We walked back to the apartment and said goodbye. Eddy and Rosie referred to
my apartment as 2D. ‘We hope you enjoy 2D,’ Rosie said. I soon picked up on this
reference and found myself calling my new home ‘2D,’ although it did take some time
before I felt that 2D was my home. ‘How’s everything going at 2D?’ Eddy would ask
when he phoned me. I liked the connotation, it made me feel as though I belonged. I
now had my own space and my own place to call ‘home.’
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Figure 4.8. resting in the landscape of my mind.

I decided to clean the apartment from one end to the other, ‘mark my territory,’ so to
speak. I cleaned out all the kitchen cupboards and rearranged the kitchen crockery
making things that I would use regularly easily accessible and putting those that I
didn’t need at the back of the cupboards. I found ornaments in these cupboards that I
liked and I placed these around the apartment, and put away those I didn’t like. I
cleaned and rearranged every room. It now looked more as though the apartment
belonged to me. My final job was the floors, so on my hands and knees I washed and
polished the floor boards throughout the apartment. It wasn’t that the place was
dirty, in fact it was quite clean, it was just my way of homemaking. After hours of
cleaning and re-arranging furniture I was exhausted. In the early hours of the morning
I went to bed and slept. I slept the remainder of the night and all the next day and
almost all the following night. I was surprised how tired I was.
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Figure 4.9. acting balanced.

When I finally woke up again I walked to the small local supermarket to buy food.
Riverdale was an upper-class residential neighbourhood with many prestigious
mansions on the hill overlooking the Hudson River and a mixture of Jewish and Irish
citizens: alongside the Jewish supermarket was an Irish pub. Various types of beer
were stacked on the supermarket shelves alongside the bread and milk. Seeing
alcohol like this was new to me. Many food products catered for the Jewish
community, and I loved the Jewish breads. I had to carry the groceries home so I was
careful not to buy more than I could carry. I bought myself flowers to decorate the
apartment and a bottle of wine to celebrate my new home.
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Figure 4.10. write it down.

When I returned from shopping, and after eating a healthy meal, I made the lounge
into a studio. I placed the square wooden table that was in the bedroom under the
only window in the room. This window caught the morning sun. I placed the TV in the
bedroom – I would not be connecting it at $30 a week, as I didn’t need the distraction
of TV. I moved the bookcase next to the square table so that I could place my art
materials on the shelves. I placed inks, pencils, brushes and paints strategically on the
shelves so I could turn in my chair and reach these items easily. I left the coffee table
in the middle of the room because this was where I placed the finished and almost
finished postcards each day. I made a space on one of the bookshelves for my found
objects like leaves, bus tickets, string, receipts, and any other items of interest. I
placed a lamp on the work table and I purchased a small radio. Once I had set up my
art materials, I began work. That day I worked on my journal writing and my
postcards for twelve hours without a break and then I went to bed and slept.
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Figure 4.11. so tired.

For the first week in the apartment I slept an average of twelve hours a night. I could
hardly believe the many hours I was sleeping. I felt as though I was catching up on all
the sleep I had missed out on as a mother. The years of almost sleepless nights when I
was waking up to crying babies and sick children had finally caught up with me. Later
when the children became adolescents there were many nights of sitting up waiting
for one or all of them to return. Now it was my turn to sleep. I could sleep and sleep. I
had no one to wait for, no one to attend to, no one to comfort. My job as an active
mother was completed as if I had constructed something and now I was viewing its
place in the world. I was now a maintenance worker, the construction work was over. I
was still there as a mother, to assist, to advise, to support and to listen, but my major
role as a mother/caregiver was over. I moved from the foreground to the background,
from provider to supporter, now enjoying a new freedom, my days no longer
dominated by the demands of motherhood.
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Figure 4.12. passage of time.

Now I could go to the place that artists go to when they make art, a space or place or
state where time does not exist. I call it Kairos which means, God’s time, or a time in
between real time. When I am in this space I do not hear, or feel or see anything
beyond my art making, and time passes unnoticed. There seems no need for food or
sleep, and I can go in and out of this space with ease. I believe it is the space children
enter when they play or make things. I was now able to freely enter this Kairos.
The postcards had to be done and each day I worked at the little desk, hour after
hour, making them. I generally worked on a few postcards at a time, finishing all
seven of them by the end of the week. In this way I could let paints and glues on some
dry while I worked on others. I spent as much time as possible reflecting on the
images, but I always felt limited by the time constraints. I had to post the week’s
postcards at the end of the week and that meant I could only work on them for seven
days. Consequently, sometimes I was not happy with the postcards I sent. Some days
the art work went well and I glided through the postcard-making, but on other days I
struggled, tearing up postcard after postcard, unhappy with the work. On these
occasions I would go for a walk or take the bus or subway into Manhattan to give
myself a break.
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Figure 4.13. feeling bad.

While I was working on the postcards one evening I heard a child calling out loudly
from a nearby apartment. Then I heard the mother’s reprimanding voice. The mother
asked the child where her ‘apartment voice’ had gone because she was only hearing
her ‘playground voice.’ I contemplated this concept of a child learning how to have
two voices, an inside voice and outside voice, and I suddenly realized how lucky we
were in Australia to have such wide open spaces and that many Australians have
homes where we didn’t need to learn different voices. However I liked the idea of
teaching children to have two ‘voices.’
During my time in New York I had some regular routines, but, I could sleep when I
wanted to, work when I wanted to, and leave and return when it pleased me. This was
opposite to the condition of being a mother, subject to constant demands. I had
always struggled with the demand for routine that a good mother was supposed to
keep. I wanted to do things spontaneously. I wanted to take time out; I wanted to say
‘stop’ and most of all I wanted to have some time to reflect, ‘Reflect? What’s that?’
says a mother of five children, ‘no time for that.’ It was sleeping and working for me
as a mother, with nothing in between. Now it was my time to reflect, record,
reminisce and relax.

83

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

Figure 4.14. saw her floating.

I was also quite lonely. I had often felt alone in my busy life. Not that this was such a
bad thing. I sometimes chose to be alone. My mother said I was a child who seemed
happy to be by myself. Most of my parenting had been done as a single mother.
However, once I was settled in the apartment I was actually surprised how content I
felt. Because I was creating works of art daily, I was generally in a positive frame of
mind. I did miss home and I did miss certain rituals but generally I was becoming
more and more settled each day, and I began to love New York, its culture, its
unending beat and constant entertainment.

Figure 4.15. feeling at home.

One morning while I was walking in Central Park I met an interesting man. I was
planning on walking the length of the park, about five kilometres. There were many
winding paths through the park but most of the lawn areas were fenced off with
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waist-high metal laced fences which prevented the public from walking from one
path to another. I was restricted to a single path and I found this rather annoying.
I was negotiating this maze of paths when a large dog came rushing up to me. I
stopped in my stride but then realised its wagging tail meant ‘play with me.’ The
owner, a middle-aged man dressed in a smart overcoat and a New York fashioned fur
hat called out, ‘He won’t hurt you, he’s just saying hello.’ This started a conversation
that continued as we walked across the park. His name was George. Once he knew
that I was from Australia he told me a story about how he had fallen in love with an
Australian woman when he was a young man in the army. ‘Marion Bourke was her
name,’ he said, looking up to the sky as if he could now see her face amongst the
clouds. He said he wished he had followed his heart at the time and stayed with her,
but being young and adventurous he separated from her. He told me that this woman
had, ‘stolen his heart’ and he had never fallen in love again. George wrote Marion’s
name down on the back of his business card and gave it to me, saying, ‘If you ever
come across her, please tell her I still love her.’

Figure 4.16. lost and found.

Later in our conversation I asked George how he could live in Manhattan with its
towering buildings and lack of fresh air and natural surroundings. I was missing the
wide open countryside of Australia and the bushland of our national parks. He
stopped in his tracks and looked at me in astonishment as if I had said something
dreadful. He raised his arms up and held out his hands as if he was a priest saying
mass and said in a deep raised voice, ‘This is the greatest city in the world, why would
you ever want to live anywhere else?’ He was so serious with his question that I
stopped smiling and fiddled with the business card in my coat pocket. I wondered if
his love for Marion was as strong as his love of New York.
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Figure 4.17. missing home.

As the weeks passed and I listened to others I realised that George’s views were
shared by many New Yorkers. However, when I visited Savannah, Boston and Chicago
I found Americans living outside New York did not always share this view. New York
was a world within a world. As time passed I had a growing understanding of George’s
words that day in Central Park. There were endless opportunities, high incomes, and
an abundance of entertainment, and everything was at your fingertips in the city. It
was a gourmet feast for entrepreneurs and artists. Everywhere I looked things were
busy, happening, changing and moving.
But there was also a sadness to this place. I sensed a feeling of isolation entangled
in the constant bustle of activity. There was sadness in the faces of people, especially
those who did not have a home, and those who worked long hours and were
underpaid, relying on tips to survive. The great wealth and prosperity of the city coexisted with its haunting poverty and despair.
Now as I closed the door to 2D for the last time I knew I would miss my ‘home’ in
the Bronx. There was a part of me that wanted to stay; stay in the dark, warm
comfort of the apartment and continue to experience the creative freedom. However
there was also a part of me that desperately wanted to return home.
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Figure 4.18. looking back.

87

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

Story two: Eddy
I rented my apartment privately from a retired Bronx cop, Eddy O’Sullivan. In New
York police officers are often referred to as ‘cops.’ The New York police cars are
marked on all sides with the word police or New York Police Department, better
known as NYPD. However, in all other written and spoken language police officers are
referred to as ‘cops’. When I asked Eddy about this, he said, ‘Police in New York are
historically called ‘cops.’ It mirrors ‘Constable on Patrol from jolly old England.’ Eddy
called himself a ‘retired cop’. He had an array of mannerisms that seemed to have
derived from his past identity as a Bronx cop. He was well over 6 feet tall and had a
permanently bent back, the sort that sometimes develops in those who have had
years of ducking under doorways and leaning down to hear the words of those
smaller in stature. This bent back brought Eddy’s head forward in front of his body.
Eddy’s chin in turn also jutted forward in a strained manner as if his head would be
more comfortable if it was tilted down to face the ground. His big strides moved his
frame in a rocking steady motion forward, slightly backwards and then forward again.
I am sure that if I had listened closely I would have heard him creak like an old sea
vessel. He reminded me of the BFG (Big Friendly Giant) in the Roald Dahl children’s
story. ‘I bet you have a story or two to tell about your work’ I said lamely, realizing
immediately how inappropriate this comment was. Before he replied his small grey
eyes darted right then left. I could feel my body move closer to his so that I wouldn’t
miss any of his words. Then he looked straight into my eyes and said in his deep slow
Irish American accent, ‘Oh yeh, there are a few.’ I immediately drew back in
embarrassment. My question and his answer were probably played out every time he
met an inquisitive visitor, especially someone from down under who knew only a
television version of a Bronx cop.

Figure 4.19. NYPD.
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Eddy was a happy, relaxed character who obviously loved his city. I sensed he loved
showing visitors like me the streets of New York, and I was grateful to be able to see
many parts of the city that as a tourist I would never have known existed. On the days
when Eddy said he would show me a part of Manhattan or the surrounding places I
knew I was in for a long fast walk. He walked the streets for hours, weaving in and out
of the crowds, across lanes of traffic, ducking through laneways and nodding
occasionally when he saw someone he knew. I skipped along beside him, my short
legs taking three strides to his one. In between negotiating the crowds and watching
the footpath, my head shot from side to side as he pointed things out to me in the
busy streets.
Although Eddy had a gentle and easy going manner, he seemed to be constantly
alert to what was going on beyond the immediate conversation. It was as if he could
sweep the scene with his hooded eyes so quickly you didn’t have time to wonder
what it was he was looking for. His height allowed him to look over the crowd and see
what people like myself never saw. I guess The Bronx cop has years of checking the
scene for foul play, glancing behind and detecting when trouble is brewing. Survival
procedures never die away. Eddy had a habit of occasionally pushing his lips up and
drawing in air through his nose in a succession of short strong inhalations. I wondered
if this was part of his scouting for trouble; taking a short strong sniff for possible
mischief. As a result of all this I generally felt quite safe in his presence and was sure I
wouldn’t get mugged.

Figure 4.20. like holding a gun to her head.

The word ‘mugged’ I also found was commonly used. I had heard about tourists
getting mugged, and Eddy warned me about this, which I presumed meant being
attacked and robbed. I remembered the words of an artist who advised me to, ‘Walk
like a New Yorker. Walk with confidence. Walk with your head held high. Walk like you
have somewhere important to go and something important to do. Don’t walk like a
tourist. If you walk like a New Yorker you won’t get mugged’. I soon developed a
confident New Yorker walk, particularly when I wasn’t feeling too confident. Thank

89

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

goodness I never saw anyone get mugged during my time in New York, though I did
talk to a friend of Rosie’s, Kate, who was mugged. One late afternoon when she was
catching the subway train home, Kate had stepped from the station on to the far end
of the train. Eddy had advised me to get on the train always in the middle where
there were generally more people than at the ends, except of course at peak times
when all transport was overcrowded. As soon as Kate got on the train she felt she
had made a mistake. She saw four young men standing with their backs to her. When
the train moved they turned around and all four were wearing face masks. One of
them pulled out a hand gun, held it to her head and demanded her handbag, which
she willingly gave him. At the next station the youth fled and Kate went directly to
the police station. In a flood of tears she told her story to a female police officer, who
asked her to stop crying, saying, ‘Why are you crying? You’re not hurt.’ As Kate
explained this encounter to me, she clutched her handbag to her chest with one hand
while the other shakily waved in the air to help tell her story. Kate’s story was
daunting and after listening to it I became more diligent about my safety on public
transport and I practised walking like a New Yorker.

Figure 4.21. please don’t cry.

Guns were something I knew little about. Eddy told me that once a person has served
in the police force they were entitled to carry a gun and use it to protect themselves
or the public for the remainder of their lives. I wanted to ask him if he was wearing a
gun when he told me this but I didn’t. I did try to casually sneak a look to see if I could
discern a lump in his jacket concealing a gun. Citizens were not permitted to carry
guns in New York and when I asked about this, Eddy laughed aloud saying, ‘You
Aussies are always fascinated with Americans and their guns.’ Then, poorly imitating
an Australian accent, he said, ‘Do you have a gun? Wow! let me see it.’ Back in his own
American drawl he laughingly adding, ‘Get away, you guys watch too much TV.’
However, he did tell me later that members of the NYPD shoot first, then ask
questions. I’m not sure if he was serious or not.
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Figure 4.22. man and anger.

There was an incident one afternoon on Fifth Avenue that left me with a beating
heart and a feeling that I was part of an American TV crime scene. The street was
crowded and I noticed in front of me a young, tall African-American man carrying a
large lumpy load swung over his shoulder. He stopped and talked briefly into what
looked like a cell phone hanging on a piece of string tied around his neck. Then he
swung his load around in front of him and allowed the contents to be revealed in a
pile in the middle of the footpath. He began to call out, ‘twenty dollars a bag, all bags
twenty dollars, quick make your purchase, only five minutes.’ Surprisingly pedestrians
stopped, picked up one or two bags, placed cash into the man’s outstretched hand,
and continued on. The transactions were rapid, sometimes without a single word
spoken. He seemed to be constantly looking over the top of the pedestrians as
though he were looking for somebody. He sold 10 bags within minutes. His customers
were predominantly well-dressed older white women.
The bags did not interest me as they were fashionable label bags, but I thought
perhaps I should buy one for my daughter. I picked up a bag and, while I was looking
at it, the seller came crashing head first down in front of me. His face hit the path. He
could not break his fall because his arms were pinned to his body. A white man had
clasped his arms around the man selling the bags and pushed him to the ground,
falling on top of him. I stood stunned as police and police cars came from everywhere.
I dropped the bag as if it was on fire and stepped back. Most of the pedestrians
continued walking without stopping to watch, unlike me. As a police officer was
trying to put handcuffs on the man he was desperately trying to talk into his cell
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phone. The police officers cursed the bag man, dragged him to his feet, pushed him
into the back of a police van along with the bags, and drove off. The whole scene was
over within minutes and if it wasn’t for the blood on the path I would have wondered
if it had happened at all.
I told Eddy what I had witnessed and he explained how the man selling the bags
would have had scouts watching out for police and this explained the cell phone. He
also said it was lucky I didn’t buy a handbag because at the airport they could
sometimes detect stolen goods and I could have placed myself in a compromising
position.
I asked Eddy about Mr. Bush, then President, but he didn’t seem too interested in
talking politics. His reaction along with two other incidents made we wonder about
local political chit-chat. One interaction was at the airport when I was checking out
my luggage. I made a joke to an airline worker about Howard being in the same boat
as Bush. He looked shocked and before he replied he checked to make sure there was
no one within ear-shot. He said many Americans didn’t like President Bush but they
did not speak their minds. He said: ‘We may not like our President but once he is
elected we must show respect for the position, so we don’t say too much.’ The other
incident was when I went into a souvenir shop in Manhattan and asked if they had any
humorous anti-Bush t-shirts. The man serving called me to the back of the shop
where he disappeared behind a cloud of t-shirts to re-appear with a box. He showed
me the t-shirts inside the box. I said to him, ‘Wow, these are good, Aussies would love
them, you should put them out the front.’ ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘I would be in trouble if I
did that. It is disrespectful to make fun of the President.’ One t-shirt had an image of
President Bush next to similar images of monkeys’ faces, another had a map of Texas
with the words, ‘somewhere in Texas a village is missing its idiot,’ and another had the
President’s face superimposed over a yellow radiation symbol with the words, ‘stop
Bush before Bush stops the world.’ I bought three t-shirts.
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Figure 4.23. a bargain at Daffy’s.

Eddy showed me huge underground markets in China Town, tenement buildings
where the first Irish immigrant families lived in cramped conditions, the oldest police
department in New York and, even though it was illegal to own or carry guns in the
state of New York, a gun shop. He showed me how to use public transport, how to
move quickly through the subway turnstiles without losing stride and how to cross
the road amongst a sea of yellow taxis. He gave me tips about life in Manhattan. He
talked about the subway culture, what to do and what not to do. He warned me not
to hesitate or stop when moving with the crowds. He told me stories about New
York’s past and present, such as where the New York draft riots took place in 1863
when thousands of people protested against new laws that were passed by Congress
to draft men to fight in the ongoing American Civil War. Many of these protestors
were poor and of Irish descent.
I was grateful to have the opportunity to see so many places and experience real
New York life. This opportunity was largely owed to Eddy’s kindness. About once a
fortnight at 9 or 10 in the morning Eddy would ring my cell phone and ask, ‘If you’re
not doing anything, you want to hang out at the diner for coffee and a bite to eat?’ I
never turned these offers down as I treasured the opportunity for company and to ask
him questions. I also liked the idea of living like a local. The diner in Riverdale we
usually went to was a typical New York diner run by a woman who seemed to have the
regular patrons’ meals ready the moment they entered. Menus were not generally
part of the breakfast culture because it seemed most of the customers were regulars.
I usually followed what Eddy ordered. The meals were not healthy, and I passed up
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the chips after my first serving of ‘fries.’ The meals were cheap though, much cheaper
than cooking – five dollars for a hot breakfast with coffee. Eddy said he never cooked,
ever. There were so many places to eat out, with a cafe or a restaurant on nearly every
corner.
Couples and families who lived in apartments seemed to regularly get out of their
confined surroundings, welcoming the opportunity to eat out in the comfort and
space of a café or restaurant. I imagined apartments would get stuffy and restrictive
both in the cold of the winter and in the heat of the summer. Having said this, I
usually cooked my own meals and I was happy to do this. I didn’t really want to sit in a
cafe by myself although there were many people in New York who did. The only meals
I did have out were those I had with Eddy, or Eddy and Rosie, which is why I accepted
when they invited me to join them.
Eddy showed me the neat two-storey white weatherboard house in The Bronx
where he grew up. As we stood on the path opposite the house he told me his father
was a police officer and his four brothers were police officers. In fact, he said the
majority of firemen, police officers and pub owners in New York came from Irish
immigrant families. I found out more about this city from Eddy than from any of the
literature I read.
When Eddy asked me to make him something for his brother’s 50th birthday I
took up the challenge. He gave me an old black and white photo of himself and his
four brothers in their primary school uniforms. I walked to the house in The Bronx
where these five men were raised, and I took some photos. By manipulating the
family photo, rearranging the positions of the children and altering one of the photos
of the house I came up with a new image of the brothers with a faded representation
of their childhood home in the background. Eddy was thrilled with the result and
couldn’t believe I had made them all look so good, ‘You’ve even taken the big ears off
my kid brother, Wow he’s going to be happy with that,’ he said. I also created
postcards by manipulating my own family photos.

Figure 4.24. where the picture ends and the story begins.
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Eddy discouraged me from travelling on the subway and said if I did, I shouldn’t sit
too close to other people on the train. He said the reason for this was, ‘you’ll get
cockroaches.’ ‘There are cockroaches on the trains?’ I asked. ‘No,’ Eddy said, ‘not on
the trains, on the people on the trains. You see the cockroaches sit in the folds of
people’s clothes and if you sit too close they will crawl on to your clothes and you’ll
bring them back to the apartment. I don’t want any cockroaches in my apartment.’ I
reassured him I had not seen a single cockroach in his apartment. Of course I still
travelled on the subway and thoroughly enjoyed the experience and the people.
Eddy also told me the subway was rat infested. ‘Swarming with rats’ he would
say. I had never seen a rat on the subway either until one day when I was waiting at
Times Square Station I stepped to the rim of the platform and peered over the dark
edge on to the blackened rail tracks. There on the tracks sat three fat rats resting on
their back legs with their front paws up to their faces eating. One of them stopped
chewing and leaning back, cocked his head to one side and looked straight at me as if
to say, ‘what are you looking at?’ I felt as though I was intruding on their privacy. I
stepped back, the subway rat had out-stared me. I had a flash of Blek Le Rat and
Banksy’s street art work.
I got the impression Eddy didn’t care much for the subway but he still used it as
did almost everyone in New York. 5,000 police officers patrolled the subway every day
and their prominent presence provided a sense of safety and had also reduced
subway graffiti and crime. Having police patrol the subway was an initiative of
Giuliani’s as Mayor in the 1980’s when crime and tagging in the subway were prolific.
Fewer people were using the subway at this time because of its unsafe reputation,
and Giuliani’s radical cleanup increased the number of commuters. Graffiti in the
subway and on the trains has been virtually eradicated. I wondered where the artists
had shifted. A whole slice of history and culture was eradicated by this campaign.
I did not see any graffiti in the subway but I did notice that stations had beautiful
tiled designs on the walls. Some of the old tiled work had intricate traditional patterns
that were in magnificent condition. Alternatively, some walls were tiled in
contemporary designs which enhanced the character of the station. Alongside the
dark, dirty tracks and the grating noise of the train’s brakes, rose these exquisite
mosaic tiled walls that gave each station a unique presence. Some of these tiles were
old and elaborate, some contemporary and minimal, and in the period between these
times was the absent but implicit art of the graffiti artists.
Once I got over the initial shock of the noise and the bustle of the subway, I felt
quite safe. It was merely the thought of being underground in a train that was
confronting for me because if there was an accident the consequences would be
disastrous. There was one station that Eddy said some people never go to because it
is so far down. I went down escalator after escalator to this deserted station. Once on
the station I looked up and saw so many escalators and support beams, the visual
image was captivating, a thousand angles of steel and supports surrounded me.
I found myself some days regulating my art work around certain radio talk-back
programs. Once I designed each postcard, which I usually did in silence or to classical
music, I generally completed them listening to a radio program or an audio novel. The
radio programs that I found the most eccentric and titillating were the ones Eddy
thought were not worth listening to. He said, ‘Why are you listening to that trash?’
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And I couldn’t really answer. My two favourite programs were Michael Savage’s
talkback show in the late evening and Dr Joy Brown’s in the late afternoon. These
programs were like watching soap operas, they were a form of relaxation and a
novelty.
Michael Savage was an incendiary radio host who was crude, loud and
opinionated. He had a hard, no-nonsense attitude which reminded me of my father. I
was amazed that he got away with so many outrageous and brash comments.
Apparently he had a reputation for suing people who challenged him. I thought he
was quite intimidating towards most of the listeners who telephoned him and I didn’t
agree with many of his comments. However, I was mesmerised by his deep American
voice and his forthrightness. Michael boasted that his show dominated the US
airways with 10 million listeners.

Figure 4.25. Picasso’s faces.

In contrast to Savage, Dr Joy Brown solved people’s problems in 40 seconds. She was
just as entertaining as Michael, being able to answer every type of problem the
listeners presented to her. I was fascinated by how effortlessly she came up with
solutions to personal concerns, which were embraced by an audience who adored her
and lived by her recommendations. Her gentle, but crisp motherly voice lured
listeners, like myself, into believing her simplistic solutions. She had nine million
listeners. Both programs cast light on an aspect of American society, although I
reminded myself I would not judge Australia by our ‘shock jock’ radio hosts. Both
these radio ‘stars’ were so definite in their comments that there seemed no room for
doubt. The fact that I listened to these programs said something about me too.
Eddy’s partner, Rosie, was a tiny woman and when they stood together Rosie’s
small frame seemed to further accentuate Eddy’s height. She was an attractive, well
dressed woman with a warm smile. She had a girlish giggle that matched her bright
disposition, and Eddy called her ‘little Rosie’.
Rosie was an Australian primary school teacher who came to New York to teach,
or more precisely, to teach New York teachers how to teach. Rosie took her work very
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seriously and was gravely concerned when she spoke about the underprivileged
children in the South Bronx where she went into low-performing schools and assisted
the principal and teachers to implement new and workable methods of teaching.

Figure 4.26. three wise women dressed in Christmas.

It was explained to me that the Australian teachers who worked in New York were on
contracts and this meant their positions were relatively insecure although their high
salaries compensated for this. I met a group of these Australian teachers through
Rosie. Apparently the education authorities in New York were concerned about the
extremely low level of literacy in the schools, particularly in The Bronx and
surrounding districts, and came up with an idea of employing Australian teachers.
Surprisingly, employing Australian teachers did raise the literacy levels of the district’s
primary school children. So a company was nominated to recruit Australian teachers
who were apparently paid between $150,000 and $200,000 a year, tax free, a
phenomenal amount compared to teachers in Australia, who would probably earn
about $50,000 a year.
Some of these teachers had left their teenage and adult children in Australia, and
for some life in Australia had fallen apart so this was a chance to ‘start again.’ In
Rosie’s case her marriage had broken down, she had unmanageable debts and three
young adult sons who were ‘wild and demanding,’ she said. She came to America with
little money, no friends and low self-esteem. This radical move was completely out of
character for her – she simply got up and left her life in Australia to re-build a new life
in America. She said that in doing this she had been able to ‘re-create herself.’ I
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admired the courage it must have taken for Rosie to do this, and contemplated how
and if I could ‘re-create myself.’ She did say though that it had been an extremely
difficult and lonely journey at times. She was now respected by and popular with her
peers, wore expensive clothes and had purchased substantial real estate. She looked
very much the ‘New Yorker.’ She returned home to visit her family at least twice a
year. Through Rosie’s risk taking she had demonstrated to her own sons that
disastrous situations can be conquered by lateral thinking and radical action.
The group of 12 Australian teachers I met through Rosie were aged over 45,
experienced, and confident. There seemed to be some secrecy about their work, as if
they didn’t want a flood of Australian teachers cramping their style. These teachers
stuck together like a family, and welcomed me into their group, inviting me to share
an Aussie Christmas with them. I was grateful for their company.
Rosie and Eddy kindly invited me to join them for many outings. One Sunday I
went with them to the United States Military Academy, commonly known as ‘West
Point.’ This was where 4,500 male and female cadets trained each year. ‘It’s a tough
place. It produces tough, fully trained military soldiers,’ Eddy said. He was able to
enter the premises because, along with two of his brothers, Eddy had been a Navy
serviceman before he became a Bronx cop. He didn’t talk much about his time in the
service. He did however explain all the benefits he now received as a result. Visiting
West Point, we were able to wander freely through most of the army training centre,
a privilege only for those who were visitors of registered or retired army personnel.
Eddy proudly showed us round the premises built on a cleared ridge amidst the rocky
terrain of New York State. What I found most interesting was the military graveyard.
Eddy showed us many interesting graves, but the two that stood out for me were
those of General George Armstrong Custer killed at the battle of Big Horn by Sitting
Bull and his Indians in 1876 and General Egbert Ludovicus Viele (1825-1902), a civil
engineer who designed Central Park and whose New York maps are still referred to
today.
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Figure 4.27. the silent scream.

‘What are these?’ I asked Eddy, pointing to rows and rows of bright white crosses, all
in lines in a field of deep green grass. ‘They are the graves of the soldiers who have
died in the Iraq war.’ This jolted me. I crouched down and touched the cold silver
plaques attached to the crosses. I read the neat names of the soldiers carved into the
shiny plaques with their dates of birth and death. Men, younger than my own sons,
were dead and buried. Some of them were as young as 18; most were aged between
18 and 22. Tears welled in my eyes and I could not read any further. It was such a
waste of young lives. ‘Oh dear,’ I said. Rosie, a mother of three sons, knew what I
meant and understood the stony reality of the field of white crosses. We went home
and I felt I would never forget the thousands of rigid white crosses against the rich
green grass. At that time over 3000 had died as a result of the Iraq war, a figure
greater than the number of lives lost in the 9/11 attack. That night I made a small
white cross and stood it on my desk in memory of all those dead young men.
Eddy told me interesting stories about his life. When the twin towers came down,
he was picking a friend up from hospital and was helping him into his car when he
looked up and saw the first plane go into one of the towers. ‘Let’s get out of here
quick!’ he said to his friend. He explained how he was recruited like so many other
retired servicemen to work on Staten Island after the twin towers collapsed. He
worked his shifts standing before a continuing conveyor belt of rubble that passed
him. As requested by the authorities, he placed aside certain items. He didn’t want to
elaborate on this subject, beyond adding that the clean up was done while the city
was still in shock.
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Figure 4.28. 2,282 windows 2,979 dead.

I didn’t press Eddy to say more, because I had gone to ground zero on the fifth
anniversary of the 9/11 attack. I had only been in New York ten days at that point.
There were thousands of people there. I had never seen so many cops; they lined
every street and were grouped on every bend. They seemed alert and trained to
notice anything suspicious, holding their rifles close to their chests. I actually felt
unsafe amid this intense presence of police. I tried not to do anything that would
attract attention. At one stage I was staring at one of the police officers who had a
large Alsatian dog on a chain in one hand and his rifle in the other when I suddenly
noticed another officer behind staring at me, I looked at him and he glared back,
moving his gun up and down in short sharp movements. I was shocked and
immediately looked away and tried to walk away as inconspicuously as I could
without appearing unusual. I decided not to look at any police officers after that,
though I felt I was constantly being watched, like every other person there.
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Figure 4.29. I can see that... I can’t understand.

In the distance I saw President Bush holding his wife’s hand as they walked together
into the centre of ground zero to address the crowd. They were surrounded by
maximum security. There was a deathly silence over the crowd and people whispered
reverently as if they were in church. I did not want to attract any attention to myself
as I craned my head to see over the crowd. I felt paranoid about being and looking
different and being watched by the security police. I listened to Bush’s practised
words as they filled the air and I sensed the respect the citizens had for this memorial
service. I did feel like the odd one out though, almost like an intruder at a private
event.
On the cyclone fence that surrounded ground zero there were hundreds of
children’s drawings of the event, attached to the fence by ribbons and the breeze
rattled them against the wire. After the president’s address the name of each person
who died was read out by a chosen family member. Each name was said by a different
voice, sometimes a child’s voice announcing a father’s name and adding, ‘I miss you
daddy’ or a wife’s broken voice, or a parent’s proud voice shouting out a daughter’s
name. In between the names I could hear the constant rustling of the children’s
drawings. I wanted to gather the drawings and hold them to my chest to stop them
from shivering. I could feel goose bumps all over my body and I wanted to cry with
the weeping masses around me.
I left ground zero and went into a Starbucks in Manhattan where I shared a booth
with a large man in a windcheater and jeans. We began talking about the 9/11
anniversary, which understandably occupied everyone’s thoughts that day. Grant, he
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said his name was, as we shook hands. While we were sitting there a young man
came into the café wearing a turban. I noticed Grant made an unpleasant face
towards him and I frowned at his prejudice. He leant towards me with his large arms
spreading over the table and said with grave intensity, ‘Only those who were there
that day, know how I feel right now. No one else could understand the impact of that
day, no one.’ Grant explained how he had lost his older sister. He said, ‘We were
caught once but we will never be caught again.’ He stabbed a finger in the air as if his
words were shooting from this finger. I was not sure what he meant by ‘we’ and I
didn’t want to question his anger and pain. I said I was sincerely sorry and I stood up,
said goodbye and left the café. The day was filled with grief and now I couldn’t stop
the tears. I felt sorry for Grant and I felt sorry for the young man in the turban who
would also suffer. That night I made two cards about 9/11 and listened to the endless
personal stories on the talkback radio program. I felt humbled.

Figure 4.30. judgement.
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Story three: Snow
The alarm went off at five in the morning. With my eyes still shut, I leaned over to the
floor and turned off my cell phone. I stood up, walked through to the kitchen, and
switched the kettle on. I saw my small suitcase packed and waiting at the door
reminding me that today was the day I was going to Boston. I poured muesli into my
favourite bowl and made a cup of tea and carried them to the table in the lounge. I
looked at my bright red woollen coat, my gloves, my scarf, my hat and my earmuffs,
all laid out in a row on the couch waiting for me. Sometimes I surprised myself how
organised I could be. I stood and stared at the week’s postcards, also laid out in a row,
on the narrow coffee table, also waiting for me. Last night I had worked for many
hours on these postcard images. As always, in the new light of day, I wanted to
change them. I wanted to add some paint strokes to one of them, take out the brown
lines on another, but I resisted the urge. I took a mental note of the changes I would
make when I returned home. I took the remains of my breakfast to the bathroom and
got ready to shower. I had a big day ahead.
I had allowed myself plenty of time to get to the bus depot in Manhattan. I knew I
had to barter for the cheapest fare as Eddy had advised me to do. I also knew that I
wasn’t good at bartering. I stood in the lounge and did a last minute check, money,
passport, maps, the Boston YWCA address, drawing materials and my
accommodation receipt. I was ready for the trip. I had to catch the express bus to
Manhattan, then the subway train downtown to the lower east side and from there
the bus to Boston. The trip would take four hours.
Before leaving the overheated apartment, I had to put on my coat and all my
winter accessories, knowing how cold it would be outside. I had little control over the
interior temperature. Eddy had warned me about the heating in the building. ‘The old
Jewish folk like the heat up high,’ he said. A central control system heated the entire
building. All I could do to regulate the heat was to open a window. Old-fashioned
wrought iron panel heaters were in each room and hot water was pumped through
these day and night throughout the winter, whether I was there or not, whether I
liked it or not. The temperature must have been around 25 degrees, which meant I
only ever wore a t-shirt inside. On a particular day near the beginning of winter, the
heating system was turned on, just as Eddy had promised. And on a certain day at the
end of winter, the heating was turned off. In between the heating remained
constantly on ‘high.’ Apparently this method of heating was typical in New York. I
could not help but think of the sheer waste of energy and wondered how arduous it
would be to change the system.
I found it dreadfully difficult to put my winter coat, hat, scarf, gloves and ear
muffs on in such a hot environment, but there seemed to be no other way. By the
time I got to the exit of the building I felt as though I was going to boil. On this
morning, when I stepped outside, the air was bitterly cold on my face and I was
grateful for the warm clothes and my warm body. It was 6 o’clock, still dark and so, so
cold.
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As I was walking down the hill to the bus stop, which was only a block away, snow
began to fall on me. It came without warning and without a sound. It just magically
appeared from the sky. It was beautiful. It fell on my red coat. Pure white shavings on
a bright red winter coat. I was amazed by the silence and gentleness of it. I took off
one of my gloves and holding my hand out I watched the snowflakes melt against the
pink of my palms but I did not feel them touch me. This was the first time I had seen
snow falling. I touched the snowflakes on my coat and watched how they
disappeared under the warmth of my fingers.

Figure 4.31. gentle snow.

I wanted to tell someone it was snowing. I wanted to let someone know that the first
snow was falling. I wanted to call someone on the phone or wake up the sleeping
neighbours by yelling, ‘It’s snowing, it’s snowing, look!’ And they would pull open their
windows and gaze out, smiling and crying out, ‘Oh it’s beautiful.’ But there was no
one to tell. I twisted my head to see the snowflakes on the shoulders of my coat and
they looked so delicate and so white. I felt like a child, I wanted to act like a child. I
wanted to laugh and sing with my arms outstretched and my head bent back. I
wanted to spin around and around. I found myself smiling and looking up to the sky
as if I would find the source of the snow. I realised I was doing what I had often seen
people in movies do when it snows.
The bus came while I was standing in the snow. As soon as I stepped onto the
warm bus I began to strip off my winter accessories. I settled into my favourite seat at
the front, high above the driver, from where I could watch the snow fall and the
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streets and buildings fill with snow. As the bus moved along it appeared as if the
snowflakes were heading directly into the windscreen. During this short trip, I
witnessed the earth change from coloured to white. I had not seen the tops of houses
laden with snow before, like icing on a cake. I had not seen lawns disappear under a
carpet of snow, or cars being blanketed in white. I hadn’t watched men and women
shake snow from their collars and I hadn’t seen children crunching snow under their
rubber boots. Everything became white. Everything appeared clean, soft, gentle and
serene. I closed my eyes and reminded myself to remember this moment forever. I
felt something I couldn’t describe while sitting in a bus watching the snow fall as the
sun rose over the city of Manhattan.
From listening to the radio and overhearing people’s conversations on public
transport, I had had a sense of the waiting people experience when the first snow is
about to fall. Now, people welcomed and accommodated the snow into their lives;
they collectively rejoiced over the first falling of snow, as if it was a true sign of winter:
a symbol of peace and unity. Nothing and no one was spared from the snow and no
one wanted to be. The people of New York had been waiting for this. I had felt their
patience as they knowingly waited for the first snow to arrive. Now that it was here, I
also felt a sense of collective contentment, a feeling of verification that winter had
truly arrived and the waiting was over.
I got off the bus at Penn Station and caught the subway train downtown to Canal
Station, near China town. It was always pleasantly warm in the subway, which was a
welcome change from the cold air at street level. The subway was already crowded
with people travelling to work. On the subway platforms and in the long corridors
there were masses of people moving together, mostly all in the same direction, like
cattle, and it was only 7 o’clock.

Figure 4.32. Manhattan MetroCard.

The first time I had walked down the many stairs into the subway in Manhattan I
marched straight back up again, shocked at the frightening, screeching noise of the
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trains’ braking wheels and what appeared to be sheer chaos. It was scary. Over time, I
became accustomed to the screeching noises and the bustling commuters.
The subway is one of the oldest and most extensive public transportation systems
in the world and it is the only rail system that runs continuously. Apparently it carries
more passengers than all other rail systems in the United States combined, and 277 of
its 468 stations are underground.
Sometimes I just stood and watched the marching rows of people descending the
stairs into the dark tunnels of the subway, like ants going into a nest. Six million
people use the subway to travel to work in Manhattan each day. Because of the
frequency of the trains, there were no timetables, and on most stations trains came
every 2 or 3 minutes. Once the train stopped, there were only seconds to get on or off
the train. The doors would open automatically and then shut just as abruptly and the
train would move immediately. Bang, bang, bang the doors would go, smashing into
feet, hands and sometimes even people’s heads until all these parts were inside. The
speakers overhead continually repeated in a clipped male voice, ‘stand clear of the
closing doors. Stand clear of the closing doors.’ The train system was efficient and
fast and it gave me a feeling that I had to be efficient and fast too.

Figure 4.33. looking through history.

One day I had become trapped in the subway crowds. I had caught the subway train
into Manhattan not realising that I would embark at peak time when everyone was
leaving. There were thousands of people, all marching in the opposite direction and I
was trying to squeeze past, like swimming against a current. I felt as though not a
single person noticed or was interested in my path. I felt trapped and I began to panic.
Suddenly an African-American woman grabbed me by my arm and pulled me around
to walk with her and the flow of the people. She held me close to her and asked,
‘Where are you going?’ I hesitated, surprised at her strong grip and her concern. She
didn’t give me a chance to reply, saying, ‘You can’t walk against the crowd, you’ll get
yourself killed.’ I explained to her that I wanted to go uptown to Chelsea. ‘I’ll take you
there,’ she said, not letting go of me. My feet were doing short, quick, shuffle steps to
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keep up with her and not step on the heels of the people in front of me. It was as if we
were all doing some sort of subway line dance, but there was no option to leave the
dance floor. I felt her warm body against mine and I began to relax allowing her to
guide me. We wove in and out of passageways, up and down stairs and through
turnstiles. Eventually she let go of my arm and matter-of-factly told me. ‘There’s your
station. Three stops to Chelsea.’ And then she was gone. I told Eddy about my ordeal.
He said, ‘When people are going to work or going home from work you never, never
go into Manhattan. It’s a crazy time. You’re sure to get trampled.’ I took his advice.

Figure 4.34. scared.

A captivating aspect of the subway was the array of entertainment. It was common to
find a solo singer on the platform whose beautiful voice rang through the tunnels
between trains. There would often be a person or two playing drums, which were
sometimes plastic buckets turned upside down. There were a couple of large open
areas in the subway where shops and stalls sold merchandise, and groups of
musicians and entertainers performed. However, the most amazing performers were
the young gymnasts and the dancers with their exciting acts of dance, rap and
aerobic manoeuvres.
On this day as I headed for the bus to Boston, I heard a woman’s voice singing
opera, filling the subway as I walked up the stairs from Canal station. It was a
beautiful rich voice that sounded like angels singing, only it wasn’t coming from the
sky above but rather from the bowels of the subway below. A part of me wanted to
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go back to the warmth of the subway and be comforted by her words. I thought
about my daughter and my mother. I think I needed a hug.

Figure 4.35. big hugs.

The cold air stung my face as I left the subway and I pulled my ear muffs over my ears.
This was the first time I had ever worn the ear muffs which Eddy had insisted I buy. I
was most grateful now for his advice. I followed Eddy’s directions and found the
corner where I could catch a bus to Boston. It was not the type of place I would expect
tourist buses to be. The corner was under the Manhattan bridge where there seemed
to be thousands of Chinese people busily moving food and other merchandise in and
out of doorways. Everything was in fast motion. Hand movements, steps and voices
seemed in top gear. I felt like a snail in a hive of bees. When I saw the buses, with the
faded words Fang Sway on the sides of them, I had second thoughts about going to
Boston. I walked along the path past the four buses waiting in line. A Chinese person
standing at each bus door called out the fare price, attracting passengers. I paid 10
dollars, boarded one of the buses and watched as it filled with people from different
cultures and of varying ages and the remaining empty seats were filled with boxes
and bags of food. I wasn’t feeling too sure about the whole idea when a boy jumped
into the driver’s seat and destroyed the little confidence I had left. He looked about 14
years old. I stared at him thinking, ‘I am going to let this young boy drive me all the
way to Boston?’ It was too late to get off, we were moving. I began to wonder what
would happen if the bus did have an accident. Would the passengers and the bus be
covered by insurance? Would we survive? I wasn’t sure. On my return, I did ask Eddy
this question and he answered nonchalantly, ‘Of course it’s all a bit dodgy. So much
illegal stuff goes on in Manhattan and Chinatown that it’s impossible to police. And
it’s probably not safe for police to intervene.’
Boston was bitterly cold. The wind was full of sleet that cut into my face and
chilled my bones. There were very few people on the streets. I loved the Boston
Contemporary Art Gallery and I spent two days there. I did see other attractions but
the cold weather I found too difficult to endure. I walked the paths of Harvard
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University admiring the many old buildings and the complexity of the place.
Unfortunately, I had to constantly duck into buildings to warm up before facing the
cold outside again. On the third day, I caught one of the Fang Sway buses back home
to Manhattan.

Figure 4.36. first snow.

When I returned I saw the hardship and strain that snow brought with it. When I left, I
had seen the welcoming and rejoicing for the first snow and now I saw the turmoil
and work it created. There were piles of slushy snow, dirt and water filling the gutters
and lining the edges of the paths. In a short time the once beautiful snow had become
dirty, grey and ugly.
In the weeks to come I discovered that there were many changes to the city
because of the snow. Life was difficult living with snow. Vehicles struggled to get up
hills, sliding and spinning in their endeavour. The snow bought with it extra work and
long delays. People had to shovel snow from front doors so they could move in and
out of their homes, and push snow off their cars before they could drive them. There
were lots of wet feet, numb hands and red faces. Truckloads of salt were poured on to
the roads at night to melt the snow and give vehicles traction. When the snow turned
to ice it became lethal as the footpaths became dangerously slippery. One afternoon I
remember watching from my bedroom window a woman pushing a man in a
wheelchair up the hill. She gripped the wheelchair as it slid across the footpath, back
and forth they went. It looked as if they were not progressing at all, but, she
persevered for over an hour and eventually they made it to the top of the hill.
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On another occasion, I witnessed from my bedroom window, a semi-trailer going
up the same hill. It stopped half way up the hill with its wheels spinning and its motor
roaring. Parked cars lined either side of the street as the truck moved from side to
side trying to find a grip. The truck rolled back a few metres and then roared forward
only to stop again, sliding and roaring. The driver repeated this manoeuvre,
apparently determined to get to the top of the hill. This created a massive traffic jam
as vehicles from all directions waited patiently. I felt anxious just watching this scene
from the warmth and comfort of my apartment. After battling to get up the hill for 20
minutes, the driver gave up and allowed the truck to roll backwards down into the
intersection. The waiting traffic watched as he then turned to take another route. I
was relieved he had given up and I was impressed by the patience of the waiting
traffic. These were ordinary people doing ordinary things but it was all so different
from my experiences.
It was late afternoon when I returned from Boston. I decided to catch the express
train from Manhattan back to my apartment in Riverdale. This train follows the
Hudson River, which looked majestic in its winter colours of cool greys and blues. In
the Hudson floated a multitude of slabs of ice that rocked in the wake of large sea
vessels as they slowly moved along. Riverdale station was right on the edge of the
Hudson River. When I got off the train I stood for some time on the station watching
the mile-wide river. I stood there alone enthralled by its winter beauty. A bird, low in
the steel blue sky, tucked its head down against the cold and as it flew towards me I
wondered how my red coat appeared against the landscape of charcoal greys. The
late afternoon bought a white mist to the water’s surface. On the far shore dark trees
stood black against the fading light.

Figure 4.37. for you and me four seasons.

Back in my apartment, I laid down the postcards I had made in Boston next to those
already on the coffee table. I recalled the changes I had wanted to make to the
postcard images. Without delay I sat at my desk, turned on my lamp and began work.
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Outside the snow continued to fall while the Hudson River moved under its shield of
ice and the people of New York rested in their warm apartments.
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Story four: Streets and galleries
One of the creative aspects of New York that fascinated me was the diversity of the
clothes people wore. I noticed that people of all ages and sizes seemed to wear what
they wanted without shame or concern. There was no such thing as, ‘you wouldn’t be
seen dead in that,’ or ‘you’re too old to wear that,’ or ‘you’re too big or small to wear
that.’ People wore what they wanted, when they wanted and no one looked twice, no
one stared, and no one really cared. I didn’t see school children sniggering at anyone’s
appearance. There were obvious fashion trends but many outfits looked unique.

Figure 4.38. tinsel town.

I remember seeing an older woman who had a camouflage army cap over her grey
hair, adorned with a large white circular badge bearing bold red letters announcing,
‘no votes for Bush.’ I saw this woman and her hat twice, once in the post office where
not a single person glanced at her and another time when I was on a subway train
stopped by a fire in the train. I saw her hat bobbing amongst the crowd shuffling out
of the subway. She caught me looking at her and we exchanged smiles which led to a
brief chat about the train fire. I wanted to make a comment about her hat but it just
didn’t seem right to do so.
On another occasion I saw a tall man with most of his greying hair hidden by an
oversized, wide brimmed cowboy hat that matched his cowboy outfit. Long rows of
white tassels hung from his baby blue leather jacket, dancing with his every move.
The cowboy was making a fuss in the Manhattan post office, demanding better
service. In Manhattan people frequently had to line up for services or entry. His deep
voice echoed in the high ceilings of the building. ‘This is a disgrace,’ he shouted
stamping his polished blue high-heeled cowboy boot on to the marble floor. ‘I’ve
been waiting here for over half an hour.’ I stared at the oversized silver belt buckle
that was engraved with wild mustangs as he placed his thumbs behind his belt on
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either side of it. At first glance he looked like someone going to a fancy dress party
but when I saw the quality of his outfit I knew this wasn’t a costume. People knew the
cowboy’s shouting wouldn’t change anything and the post office workers ignored
him. In the crowd of about a hundred people I think I was the only one watching him.
When at last he reached the front of the queue, the woman behind the counter put a
sign in front of her which said, ‘Officer on break. Counter closed,’ and then she walked
off. This sent the man into a rage that did cause a fuss amongst the crowd. The
manager quickly appeared and the man in the cowboy outfit was served.

Figure 4.39. saucy face.

I was also captivated by an African-American woman who was sitting opposite me on
the subway train. Her fingernails were almost as long as her fingers, and her nails
were painted gold and silver with diamond stars embedded into them to match a
huge silver studded belt wrapped around her tiny waist. Her red and gold shoulderlength wig framed her heavily made up face. No one took much notice of her except
me. When she answered her gold cell phone her deep voice was like a man’s. Her
plastic eyelashes weighed down the lids of her eyes so much that I could only see half
her pupils when she looked up and caught me staring at her. I quickly looked away not
sure if I felt sympathy or envy at her daring, dressing in such a manner. She held her
gold phone between her ear and her shoulder while she made ‘aha’ sounds and
rubbed red gloss into her beautiful thick lips. She looked as if she had just stepped
from a live stage show.
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Figure 4.40. red see gull.

I saw men dressed as women and women dressed as men. I saw skirts made of
ribbon, underwear on top of clothes, stockings with sparkles, mink coats to the
ground, skirts shorter than I’d ever seen before (or were they t-shirts?), pouches in
clothing for little pet dogs, wigs of all colours, clothes so tight the fabric appeared
embedded in the skin and trousers so loose they fell to the ground. It was the
combination of fabrics and accessories that I loved. There was chiffon with denim,
lace with leather, fur coats with shorts, large bold studs with shoestring straps,
diamonds with bubble wrap, gold with plastic, string with velvet and buckles with
knits. Anything went with anything and I adored this complete freedom of dress.
There wasn’t a single day when I didn’t see striking, comical and outrageous clothing
on ordinary people in the streets. I found myself gradually dressing as I wanted to
rather than how I felt I was expected to dress. I bought felt hats, a bright green bag
with pink beads, big brooches covered in sparkles, boots with braiding, scarves in
iridescent colours, tartan head bands and painted tights. I wore these items together
as I wished and no one looked at me, no one cared, no one pointed and no one said I
was too old or too fat to wear that. I was being influenced by my surroundings. How I
would have loved to have grown up with such fashion liberty. The attire of the New
Yorkers added to the overall feel of creativity and freedom in the very air of the city.
There were hundreds of small galleries in Manhattan. Just in Chelsea, downtown
West of Manhattan I counted 228 galleries. The exhibitions were exhilarating and I
gazed at the art, wrote notes, did small sketches and just stood admiring the great
contemporary artworks.
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Figure 4.41. in a world of my own.

Standing in the galleries I realised I had nowhere I had to go, no one to feed, no
meetings to attend, no phone calls to make, no office to be at and no responsibilities.
I had only my time, my own creative time. Always in the back of my mind of course
was the making of the postcards and I was diligent in finding time to do this,
otherwise I had no timetable, and none of the demands of a working mother of five
children.
I was in a world of my own, as if time was standing still. I was spellbound by the
hectic creativity of the place and what it offered the artist within me. The city
provided the nurturing I needed and I was contentedly lost in this place. No one
needed me. My mother role, which had been a prominent part of my life, was
diminishing, allowing the artist within me to flourish. I could even forget who I was
myself. It was a place where identities are replaced, restored, re-created or
misplaced. It was a freedom I was not familiar with and at times I felt guilty about
having such freedom.
When I visited the statue of Liberty I was fascinated with its size and presence and
I took a thousand photos. To me she was a true symbol of freedom, especially to all
those who had come to New York, and I was also experiencing a new freedom both
emotionally and physically.
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Figure 4.42. liberty.

One of my favourite galleries was the Metropolitan Museum of Art, better known as
The Met, the largest Museum in Manhattan, situated on the edge of Central Park, at
the heart of the wealthiest part of Manhattan. Only a fraction of the gallery’s
collection of over three million art pieces is displayed at any one time. It is a colossal
two story building with stairs outside running the length of the building. I noticed the
exterior stairs were always sprinkled with people of all nationalities who met or rested
or shared their lunches on these stairs. The entrance foyer, framed by massive pillars,
was large, ornate and impressive. High on one wall was a prominent list of The Met
entry costs, for example, adult $25, children $12, family $35. Below this in fine print
were the words, ‘or by donation.’ I was kindly advised that I could bypass the lines of
people who were waiting to pay the scheduled fees and place a ‘donation’ in the hand
of one of the workers at the entrance, receive my tin entry badge and enter the
museum. I was very nervous the first time I made a ‘donation’ as I was not sure if I had
been advised correctly and I felt embarrassed about bypassing the people who were
lined up to pay the entrance fees. Walking like a New Yorker I placed the gold coin in
the attendant’s hand, received my badge and walked in. I did this again on my many
visits to The Met until I had seen every famous painting in every room.
Each time I went to the Met I found that after 3 hours I would aimlessly wander
past masterpieces by Picasso, Matisse, Dali, van Gogh, Kandinsky without reacting to
them. When this happened I would stop and go home. I soon realised I could only
appreciate the artworks for a few hours at a time. So my visits were short rather than
long days at the Met.
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One idyllic place in the museum was a large open space where there were often
half a dozen artists working. They had their easels and paint boxes set up. I sat by one
of the inside ponds and watched them at work. The massive room was a picture
within itself with the artists working silently, white marble statues rose from the still
waters, cool grey stone floors and all was this flooded in warm misty light that
streamed in from the rows of slanted glass that made up the east wall of the room.
On one of my early visits to the Met I noticed a group of people standing together
motionlessly looking at one painting. I strode over to the gathering (like a New
Yorker), curious to know what the attraction was. Once I looked at the painting I too
was struck motionless. I almost gasped out loud but instead my mouth gaped open in
awe. Without control or time to think, I felt tears come to my eyes and creep down
my face. I was amazed by the painting and I was just as amazed by how deeply the
image was affecting me. Suddenly I realized why so many people adored van Gogh.
The painting was, Starry, starry night. It is the only art work I have ever seen in my life
that has affected me in such a profound and powerful way. Every single time I went to
the gallery I spent time gazing at Starry starry night, which had become one of my
favourite paintings.

Figure 4.43. amazing.

Another one of my favourite galleries was the Museum of Modern Art, better known
as MoMA, in Midtown Manhattan. It was the most expensive Museum in Manhattan
to visit, but entry was free on Fridays after 4 o’clock. The gallery closed at 9 o’clock in
the evening. Each Friday for several weeks I visited MoMA. The gallery has 6 floors
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and it took me 2 months to see it all. Some of the exhibitions changed regularly so I
could visit it over and over again. MoMA opened in 1929 and was dedicated
exclusively to Modern Art and more recently contemporary art. It has over 150,000
individual pieces of art work and over 300,000 books and periodicals as well as 70,000
files on individual artists.

Figure 4.44. feeling like a Picasso woman.

The DIA: Beacon is another splendid place. It is in Beacon, 60 miles North of New York
City. The Metro-North Railroad along the Hudson line follows the beautiful Hudson
River, though the scenery on the opposite side of the river I found depressing, bleak
and colourless. I saw a forest of dark, bare trees with a sprinkling of houses which
looked isolated, damp and unlived in – or rather lived in, but not alive. There seemed
a mystery to each of the houses, as if they held stories of hunting, death and family
tragedy. I went to DIA: Beacon three times and each time I felt a sense of sadness as I
passed these houses.
The gallery with its 300,000 square feet of floor space is breathtaking. It was built
in 1929 by Nabisco (National Biscuit Company). It now holds many famous large
contemporary sculptures and artworks. The interior spaces are enormous and the
building retains its old world factory feel, with its open beams and factory style
windows. It was as if the Nabisco architect, Louis Wirshing, knew this would one day
be a famous gallery. The owner of the factory built it in such a way that most of the
factory is well lit by natural light, and there are more than 34,000 square feet of
skylights which gives the space extraordinary Northern light. The walls are painted

118

Janine Brophy-Dixon

white and the floors are the original boards polished to a high sheen. Long open
spaces accommodate large, and unusual contemporary art pieces. My favourite
works here were Louise Bourgeois’s sculptures, particularly her enormous spider that
reaches the ceiling and stands over a wire cage, Agnes Martin’s 1999 exquisite
collection of large delicate and earthy-toned paintings called Innocent Love, Sol
LeWitt’s skilful and detailed lines and geometric shapes called the Drawing Series,
and of course Richard Serra’s gigantic steel curved sculptures that dominate one area
of the factory-gallery. I felt so small in such a huge place. It was humbling running my
feet over the slippery boards gazing at the contemporary art that surrounded me..
I have described only a few of the many galleries in New York. It would be almost
impossible to see them all. I have only mentioned my favourite ones here. Sometimes
when I was inside a gallery I felt I was part of it, framed and hanging on the walls. With
my regular visits to the galleries and my lack of social interaction I sometimes had a
sense I was transparent and had become one with the gallery.

Figure 4.45. framed.

I often found myself standing in the museums and galleries watching people and their
interactions with each other. I admired people’s unique beauty and their individual
quirky mannerisms. I was fascinated by expressions and facial movements, the
dancing lines on people’s faces and their body movements. I loved to watch people
walk, communicate and react to situations and visual stimuli. In the past my children,
particularly my daughter, used to criticise me for watching people. Whenever she
sensed I was going to look at a person she would mutter, ‘Don’t look, don’t you dare
look,’ which of course made me look but for far less time than I wanted to. She told
me that I didn’t look, I stared. I told her I was an artist and I needed to see how people
act, how they performed on the stage of life.
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Figure 4.46. stop looking.

At times I wished my mother was with me to see the paintings, as I knew she would
have appreciated them as I did. I don’t think I could say the same for my daughter. My
children seemed to dread art galleries. They said, I ‘dragged’ them to the galleries.
Whenever I stopped the car and said we were just going to, ‘pop into the gallery to
have a quick look,’ they would throw themselves around the car as if I had just told
them TV was banned for a year. I tried in every way to help them to appreciate the art
but nothing seemed to work. They would walk around the gallery saying, ‘boring,
boring, boring,’ then tease each other, so I would have to leave. Only recently my
daughter said that she appreciated me taking her to all the galleries when she was a
child. She felt she had an understanding of art that her peers didn’t have. I was
surprised, because over the years I actually felt a bit guilty about ‘dragging’ my
children around to art galleries when they didn’t want to go.
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Figure 4.47. the artist in each of us.

In New York I was deeply inspired by the creativity I saw at every turn in the city. The
surroundings stimulated and drove much of my postcard work. I learnt about the
artistic culture of New York through reading local papers, listening to the radio,
watching people, talking to people, listening to conversations and visiting galleries
and I was cradled by this environment. I slowly felt myself ceasing to be a tourist and
becoming a resident of New York, ceasing to be the responsible mother and
becoming the artist who had been sleeping within me.
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Analysis of the stories
As explained in Chapter Three I applied an exploratory and holistic method in drawing
the themes from the stories, using an approach inspired by Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg
and Bertsch’s (2006) ‘the listening guide.’ I examined each story and the accompanying
postcard images three times, each time with a different focus. The first reading focused on
the research theme of my experiences of mother-daughter separation, the second on my
experiences of dislocation and the third reading focused on any emergent themes. These
themes are explored separately below, although they do overlap at times and some parts
of the stories and the postcard images relate to more than one theme.
Mother-daughter separation
My experience of mother-daughter separation was the major focus of this research, yet
surprisingly it is not obvious in the autoethnographic narratives. This might be because
the experience of New York itself was so overwhelming it dominated the accounts.
Nevertheless the New York experiences, represented in the stories and particularly in the
postcards, can be seen to yield some themes relating to mother-daughter separation.
§ so tired

Tiredness is a strong theme early in the stories, and it seems a tiredness that surfaces
because of my separation from my daughter and the parenting role. While I was in New
York, particularly during the first few months I was incredibly tired, I had little energy
and relentless fatigue. I describe my tiredness in story one, ...I could hardly believe the
many hours I was sleeping, and I make the link to mothering, .. I felt as though I was
catching up on all the sleep I had missed out as a mother … it was my turn to sleep. In the
same story, the postcard titled, so tired is a woman’s face with her eyes closed and her
head tilted giving the impression she is sleeping whilst standing. The light shines on her
cheek and forehead, as if she is turning her head towards the warmth of the light, seeking
further peace. Another postcard titled, resting in the landscape of my mind is also an image
of a woman’s head. This time she is lying in grassland while two chooks stand on her
head. The woman’s eyes are open but she has an expression of exhaustion, as if she has
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collapsed in the field. These postcards represent the feeling I often experienced when I
was so tired I did not care, I could lay down anywhere and sleep.
In New York I was relinquishing my care as a mother by separating physically which
meant an escape from the role. To me sleep was letting go and allowing myself to be taken
to another place. It gave me a sense of freedom. After sleep I would wake to a new world,
one that seemed to have more space, was less demanding and quite separate from my
previous existence. Sleep represented a passage from one state to another; from Australia
to the United States, from mother to artist, from connection to separation and from close
family to isolation.
§ new freedom in the separation

Juxtaposed with the tiredness resulting from this separation were feelings of creative
inspiration, and excitement and freedom. I believe my feelings of freedom balanced my
feelings of loneliness in the separation. The stories suggest that immersion into the art
world of New York was for me a return to an artistic autonomy I had experienced as a
child and adolescent but lost when I became a mother, when lack of time meant less art
making. This is expressed throughout the stories, ...I had nowhere to go ...and no
responsibilities and there was, ...no timetable (story four). I had separated from the
routine of parenting and gained the freedom of spontaneity. It was a freedom I was not
accustomed to because I had been a mother since the age of 19. This freedom felt foreign
to me like the foreign environment I was in. In separation from mothering I had the time
and the room to explore myself and my environment, a freedom visible in many of the
postcard images, for example, in a world of her own (story four), red see gull (story four),
feeling like a Picasso woman (story four), the artist in each of us (story four) and write it
down (story one).
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§ immersion in the world of art moderates the separation

There is a clear sense in the stories that my immersion in the New York art world was
made possible by my separation from mothering, and that it also moderated the effects of
separation. I was enthralled by the art world around me and this visual feast compensated
for, or replaced, my feelings of being separated from family. Story four particularly
highlights the creativity in New York which provided me with a sense of nourishment and
cushioned my feelings of anxiety about mother-daughter separation. New York was a
world within a world ... Everywhere I looked things were busy happening, changing and
moving (story one).
I valued this new freedom which I could not have experienced if someone else was
with me. My response to Van Gogh’s painting, Starry starry night in story four, …I almost
gasped out loud ... I felt tears come to my eyes, shows how I could stand before the painting
and completely immerse myself in the moment. It was a feeling like nothing else mattered
at that time except the painting before me. The postcard titled amazed (story four) is a
depiction of my response not only to Van Gogh’s painting but to my whole experience in
New York. I copied this face from a Renaissance painting by Michelangelo. It was one face
that particularly stood out from the others in his work, and it represents how I felt in New
York, different from others and amazed by my environment, as I experienced the positive
effects of my separation.
§ new beginnings in separation

There is a strong theme of my feeling like a new woman in this mother-daughter
separation. I had re-created myself. I was free to move in a new environment, and to
express myself visually. One postcard that represented this freedom was liberty (story two)
which is a painting of a section of the garment from the Statue of Liberty. The postcard
painting, like the statue, represents freedom and new beginnings for all immigrants. The
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garment has a feminine gentleness yet the knowledge that this statue is over a thousand
meters high gives it a majestic strength. The section of the gown in the postcard is from
under the raised arm of the statue which is holding the flame high in the air. To me this
postcard is both simple and complex. It is merely the folds of a gown but also the famous
statue of this woman heralds peoples’ entrance to a new life as they enter the port of New
York, representing new found freedom in a foreign country, similar to my own new
found liberty.
§ facing my fears of separation

Although I was apprehensive about my choice to travel alone and create art to reveal my
inner self, I also had a sense of strength within myself to face my fears, and a desire to
experience this exploratory separation. The postcard image in a world of my own (story
four) is also an image of a boat. The waves in the ocean and the flag flying in the wind give
the impression there is turbulent weather, however the vessel, the building, the flagpole
and the figure on the building all stand firm. I am this figure standing on the edge of the
building in bold confidence; facing my fears and challenging the world. The image is a
glorification of my experience in New York. I am in America, living in a world of my own,
confident and free; away from my responsibilities back home.
In contrast to this is the image in story one titled 865 Riversdale Road where a woman
stands at the back of the boat looking down into the water. When I left Australia I was
taking only the memory of my home with me. I did not have a home to go to and I was
unsure what home would look like in New York, or how I was going to find and make my
home in this new country. The postcard is a drawing of a boat with a house inside it and
the female figure has her back to the house. There is washing on the clothes line and there
are apples on the tree as if the household tasks are waiting for her, although she is
preoccupied with the ocean below, perhaps yearning for a break. The house placed inside
the boat suggests to me the restrictions I sometimes felt as a mother and the difficulty I
experienced leaving my family home and venturing overseas alone. The two birds flying
away from the house suggest my daughter and I have ‘flown the coup;’ left home.
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§ missing touch

One of the painful aspects of mother-daughter separations seems the absence of touch.
While I was in New York I yearned to touch another but there was no opportunity to do
this. The experience of living alone in a foreign place away from family and friends meant
no physical contact, and this fact was expressed in the stories and postcards through the
themes of holding and touch. I refer to the concept of ‘holding’ and I also use the word
‘touch’ occasionally in the stories; for example when I touched the crosses of the buried
soldiers, ...I crouched down and touched the cold silver plaques (story two), the falling
snow, ... I watched the snowflakes melt against the pink of my palms but I did not feel them
touch me (story three) and the children’s drawings on the cyclone fence at the 9/11
anniversary, ... I wanted to gather the drawings and hold them to my chest to stop them
from shivering (story two). I wrote about the woman in the subway who saved me from
being crushed by the crowd and how she, ...held me close to her (story three). The stories
show me touching things in my environment that held meaning and my valuing
protective touch from a stranger.
In story three, a woman’s ...beautiful rich voice that sounded like angels singing
reminded me of home and stirred up the thought I think I needed a hug. The postcard that
illustrated my longing for touch and mother-daughter comfort was the one titled, big hug
(story three) which is one I sent to my daughter. The hug is a close and strong one that
gives the impression of true love. I wanted to feel this hug and I wanted to give this hug to
my daughter and to my mother. By creating this image I could feel the warmth and
comfort of it. I can be either woman in the postcard, giving the hug or receiving the hug,
the older woman or the younger woman, the daughter or the mother. This image can also
represent all mothers or the mother we all seek, and it could represent woman and their
mutual understanding and compassion for each other.
Although I could not touch or hold my mother or my daughter while I was in New
York, I do believe the postcards themselves gave me a sense of physical contact. Their
small size and delicacy meant they could be handled and held and the constant contact
with them offered a physical connection to my mother and to my daughter that I had not
anticipated. When I made each postcard I knew that within days they would be received,
touched and held by my mother and my daughter.
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§ motherly figures
There seems to be a theme of my looking for motherly figures to fill the gap created by my
separation from my mother and daughter. The women in the stories are portrayed as
nurturing motherly figures and the stories are illustrated by many images of women,
particularly women’s faces. The stories suggest how I was drawn to women offering
support, such as my New York supervisor who invited me to stay, ...she made me very
welcome and said I could stay (story one), the woman in the subway who holds me
tight, ...I felt her warm body against mine and I began to relax allowing her to guide me
(story three), the older woman with the no votes for Bush hat (story four), the woman
singing in the subway, ...a part of me wanted to go back to the warmth of the subway and
be comforted by her words (story three) and even the woman in the diner who had
the, ...patrons’ meals ready the moment they entered (story one). Rosie also became a role
model for me, as I saw her strength to ...re-create herself … I admired the courage it must
have taken for Rosie to do this (story two). The radio commentator, Doctor Joy Brown’s
loud caring voice also drew me to listen to her messages of hope for those in turmoil. I
believe I unconsciously invited these women into my life to provide the mother-daughter
comfort, support and companionship that I missed.
Story two describes Rosie who was a particularly warm, open and reassuring source of
support for me. The story suggests Rosie and I had an unspoken mutual respect and
understanding for each other as we were brought together in New York. Like me, Rosie
had been a young struggling Australian mother at one point in her past. She mirrored
back to me some of my own struggles and my adventurous spirit. She had re-created
herself and I felt I was also going through a transformation, from mother to artist. We
shared our experience of separating from our children, and when we looked at the graves
of the young soldiers at the military graveyard we had some understanding of the pain of
motherhood. Rosie, a mother of three sons know what I meant and understood the stony
reality of the field of white crosses (story two). We knew raising boys as a single mother
was not easy. Now we were mothers branching away from our grown children, allowing
them to explore their own independent lives and feeling the pain and pleasure of
separation.
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§ female comfort in separation

I believe the many postcard images I made of women gave me something of the motherdaughter comfort I yearned for. One postcard that revealed this theme of seeking female
comfort was three wise women dressed in Christmas, (story two) which is of three similar
looking woman dressed in the same fabric talking casually and comfortably in a circle.
The three figures give the impression that they are equal, no one woman stands out more
than another. This image represents my yearning for female conversation and the friends
I missed back home. Rosie filled this gap for me, along with the Australian teachers I met
in New York who invited me to celebrate Christmas with them. I felt at ease and welcome
with these women, however I still yearned for the deeper relationship that only close
family and friends can provide.
Another postcard that portrays my search for female company is, looking through
history (story three) which is a surreal painting of a woman’s eyes peering through the
collage of women in the foreground who are wearing laborious eighteenth century attire
complete with pretentious head dresses. The eyes are tense and serious. These eyes are
mine and the image again represents my searching for old familiar female family and
friends, a yearning I did not anticipate. This postcard also suggests a connection with
history and how I needed to look through my history in order to feel a connection to the
present. The face behind the women also represents my feeling of being trapped when I
was in the crowded subway and my fear and panic went unnoticed until a woman reached
out and pulled me to her.
Whilst I sought out mother figures in the woman around me I did not seek out
daughter figures in the same manner. When I reflect on this I realize that it is the mother’s
comfort I seek. The person each of us turns to when sick is his or her mother, regardless
of location. I was seeking out my mother because I was feeling alone and vulnerable; I was
not seeking my daughter, even though I felt a closer connection to her. I needed the
comfort only a mother can provide.
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§ seeking surrogate parents

However I think I also subconsciously sought out both parents during my time in New
York and see this theme in the stories and the postcard images. I was feeling the freedom
of separation but I was also seeking out ‘family’ links and reassurance. The postcard titled,
Picasso’s faces (story two) is one I copied from a Picasso painting. The two faces look
similar yet one is male and one is female. Their dark piercing eyes and serious expressions
are not warm, yet I believe this postcard represents the male and female balance I sought
in both Rosie and Eddy and the two American radio announcers, Joy Brown and Michael
Savage. Eddy and Rosie provided an adopted family for me, they became family
substitutes as they were open to my tapping into their lives. They also provided me with a
connection to Australia.
The radio personalities of Michael Savage and Joy Brown represent what often often
are considered male and female stereotypes, even in their names, Savage by name and
nature and Joy(ful) by name and nature. Michael Savage’s …no-nonsense attitude
reminded me of my father and Dr Joy Brown’s …crisp motherly voice lured [me] (story
two). These two characters appear to be in some respects substitute parents in their roles,
one in the role of masculine authority and one in the role of maternal healer.
§ reconnection in separation

As well as the intense experiences arising from my separation from my mother and
daughter, being alone in New York and spending many hours making the postcards also
provided a time for me to reflect on and review my role and experiences as a daughter and
as a mother. Alongside the feelings of excitement and creativity in New York, the lived
experience of being alone gave me the space and time to wonder about my past life.
I see a theme of reconnection in the stories, as I ‘returned’ to feeling a creative freedom
through practising daily art making, visiting the many galleries and being part of New
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York. As a child and adolescent I had artistic freedom and the stories introduce a
connection between these periods of my life and the present, and between my mother and
myself, that I had not been aware of until reflecting on these feelings while I was in New
York. In physical separation I internally reconnected with my mother through my
memories of her support of my love of art. The collage and watercolour postcard, looking
through history (story three) represents my re-connection to the past and to my mother. I
believe the freedom I experienced in New York might be related to my artistic freedom
earlier in life, when my mother encouraged me in my artistic pursuits, allowing me to
explore this part of myself that gave me confidence. She gave me the space to live out her
own dream and was never critical or dismissive of my art work, even during my
adolescence when some of my work was confronting. The postcard the artist in each of us
(story four) is a collaged image. In the background, paint is smeared like that found on a
painter’s palette. A canvas on an easel rests in the middle amongst sharpened upright
pencils, paintbrushes and pens that stand like soldiers, tall and straight, demanding the
viewer’s attention. The two female arms curve around and reach into the centre of the
image. The one on the right is a young woman’s and her paintbrush is resting on the
canvas. The other arm is that of an older woman and her paintbrush is mixing colour on a
palette next to the painting. Both artists are using a burnt red ochre colour. Both artists
seem to be separate, coming from different angles but sharing the same paint, painting
and love of art making, as my mother and I did.
§ sharing my love of art

There is a theme of missing the sharing of some experiences with my mother and my
daughter. In story four, I write about wanting to share the experience of viewing the art
work in the galleries with my mother who would have appreciated the masterpieces ...I
wished my mother was with me to see the paintings. Because my mother encouraged my
art making, I thought of her as I was standing alone in the galleries. As a mother myself, I
too encouraged my daughter to have an appreciation of art by taking her to art galleries
when she was young, although it is only recently that I learnt that she has actually
continued this practice. The stories show how I wanted to share my love of art with my
mother and with my daughter while I was separated from them, and while I could not
share the gallery visits in New York, I did share my love of art through my postcard
images. The postcard, feeling like a Picasso woman (story four), shows my own love of art.
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It is a painting of woman that I copied from one of the many women in one of Picasso’s
paintings. The woman’s dark green eyes look to the left and her face is melancholy and
rather serious. Her right arm is bent as her hand reaches up to her hair. The bent elbow
creates an echo of the shape of her face, as if her face is actually cradled in the crook of her
arm. Her bare shoulder just touches her cheek in a sensual but innocent manner. Her
hand is gently curved around her long, thick red hair. Her right breast is just seen below
her arm enabling the viewer to notice, but not immediately, that she is naked. The curved
lines of her hair and arms give the image a fluid presence. She is provocative, beautiful,
feminine and vulnerable with a touch of innocence. Perhaps all women at different times
experience, feeling like a Picasso woman. The love of art my mother encouraged in me and
I encouraged in my daughter somehow gave us some connection, despite the physical
separation.
§ parallels with my daughter

The stories and postcards indicate that in the separation from my daughter I found
parallels between her experience and mine. While in New York I sometimes felt small,
fragile and out of place, which impacted somewhat on my decision-making, and created
uncertainty about what I was doing. At these times I just wanted to stare and daydream.
One image that embodies these feelings is the one titled, saw her floating (story one). In
this image the young girl is prepared for the elements with her red coat and her broad
brimmed hat, however she is also unprepared as she stands in the centre of a small china
saucer in the wide open ocean. This image gives the impression she is isolated and the
saucer is her container, and her only salvation. Looking at the image in another way I see
her transfixed, unable to move because any movement may unbalance the saucer
destroying her. Sometimes I see myself stuck, not able to move, since to move is to take an
enormous risk. I am aware this is also the way I see my children, seemingly ready to take
on the world with their confidence, but fragile in their life experiences, and this is
especially true for my daughter. Although the viewer is reminded of the precarious
situation, the figure here has some sense of confidence and calmness, so that this postcard
also represents balance, serenity and strength in difficult circumstances.
Another image that illustrates the female confidence and strength I see in my daughter
and in myself is in the postcard, gentle snow (story three). This painting shows the head
and shoulders of a stoic woman with snow gently falling. It is the eyes in this image that
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are the most striking. They stare into the distance as if she is searching for someone or
something, yet the viewer does not feel any need to console her. This woman represents
my own and my daughter’s determination and our willingness to search ahead for
obstacles. I notice that in my experience of separation I identified particularly with my
daughter and her situation.
§ childhood and the fear of separation

Mother and daughter separation is not just physical, and the theme of emotional
separation and the fears it generates does appear in these stories. The postcard titled,
feeling bad in story one, is a humorous collage of a child being reprimanded by her
mother. The child looks miserable with her arms and back slumped forward creating a
heaviness in her posture. The child is seeking comfort as she bends towards her mother
while the mother is withdrawing, leaning back away from the child. The mother’s hands
rest authoritatively on her hips, her legs are spread apart and her oversized feet, like gates,
are placed either side of the child. The mother’s head and shoulders extend out of the
image, and the viewer could imagine her scowling. The patterns of the two dresses add an
old world touch and the flat black background accentuates the shapes of the bodies, and
increases the tension between the two figures. If the child and the mother were to lean
forward slightly they would touch and the scene would change with their contact. This
postcard relates to the anecdote in story one going home, where the child is reminded by
the mother about confusing her apartment voice with her playground voice, and this
image recalls the form of mother-daughter separation where the child is rejected by her
mother.
My childhood fear of being separated from my mother was something I realised as I
worked on the postcards, and it is evident as a theme in parts of the stories and some of
the postcard images. I explain in story one, how I pined for my mother when I was a
depressed young mother, calling her to, ...please take me home. The postcard titled Mum I
want to go home (story one) depicts my overwhelming desire to return to my mother. I
copied this image from one of Picasso’s 1937 paintings of the weeping woman. It is a
confronting and haunting image that conjures up an uncomfortable feeling as the one eye
stares pleadingly at the viewer. The full and heavy tears echo the tear shape of the swollen
eyelid and blank pupil. The large, strained open mouth is prominent in the middle of the
image, revealing the woman’s teeth and tongue as she gasps for breath between her
132

Janine Brophy-Dixon

screams of anguish. The background gives the impression the woman is in a restricted
space, desperately wanting to be free of her unrelenting pain. For me this image
represented the anguish I felt as a young adult living away from home for the first time
when I desperately wanted to return to my childhood home. Fear of separation has been a
prominent part of my life. Now, however I see that my fear of separation was more
painful than the separation itself. In the stories I reflected on my past and present
experiences of separation from my mother, at birth and as a young adult. I now
understand the profound effect of these separations and see that the fear of separation
they generated became a prominent part of my life and contributed to my motivation for
this study. In contrast, my daughter (at a similar age) did not seem anxious when she
went overseas and was separated from me, although I felt uncomfortable and
apprehensive about being separated from her.
§ becoming a mother

Mothering begins with a separation. While making the postcards in New York, I reflected
on the way that at birth the separation of mother and child takes place, one becomes two
and the mother touches her baby for the first time. This is an overwhelming experience
and I have attempted to capture this in the postcard drawing a child is born (story one),
which depicts a woman sitting crossed legged on the ground in a way typical for a young
adult. This woman is cradling a new baby in her lap. The star above the woman’s head,
gives an impression the woman is the Christian Virgin Mary. However she could also be
any primiparous woman marvelling at the miracle of her first new born baby. The woman
is crouched over her baby as if nothing else in the world matters. I can see myself in this
image holding my first baby and never wanting to separate from him. Becoming a mother
is a unique time, when a woman is often completely absorbed in her child and does not
want to separate from her baby. This simple drawing of mother and child speaks to me of
motherhood, separation, connection, and touch.

133

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

§ acting balanced as a mother

Staying separate and yet connected as mother and daughter seems a balancing act. As I
reviewed my life while I worked on my artwork, I recognized that my fear of being
separated from my daughter connects to my fear of not being a ‘good enough mother’
(Winnicott, 1971). The postcard titled, acting balanced (story one) is a collage of a young
woman, the mother, in the foreground balancing a standing child (my daughter) on her
index finger. The woman and the child are just touching, neither of them acknowledging
their connection. The woman, with neat blond hair and a waisted cardigan, has a blank
expression on her face as if what she is doing is uninteresting and requires no effort. She is
‘acting’ the balanced mother and her persona dares the viewer to question her ability and
skills. Her right hand is extended out of the picture perhaps to balance herself. The child
wears a batman costume and has a smirk on her face as if she too dares the viewer to
question her. If the mother cannot balance the child, will the batman costume save her
from falling? The cross and the circles in the background give a religious connotation, a
glorification of mother and her special ‘touch.' I see that I am a mother acting poised,
trying to balance my daughter, apparently strong and in control, but feeling vulnerable
and unsure inside, fearful of separation.
Overall, while the focus of mother-daughter separation was not obvious in the stories,
there were many more subtle references to this theme. This absence of an explicit motherdaughter focus in the stories reflects my immersion in the New York culture and the way
the environment itself became a comfort to me, ...I was deeply inspired by the creativity I
saw at every turn in the city (story four). I felt nurtured by the artistic environment and
saw Manhattan as an island with a chaos and excitement that unexpectedly provided me
with a sense of security. It became a holder of my fears, like the postcards which also
became containers of my fears. I have noticed too that my analysis of the postcards has
often provided clearer statements of themes relating to my experiences of motherdaughter separation than has the analysis of the stories themselves.
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Dislocation
The second of my research questions inquired into my experience of dislocation when I
went to New York. In fact I think I began to feel some dislocation while I was still at home
after my daughter left. I did not anticipate that so much of my experience of dislocation
would focus on what I was dislocated from – my daughter, my mother, (overlapping here
with the experience of mother-daughter separation) family and home. I begin here with
the themes concerning home (in its many meanings) and go on to other aspects of my
experience of dislocation.
§ dislocation from home
Home was a major theme throughout the stories, particularly story one which was a
collection of anecdotes about different aspects of home. The stories cover various
perspectives of the meaning of home, the value of home and my own experiences of
home. The notion of home contrasts with that of dislocation because home can represent
security while dislocation may develop instability. In New York, where I was separated
from my family home and my home country, I made many images of homes. The word
‘home’ has diverse connotations. For me home has meant a material structure that I call
home and the comforts it provides. However there are other associations to ‘home’, from
missing homeland and home life, to a sense of feeling ‘at home’ within oneself. When I
felt dislocated, my memories of home dominated my thoughts and kept me feeling safe.
These reflections on the past are expressed in both the stories and postcards
The many postcards I made referring to home could also be seen as part of my homemaking in New York. These postcards were created in the security and containment of
The Bronx apartment space. In cleaning and re-arranging, I was preparing the apartment
for daily living and preparing the art materials for daily art making. Both actions were
about making space for life and ‘mark my territory’ so to speak (story one), a way of feeling
grounded and connected to the environment rather than feeling dislocated.
§ missing my homeland

Missing my homeland was a big part of the sense of dislocation I see in my images and
stories. The many tall buildings in New York were an awesome sight for me coming from
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the much smaller city of Melbourne. The two environments were so different. It was the
bushland in particular I missed while I was amongst all the buildings in New York. There
were no Australian countryside smells or sounds. I see this homesickness in some of the
postcards, particularly the image, missing home (story one). The background of this image
is a photograph of typical Australian countryside with paddocks, gum trees and sheep. A
young woman, bent over, looks foreign, suspended in the landscape, calling for the viewer
to comfort her. She appears dislocated and separated from the countryside, crying into
her hands which cover her face. She represents me as I closed my eyes in order to see the
Australian landscape which seemed so far away at the time. In story one going home, I
write about ...missing the wide open countryside of Australia and the natural bushland. A
contrast to this postcard is tinsel town (story four) which is a collage of Manhattan
buildings made from lolly papers, which accentuates the overcrowded environment. The
contrast between these images further illustrates the dislocation and displacement I felt,
yet I appreciated each of these unique environments.

In story one, George, the middle-aged man in the park demonstrates how home is not
always where the heart is. He chose to live in ...the greatest city in the world rather than
follow his heart, and his first and only love. His reference to home leaves me again
wondering about the definition and significance of home. In the postcard image titled,
lost and found (story one) a lone woman standing at the edge of the ocean is looking out
to sea where a small red heart floats between her and a ship on the horizon. Her hand is
reaching out as if she is beckoning the heart. This postcard could represent George’s lost
heart floating between New York and Australia. He has lived his life regretting not
following his heart yet comforted by the excitement of living in New York.
§ temporary home

In my dislocated state, I looked for a temporary home. After I arrived in New York I
stayed at my supervisor’s home before I moved to Manhattan West Side YMCA. I felt my
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insignificance in such a densely populated place. My red YMCA card allowed me entrance
to the building and my small room, and I carried it everywhere I went; it was my
salvation. My compact room provided me with a sense of security, in contrast to the
massive size of the buildings and the city and I desperately needed this sense of safety in
the first weeks of living in New York. This was a particularly difficult period for me, as I
was feeling quite displaced and I questioned what it was that kept me focused and
steadfast.
§ grandma’s home

The apartment in The Bronx with its old fashioned appearance and jumble of furniture
took me back in time, I referred to the apartment as being, ...like a grandmother’s house
(story one). I think this helped me feel connected rather than dislocated. As a child and
young adult I sought out this comfort at my maternal grandmother’s home and it was
there that I felt safe and at home. Within days of my arrival in New York I created a
postcard image of my maternal grandmother titled grandma’s eyes (story one). This
watercolour painting has only the loving eyes of my grandmother looking up at the
viewer. The wrinkled skin around the eyes tells the viewer these are the eyes of an old,
wise woman who has seen much pain and happiness. My grandmother was rather short
and as I grew taller, I would look down to see her beautiful eyes looking up at me, as in
the image. This reference to my grandmother also relates to the theme of motherdaughter separation, since I was separated from my mother after my birth due to medical
complications and spent the first few weeks of my life with my grandmother, and
thereafter chose to spend many of the school holidays at her home. I loved being with her
and I felt good about myself when I was with her. I have been separated from my
grandmother through her death, but when I painted her eyes I could bring her back to
me. I saw my close and loving connection to my grandmother to be more that of a
daughter and mother rather than granddaughter and grandmother.
§ feeling at home within myself
Despite the fact that I was dislocated physically and it took me some time to feel ‘at home’
in Apartment 2D, I did have this feeling within of being ‘at home’. I believe I felt like this
partly because I was surrounded by art, galleries and creativity. This inner feeling of
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contentment was familiar and comforting, because when I was a child I was given the
opportunity to be alone while I was making art. By supporting me in this way my mother
had played a part in building this home within me. I had not realised I had contentedness
within me until this experience. Although my mother had told me that I was happy to be
on my own as a child, I am not sure why I was so surprised about how content I felt alone
in New York. This has made me wonder if I haven’t always had a place of contentment
within myself, a feeling of ‘being at home’. It seems that I did find myself at home in New
York where the creative space felt new yet familiar; confronting yet reassuring.

This feeling of being ‘at home’ within myself was referred to in both the stories and the
postcards. The postcard image called feeling at home, (story one) is a somewhat comical
drawing of a tree with a house on top of it. The house has a chimney with smoke coming
from it which is an indication that someone is inside. The tree has extensive roots and the
branches are in the shape of a head and face, giving the impression that the branches are
veins in the head. Five roots come from the trunk and five branches stem from the trunk,
both representing my children. I think I did give my children a sense of feeling at home
within themselves. Home was a place in my head and not a tangible object.
§ the grounded tree, countering dislocation
I created many postcards with trees, though only three are used to illustrate the stories.
Perhaps creating images of trees gave me a sense of being connected and sturdy while in
New York. The many images of trees I created helped me to feel grounded rather than
dislocated.

Home away from home, the postcard in story one, is a painting of a large green barren tree
with its branches extending beyond the parameters of the postcard. The tree looks
healthy, standing strong and straight towering over the small house. As a child I loved
climbing trees, enjoying the excitement of climbing high and then the solitude I felt at the
top, balancing between branches. Sometimes I ‘ran away’ and after climbing a nearby tree
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I would watch my family looking for me. When I watched my parents searching for me I
was reassured that they did really care for me, and I needed to see this because they never
verbalized their love for me. I knew I would be reprimanded when I returned home but I
stayed in the tree top for as long as I could. I did not tell anyone about this tree, it was my
secret place. Now I transferred my past experiences of feeling safe onto the postcards,
reassuring myself and giving myself an anchor through the images.
Trees for me also represent my relationship to my mother and daughter. The tree has
three distinct parts, the roots which represent my mother (family foundations), the trunk
which represents myself (fixed between mother and daughter) and the foliage which
represents my daughter in her youth (growing, flexible, carefree and innocent).
§ looking back

It wasn’t until I wrote the stories and chose the postcards to illustrate the stories that I
realized I had a few images of figures looking back rather than forward. For example, in a
world of my own (story four), looking back (story one), and 865 Riversdale Road (story
one). Perhaps I am coming to a stage in my life when I look more into the past than into
the future. These images of me looking back suggest I am reviewing the past as a response
to my dislocation in the present. Looking back may have provided me with a sense of
stability that helped me deal with my feelings of dislocation.
§ intentional dislocation: reframing childhood and family

I made some postcards by manipulating old family photos and I also manipulated Eddy’s
childhood family photo when he asked me to make a gift for his brother (story two). I
relocated my family portraits which are snapshots of time and tangible reports of our past.
For example I placed one family photo on a postcard and then created a room around it.
This postcard was titled framed (story four). The family photo hung on a wall giving the
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impression it was part of an exhibition in a gallery. I was relocating my family, by
reframing a photo of my four older siblings and myself taken around 1956. I had no
control over my history but I did have control over the family photos by placing them in
different environments, dislocating them. I also relocated Eddy’s family members
I ...rearranged the positions of the children and ... I came up with a new image of the
brothers (story two).
The postcard titled, when the picture ends and the story begins (story two) is a copy of a
black and white family photograph. We had stopped at the side of the road in the late 60s
and my father had taken this picture. I am the girl in gum boots, leaning against the back
of the car with my hand in my jeans pocket. The eight children looking at the viewer give
an idea of the difficulty it must have been to parent us all. We told stories to each other
instead of having stories read to us. My eldest brother told the best stories, ones that kept
us up all night, too afraid to sleep.
§ alone in a busy city

The stories show how in New York I lived in a busy city but still felt lonely at times. I
sometimes wavered between feeling alone and feeling content to be alone. Not that this
[being alone] was such a bad thing. I sometimes chose to be alone (story one). A postcard
that illustrates this feeling is titled, looking back (story one) which shows a small figure of
a woman standing on the crest of a hill. The hill is made from a map of Manhattan with a
star marking the address of the YMCA. The posture of the figure suggests she is slumped
forward as if tired. This image represents myself looking back over my life and seeing the
journey I have taken, and tells the viewer about my feelings of being both emotionally and
physically lost. This solitary woman looking rather fragile and tentative on top of the
Manhattan map/hill demonstrates my feelings of dislocation.
§ experience of solitude
Themes of isolation and solitude were prominent in the stories and the postcard images.
Each decision and action I made in New York was carried out alone, without
companionship or support. In general being alone did not particularly worry me, but
occasionally there were moments when I did feel the heartache of loneliness. At these
times I wished I was sharing the experience with significant others and I felt the anguish
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of separation. When I witnessed the first falling of snow on the morning I left my
apartment for Boston, ...I wanted to let someone know that the first snow was falling. I
wanted to call someone ... But there was no one to tell (story three).

Story three offers an insight into the isolation of my life within the relentless pace of the
city. It shows me wandering through Manhattan, negotiating the bus trip and then
battling the freezing conditions in Boston as a sole figure amongst the crowds of busy
people. The postcard titled, first snow (story three) has an image of a woman walking with
the snow blowing behind her. She has her head bent down and her hands clasped to her
chest, hunching over in a gesture that indicates she is cold and striving to keep warm, or
perhaps holding something precious in her hands. The figure does not ask the viewer for
help, instead she is content to be alone, to manage her plight. This is me on the day I went
to Boston struggling to stay warm against the unaccustomed cold, but in the closed-in
world of my own that I did know.
My solitude was not necessarily a depressing solitude. It was often a contented
solitude. Another scene in story three, that characterizes the solitude of my life was when I
was standing by the Hudson River, ...I stood there alone enthralled by its winter beauty. I
mention a bird looking at me, ...a bird, low in the steel blue sky tucked its head down
against the cold and as it flew towards me I wondered how my red coat appeared against
the landscape of charcoal greys (story three). The bird itself symbolized my freedom and
indeed its very presence indicated that I was not completely alone.
§ in a foreign country

I sometimes felt I was a foreigner who was not welcome in New York. It was not anything
anyone said but rather a sense within of the unsaid thoughts of those around me. In story
two, I write about my feelings of dislocation and difference when I attended the
anniversary of the 9/11 disaster. I did not want to attract police attention to myself, …I
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tried not to do anything that would attract attention… and …I tried to walk away as
inconspicuously as I could without appearing unusual (story two). I felt I did not belong, I
should not have been there. I did not fit in, I felt ...like an intruder at a private event.

In story two, Eddy, ...warned me not to hesitate or stop when moving with the crowds. If I
did stop I would be trampled and left behind. I had to move with the pace of the city, to fit
in. However I was not sure if I actually wanted to fit in. I was happy to watch
people, ...sometimes I just stood and watched (story three). I did not always want to be part
of the crowd; I would rather just watch the crowd. The postcard titled, Stop looking (story
four) is an image of a woman’s face looking intently over her shoulder. My daughter
reprimanded me when I looked at people, ...don’t look, don’t you dare look (story four) but
in New York, without my daughter I could spend as much time as I wanted watching
people. I felt dislocated physically yet I could also choose to distance myself from New
Yorkers and Manhattan.
§ city of extremes

One theme interwoven throughout all the stories was that New York was a city of
contrasts and a city of extremes. The contrasts accentuated my feelings of dislocation but
also heightened my feelings of excitement. There is a rhythm in the stories where the
focus shifts from one extreme to another, from positive to negative, from excitement to
loneliness, from fear to security and so forth. There are contrasts between the stifling heat
of my apartment and the bitter cold outside, between the clean, white first snow and the
ugly, grey of old snow, of the child’s ‘apartment voice’ and her ‘playground voice,’ and
between the sound of the woman’s opera voice and the noisy brakes of the subway trains.
These descriptions rock back and forth revealing the contrasts I experienced in New York
and echo my feelings of dislocation and excitement.
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§ homeless in one’s own country
The stories touch on the major problem of homelessness in New York which seemed to be
ignored like the rats and the cockroaches. It was the wealthiest place in the world yet
homelessness was ever-present, a contradiction that was perplexing. I had experienced
homelessness myself and perhaps this accentuated my awareness of homelessness in New
York. I wrote about shifting house repeatedly when my children were young and how I
struggled with this physically and emotionally: When I was a young mother of three
children under the age of three I desperately wanted to give the children a secure home
(story one). I knew I was dislocating my children when I was asked by landlords to ‘move
on’ and I fought to find a home that was long term and secure. With sheer determination,
I worked doing every odd job available until I saved enough money to put a deposit on my
own home (story one). The postcard, a little house from Brett and Jason (story one), has a
small cut out cardboard house that my son, Brett made for me when he was 5 years old.
He carefully cut out the shape of a house. Inside the card his brother, Jason wrote a loving
message, signing it with both their names. I kept the card because I loved it so much.
Perhaps this card Brett and Jason made for me was a response to my anxiety about
providing a secure home for my children. I kept and treasured this little pink house that
Brett had made for me 25 years before, perhaps subconsciously knowing I would use it
one day.

In New York it is not surprising that I noticed the struggles of Paul, the young man who
lived in the subway, to create a home for himself. The subway was shelter for him, ...the
subway was warm and safe. Even as a witness I felt uncomfortable: ...the officer’s job was
to move the homeless on (story one). I asked myself, ‘move on to what?’ Perhaps the idea
was to keep the homeless moving on and to make them invisible.
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§ creative time, a benefit of dislocation

One unexpected joy of dislocation was a freedom that allowed me to engage in art making
for long periods of time. In story one, I escaped into the timelessness of art making,
slipping into a world of my own as I did when I was a child. The postcard titled, the
passage of time (story one) represents this timeless space I enter. This collage image has
the back of a young woman standing in a passageway with her arms spread out slightly.
The collage is surreal as if the passageway is floating in space. It has a dream like presence
and illustrates the creative space I allow myself to enter when I am making art. The sense
of timelessness I experienced when I made art was also like a holding space, a safe and
euphoric place. My experience of living in New York had become this creative space, a
welcome dislocation.
§ drifting freely

In New York, when I felt insecure, displaced or dislocated, I imagined myself drifting
freely on the ocean and this helped to dispel my anxiety. Being surrounded by water
seemed nurturing as much as frightening. I created many postcard images of sea vessels
and used four to illustrate the stories. In story one, I explained my reasons for painting
and drawing the boats on the postcards. In particular I made several images of home being
a boat at sea. These images represented a drifting home; transient, isolated, unfixed, open to
the elements and vulnerable to storms. The boats relate to both separation and dislocation,
because the boat is separated from its port, and represents a transition from one place to
another, from Australia to New York.
Emergent themes
Aside from the themes derived in response to the two major research foci, there were
three further emergent themes I found in the stories and postcards. The first was the
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theme of re-birth of my artist self, evident in all the stories but particularly story four; the
second emergent theme was male dominance, particularly in story two, and finally there
was a strong theme of fear.
§ re-birth of my artist self

One of the strongest themes in the stories is the re-birth of my artist self. This experience
of living alone in an environment where I was surrounded by creativity and art gave me a
chance to return to the artist within me. This experience was not one that I anticipated. In
fact it is only now when I look back I realize that this is what was unfolding for me. The
stories give a sense of mothering being an exhausting and challenging time for me, not
focusing on the more joyous times which I did experience. The postcards however reveal
the awakening of my artist self. In feeling like a Picasso woman (story four) the woman
looks strong but feminine. With my new sense of freedom I felt like this woman uninhibited and strong.

The postcard titled, saucy face (story four) represents the cheekiness and artistic freedom
of dress New York encourages. The freedom I experienced there gave me a chance to be
the artist I had always wanted to be. I had changed my identity from ‘mother of five’ to an
‘artist in New York.’
The return of my artist self is interwoven throughout the stories because in New York
I was a full time artist, nurturing this part of myself. This ‘re-birth of my artist self’ was
one of the most profound changes that took place for me and finding this part of myself
again created a sense of ‘coming home’ for me.
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I was deeply inspired and sometimes confronted by the contemporary art that was so
prominent in New York. The city’s artistic freedom gave me a new sense of self
confidence as a person and as an artist. As I relaxed into the new environment, I
experimented with my own clothing, by daring to dress differently. Perhaps this shift in
my thinking and dressing allowed me to feel more connected to my environment. In story
four I wrote …I was being influenced by my surroundings as … I wore these items together
as I wished and no one looked at me. The postcard titled, red see gull (story four) is a
collage image that brings together peculiar pieces on a patterned background,
representing the conglomeration of fashions that became my inspiration in New York.
There are four pink flowers on the right hand side and above the cut out image of the top
of a head (my daughter’s head) there is a bird with a single human eye (my daughter’s
eye) which engages the viewer. The curved lines of the vivid red bird are in contrast to the
chequered background expressing the ability of the city to place odd things together
successfully and perhaps the freedom my daughter and I exercised by leaving the nest and
travelling overseas.

I named the collage postcard above, write it down (story one) and it represents the process
of nurturing and building my artist self. A baby’s head (myself) floats in the centre of the
image. The layers of images represent the layers of my stories through life. It tells me I am
drawing my way out of the past, re-creating my world by inviting my creative self to take
over.
§ male influence and male dominance
I noticed male culture dominated in some of my stories, particularly story two. While I
was in New York, Eddy was my only ongoing personal connection to the male world. He
stood in for my father, brothers, sons and grandsons, so perhaps the male presence in the
stories may be related to my subconscious need for a father figure or protection.
Alongside this was an ongoing theme of the contrast between male and female.
There were several personal motivations for this research inquiry (explained in
chapter one) but one of the less conscious reasons I chose this inquiry was perhaps for
balance. The research focuses on mother-daughter separation yet there was a strong male
dominance in my life as a child and as an adult, so it may be that I chose the topic to
provide a balance for myself. Such a search for balance seems one of the motivations for
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exploring the topic of mother-daughter separation and dislocation, but perhaps it is not
surprising that the dominance of males also recurs in this inquiry.
Story two raises questions for me about men’s culture and its effect on my mother, my
daughter and myself. The role that men have played has been significant in our lives. I did
not set out to inquire into this but I noticed the theme emerging and on reflecting I can
see how the male presence or dominance can impact on the mother-daughter
relationship. I have had a life surrounded by male figures, but I have not really
contemplated the association between this and my relationship with my mother and my
relationship with my daughter until now. Growing up I always felt closer to my father
than my mother. He was strict and unyielding in contrast to my mother who was placid
and retreating, and yet I developed a strange respect for my father that grew from his
authoritarian approach.

One postcard that had a subtle but strong male presence for me was the one named, for
you and me four seasons (story three). It is an image of four bare trees. When I created this
image I was thinking about my four sons, independent, sturdy, proud, equal in their
strength and united by their entwined roots. It could also represent my mother’s four
sons. We both have four sons and I had not made this correlation until I made this
postcard. I have similarities with both my mother and my daughter in that my mother
and I have four sons each, and my daughter and I have four brothers each.

Males are often seen to be less expressive emotionally. As a child I taught myself not to
cry. I was proud of this because I thought it was a sign of strength and I wanted to please
my father and mother who did not like children crying. My father thought it was a sign of
weakness and my mother thought it was self indulgent. The postcard titled, please don’t
cry (story two) is a disturbing image that represents how I sometimes feel inside at
challenging times. In story two the police officer demanded that Kate ...stop crying, asking
her, ...why are you crying? You’re not hurt. While my father was reprimanding me he often
asked me the same question. Of course I could not answer him because I was crying and
this often resulted in further tears of shame and anger.
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The USA, like Australia is a nation that is historically led by men. The police and military
are predominately male. This has been an accepted and traditional form of authority
which keeps many women feeling safe but also suppressed. The postcard, man and anger
(story two) is a drawing of a large angry man. He does not represent any particular person
in the stories or in my life but rather he is a symbol of the anger some men carry. For me
this image is frightening and I am relieved he is not addressing his anger towards me.
Perhaps men have more to be angry about than women. The 9/11 terrorist attack was
apparently planned and executed primarily by men and later cleaned up and investigated
by men. The males in the stories are Eddy, George in Central Park, Paul living in the
subway, Grant in the cafe on the 9/11 anniversary, the cowboy in the post office, the man
selling the hand bags, the men who mugged Kate and the firemen and police. They show
many different sides of men, from Eddy’s protective friendship to Paul’s resourcefulness
and Grant’s pain and anger. The ‘muggers’ in the story hide behind their masks to take
advantage of those who are vulnerable and these men are in contrast to the nurturing
women in the stories.

Judgement (story two) shows the head and shoulders of a young man wearing a turban,
looking intently at us. The only part of his face that shows any expression is his left raised
eyebrow, which gives the impression he is asking us a question. His large brown eyes and
young open face give a sense of innocence. His head is held high in a proud fashion,
though his expression is not aggressive, just young and full of life. His turban tells the
viewer about his culture and perhaps his country of origin. This postcard relates to the
scene in story two, where ...a young man came into the cafe wearing a turban on the
anniversary of 9/11. Men are usually prominent in situations of crisis, both as offenders
and protectors, and 9/11 is an example of this. For me this postcard captures some of the
endless feelings of cultural responsibility and dedication many men experience.
The short anecdote about the man dressed up as a cowboy complaining about the
service in the post office relates to gender issues. The cowboy is wearing a notably male
costume, the traditional one of the American cowboy who fought the Indians in the Wild
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West (story four). This cowboy in New York had no war to fight and he wore the outfit
for fashion reasons only, but it still carried the memory of its traditional use. His clothes,
his words and his manner were all attention seeking. He demanded service and acted as a
spoilt child while the post office workers ignored him, like a demanding child with an
ignoring parent. When the cowboy reached the front of the queue the female attendant
walked away. This scene may represent the mother who ignores the demanding child.
Story two, Eddy creates a strong image of Eddy as a retired Bronx cop. Eddy and his
brothers have had a life in uniform, their school uniform in the family photo, the navy
uniforms and the police uniforms. The uniform itself exemplifies the male culture,
discipline and a hierarchical, regimental way of life. This presence of men and uniform in
New York relates to the next emergent theme, fear.
§ fear
I have already written about my fears of separation and my fears of loneliness. The theme
of fear is also present in other parts of the stories and in the postcards as explained below.

In story two I am reminded that the destruction of the twin towers caught the city by
surprise. Every New Yorker knows where he or she was when they came down. Eddy was
picking a friend up from hospital when the first tower came down. He said to his
friend, ...let’s get out of here quick! (story two). The man in the café, Grant, tells me, ...we
were caught once but we will never be caught again (story two). The twin towers are no
longer there, but their absence is profound, a constant reminder of terrorism and fear,
patriotism and strength, pain and anguish, grief and loss. I reflected on this notion of the
disappearance of something significant and the ongoing felt presence of it. In story two
the postcard titled, the silent scream is a surreal collage of people screaming. The
screaming woman in the foreground with her hands to her ears has been taken from one
of Edvard Munch’s paintings, ‘the scream.’ The image is not pleasant and I feel the pain as
my eyes move from one face to another. The viewer cannot hear the screams but we know
they are loud. I want to close my eyes and cover my ears too. This represents the feeling of
fear I sometimes felt in New York. I did not hear people talk about fear and yet I could
feel it around me. There seemed to be an unspoken feeling of fear which I believe was a
result of the missing towers and this constant reminder of terrorism.
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The postcard titled, 2,282 windows, 2,979 dead (story two) has two tall towers against a
powder blue sky. I carefully outlined each tiny square window with a fine-liner pen
making 2,283 windows. I couldn’t fit any more windows on the buildings, there was no
more room. Each hand drawn window is different. Looking at the windows and seeing
each one as a missing life brings home the magnitude of the loss. Each lost life has a story
and a family that has been deeply affected. Only the memory of the towers is left and the
memories of those who died. I wanted to draw the towers to reflect how they were prior to
their destruction.
I heard many stories about the towers while in New York; however I still do not think I
was able to comprehend the horror many people experienced. I believe I did capture some
of this confusion in the next image which is titled; I can see that ... I can’t understand
(story two). I had attended the anniversary of an event that I had not experienced and I
felt the pain of the people around me, but I could not understand their torment. I felt
displaced and dislocated. I was mesmerized by the atmosphere surrounding the area
where the towers once stood. I could see the people, the environment and the security but
I could not imagine the towers or fully appreciate the tragic event. Like the woman in the
postcard I squinted to see beyond the present situation, struggling to comprehend not
only the size of the towers but also the magnitude of the loss of lives from their
destruction. Like the woman in the postcard I looked but I did not see. I could only
imagine.
Eddy explained to me that policing New York was difficult because of the multitude of
people, ...and it’s probably not safe for police to intervene (story three). He explained that
there were probably thousands of illegal immigrants in Manhattan. But how could this be
policed and would it be safe to investigate? I was living in a city where there were millions
of displaced people, dislocated from their homes and country of origin, some living
constantly in fear, fear of the law and fear of the people who take the law into their own
hands.
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The presence of guns seems to relieve fear in some but create it in others. Guns have a far
greater significance in male culture than in female culture. Sons are lost to mothers as a
result of men’s culture. They are victims of war, seen by the white crosses in the military
graveyard. The postcard image called, like holding a gun to her head (story two) is an
image that may be interpreted several ways. The gun may represent male dominance, and
the image may represent a woman’s fear of abuse which is also referred to in the title.
Guns are illegal in New York yet their presence was dominant because of the multitude of
armed police officers. The illegal gun shop that Eddy showed me and the hand guns that
the muggers used when they robbed Kate all added to my uneasiness and sense of fear.
In story two I was advised to, walk like a New Yorker. Walk with confidence. Walk with
your head held high. Walk like you have somewhere important to go and something
important to do (story two). I often practised walking like a New Yorker but trying to
remember to do this was difficult. I had to keep reminding myself, which in turn was a
constant reminder of fear – the fear of being mugged. In contrast to this, the times I was
with Eddy in the streets of Manhattan, I felt ...safe in his presence and I ...skipped along
beside him to keep up with his strides (story two). The story suggests an image of a child
trying to keep up with a parent. There was no need or opportunity to walk like a New
Yorker when I was with Eddy.

I did feel fearful when I was in New York but I tried to suppress this feeling. Fear came
from history, stories, warnings and experiences. I felt fearful at times being alone in such a
crowded and distant environment, so that I was sometimes caught between feeling strong
and confident and feeling vulnerable and scared. The postcard image titled scared (story
three) shows this fear in a woman’s face. The stark, swift pen marks add to the tension
within the image and gives the impression she is in a dark and dangerous place. Her eyes
are wide open in fear and her lips are slightly parted as if she is ready to run or scream.
The picture captures a moment when she has stopped still perhaps to look and listen for
approaching danger. This face represents the fear I often felt but rarely expressed while I
was in New York. The postcard of the child crying, titled, please don’t cry (story two) also
depicts fear
These fears New York generated in me were layered onto my own familiar fears of
separation and dislocation, of being alone and lonely. As mentioned earlier, the postcard I
made titled Mum I want to go home (story one) represented my fear of separation, a fear I
faced when I delved into this research. Many of the postcards became holders of my fears.
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I allowed the images to absorb my fears as my feelings were moved from within me to the
tangible postcards. I now have a new understanding of the role that fear has played in my
life.
§ conclusion
I suspect the postcards were themselves my connection to my daughter and to my mother
and perhaps that is why I did not feel the urge to write the stories specifically about
mother-daughter separation and dislocation. The images are non-verbal but carry
messages that connect us. The stories however record my experience of living in New
York, and my reflections back to my past experiences and then back again to the present
echoing my conflicted feelings for New York.
Alongside this juxtaposition of present and past, there is a sense of artistic and
personal freedom interwoven through the stories which was an important element of my
experience. It wasn’t that the events in the stories were the most exhilarating or vivid
aspects of my stay in New York but rather they were the ones that had a profound impact
on my inner world, so I wrote the stories from my heart. In New York I did not
experience all the difficulties I had anticipated. Instead I was in many ways content and
enjoyed the new found freedom I felt. I learnt that my fears of separation and dislocation
were far greater than the pain of separation itself. With this reality I could accept and let
go of my fears.
This concludes the presentations and analysis of the autoethnographic narratives – the
short stories and the postcard images that illustrated the stories. The following chapter
looks at the postcards to my daughter which are also autoethnographic arts-based
representations.
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Chapter five • Postcards to daughter
Introduction
This chapter records the second part of Phase One of the inquiry into my experience of
mother-daughter separation and dislocation, exploring the postcards I made for my
daughter. The stories of my lived experience in the previous chapter give the context of
this postcard making within the research. The analysis of the postcards did extend my
understandings of these experiences beyond the themes derived from the stories.

The postcard making
The 262 postcards I made for my daughter became holders of my journey and my secrets.
As explained in chapter three, I created the postcards in a variety of mediums and when
making them I was extremely focused on the aesthetic elements of the images and
whether they portrayed the aspect for which I was aiming. The actual moment when I was
content with the final image was poignant. This did not always happen and many times I
discarded images that did not work and started again. However I would make a decision
to re-work an image or not depending on whether I had the time. As a result there are
some postcards with which I was pleased; some I felt needed more work, and some that
did not satisfy me at all. However I do see them as a visual account of my innermost
thoughts, feelings and values.

Methods of reflecting on the postcards
In this analysis in Phase One I decided to use only the postcards I sent to my daughter
(262 postcards) rather than all the postcards. Those that I sent to my mother were
processed using a different method during Phase Two of the enquiry. As explained in
chapter three, my methods of analysis in Phase One were derived from an approach based
on the phenomenology of therapeutic art expression used by Betensky (1973, 1995) and
Lett (1978) Betensky’s method of ‘what do you see?’ and Lett’s intuitive approach both
influenced the clustering method used, which lends itself to this inquiry because of the
substantial number of postcards and the personal nature of the images.
In May 2009, I explored the postcards to my daughter in an inquiry facilitated by Dr.
Jean Rumbold, (my supervisor). I placed the 262 postcards I made for my daughter on a
conference table in a room at La Trobe University, so as I could view them together ( refer
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Plates 1-9). My supervisor asked guiding questions and we used the clustering technique
which is explained in chapter three. Reflecting on the different research questions, I chose
images instinctively, and key words were drawn from my reflections on the postcards I
chose. These key words were clustered and re-clustered confirming the themes. They were
then amplified into thematic statements and associations and checked with my own
experiential knowing.

Thematic analysis of postcard clusters
This thematic analysis of the postcards has been divided into three sections, the first one
inquired into the mother-daughter separation theme, the second explored the concept of
dislocation and the third allowed any emergent themes to arise.
The steps of the analysis are shown in the following diagram:

1

Select and arrange postcards

2

What do you see? Describe postcards

3

Select key words

4

Cluster and re-cluster key words

5

Elaborate themes and associations

6

Reduce to thematic statement

Illustration 5.1. Steps of analysis.
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Then postcards with particular resonance were selected from the first set, and clustered
and steps 2 – 6 were repeated.
In the session where the postcards were selected, and clustered, the description of the
postcards in the ‘what do you see?’ step was done verbally. However written descriptions
of the postcards are included here to demonstrate this step, even though the content will
not be identical with the verbal response.
The themes emerged from the thematic analysis of the re-clustering of words. This
process is detailed in full for the first grouping of postcard images in each of the three
sections (mother-daughter separation, dislocation and emergent themes). For the
following three groups of postcard images in each section, only the re-clustered key
words, the themes and the thematic statement are listed. The descriptions, key words and
the clustering key words for the later three groups have been placed in Appendix 5.1.

Figure 5.1. Postcards chosen with the mother-daughter separation focus.
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Mother-daughter separation focus
Reflecting on the theme of mother-daughter separation I chose 45 postcards from the 262
postcards. I laid the chosen postcards down in a pattern as shown in Figure 5.1.
Description
Women are the dominant subject matter in the postcards, although the women are all
different in their ages, clothing, looks or postures. Many of the figures are caricatures
while others are drawn in a realistic fashion. The postcards that are collages have a dream
like quality. All this distortion within the images and the use of different mediums I see as
communicating difference.
I noticed fear present in many of the images and in several of the women’s faces on the
postcards. Of the 45 postcards, 26 of the images are of a solitary female figure and 21 are
of a female face or faces. They stare out to the viewer, sometimes with eyes slightly
enlarged and with expressions and postures that seem to show trepidation. When I looked
at all the female figures I could see an underlying fear in them. There is stillness to their
appearance that conjures up uneasiness in me. Some of the women have their arms
hanging limply by their sides while others have their hands drawn to their faces in a
shocked or protective manner. The arms seem to represent either resignation or
protection.
Key words reflecting on all the postcard images in Figure 5.1
For a first attempt at this method of analysis and as a practice run, I reflected on the
theme of mother-daughter separation focusing on myself as mother. The key words that
arose were, woman, close, interlocking, touching, balancing, equal relationship, respect,
differences, fear, separation, loss, touching and complex.
Re-clustering the most significant key words
After an initial practice at clustering the key words, I made a selection of the most
significant key words and re-clustered them to form the following groups:
differences
women

fear
separation

touching

Themes and associations from the postcard images in Figure 5.1
The words differences and fear came up in each re-clustering of the key words and I have
chosen these words to represent the two main themes. The reference to difference relates
to my own self image as I have often felt different from others. In the past I have felt
embarrassed about this difference. I believe it has stemmed from childhood where I was
different from other children and used daydreaming as a means of separating myself from
the pain of reality. As a child I was an adventurous risk-taker while at the same time I was
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quiet and reserved. I wasn’t popular with my peers or a sociable student, but I enjoyed my
own company and my inner world. My imagination took me to other places where my
shyness wasn’t a problem. I became increasingly comfortable with being different as the
years went by. When reflecting on myself as a mother I see I was different. I was a young
single mother at a time when being a single mother was unacceptable. The theme here is
that of feeling different and seeing myself as different as both a daughter and as a mother,
separated by this difference from others.
The fear portrayed in both the postcards and the key words was the fear that has
hindered my life. I had lived with fear; it had become my enemy and my friend. I feared
failure and success. I feared tragedy and miracles. I feared regret and loss. I feared my
father as a child and I learnt to live with this. I feared touch and I feared being alone. As a
woman I feared intimacy alongside the fear of rejection and being alone. As a mother I
had an incredible fear of being separated from my children. I feared the pain of further
childbirth after the birth of my first child and I feared the fatal accidents that my children
might encounter. I feared separation itself. As much as I tried to ignore and hide my fear,
I believe my mother and daughter could sense my fears. Fear had been like a fence that
stopped me from entering another world. The fence did weaken as time passed and I
waited for fear to leave me. The theme that is present here in the key words and the
images is my fear and the barriers it presented in my life. It seems to explain both my
concern with and my apprehension about the experience of mother-daughter separation.
Thematic statement (Figure 5.1)
I know my fear of separation is deep within me. I seek balance as I wait for fear to
dissipate and learn to respect difference. My mother and my daughter are women who
touch my soul and glimpse my fear.
Further clusters of postcards concerning mother-daughter separation
Going back to the group of 45 postcards (Figure 5.1) and remaining with the focus of
mother-daughter separation I placed some of these postcards into various smaller clusters.
Four of these re-clusters are presented in Figure 5.2, Figure 5.3, Figure 5.4, and Figure 5.5.
I focused on each cluster and influenced by Betensky’s (1995) method of analysis I spoke
about what I could see within the images. I have detailed the process in full only for the
first cluster of postcards, mother-daughter separation: cluster 1. The following three
clusters have only the re- clustered key words, the themes and associations and the
thematic statements. The full process has been placed in Appendix 5.1.
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Mother-daughter separation: cluster 1

Figure 5.2. mother-daughter separation: cluster 1.

§ description
The four postcards chosen depict figures in wide open spaces and they are all on water in
some fashion. Two of the postcard images are of solitary vessels in the ocean, one
postcard has two boats in the ocean, while the fourth is a person swimming freestyle. The
images give the impression the water is vast and open. In two of the images the water is
rather still and calm whereas the other two have the ocean in swirls. In two of the images
the ocean fills the whole postcard and no horizon line can be seen.
In the top left hand postcard there is a small simple boat that sits precariously on the
top of a wave. The sky has three clouds I associate with my mother, my daughter and
myself. These three clouds are echoed by the three full swirls in the ocean, and the
horizon line is on an angle, which further accentuates the stormy environment. The
viewer does not know if the boat is travelling from the left or from the right, so the figure
in the boat may be at the front or at the back of the boat.
The postcard at the top right hand side is of two identical small red boats balancing on
the top of two separate waves in the ocean. The waves have forced the little boats to tilt to
the right. The boats have simple white triangle masts. The painting has two large waves,
however the remainder of the ocean seems quite calm and the horizon line is in the far
distance creating a sense of space and depth. The sky is white with a tinge of yellow and
red where the sky meets the ocean. I see the two boats as representing my daughter and
me, travelling overseas, following each other in our adventures. The three boats in the two
top postcards are all tilted on the same angle, perhaps demonstrating balance.
The other two images are minimal in their design. On the bottom left hand side, the
small simple boat has been cut out and placed on a background of coloured lines. In this
way the vessel has clear sharp lines which highlight the shape of the boat and its stark
contrast to the water. The postcard on the bottom right hand side is of a person
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swimming freestyle. Only one arm and part of the person’s head is visible. The figure is in
a deep purple colour against the white, pink and blue water. There is a sense of heaviness
in the single arm as it reaches over and points towards the water.
§ key words from the four postcard images in Figure 5.2
When I looked at the images and focused on what I saw in the images, the following
words arose from my verbal descriptions and associations; waiting, patience, insecure,
vulnerable, moving towards, isolated, alone, wide open spaces, open to the elements, water,
lots of water, storm, horizontal lines, journey, stationary, moving, moving slowly, moving
away, risk taking, balance, freedom, delicate, fragile, small, no fear, risk, courage, hope, lost,
separated, the boat as a holder, a container, open, static, far away, not needing, content,
gentle colours, water colour, waves, following and blues.
§ clustering of key words (Figure 5.2)
When I clustered these 42 key words the following groups emerged:
open
open to the elements
wide open spaces
far away
horizon
horizontal lines
water
lots of water
storm
waves

vulnerable
insecure
delicate
fragile
small
gentle colours
blues
balance
separated

static
stationary
moving
moving slowly
moving away
moving towards
journey

waiting
patience
content
hope
following

risk taking
no fear
courage
freedom

the boat as a holder
a container

alone
isolated
lost
not needing
risk

§ re-clustering of the most significant key words (Figure 5.2)
A selection of the above key words which resonated with me particularly were chosen and
re-clustered to form the following groups:
courage
hope
risk
no fear

moving away
journey
following
freedom

separated
balance
patience

alone
far away
small
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waiting
insecure

holder
container

§ themes and associations from the four postcard images in Figure 5.2
The themes here are ones of mother-daughter separation being an experience for me of
waiting, being alone and on a journey.
The images appear to represent my patience and my waiting; waiting for my children
to grow up and waiting for my daughter to return. I was waiting to embark on a new
journey. Sometimes change was slow, sometimes moving backward and sometimes
moving forward. The boats represent containers or holders, similar to that which home
provided for me and make waiting easier for me.
I see a theme here of separation as being alone, small and fragile in a world of wide
open spaces. The feelings of being alone and isolated in this new journey frightened me, or
more precisely, the fear of being alone frightened me. It was more a feeling of having little
faith in myself rather than the reality of a changed life. The images and the key words are
about my separation from my daughter and about being separated from my mother. The
sea represented the distance between us, the wide open spaces.
There was a theme of moving, as I moved from one part of my life to another. There
were mixed feelings of being vulnerable and insecure along with a feeling of hope and
courage as I took this new journey. I had been patient and now I wanted to take the risk
and move forward into this next part of my life journey. The images represent my fears
and trepidation about moving forward in life, which was also a moving away from my
children as they become independent. Moving and waiting were a contradiction in my life,
as were my feelings of being small and insecure while also feeling at times courage and no
fear.
The key words moving away, journey, alone and far away represent forms of
separation that I was experiencing in my life and in this project. I was moving away, I was
moving far away on a journey that left me separated and alone.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.2)
I follow my daughter and she follows me. It takes courage for me to be alone. I am small
and insecure in the ocean and yet the boat is a container that is taking me far away on an
exciting journey. Separated and alone I move away, taking risks, waiting, being open, and
hoping to find balance, courage and patience as I separate from my daughter.
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Mother-daughter separation: cluster 2

Figure 5.3. mother-daughter separation: cluster 2.

§ re-clustering key words from the postcard images in Figure 5.3
For the second clustering of postcards with the mother-daughter theme, the description,
key words, and the first clustering of key words can be seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
strong
determined
pride

holding
touching
hands

women
mothers

waiting
leaving

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.3
The woman in the first postcard represents me waiting to leave Australia for New York. I
am packed and ready to go, but waiting patiently for the university procedure to progress
through the official channels before endorsing my departure. The woman with the closed
eye is my daughter present within me or perhaps it is my inner patience drawing breath.
The clock is symbolizing the passing of time and also represents my journey.
The eye in the middle postcard may symbolize my inner self, casting my eye on the
situation, keeping an eye on things, reflecting on my journey and those around me. The
boy may represent my sons or grandsons and the arms represent my feeble attempt to
hold onto my children. The child running may symbolize my daughter leaving home and
running away. I am reminded by the woman on the right of myself looking for and
waiting for my daughter’s return.
The third image is about my daughter and me and our courage and strength to follow
our dreams of travel. It may also represent all women and their determination. The
elephant is also a symbol of strength and pride. All three postcard images project a sense
of pride, courage and determination.
The key words here relay a theme of me waiting as a strong mother and as a strong
woman. I was searching for a balance within myself; a balance between wanting to stay
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and wanting to leave; wanting to hold on and wanting to turn away. It was a dilemma I felt
when my parenting duties were completed. I felt this need to stay and continue to be
connected to my children while at the same time I felt a need to leave and disconnect. I
was afraid of my own feelings, feelings of guilt, shame, regret and grief, because I wasn’t
the mother I could or should have been. I knew that there wasn’t a choice. I could not
return to my mother role, just as I could not return to my daughter role with my own
mother, and I struggled to accept this. My adult children no longer needed me. I felt
confused as I wanted to hold onto my children and continue to nurture and protect them
but I also wanted them to move forward. It was as if we were both awkwardly waiting for
permission to let go and leave. There was a connection and a disconnection, a holding, or
a wanting to hold alongside a feeling of release or wanting to let go. I was tired of this
struggle and the waiting, and I was preoccupied and feeling impatient about holding on. I
was taking a journey, separating from my mother role. It was time to move on. I wanted to
be strong and assertive in cutting the threads that bound me to the past. I touch my
daughter but no longer hold her. I would like to think that I let her go but the reality is she
left regardless of my hold. The themes that became clear to me were that of the strength,
waiting and leaving that was part of my experience of separating from my daughter.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.3)
I am determined to leave, yet I continue to look for my daughter and wait for her return.
As her mother my hands reach out to hold her, however just to touch her is enough. I
stand with pride, and close my eyes in order to see my strength. I will leave the past behind
like shadows in the distance.
Mother-daughter separation: cluster 3

Figure 5.4. mother-daughter separation: cluster 3.
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§ re-clustering key words from the three postcard images in Figure 5.4
The description, key words and the first clustering of key words in this third motherdaughter separation theme can be seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
women
mother
daughter
love

secure
strong
caring relationship

need her
wanting
will miss her

close
connected
the two of us
always together
never apart

warm

understanding
respect
equal

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.4
This group of three postcards depicts my daughter, and me in a close and connected way.
They are of my daughter and me together. In the first postcard, the face on the left is in
warm colours and represents myself as a mature woman, while the face on the right is
painted in cool colours and represents my daughter as a young woman. We are both
closing our eyes to remain focused and centred, symbolising our respectful means of
giving each other space. The image suggests we are emotionally connected and together
even though we are physically separated.
The postcard on the right is a pencil drawing of half of my face and half of my
daughter’s face with our hair flowing together as if we both have the same hair. Only the
two eyes are coloured, my eye is green and my daughter’s is blue. The facial expressions
are serious and our eyes are intense, looking directly at the viewer. Although the heads are
connected by the hair, our faces show no warmth towards each other. The unyielding
stares and the stern mouths convey a tension between our two faces.
The postcard at the bottom has a photo of my daughter and me smiling and hugging
in the centre of the image. We are looking through a window into a room. The room is
filled with familiar items that once decorated the home we both shared before my
daughter left for Italy. This postcard is a light hearted image of us laughing and hugging
together.
This clustering of key words and the images signify how close my daughter and I were,
both physically and emotionally, joined by a mutual respect, and understanding and an
appreciation of each other as equals. I felt we were more than mother and daughter; we
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were close friends having a warm and loving relationship. We had a strong motherdaughter bond but we were also two woman who were equal and respectful of each other.
I wanted and needed the comfort and security that this relationship gave me. The
images and words also reveal my feelings of loss and grief when she departed for overseas.
To me she was still a child, but she would return as an adult and our relationship would
move into a new stage. I struggled to accept this change and to accept that I now needed
her more than she needed me. Our roles had reversed. I had become the dependent and
needy child and my daughter had become the independent and strong adult. In the past
her existence had given me worth, identity, credibility, strength, and emotional security. I
wondered how I would cope without her. For 18 years we had been together, never apart
for longer than 3 weeks and now we would be apart for 12 months. It was more the
anticipated fear and pain of missing her and the possibility of her not returning, rather
than the separation itself.
The themes here are a mother’s love and respect for her daughter. However there was
also a conflict between needing to hold her and wanting to let her be free. I respected her
autonomy, however my love sometimes became entangled with need which can bruise
love. As a mother I was torn between wanting to protect her and wanting her to be free,
and the need to understand the difference between these motivations.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.4)
We were more than mother and daughter; we were close to each other. We were two
women together, feeling equal in our caring relationship. We understood each other’s
strengths and weaknesses. Our mutual love and respect was deep and rich. I must let her
go.
Mother-daughter separation: cluster 4

Figure 5.5. mother-daughter separation: cluster 4.
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§ re-clustering key words from the three postcard images in Figure 5.5
This is the final clustering of key words from the mother-daughter separation theme. The
description, key words and the first clustering of key words for this set of postcards can be
seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
young woman
daughters

trying to fit in
stuck
had enough

looking away
alone

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.5
This last mother-daughter separation grouping was of three postcard images depicting the
solitary figures of young women looking rather reflective and melancholy.
The girl’s expression in the middle postcard is different from the two images on either
side of her, where the young women seem to be daydreaming, content, perhaps selfprotective. This child is me with my thick unruly hair. As a child, I was often alone and
silent, with only the company of my day dreams.
This clustering of key words and the postcard images revealed themes of abandonment
which reflected my feelings in relation to my daughter and our separation. The images
showed my daughter’s lack of interest in me and her nonchalance about leaving, which led
to my feeling dismissed and rejected. I felt I did not have choices. The square shape
behind each face in the first and third postcards suggests I was feeling boxed in, trying
awkwardly to fit into my daughter’s arrangements. This was an aspect of being a mother,
feeling boxed into the demands of children and parenting. I had had enough of trying to
fit into her arrangements. Despite this, I was also feeling distracted and uninterested
myself. My daughter and I had become pre-occupied with our own interests. She was
looking in a new direction which did not include me, looking away from me, having no
eye contact, no interest and no communication. The images and the key words show the
shift in the relationship between us, a shift that was inevitable but left me feeling alone,
lost, confused, searching and vulnerable. However there was also a new sense of freedom
with which I was not yet comfortable. I was trying to fit into this new feeling of liberty and
it felt awkward, foreign and selfish. The young women in the images seem to display an
emotional distance which might be the change and freedom I was beginning to
experience. The theme here was that of the difficulties of separating, seen in the key
words, looking away, trying to fit in and alone.
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§ thematic statement (Figure 5.5)
My daughter, now a young woman, was looking away, uninterested in me and preoccupied
with her own new beginnings. She had had enough of me. I’m not sure now where I fit in,
and I feel alone in my struggle to fit in, but I am also ready to shift away from being boxed
into the responsibilities of motherhood.
Table 5.1. Overview of clusters for mother-daughter separation.

Mother-daughter separation
Postcards
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Key words

Thematic statements

courage
hope
risk
no fear
separated
balance
patience
waiting
insecure
moving away
journey
following
freedom
alone
far away
small
holder
container

I follow my daughter and she
follows me. It takes courage
for me to be alone. I am
small and insecure in the
ocean and yet the boat is a
container that is taking me
far away on an exciting
journey. Separated and alone
I move away, taking risks,
waiting, being open, and
hoping to find balance,
courage and patience as I
separate from my daughter.

strong
determined
pride
women
mothers
holding
touching
hands
waiting
leaving

I am determined to leave, yet
I continue to look for my
daughter and wait for her
return. As her mother my
hands reach out to hold her,
however just to touch her is
enough. I stand with pride,
and close my eyes in order to
see my strength. I will leave
the past behind like shadows
in the distance.
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Mother-daughter separation
Postcards

Key words

Thematic statements

women
mother
daughter
love
warm
need her
wanting
will miss her
close
connected
the two of us
always together
never apart
secure
strong
caring relationship
understanding
respect
equal

We were more than mother
and daughter; we were close
to each other. We were two
women together, feeling
equal in our caring
relationship. We understood
each other’s strengths and
weaknesses. Our mutual love
and respect was deep and
rich. I must let her go.

young women
daughters
looking away
alone
trying to fit in
stuck
had enough

My daughter, now a young
woman, was looking away,
uninterested in me and
preoccupied with her own
new beginnings. She had
had enough of me. I’m not
sure now where I fit in, and I
feel alone in my struggle to
fit in, but I am also ready to
shift away from being boxed
into the responsibilities of
motherhood.

Summary of the theme of mother-daughter separation
Not surprisingly the key words and the postcard images with the mother-daughter
separation theme focus strongly on women. The postcards of the ocean are different,
reflecting a transient and drifting physical experience of separation whereas the other
images are all of women who express emotions and feelings. Of the 13 postcards chosen
for the four clusters, nine have women in them. The majority of them have grave
expressions. There is a sense of strength that emanates from these women with only a few
exceptions. The key words are alone, holding, waiting, women, mother, daughter and
strong. They refer to my struggles with remaining strong while I was separated from my
daughter. I was holding onto the past and waiting for her return. There were two groups
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of words that echo this tension; one was holding, touching, together and close and the
other was moving away, leaving, stuck and trying to fit in. Once again this refers to my
dilemma of wanting to hold onto the past and wanting to move forward in my life. There
were also pairs of opposite words such as together and far away. My postcard images
portrayed both my physical separation and my inner dilemma in being separated from
my daughter. I did not realize this struggle was so ingrained in me until now.
Thematic summary: mother-daughter separation
Several strong themes emerged from this postcard analysis concerning my experience of
mother-daughter separation. It is clear that I felt a deep fear of this experience and came to
understand it as challenging me to enter a new state of being for myself; one I was ready
for, but found a struggle; one requiring patience, waiting, courage, and yet one promising
balance, openness and strength. I also see the challenge to develop a new relationship to
my daughter, recognising the closeness of the past, acknowledging my ongoing yearning
for connection, but respecting her need to move away, letting her go.

Figure 5.6. Postcards chosen with dislocation focus.

170

Janine Brophy-Dixon

Dislocation focus
In the second stage of the analysis of the postcards to my daughter I was reflecting on the
theme of dislocation. This time I chose 28 postcards and I placed them in rows as shown
in Figure 5.6.
From these I chose four clusters of postcards, as shown in Figure 5.7, Figure 5.8,
Figure 5.9, and Figure 5.10. As previously, I have detailed the process in full only for the
first cluster of postcards, dislocation: cluster 1. The following three clusters have only the
final cluster of key words, the themes and the thematic statement. The full process for
these clusters is display in Appendix 5.1.
Dislocation: cluster 1

Figure 5.7. dislocation: cluster 1.

§ description
In the background of the first image there is a lake with a row of straight autumn toned
trees. The shadows of the trees in the water divide and separate the image in two. In the
foreground there is a steel grey cyclone fence, making diamond shapes across the
postcard.
The second image is of two hands reaching out to each other across five rows of
stretched barbed wire. The hand on the left is behind the wire while the other hand is in
front of the wire, the two hands are separated by the wire. In the centre of the image one
finger from each hand is just touching. Both hands and arms are naked and the shape of
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the hands and spread fingers indicate they are young hands. The pale blue background
suggests sky behind the fence.
The third image has two separate windows cut out of the postcard and passport photos
of me and my daughter have been placed behind each window. The photos are set back
from the windows which provide a shadow on the edge thus creating a sense of depth.
Our faces are somewhat obscured by the cross dividing the window into four panels.
§ key words from the three postcard images in Figure 5.7
When I focused on what I saw in the images, the following words arose; two people,
hands, stretching, reaching, touching, restraining, trying, preventing, barrier, fence,
trapped, holding, caged, protected, house, windows, looking out, restrained, boxed in,
locked, separated, distance, dislocated, apart, restricted, keep in, keep out, contained and
can’t reach.
§ clustering of key words(Figure 5.7)
I placed these 29 words into the following groups of words.
keep in
keep out
boxed in
barrier
fence
locked
caged
trapped
contained
restrained
restraining
restricted
protected
preventing

hands
can’t reach
reaching
stretching
trying
touching
holding

house
windows
looking out
distance

two people
separated
apart
dislocated

§ re-clustering the most significant key words (Figure 5.7)
A selection of the significant key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
separated
apart
dislocated
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§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.7
The three postcards chosen depict images of being locked in or locked out or restrained in
some way. They are quite daunting and confronting in their depiction of control and
captivity. In the first postcard the viewer is looking through the cyclone fence to the
peaceful scene behind. The fence is keeping the viewer out. It represents protection and
restraint.
The image in the second postcard symbolizes my reaching out to my daughter,
wanting to hold onto her and protect her but not being able to because she is now behind
a fence in another stage of her life, and separated from me.
In the third postcard the faces that look out from the separate windows are serious and
there is an uncomfortable presence about the image. The white crosses give the image a
religious undertone. In another respect the windows may suggest prison windows where
we are waiting to be released. Each one of these images suggests some form of
entrapment, guarding or protection. The cyclone fence, the barbed wire fence and the
windows are all manmade restraints.
The core themes here related to feelings of being dislocated, restricted and boxed in.
The key words and the postcard images show a new part of my life, one that separates my
daughter from me, and demonstrate my pain and anguish over this separation and
dislocation. There are barriers between us, a distance between us both physically and
emotionally, where there is no room for touching. We are in our own separate
environments, dislocated from our familiar environments. We are separated and not
connected, looking out to a new beginning. Once again this shows my struggles about
accepting our separation and dislocation. I was not comfortable with it, as part of me
wanted to hold her back, protect her, cage her and keep her close to me. I did not want to
let her go or let go of the part of my life that kept us together and touching. I was aware
that, although I was now looking for postcards that spoke of dislocation these images still
resonated also with the mother-daughter separation theme. The themes here were
separation, dislocation and protection.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.7)
I am feeling dislocated from my familiar environment and relationship and see that there
are new barriers. There are barriers between my daughter and me that hold us apart.
Separated we stand strong in our autonomy, not touching, just looking out though
separate windows.
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Dislocation: cluster 2

Figure 5.8. dislocation: cluster 2.

§ re-clustering key words from the three postcard images in Figure 5.8
The description, key words and first clustering of key words for the second subset of
postcards on the dislocation theme can be seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
separated
withdrawn
hiding

lonely
alone
hurting

waiting

holding

dislocated
not connected
not moving

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.8
These three images focus on a single woman. In the first postcard, the girl’s posture
suggests she is protecting herself or she is afraid or hurting. She looks withdrawn and
timid.
In the second postcard a woman coyly holds a golden egg – this egg may represent
such things as hanging onto youth, freedom, children, self esteem, goals, dreams, love or
the past. Whatever it is she is holding seems to be precious to her.
The third postcard is a picture of me waiting to hear from my daughter on the night
she departed Australia for Italy. I am sitting staring at a desk phone while a wall phone is
behind me and a wall clock strikes 11 o’clock. My face is expressionless; it is neither sad
nor happy, just waiting. I could not rest until I knew she had arrived safely. I was stuck in
a world of waiting, one that I had not experienced before, dislocated and unconnected. The
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patterned lines on the wall in the background may also represent the passing of time,
days, months and years.
All three female figures seem dislocated from their environments, the top two are
withdrawing while the bottom figure is waiting for a connection. The themes I can see
here are those of being separated and lonely and feeling uncomfortable and unfamiliar
with this isolation. Despite this there is also the theme of change. Once again it is about
holding on to the past and resisting moving forward. The three images reveal my struggles
in this dilemma, as I waiver between holding onto the past, and giving myself permission
to change and move forward in life. I am looking back into the past, and not yet
comfortable with or connected to the present. Although these clusters of postcards and
key words focus on a single dislocated figure in each image, they once again speak to me
about the mother-daughter separation theme. They indicate to me that my experience of
dislocation began with my daughter leaving, even before I travelled to a different country
myself.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.8)
I feel dislocated in my new environment, separated from my daughter and not prepared
for moving on. I am waiting and hurting, holding onto the past and unclear about the
future. Time passes and I am stuck, alone and lonely in my solitude, uncomfortable, and
not connected.
Dislocation: cluster 3

Figure 5.9. dislocation: cluster 3.

§ re-clustering key words from the four postcard images in Figure 5.9
The description, list of key words and the first clustering of key words can be seen in
Appendix 5.1.
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A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
free
floating
drifting
not connected

silent
quiet
peaceful

respect
courage

open

small

alone

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.9
This group of four images depicts various solitary forms in the sky. There is a floating
aspect to the images and an air of tranquillity.
Each image also includes the sky and has a sense of drifting or moving gently and
silently in the air. All four images have a peaceful and quiet ambiance, even though in
three of the images the colour red is prominent representing courage, excitement, freedom
and passion.
The key words and the images revealed my new freedom. I was drifting into a new
beginning, one that I was surprisingly familiar with and had enjoyed as a child. Although
I was dislocated I was content to drift and accept the dislocation. There was an element of
risk-taking in being free in the open space of the endless sky, but it seemed a creative, daydreaming environment with no restrictions or barriers. The sky was my limit. The
postcard images represented my feelings of freedom and my courage to break free,
portraying openness with endless possibilities. I was alone but there was peacefulness in
this vulnerable existence. The kite and the balloon are manmade objects designed to float
in the sky, and I have a respect for the air, the wind, the sky, the sun, the birds and the
natural elements. These images and key words were not negative in their depiction of
dislocation, but expressed a rejoicing in the new freedom I was experiencing. This set of
postcards no longer references the mother-daughter separation but focuses on my own
experience of freedom and a new life and environment.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.9)
Being dislocated and drifting from the familiar, earth bound environments offers me a
new freedom. I am small against the broad open sky and free to move forward. I am
floating silently above the world of order, accepting where the wind takes me. I do have
the courage and the strength to be alone, to be content and peaceful within myself and free
from restraints. I will respectfully allow the elements to guide me.
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Dislocation: cluster 4

Figure 5.10. dislocation: cluster 4.

§ re-clustering key words from the four postcard images in Figure 5.10
The descriptions, list of key words and the first clustering of key words for the final set of
postcards on the theme of dislocation can be seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
not moving
not fitting in
out of place

open space
so far away

separation of the self
dislocation

container

§ themes and associations from the four postcard images in Figure 5.10
The last grouping of four images, with the dislocation focus, is of collage images. They are
collaged in reverse, that is, the figures have been cut out of one image and placed in
another. The two images on the left are made up from a photo of me as a baby while the
two images on the right are of my daughter.
The top left hand image has an old fashioned black and white photograph of me as a
baby. I was told, by my mother, that this was the only baby photo taken of me. I cut out
and removed this baby and the arm that was holding the baby, leaving just the silhouette.
In the background of the photo there is a weatherboard house and an open door. Next to
the door, on one of the weatherboards there is a brass plaque with the words, ‘St Anne’s’
on it which was the name of my maternal grandmother’s home. The photo has been
placed over another photo. This pink blotchy photo making up the background is blurred.
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It is a photo of the skin on my burnt calf after I went horse riding on an extremely hot
day.
In the image on the lower left hand side is the baby placed in a red boat dangerously
floating in the ocean. In the background there is a large sea vessel with New York City
sitting inside it. Although the postcard was a collage cut from several images there is a
shadow in the ocean that could almost be the shadow of the baby in the boat. The baby’s
face looks tranquil. She is oblivious to the dangerous surroundings. An unknown arm is
holding the baby from the side, symbolizing support. This shows me (the baby) as an
adventurer, willing to take risks, unaware of the dangers, but still connected to, or
needing, an outside support. These images I believe reveal my readiness to take risks and
disconnect from my known world.
I used the same technique with the two images on the right. The top right hand image
is a photograph of my daughter when she was in grade six, in primary school. She is
sitting on a bench smiling, with her hands clasped between her knees. In the background
of the photo is the empty playground of the school she attended. I cut her out of the
photograph and placed a black piece of paper behind, which resulted in a black silhouette
of my daughter. The right hand lower postcard is a collage image showing my daughter
sitting in a tree. She has been cut out of the top image and placed, high in the fork of a
bare winter tree. The grey misty background tones give it an eerie appearance, yet my
daughter is looking content in her new, unreachable and somewhat dangerous
environment. She has moved from the foreground of the schoolyard playground to the
distant background of a huge tree, leaving me with just her shadow.
I was unprepared for the revelation when I put these images together because I did not
realize they were connected until after I placed them side by side. I was strongly drawn to
these images that revealed dislocation in a profound way. But I had made the four images
at different times over the many months my daughter and I were separated and I did not,
at first, see their common origins. The two figures had been cut out of the two original
photographs then placed in new environments. They are out of place and consequently
dislocated. It was exactly what my daughter and I had undertaken in placing ourselves in
foreign environments. These postcards represent a strong theme of physical and
emotional dislocation.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.10)
Removed from our previous contexts, my daughter and I leave spaces there. We can step
away, leaving just our shadows behind. In the new and far away environments we seem
dislocated, not contained, not fitting in, but free in the new open spaces.
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Table 5.2. Overview of clusters for dislocation.

Dislocation
Postcards

Key words

Thematic statements

separated
apart
dislocated
touching
boxed in
protected
barrier
looking out

I am feeling dislocated from
my familiar environment and
relationship and see that
there are new barriers. There
are barriers between my
daughter and me that hold
us apart. Separated we stand
strong in our autonomy, not
touching, just looking out
though separate windows.

separated
withdrawn
hiding
dislocated
not connected
not moving
lonely
alone
hurting
waiting
holding

I feel dislocated in my new
environment, separated from
my daughter and not
prepared for moving on. I am
waiting and hurting, holding
onto the past and unclear
about the future. Time
passes and I am stuck, alone
and lonely in my solitude,
uncomfortable, and not
connected.

free
floating
drifting
not connected
open
silent
quiet
peaceful
small
respect
courage
alone

Being dislocated and drifting
from the familiar earth
bound environments offers
me a new freedom. I am
small against the broad open
sky and free to move
forward. I am floating silently
above the world of order,
accepting where the wind
takes me. I do have the
courage and the strength to
be alone, to be content and
peaceful within myself and
free from restraints. I will
respectfully allow the
elements to guide me.
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Dislocation
Postcards

Key words

Thematic statements

not moving
not fitting in
out of place
open space
separation of the self
dislocation
open space
so far away
container

Removed from our previous
contexts, my daughter and I
leave spaces there. We can
step away, leaving just our
shadows behind. In the new
and far away environments
we seem dislocated, not
contained, not fitting in, but
free in the new open spaces.

Summary of the theme of dislocation
The 14 postcards reflecting the theme of dislocation give a presence to the environment.
Eight images have a single figure in them while the postcard that has two windows (Figure
5.7) is the only one with two figures. The background and the environment are dominant
in 10 of the images. There are only three postcards that have figures inside whilst the rest
depict the outside environment. There is a sense of restriction in some of the images,
however this is balanced by the images of flight and freedom. The key words here were
alone, dislocation and separation. Opposite pairs of words included peaceful and afraid:
moving and not moving. Key words with similar meanings included: not connected, not
fitting in, not moving, boxed in, container and withdrawn. Other words that had similar
meanings were free and peaceful and open and open space. In this dislocation focus the
theme of mother-daughter separation reappears which could signify I did not complete
my reflection on the first theme, or it could mean that in reflecting on dislocation I feel
mother-daughter separation. By being separated and alone I experience feeling dislocated,
a feeling that is restrictive and limiting for me. The environment that I seek is the one
where I am free and at peace in the open, illustrated by the images of the figures floating
in the sky. I was not comfortable in my dislocation and this is evident in the postcard
images and the key words, although I desperately sought freedom.
Thematic summary: dislocation
From the themes arising from this postcard analysis, it seems that my experience of
dislocation overlapped with my experiences of separation. I had a sense of being stuck,
boxed in, behind barriers, separated from my daughter and familiar environment, and
lonely, not yet comfortable or connected in my new environment. At the same time I
began to sense open spaces and a new freedom in the dislocation.
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Emergent themes
In my third and final selection from the postcards to my daughter I aimed to choose any
further postcards to which I was drawn. In this way any emergent themes could unfold.

Figure 5.11. Postcards chosen with emergent themes focus.

In this step I chose 11 postcards and placed them as seen in Figure 5.11, dividing them
into four groups that are represented in Figure 5.12, Figure 5.13, Figure 5.14, and Figure
5.15. Once again I described the images and drew key words which led to the
development of themes and associations, and the thematic statements. Again, I have
detailed the process in full for the first cluster of postcards emergent themes: cluster 1,
and the following three clusters have only the final cluster of key words, the themes and
the thematic statements. The full process is depicted in Appendix 5.1.
Emergent themes: cluster 1

Figure 5.12. emergent themes: cluster 1.

§ description
The image on the left has a small pink house drawn unevenly. It has a pale blue roof, two
windows, a door and a chimney. The house sits in the centre of a white circle that is
surrounded by bright pink lines which seem to radiate from the circle and frame the
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house. The lines have been drawn to give the effect of a pulsating movement, while the
house stands still and undisturbed. Perhaps the viewer is looking through an opening, for
example a key hole or a passage, to the little house in the distance. A pale blue tinge on the
inside of the pink circle softens the edge and gives a misty tranquillity to the image. The
house has no base line; it is suspended in the air, floating in the white space of the circle.
The image on the right is a simple bowl painted in tones of a beautiful rich blue. The
bowl is not resting on a surface but floating in the air fully unsupported. The light strikes
the centre of the bowl accentuating its simple shape. The outer corners of the postcard are
dark giving the impression the bowl itself is glowing. The whole image glorifies the bowl
that radiates light as if it has a spiritual context.
§ key words from the two postcard images in Figure 5.12
When I looked at the images and focused on what I saw in the images, the following
words arose; vulnerable, small, hold, holding, container, containing, home, homely, need,
needing, security, warmth, safe, safety, secure, strong, feelings, care, mother, peace,
soothing, nurturing, cup, bowl, circle, mandala, woman, life, wanting and wanting to go
home.
§ clustering of key words (Figure 5.12)
When these 30 key words were clustered together the following groups emerged:
home
homely
wanting to go home
wanting
secure
security
safety
safe
strong

hold
holding
container
containing
cup
bowl
circle
mandala
peace

small
vulnerable
need
needing
care
life

woman
mother
nurturing
soothing
warmth
feelings

§ re-clustering the most significant key words in Figure 5.12
A selection of the key words which seemed most significant were chosen and re-clustered
to form the following groups:
container
holding
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strong
secure
safe

woman
mother
nurturing

§ themes and associations from the two postcard images in Figure 5.12
The two postcards chosen depict images of a holding space, one with a bowl and one with
a house. Light is a strong presence and the images are minimal and simple giving a sense
of solidity and peacefulness.
This house in the first postcard was created by my second oldest son when he was five
years old. I superimposed his drawing onto the postcard because it retains an innocence
and quality that can only be captured in a child’s drawing. The white background adds to
this sense of innocence and naivety. This image honours the family home and exemplifies
the importance of home to me.
In the second postcard, the bowl invites the viewer to hold it, to wrap his or her hands
around the smooth surface and bring it forward so as to look inside and find the source of
light. This bowl is a container for me, a container that holds all my fears and trepidations.
I want to curl up inside the smooth round bowl and feel the care and warmth it offers.
The key words and the postcard images reflect my uncertainty and vulnerability when
I experienced homelessness in the past. They help me to understand why I have dreaded
going away from the emotional warmth and security of my home. Home was a means of
holding, containing and providing safety for me both physically and emotionally. Being
evicted and banished from home had a huge impact on me at different stages of my life, so
I have always considered the home to be of vital importance. The circles represent
containers and holders, a means of nurturing myself, a form of protection, comfort and
self-preservation. The circles in the images are also symbolic of the circle of life,
particularly its beginning in the mother’s womb, which is the first home we all experience.
I wonder if I yearn to return to the warmth of the womb. The bowl and small house look
fragile yet strong, delicate yet glowing with energy and life is held within the circle. The
main theme here was that of the home as a holder representing strength, nurturing and
security. The bowl is also a symbol of containing and holding my fears and emotions
which keeps me feeling strong, secure and safe. I understand now that this is not just an
external place, but a way of being in myself. This interpretation of home seems part of
what has enabled me to cope with separation from my daughter and my own dislocation.
Although this emerges here as a new theme it does connect to the research focus.
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§ thematic statement
I want to go home and feel the nurturing and security it gives me. However I am a strong
woman who has created a small secure place that I hold within me, and call home. I am not
vulnerable when the strong container safely and securely holds my worries and concerns
Emergent themes: cluster 2

Figure 5.13. emergent themes: cluster 2.

§ re-clustering key words from the two postcard images in Figure 5.13
The description, list of key words and the first clustering of key words can be seen in
Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
elements
nature
storm

strong
wild

hold

climb

waiting
space

bending over
backwards
unbalanced

§ themes and associations from the two postcard images in Figure 5.13
The first tree is mature and stationary. However the tree is unbalanced and could not
possibly hold the weight of the two large branches; it defies nature.
The second postcard, of the tree bending over backwards, is a simple image. However it
seems to hold a story. There is a mystery or wonderment about how the dog got on top of
the tree and why the animal is standing facing the wind.
The main focus here is on my wild self, the one that loves nature, the elements, risktaking and wide open space. As a child and adolescent I loved climbing trees and I often
sat for hours high in a tree reflecting on my problems and feeling separated and safe from
the world below. Once again the theme of waiting is present, symbolized by the heavy
stationary tree in one image and the dog standing still on the top of the tree in the second
image. This first solid tree is in contrast to the smaller tree in the second image which is
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bent over backwards by the wind. This contrast between the trees represents the pull
between waiting and wanting to move; inaction and action; staying or going, staying with
the familiar or going with the unfamiliar; no risk or risk. The sense of freedom and
excitement in the second image is a real depiction of my inner self. The storm in the
second image challenges the strength of the tree and the dog which remain strong in the
face of adversity. The dog is in a foreign environment, but it seems strong and content to
be there; it is showing no fear. Both trees are unbalanced and twisted, suggesting the twist
of events that result in change. Both trees are standing despite being unbalanced, they are
held strong by the earth. The roots of the trees are a symbol of family, and in this case
family strength. The themes here are that of being unbalanced and somewhat out of
control, and yet standing strong. I am aware that this emergent theme relates to the whole
process of this inquiry, including the research questions.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.13)
I want to climb the tree to feel the strong branches, knowing they will hold me. I will
stand, high up in the wild wind, waiting and watching, ready for the journey, the
exploration of mother-daughter separation and dislocation in New York. My family,
resembling the tree roots are holding me steadfast in difficult times. I am taking a risk, and
confronting the storms, wildly facing the unknown, ready to embrace what the elements
bring me. I am terrifyingly unbalanced, yet holding strong in my inquiry.
Emergent themes: cluster 3

Figure 5.14. emergent themes: cluster 3.
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§ re-clustering key words from the three postcard images in Figure 5.14
The description, list of key words and the first clustering of key words can be seen in
Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
children
daughter
son
grandson
love

waiting
watching
time passing
almost at the end

innocence
fragile

sad

§ themes and associations from the three postcard images in Figure 5.14
This group of three images depicts aspects of children and youth. The first image is a black
and white photograph of me with my oldest grandson. In the blue background is a copy of
one of his drawings. The three flowers in this drawing have happy faces and a single bird
flies above my grandson’s head. My love for him is so deep.
The second postcard is a close up photo of my daughter’s neck and part of the collar of
her school uniform. It is a simple image but tells a story about school life for girls. The
white skin of her pubescent neck represents innocence, purity and youthfulness which
contrasts with the rigidity of the patterns on her uniform. The photo was taken when my
daughter wore the uniform for the last time, forever discarding the patterns that
contained her for 6 years. She was almost at the end of her school days.
The third postcard is a child’s drawing of a boy holding onto a monkey bar. It is a
drawing my oldest son did when he was 5 years old. I kept the drawing for over 20 years,
treasuring its simple beauty. It captures the fragile and innocent life of children, by both
the style of the drawing and the small child hanging onto the monkey bar, almost at the
end. It also represents the passing of time and I am reminded of the unfolding of family
generations.
The themes developed from these postcard images and key words are of time and the
passage of time in relation to family and children. Three generations are present in the
postcards. As a mother I watched and witnessed my children grow and change and move
away. For me there was sadness in this passing of time. I was the onlooker as I watched
and waited for the changes as my grandson began school and my daughter was coming to
the end of her school days. She was entering her adult life which meant pushing me into
another stage of my own life. This emergent theme of the passage of time seems to suggest
that the experience of separation from my child, perhaps even the experience of
dislocation, may be natural and inevitable.

186

Janine Brophy-Dixon

§ thematic statement (Figure 5.14)
I see love. I see children, young and fragile in their innocence, moving almost to the end of
childhood. I see my son, my daughter and my grandson and I watch and wait. Time passes
and I too am almost at the end of another phase of life. I feel love. I feel a sadness as time
passes too quickly.
Emergent themes: cluster 4

Figure 5.15. emergent themes: cluster 4.

§ re-clustering key words from the four postcard images in Figure 5.15
This is the final clustering of postcards and key words concerning emergent themes in the
postcards to my daughter. The descriptions, list of key words and the first clustering of
key words can be seen in Appendix 5.1.
A selection of the clustered key words were chosen and re-clustered to form the
following groups:
resting
calm
still
at peace
balanced

separate
not complete
different
lost

leaving
moving on
change
free

holding
protecting

fear
risk taking

inner child

home

alone

§ themes and associations from the four postcard images in Figure 5.15
Of this group of images of faces, two images of women with their eyes closed reveal to me
the themes of peace, and acceptance of the closure of one passage of my life and the
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beginning of another new passage of time. The words drifting, change, balance, moving on
and free also refer to this new beginning. These images could represent sleep as well,
which can signify the passing from one state to another.
The innocent child’s face in the centre postcard could be that of my daughter standing
between my two selves. Alternatively perhaps the two women represent me protecting my
inner child. The child shows innocence and fragility like the inner child forever present
within me. The child seeks comfort, security reassurance and nurturing. I see myself as
the woman who struggles with this inner child who is awkwardly positioned within me.
The child does not have her face or neck outlined and I am reminded of the story my
mother told me of the umbilical cord that was wrapped around my neck, strangling me
and preventing my birth. Once the cord was cut I was born, small and fragile. As a result
of this complicated birth my mother suffered terrible post birth pain and difficulties, that
left us separated as my mother remained in hospital and I went home to be cared for by
her mother. Consequently my grandmother, whom I love deeply, often felt more like my
mother than my mother did. Perhaps, therefore the two images of women each side of the
postcard of the child’s face are that of my mother and my grandmother, holding,
protecting and mothering me, the unfinished child in the centre.
The postcard at the top has only part of a girl’s face showing, revealing perhaps my
adolescent self, the 16 year old girl who experienced a near fatal car accident that resulted
in head and facial injuries, leaving me in hospital for 3 months in severe pain, alone and
separated from my mother, my grandmother and my family. For some time after the
accident, I felt insecure, vulnerable, fragile, and different, and my self esteem was
damaged. When I returned from hospital, I was thin and withdrawn and I can’t
remember my family ever talking about my car accident.
§ thematic statement (Figure 5.15)
The images remind me that I was separated from my mother at birth and after my car
accident as an adolescent. This helps to explain my fear of separation, my risk taking
behaviour and my feelings of being different and not complete. The images reveal my early
feelings of being lost, alone and fearful. However now I feel a change, I am at peace,
balanced, leaving behind my fears, moving on freely into a new phase of life and into a new
environment while feeling at home within myself. The images speak about a part of me
that is forever holding still and protecting my inner child.
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Table 5.3. Overview of clusters for emergent themes.

Emergent themes
Postcards

Key words

Thematic statements

container
holding
care
warmth
strong
secure
safe
small
vulnerable
home
wanting to go home
woman
mother
nurturing

I want to go home and feel the
nurturing and security it gives
me. However I am a strong
woman who has created a small
secure place that I hold within
me, and call home. I am not
vulnerable when the strong
container safely and securely
holds my worries and concerns.

elements
nature
storm
bending over
backwards
unbalance
strong
wild
waiting
space
hold
climb

I want to climb the tree to feel
the strong branches, knowing
they will hold me. I will stand,
high up in the wild wind,
waiting and watching, ready for
the journey, the exploration of
mother-daughter separation
and dislocation in New York. My
family, resembling the tree
roots are holding me steadfast
in difficult times. I am taking a
risk and confronting the storms,
wildly facing the unknown,
ready to embrace what the
elements bring me. I am
terrifyingly unbalanced, yet
holding strong in my inquiry.

children
daughter
son
grandson
love
innocence
fragile
waiting
watching
time passing
almost at the end
sad

I see love. I see children, young
and fragile in their innocence,
moving almost to the end of
childhood. I see my son, my
daughter and my grandson and I
watch and wait. Time passes
and I too am almost at the end
of another phase of life. I feel
love. I feel a sadness as time
passes too quickly.
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Emergent themes
Postcards

Key words

Thematic statements

Resting
calm
still
at peace
balanced
holding
protecting
home
separate
not complete
different
lost
fear
risk taking
alone
leaving
moving on
change
free
inner child

The images remind me that I
was separated from my mother
at birth and after my car
accident as an adolescent. This
helps to explain my fear of
separation, my risk taking
behaviour and my feelings of
being different and not
complete. The images reveal my
early feelings of being lost,
alone and fearful. However now
I feel a change, I am at peace,
balanced, leaving behind my
fears, moving on freely into a
new phase of life; into a new
environment and feeling at
home within myself. The images
speak about a part of me that is
forever holding still and
protecting my inner child.

Summary of the focus of emergent themes
When I reflected on emergent themes 11 postcards were chosen. Children are represented
in six of the images. The two drawings of the trees are the only ones of the natural
environment. The key words here were home, strong, holding, waiting. Sets of words with
similar meanings were: protecting, nurturing and love; and vulnerable, small and fragile.
Opposite pairs of words were calm and wild and risk taking and safe. The emergent
themes took me back to my wild and risk taking childhood, where I was small, vulnerable
and fragile. The process returned me to my difficult birth, my adolescent car accident, my
son’s preschool drawing, my daughter’s school days and my close connection to my
grandson. The final images are of me as a woman, accepting, calm, balanced, strong and
at peace with myself.
There were four emergent themes; one was my wild, adventurous, risk taking self, seen
in both my past and present life experiences, including going alone to New York. The
second was my womanly and motherly need and yearning to hold, protect, contain and
nurture. The third was my experiences of witnessing my children’s growth and stages of
development and the final one was the disclosure and acceptance of my separation
anxiety. This final revelation about my separation anxiety was not something I had
anticipated finding in this inquiry. However the postcards starkly exposed this reality to
me. It was an obvious message that I had not reflected on or accepted until the postcards
spoke to me in such a way that I could not ignore their meaning.
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This final grouping of images and clustering of key words seems to hold a mixture of
emergent themes and themes that have already been raised. My feelings of being alone,
holding onto the past, feeling lost, different and fearful are all themes already discussed.
The theme of home was again evident, here home as a container or holder. The theme of
holding could speak about my wanting to hold the family together or wanting to hold
myself together.
I now feel at peace with myself as a mature woman with my most active work as a
mother completed, although mothering is never totally over. Peace and a sense of freedom
are core emergent themes. There are also themes of separation, change, difference and
protection which were significant in my past life.
Thematic summary: emergent themes
These are the themes emerging from the postcard analysis that were not sought out in
answer to the research questions, but took me by surprise. They surfaced past trauma and
raised existential issues, but seemed to promise too a new inner strength to face the
challenges of this inquiry, and of life itself.

Summary of themes from this analysis of the postcards to my daughter
This chapter has presented the analysis of 12 groups of postcards, four focused on the
research inquiry into my experiences of mother-daughter separation, four on the inquiry
into my experiences of dislocation and four on emergent themes. Thematic analysis drew
themes from the postcard images and the key words. Table 5.4 lists the postcard images
and the key words in a single chart for convenient reference. The words most repeated in
all the clusters and the whole group of 44 postcards were waiting, alone, holding and
separated which are set in boldface in Table 5.4. Other repeated words were women,
strong, dislocated and not moving, daughter, touching, fear, mother, balancing, open, home
and looking which are in italics in Table 5.4. I noticed that the strongest and most
repeated themes are the existential ones and the next set is more related to role and
circumstances.
Having completed these clusterings I noticed certain elements of melancholy and
isolation within the postcard images. There was a sense of fear and of being alone or
maybe a fear of being alone. This might represent the feelings I experienced at the time of
making the postcards or perhaps these feelings were an implicit part of my inner make up.
Although I felt content making art in an isolated environment that was also extremely
inspirational, my diary and art work reveal certain reflections of sadness, fear and
loneliness. The repetition of images of home and of single figures looking lonely seems to
mirror separation and dislocation. However feelings of strength and freedom were also
apparent in both the postcard images and the key words as I embraced creativity, change
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and moving forward to a new life. It seems that my experiences of separation and
dislocation were more profound than I originally believed.
Table 5.4. Chart of postcard images and key words.

Postcards

Key words
Mother-daughter separation
courage
hope
risk
no fear
separated
balance
patience
waiting
insecure

moving away
journey
following
freedom
alone
far away
small
holder
container

strong
determined
pride
women
mothers

holding
touching
hands
waiting
leaving

women
mother
daughter
love
warm
need her
wanting
will miss her
close
connected

the two of us always
together
never apart
secure
strong
caring relationship
understanding respect
equal

young women
daughters
looking away
alone

trying to fit in
stuck
had enough

Dislocation
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Postcards

Key words
separated
apart
dislocated
touching
boxed in
protected
barrier
looking out

separated
withdrawn
hiding
dislocated
not connected
not moving
lonely
alone

hurting
waiting
holding

free
floating
drifting
not connected
open
silent
quiet
peaceful
small
respect
courage
alone
not moving
not fitting in
out of place
separation of the self
dislocation
open space
so far away container
Emergent themes
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Postcards

Key words
container
holding
care
warmth
strong
secure
safe

small
vulnerable
home
wanting to go -home
woman
mother
nurturing

elements
nature
storm
bending over -backwards
unbalance
strong

wild
waiting
space
hold
climb

children
daughter
son
grandson
love
innocence
fragile
waiting
watching
time passing
almost at the end
sad
resting
calm
still
at peace
balanced
holding
protecting
home
separate
not complete

different
lost
fear
risk taking
alone
leaving
moving on
change
free
inner child

Conclusion: inquiry Phase One, mother-daughter separation and
dislocation
This phase of the inquiry has presented and analysed both the autoethnographic
narratives based on the diary I wrote during the time I was living in New York and the
postcard images I created and sent to my daughter. The methods of analysis used can
appear formal and mechanical with their routine techniques. However I was impressed by
the power of the methods and the process was significantly confronting for me. It was
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emotionally draining, particularly the final grouping of images and words that revealed
my previous experiences of separation. I had not remembered these or considered them
relevant until the images spoke to me in such a way I could not avoid them. This will be
further discussed in chapter nine. I did notice too that several of the clusters around the
theme of dislocation still applied to the mother-daughter separation theme and this will be
discussed in full in chapter nine as well, alongside further discussion of the process and
the findings.
In chapter four the diary provided material for four short stories exploring my
experiences of living alone in a foreign country while making art each day. The stories
have been analysed by referring back to the research focus of mother-daughter separation
and dislocation and finally by looking for the emergent themes. The stories were repeatedly
read with a different focus to establish the themes which were outlined in chapter four
and will be discussed in chapter nine.
The second part of Phase One, in this chapter focused only on the postcards I made
and sent to my daughter. Themes were derived from the analytical process of clustering
the images and collating key words I expressed as a response to the postcard clusters.
The overall themes are those of waiting for change, the importance of home as a
sanctuary and a place of security, trying to fit into a world where I have felt different and
finally the theme of freedom and strength and the space to experience this. The focus on
the daughter is quite clear both on myself as a daughter and myself as a mother to my
daughter. There is an emphasis on the role of women and children and the value I place
on family
The dominant themes of waiting, feeling alone and holding relate to mother-daughter
separation and dislocation. They suggest that as a mother, I was waiting for my young
daughter to return, I was feeling somewhat alone in my dislocation and my new
environment (New York). I was holding onto past memories as a means of feeling less
dislocated and separate from my daughter and perhaps learning to ‘hold’ myself
differently, using art-making to assist this.
This completes Phase One of the inquiry into my experiences of mother-daughter
separation and dislocation. The following chapter introduces the second part of the
research, Phase Two of the inquiry which became an experience of mother-daughter
reconnection.
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Inquiry phase two :
Mother-daughter
reconnection
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Chapter six • Methodology & methods
Introduction
This chapter introduces Phase Two of the research, which is a co-operative art-based
inquiry undertaken by my mother and myself as co-researchers. This new phase of the
inquiry emerged because my mother took on an active research role. Her participation in
the research was originally planned to involve only receiving the postcards. However, she
voluntarily maintained a journal of her responses to the postcards during my absence and
then on my return, she requested meeting with me regularly over a period of time to
reflect on the postcards and her journal. The meetings were therefore set up as a new
phase of co-operative inquiry in this research project. This chapter clarifies why and how
the research altered and the events that led to the decision to include this series of
meetings between my mother and myself. The ethical implications of my mother
becoming a participant in the research are also discussed.
Most of the previous methodology for Phase One, described in chapter three, was
designed prior to my departure from Australia. Because of the shifts in this emergent
inquiry, the original methodology has become Phase One of this inquiry. This chapter
presents the methodologies drawn on for Phase Two of the inquiry, in particular
participatory action research (PAR) (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Stringer, 1996; Whyte,
1991), co-operative inquiry (Heron, 1996; Heron & Reason, 2008), and narrative
approaches to research (Ellis, 2007, 2008; Gubrium & Holstein, 2008; Hollway &
Jefferson, 2000).
The chapter concludes by specifying the analytical methods used in the three cycles of
co-operative inquiry exploring my experience (and finally, our experience) reported in
chapters seven and eight. The first cycle involved meetings between my mother and
myself over five months and details of these meetings are outlined along with a discussion
of the forms of analysis used in all three cycles of inquiry.

A new phase of the inquiry
On my return to Australia from New York I discovered that my mother had chosen to
keep a written journal of her responses to each of the 176 postcards I sent to her. Each day
she wrote a brief reflective response to the postcards and this diary will be referred to here
as ‘my mother’s journal.’ The ritual of receiving the postcards in the mail, then opening
each parcel and placing the week’s postcards in a row on a table was a significant part of
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the process for my mother. The second stage for my mother was her reflection on the
postcard images and then, a third stage was her journal writing. At the same time
postcards were being created daily by me in another time, country and space. Both of us
were experiencing and reflecting on the postcards in different ways. ‘Art is an expression
of time and place, of experience, perception, and existence’ (Higgs, 2008, p.545–546). The
two creations, the postcards and the journal are separate entities but the postcards led to
my mother’s journal writings. Without the postcards my mother almost certainly would
not have kept such a journal.

Daughter creates
handmade postcards

Daughter sends
postcards to mother

Mother receives
postcards from
daughter

Mother responds to
postcards by journal
writing

Illustration 6.1. Mother and daughter: the postcard process.

When I returned to Australia, my mother suggested I go through her journal and the
postcards with her. This appeared to be of great importance to her as she raised it with me
several times during the weeks following my return. With my supervisor’s encouragement
and support I embraced my mother’s suggestion. This was not a planned part of the
research inquiry; it was an unexpected addition. ‘Serendipity plays a key role in the
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inquiry process much as it does in life’ (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p.61). It was important to
us to undertake this process as soon as possible while our experiences with the postcards
and the corresponding journal remained relatively current. Thus the passage of the
postcards took on four steps, that is, they were created, sent, received and responded to as
detailed in Illustration 6.1.
By introducing the meetings I hoped that new knowledge could be generated, and a
creative method found for integrating findings from both the postcards and my mother’s
journal. This in turn enabled the research inquiry to unfold in an unplanned manner
seeking ‘...to let the research reveal itself; finding its own form’ (van Halen-Faber &
Diamond, 2008, p.581).
Ethics approval was necessary to include my mother as a co-researcher in my research.
The dilemma with this co-operative research was that this participant was my mother and
therefore she would not remain anonymous. This resonated with Ellis’ (2007) questions
about involving intimate others in research: ‘How do we honour our relational
responsibilities yet present our lives in a complex and truthful way for readers?’ (p.14),
and ‘...what should we tell and what should we keep secret?’ (p.6). This was one of my
initial fears, that the process may change or hinder my relationship with my mother. Ellis
(2007) wrote about her mother in her narrative research and described the struggles she
experienced. ‘My biggest fears in writing about my mother while she was alive included
hurting her and the changing relational dynamics that might result’ (p.18). I also had to
be mindful of other family members. Although they would not be named in the research,
they would have an intrinsic presence because of their relationship with both of us. One of
the risks was that: ‘Relationships may change in the course of research’ (Ellis, 2007, p.23).
Before my mother and I began the process, neither of us knew what possible healing the
research might bring to us or what damage, if any, it might cause. Ellis (2007) reminded
researchers that when working with intimate others situations will arise that, ‘...will make
their heads spin and their hearts ache. [and] ... they should make ethical decisions in
research the way they make them in their personal lives. [and] ... that self revelations
always involve revelations about others’ (p.23–25).
The Faculty of Health Sciences, Human Ethics Committee (FHEC) at La Trobe
University approved the addition of my mother as a participant in the research in
November 2007. The inclusion of a written agreement from a professional support person
for my mother was part of this application. My mother chose her local general
practitioner who agreed to sign the appropriate documents. His role in this situation was
to offer support if my mother needed to discuss any issues that may arise as a result of her
participation in the research and to act as a spokesperson for my mother if
communication between us broke down or she needed to cease working with me. It was
clear to my mother that she could (for any reason) cease the meetings and retrieve any
information revealed or shared.
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An emergent methodology
It might be argued that much social science research is in practice emergent. Approaches
to a developing research question are often revisited throughout the research (Ellis, 2007;
Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006, 2008). Thus while methodology must be established in the
initial stages, it can still be re-considered as a research inquiry unfolds. As this inquiry has
an explicit allegiance to an emergent methodology, it could be anticipated that different
methodologies would emerge as the research moved through the stages of inquiry. As
discussed in chapter three this inquiry may also be referred to as a methodological
bricolage where several methodologies are utilized in the one inquiry (Kincheloe, 2005;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). It is suggested by Denzin and Lincoln (2008) that if: ‘The
qualitative researcher as bricoleur ... needs to invent, or piece together, new tools or
techniques, he or she will do so. Choices regarding which interpretive practice to employ
are not necessarily made in advance’ (p.5).
Changes in such research inquiries can often be spontaneous moves in unplanned
directions as new material or knowledge emerges. These changes are generally welcome
occurrences that can create fresh and exciting findings. As Silverman (2004) suggests,
‘...our original research problem may ... change. And ... this need not be a problem
because we can then go on to discover new, perhaps even ‘deeper’ things’ (p.324). Ellis
(2008) reminded researchers, ‘...how can we know what we are researching until we
research it?’
Table 6.1. Methodologies (participatory action research).

Mother-daughter separation and dislocation
Methodology

Method

Epistemology
(Theory of knowledge)

Arts-based

Experiential
Art making

Presentational knowing
Knowing through images

Heuristic

Lived experience
Mother-daughter separation and
dislocation

Experiential knowing
Presentational knowing
Knowing through reflection on experience

Autoethnographic

Diary stories
Narrative

Presentational knowing
Reflexive knowing
Knowing through words

Participatory
Action Research
(PAR)

Co-operative
Colaborative

Experiential knowing
Presentational knowing
Reflexive knowing
Knowledge of other
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I understood that since this entire inquiry was cast as an emergent methodology, there
needed to be an openness to new methods emerging as the inquiry progressed. What
these new methods would be was not known during Phase One. With my mother’s
request, the research inquiry which commenced with the creation of the postcards now
had to encompass new research tools, and I looked for those which, ‘...have enormous
potential for exploring concrete social experiences in a humanistic fashion’ (Plummer,
2004, p.288).

Participatory action research
When my mother became an active participant in the second stage of the research
inquiry, it meant that this component of the research might be viewed as participatory
action research (PAR). This approach to research involves inviting a person or persons
besides the researcher(s) to participate actively in the inquiry. However the term
‘participatory action research’ is a blanket term for a range of approaches. As Kemmis and
McTaggot (2000) summarize: ‘Participatory action research is a contested concept applied
to a variety of research approaches employed in a diversity of fields and settings’ (p.567).
Participatory action research is used in many different areas: education, industry,
anthropology and social sciences has raised its profile and acceptability in research
(Kemmis & McTaggot, 2000; Stringer, 1996; Whyte, 1991). Kemmis and McTaggot (2000)
claim that, ‘...the debate about whether participatory action research is or should be
regarded as research (or “good research”) will continue, and will continue to strengthen
participatory action research in theory and in practice’ (p.595). They also believe that,
‘...participatory action research will continue to thrive because of its commitment to
making a difference’ (p.595). Indeed participatory action research is an approach that has
been utilized extensively in art-based research and, ‘...has a deep tradition of using art and
media tools as ways to engage people directly, drawing them into the process’ (Barndt,
2008, p.356).
A significant attraction for researchers in this field has been the possibility of
removing the researcher/participant hierarchy. Holloway (1997) points out that the term
‘participant’ however may also ‘...be misleading as the researcher too is a participant’
(p.115). The researcher is a participant in his or her own inquiry. Thus both my mother
and I became collaborative participants; equal in the research relationship (Holloway,
1997; Oakley, 2004). In participatory action research, Oakley (2004) believes, ‘...results are
best achieved when the relationship is ... non-hierarchical and when the interviewer is
prepared to invest his or her own personal identity in the relationship’ (p.263). This
aspect of an equal relationship may be questioned as it is common practice for
participatory action researchers to keep their research participants anonymous. Once the
participant’s identity is removed it could be argued that this then is hierarchical as the
researcher is not anonymous. The researcher is responsible for the report and is named as
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the author of the research. One of the differences between this research and many other
participatory research inquiries is that my mother could not remain anonymous.
Obviously her identity, like mine, as the author of the research would be known to
readers. Perhaps it could be argued then that our research relationship was on a more
equal basis than other participatory inquiries where participants remain anonymous. It
was a privilege and an honour for my mother to agree to work alongside me in such a
challenging journey, one that was not always easy and in fact was at times quite
confronting. As Kemmis and McTaggot (2000) note, participatory action research has a
commitment to the ‘...needs and opinions of ordinary people’ (p.568) and consequently
this aids in ‘...bringing people together to learn from each other’ (p.570). This research
method brought mother and daughter together as equals and as a result ‘...admits others
into their lives’ (Oakley, 2004, p.266). By following a process of reflecting on the postcards
and my mother’s reflective journal we would become closely engaged in each other’s past
and present experiences. We would share feelings, hopes and lost opportunities. We
would learn from, and about each other. Participating together in the inquiry meant
‘...learning to trust the wisdom of the unknown other’ (Reason, 1994, p.56)
By participating in this process my mother and I would have conversations directed by
the postcard images; conversations that probably would not have taken place without the
postcards. My experience of this process would lead to a change in my views and my
perspective on life. Participatory action researchers are committed to engaging with this
possibility of change. One of the aims of participatory action research is that by
participating actively in the research inquiry participants may change (Brophy, 2001;
Kemmis & McTaggot, 2000; Whyte, 1991). These changes can be expected or unexpected;
there are no hypotheses. Whyte (1991) suggests that the validity of participatory research
‘...is likely to depend more on what I call “creative surprises” – new ideas that arise
unexpectedly’ (p.97). Kemmis and McTaggot (2000) explain how participatory action
research is recursive, reflexive and dialectical and consequently ‘...engages people in
examining their knowledge (understandings, skills, and values) and interpretive categories
(the way they interpret themselves and their actions in the social and material world)’
(p.597). They add that this method of research ‘...is a process of learning, with others, by
doing – changing the ways we interact in a shared social world in which, for better or for
worse, we live with the consequences of our own and one another’s actions’ (p.598). This
of course requires the researcher to give up many aspects of control over the project,
including complete control over the methodology.
Participatory action research therefore claims to offer participants an opportunity for
change and empowerment (Kemmis & McTaggot, 2000; Whyte, 1991). Brophy (2001)
explains in detail the value of participatory action research and argues that if research is
sincerely participatory, interventionist and action orientated, ‘...the experience has a high
likelihood of creating change during or after the process on the individuals involved and
others they come into contact with’ (p.67). Further to this he adds: ‘Perhaps then this
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type of research has higher probability of effecting change, even if only for the individuals
involved in the research, which is after all the purpose of action research, to emancipate
and empower the ... research participants’ (p.67). Prosser and Burke (2008) also support
this view, stating that: ‘An aim of emancipatory and participatory research is to reduce
discrimination, marginalization, and inequality and increase empowerment’ (p.417). The
change(s) participants of participatory action research may experience can have a domino
effect and subsequently influence others who come into contact with them.

A co-operative inquiry
Although participatory action research offers some methodological guidelines for Phase
Two of this enquiry, one form of participatory action research, co-operative inquiry,
seems particularly relevant, because: ‘Co-operative inquiry is research that is essentially
phenomenological and focuses on the search for meaning in experiences’ (Holloway,
1997, p.38).
Whereas participatory action research often involves a small group of underprivileged
participants with similar interests or aims who are generally randomly selected by the
researcher to participate in a group process, this inquiry was somewhat different in that
there was only one participant and she was an intimate other to myself. Whereas
participatory action research focuses on change and empowerment, co-operative inquiry
focuses on cycles of processing, and my mother and I underwent a reflective process
together which was more like a co-operative inquiry (Heron, 1996; Holloway, 1997;
Reason, 1988).
The two authors Heron and Reason have written extensively over many years on the
process, benefits and challenges of co-operative inquiry. Co-operative inquiry as Heron
(1996) explains is unlike participatory action research as it utilizes, ‘...cycles of reflection
and action’ (p.8). He summarizes co-operative inquiry as a form of research that:
...involves two or more people researching a topic through their own
experiences of it, using a series of cycles in which they move between this
experience and reflecting together on it ... Each person is co-subject in the
experience phases and co-researchers in the reflections stages. (p.1)
Thus co-operative inquiry requires that both researcher and participants negotiate the
design and that both participate in the processes of the research. Here, my mother and
myself together agreed to process the postcards and the journal, both negotiating the
process, and both participating in it, which was a co-operative approach.
Reason (1988) used the term ‘co-operative experiential inquiry’ which specifically
relates to the experiential and art-based nature of the present research. He explains, ‘...cooperative experiential inquiry [was] research that was with and for people rather than on
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people’ (p.2). In Phase Two, my research has cycles of reflection that involve both my
mother and myself; ‘...the essence of co-operative experiential inquiry is an aware and
self-critical movement between experience and reflection which goes through several
cycles’ (Reason, 1988, p.6).
Heron (1996) reiterates the importance of reciprocal relations between research
participants, ‘Autonomy and co-operation are necessary and mutually enhancing values
of human life. Hence experiential research involved a co-equal relation between two
people, revising the roles of facilitator and agent, or combining them at the same time’
(p.3). Autonomy and the freedom to make decisions relating to our wellbeing are
important elements of our existence. In this research inquiry it was central to uphold this
belief. People have a basic right to participate in decisions and to retain their autonomy
about issues that directly relate to them. Being sensitive and open to others is a core part
of co-operative inquiry. ‘In inquiry as in life, the basic call is to act intelligently,
sympathetically, and creatively together to enhance the quality of our relationships with
each other and our world’ (Heron & Reason, 2008, p.378).

Narrative research
One of the aspects of a co-operative experiential inquiry is to allow elements of
storytelling to emerge. The postcards did just this, they triggered storytelling. The
postcards provided the frame and the research continued to be an art-based inquiry, both
because it uses these visual materials to evoke, frame and contain issues that arise and
because the stories themselves are a form of presentational knowing. Artists often express
their views and values through the creative use of mediums. They ‘...use language, and
non-linguistic forms of expression to symbolize their vision of the primary meaning of
their world’ (Heron, 1996, p.182). In this research inquiry both the postcards and the
stories,
...offer us manifold visions of the inherent significance of living and
perceiving our realities. These kinds of presentational knowing give the ...
artist...both disengagement from their lived experience that they can then
enter into deeper participation with it and the inner freedom to wield their
forms of expression with revelatory effect. (Heron, 1996, p.182)
Storytelling emerged spontaneously as my mother and I reflected on the postcards and
the journal. As Behar (2008) insists, ‘...we must never stop trying to tell stories of who we
think we are ... we must never stop wanting to listen to each other’s stories’ (p.542).
Storytelling thus became a significant and welcome part of the research inquiry. ‘As
human beings we learn a great deal from re-telling stories, creating new meanings and
deepening existing ones’ (Etherington, 2004, p.55). We felt that it would be relevant and
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important to allow stories to emerge from the postcard images and to express our feelings
through the images. We valued the significance of storytelling in the research inquiry. I
understood that the narrative approach might also mean that there could be surprises and
confrontation with the issues that might unfold. As it happened we gratefully lost any
control over the direction of the storytelling. Our dialogue over the postcard images and
the journal writings would be undirected and spontaneous. It would be an experience of
time as ‘we had time to, we took time for, we lost time’ (Richardson, 1990, p.22). The
storytelling would be intermittently interwoven into the process of reflecting on the
postcard images and thus would become a significant aspect of the research inquiry.
Narrative research has evolved as a research genre in itself. However it can also be seen
as an additional form of art-based research. Cole and Knowles (2008) wrote about the
relationship between research and visual art, literary prose and poetry, and ‘...the
possibilities inherent in infusing processes and representational forms of arts into social
sciences’ (p.58). They encouraged the use of the arts ‘...as alternative approaches to
knowledge representation and advancement’ (p.58). The introduction of a narrative
approach (my mother’s journal and our story telling) occurred spontaneously and
developed naturally without difficulty. It seemed as if the process itself was instigated and
coached by the postcard images. The postcards often evoked storytelling by conjuring up
my mother’s past memories. The images acted as an ‘...aide-memoire’ (Prosser & Burke,
2008, p.410). It was anticipated that by integrating a narrative approach, stories would
emerge and would be told and re-told with empathy and understanding and accordingly,
‘...in the narrative approach the agenda is open to development and change; depending on
the narrator’s experiences’ (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p.31).
The meetings my mother and I arranged would not be conducted as interviews as
such, because there would be no direct questions or gathering of specific information
since the ‘...question-and-answer method of interviewing has a tendency to suppress
respondents’ stories’ (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p.31). However the meetings would not
be simply unstructured conversations either, because the dialogue would be driven by the
postcards and the journal which became tools for reflecting and ‘...documents of life’
(Plummer, 2004, p.282).

Method: Meetings in the first cycle of co-operative inquiry
This section outlines the method by which the postcards were analysed co-operatively
over a five month first cycle of our enquiry. It gives the details of the collaborative
meetings, including the venue(s), times, format and process of the meetings, the
transcripts and the records kept.
It should be noted that these methods were not determined in advance, but in keeping
with the art-based and co-operative nature of this inquiry, they evolved from the process.
We found it was true that; ‘A researcher using arts-informed methodology follows a more
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natural process of engagement relying on commonsense decision making, intuition, and a
general responsiveness to the natural flow of events and experiences’ (Cole & Knowles,
2008, p.61).
Co-researcher
My mother, aged 81, was the other co-researcher in this inquiry (alongside the
researcher). She was born in 1924, grew up in Melbourne, married in 1947 and raised
nine children. Presently my parents live together and independently in a unit in an
eastern suburb of Melbourne. They now enjoy visits from the family, including their 22
grandchildren and two great grandchildren. Their oldest child, a daughter died in
November 1997. My mother has given consent for this information to be included here.
Venue
My mother and I agreed to meet regularly to reflect upon and converse about the
postcards and her journal, and these get togethers will be referred to in this research as the
‘meetings.’ After a discussion of possible venues for these meetings and recognising my
mother’s wish to attend university, we decided to reserve a room on the ground floor at
La Trobe University’s Bundoora Campus. This room had a large conference table and
comfortable chairs with hot water available for tea and coffee. My mother had some
mobility problems and she often sought the aid of a walking stick so this also needed to be
considered when choosing a venue.
Dates and times
The first meeting took place at the university on a Tuesday in December 2007 in the
afternoon. At this meeting we decided to meet weekly until we had viewed, reflected upon
and verbally responded to all the postcards in sequence alongside my mother’s
corresponding journal writings. We agreed to meet for no longer than two hours at any
one time. At this stage we had no notion of how long the process would take and how
many meetings would follow.
The only weeks the meetings did not occur were due to Christmas, New Year and
Easter. Otherwise the meetings continued without interruption every Tuesday for five
months usually at one o’clock in the afternoon, from December 2007 to the end of April
2008. These weekly meetings took place mainly at the university although intermittently
they took place at my mother’s home when she was too unwell to travel. Details of the
meeting dates, times, venues and the number of postcards processed at each meeting are
attached as Appendix 6.1.
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Daughter creates
handmade postcards

Daughter sends
postcards to mother

Mother receives
postcards from
daughter

Mother responds to
postcards by journal
writing

Mother and daughter
meet weekly to
process the
postcards and the
journal writing

Illustration 6.2. Mother and daughter: processing of the postcards.

Format and process of meetings
My mother and I briefly discussed the way in which we would go through the postcards
and the journal, and decided to allow the process to unfold without too much planning.
Our approach to reflecting on the postcards and the journal was a spontaneous one,
without restraint, an approach which subsequently generated much dialogue.
Each Tuesday my father drove my mother to La Trobe University. After dropping her
off he went back home. I drove my mother home after each meeting. My mother brought
her journal to the meetings along with a light lunch for both of us. I brought the tape
209

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

recorder, the audio tapes, and the two photograph boxes that held the postcards, and I
prepared the hot drinks. Before we looked at the postcards and journal we shared lunch
and a cup of tea. When we finished eating I would clean up the table and turn on the
audio tape. This became a ritual which seemed to give us space and time to prepare for
attending to the postcards and the journal and the debates, discussions, storytelling and
conversations that followed.
After some consideration my mother and I decided to sit side by side and view the
postcards one by one. We agreed to place a week of postcards before us prior to selecting
each one in turn to reflect on. The process generally took place as follows. I laid seven
postcards face up in a row on the table in front of both of us. Each week of postcards
began with a Tuesday and ended in a Monday as it was on a Tuesday that I left Australia
and made the first postcard for my mother. It was a coincidence that our meetings were
also on a Tuesday. Next I would slide the particular postcard we were about to address
away from the row of seven postcards closer to the edge of the table where we were sitting.
This gave us the opportunity to look closely at the postcard we were reflecting on and
handle it if we wished. Initially we briefly viewed the image on the front of the postcard
then, turning it over, I read aloud the writing on the back of it, the number of the
postcard, the date it was created and the title I had given the postcard. Turning the
postcard so the front of the postcard faced us and placing it back on the table, we reflected
on the connection between the visual image and the postcard title. Sometimes we would
respond to the visual image and title with a stream of conversation, and at other times
there were only a few words or silent contemplation. At this stage my mother would refer
to her journal and read aloud the written words she had chosen that corresponded with
the postcard image and again we would reflect on the connection between her words and
the visual image. We both spent time looking at the postcard image and contemplating
the written words we had each attached to it. At this point I often explained how I had
actually made the postcard, that is, the technical methods of creating the postcard. My
mother would usually explain her own interpretation of the postcard which sometimes
was similar to my intention and sometimes quite opposite to my meaning. These
interchanges often led to further discussions and storytelling that progressed to matters
which diverged from the postcards and the written words. We contentedly allowed this
divergent and free pattern of dialogue to unfurl spontaneously.
When our conversation lapsed, one of us would suggest that we move onto the next
postcard. Occasionally a sensitive topic would surface, one that we were reluctant to
continue to discuss or that we felt uncomfortable talking about, and at these times we
generally agreed to move onto the next postcard. At these awkward times the postcards
seemed to provide a form of rescue, diverting our attention and re-directing our
conversation. However these sensitive topics did re-surface and were re-visited in the later
meetings. This process is discussed further in chapters seven and eight.
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Once we had agreed to move onto the next postcard, the postcard we had just reflected
on would be placed back in its position within the week of postcards, and I would slide
the next postcard toward us and processing the postcard would begin again as described
above. When we finished reflecting on all seven of the postcards from Tuesday to Monday
we would move the seven postcards towards us in a row and view the seven images as a
whole, noting any patterns, similarities, differences and any postcards that particularly
stood out or had a greater impact than the others. When our conversation lapsed we
would agree to move on to the next week. I would gather the week’s postcards together
and place them back into the box, remove the following seven postcards and lay them
down face up in a row from Tuesday to Monday and the process of reflecting on the seven
postcards would begin again as described above.
We endeavoured to conclude each meeting at the end of processing a week of
postcards, checking to see if we had time to process another week of postcards or not. If
we thought we did not have time we generally decided to end the meeting. However
occasionally we misjudged the time and had to stop in the middle of a week of postcards.
This meant the following week we would resume the unprocessed week’s postcards where
we had left them the week before and proceed as described above.
Although most of the meetings were approximately two hours in length, at some
meetings my mother and I seemed to work through the postcards and journal quite
rapidly. However at other meetings we managed only one week of the postcards and the
journal.
As weeks went by topics and subjects were discussed and debated which encapsulated
and resolved many of our grievances and misunderstandings with each other. My
personal response to the process will be further described in the following two chapters,
chapters seven and eight.
Summary of meetings
A total of 17 meetings took place processing 176 postcards and 27 pages of my mother’s
journal writing. All meetings were audio taped. Each meeting was transcribed by myself
as the researcher within the week of that meeting or soon after. All meetings were
transcribed by the end of June 2008 resulting in 459 pages of transcript. Three transcript
copies were made, one was given to my supervisor, one to my mother and I kept a copy
for myself.
Reporting the co-operative analysis of the postcards
The meetings themselves were the first cycle of co-operative inquiry into, and analysis of,
the postcards. This whole process and its impact is reported in narrative forms
(researcher’s account and letters) in chapter seven in order to show the global outcomes
of the co-operative inquiry.
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Method: Analysis of titles and journal in second cycle of co-operative
inquiry
Further cycles of co-operative inquiry occurred after these meetings. In a second cycle my
mother and I decided it would be interesting and beneficial to bring my postcard titles
together with her journal writings, side by side in a list. My mother did this by hand
writing the postcard titles side by side with the corresponding dates and numbers. I then
typed this list beginning with the first postcard dated Tuesday 5 th of September 2006 and
ending with the final postcard, dated Tuesday 27 th of February 2007. Then we worked
together to analyse the titles and journal according to ‘the listening guide’ (Gilligan, et al.
2006) methods described in the next section. This analysis is reported in chapter eight.
The task of listing the postcard titles also led to both my mother and I drawing up a
time line of my mother’s life and together we filled in significant events in her life. A few
weeks later my mother transferred this typed list of her life dates into a journal and she
continues to add historical and personal events.

Method: Analysis of transcripts in third cycle of co-operative inquiry
While we had analysed the data of the postcards in our meetings, the transcripts of the
meetings offered an additional, new layer of data. This could be analysed for further
understanding of the research questions, and also, reflexively, for insight into our cooperative process.
Once the transcripts had been completed I took some time to read and reflect on how I
was going to draw on the material generated from the meetings. The aim was not to prove
anything by processing the transcripts or to form a hypothesis or to demonstrate a change
in either my mother or myself or both of us but merely to become mindful of themes and
avenues of thought and the manner in which the processing unfolded. ‘Researchers do not
merely collect and describe data in a neutral and detached manner but are involved in a
more creative way’ (Holloway, 1997, p.45).
So the next step of this research involved processing the transcripts of the meetings
and the dilemma was how to do this. Many questions about how this stage would be
approached were raised. ‘Faced with a mass of unstructured data, the urge of any
researcher is understandably to break these down using some kind of system’ (Hollway &
Jefferson, 2000, p.68), and this was certainly true for me.
The entire set of transcripts could have been considered, but this would have
generated an unmanageable quantity of data, so a method of reducing this was required.
There were 459 pages of transcripts, so it was decided that only three meetings would be
examined, one a meeting at the beginning, one in the middle and one the final meeting.
Meetings four, eleven and seventeen were chosen. It had taken me some weeks to feel
comfortable and relaxed with the process and this is why meeting four was chosen rather
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than one of the first three meetings. Meeting eleven was chosen because it was in the
middle of meeting four and seventeen, and meeting seventeen was the last meeting and
one of the most emotionally confronting and powerful for both my mother and myself.
There are several themes that could have been drawn from the transcripts and become
a focus of attention, such themes as love, forgiveness, shame, guilt and communication,
along with observations about symbols, body language, silences and pauses. However the
aim here was to study specific sections of the transcripts and to focus on the core elements
of the research inquiry. Regardless of this, some of the themes above did emerge. The four
core focus areas of the research as described in the introduction were now expanded into,
•
•
•
•

mother-daughter separation,
dislocation,
mother-daughter reconnection,
any emerging themes.

The inclusion of the new focus on mother-daughter reconnection was one both my mother
and I had raised as we both strongly believed that a process of reconnection had taken
place between us. The feeling of being reconnected was one my mother first experienced
when she was receiving the postcards through the mail. Initially it seemed that it was the
distance that created what my mother referred to as ‘closeness.’ On the other hand I
experienced a significant change during the weeks of reflecting on the postcards and my
mother’s journal, particularly towards the end of this process and during the final
meeting. We both agreed it was most important to reflect on mother-daughter
reconnection, although we did not introduce it as a step in the formal analysis, trusting it
would show up in emergent themes.
There are many possible methods of analysing such transcripts, however I decided to
continue with Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch’s (2006) method, ‘the listening
guide.’ The relevance and value of reading the manuscripts several times was paramount.
Each reading revealed further insight and knowledge relating to my mother and myself
and the research inquiry focus of mother-daughter separation and dislocation, as well as
surfacing emergent themes.

The listening guide method applied to the transcripts
As indicated earlier in chapter three ‘the listening guide’ is a voice-centered relational
method of researching text and here in Phase Two it was applied to both the postcard
titles/journal and to selected transcripts of the meetings.
Since ‘the listening guide’ is a flexible tool for analysis, different ways of conducting
the four basic steps can be used according to the specific needs of the study. Once again, I
decided to use it as a guide for my analysis, and adapt some of its steps.
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One of the first steps of ‘the listening guide’ involves the researcher recording his or
her response to the material, ‘...making explicit our own thoughts and feelings’ (Gilligan
et al., 2006, p.257). In our case my mother and I both wrote individual personal responses
to the meetings, and these are included with the global narratives in chapter seven.
This time I moved to ‘the listening guide’s’ second step which is called, I-poems and
focuses on the voice of the ‘I statements’ (Gilligan et al., 2006). In this process the
researcher listens to the first person ‘I voice’ of the participant and observes how this
person talks about self. This process requires the researcher to underline the word ‘I’ every
time it is used in the text along with its accompanying verb or group of words. The
researcher removes just the ‘I statements’ from the text and places them together, creating
an I-poem. ‘With each phase on a separate line without punctuation, the I-poem takes on
the appearance and sound of free verse’ (Sorsoli & Tolman, 2008, p.502).
This step was chosen because the transcripts are filled with ‘I statements’ that recorded
our changing moods, thoughts and emotions. The process of going through the postcards
and the journal was a deeply personal one for both of us and involved many ‘I statements’
that reflected our individual journeys. By implementing this step from ‘the listening
guide,’ my mother’s ‘I statements’ and my ‘I statements’ could be collated from the
transcripts of the conversations and stories driven by the postcard images. In this way
both of our voices would be heard in relation to one another. It offered a means of
revealing our inner worlds.
Taking her copy of the three transcripts (meeting four, eleven and seventeen), my
mother, in her own time, and in the first reading of the transcripts, marked all the ‘I
statements’ of her words with a highlighter pen. I did the same, separately marking all the
‘I statements’ of my words. Taking my mother’s marked copy of the three transcripts and
my own marked transcripts I collated all the ‘I statements,’ discarding repetition and
listing them in two rows side by side. I then clustered and re-clustered these ‘I statements’
creating two I-poems. I invited my mother to meet again at La Trobe University and we
reflected on the two poems created from the three transcripts.
The first and third steps of the ‘listening guide,’ (‘listening for the plot’ and ‘listening
for contrapuntal voices’) were used again in this analysis. The steps have been explained
in detail in chapter three. The aim here was to read the transcripts carefully listening for
the research inquiry foci of mother-daughter separation, dislocation and for the
contrapuntal voices of any emergent themes. ‘By encouraging us to listen, gently but
tenaciously, and on many levels, it reintroduces the complexity and humanity of listening
and being heard back into the research landscape’ (Sorsoli & Tolman, 2008, p.512)
I read the transcripts several times, anticipating that each time further insights into the
inner world of my mother and myself would be revealed. ‘It is often necessary to read
interview texts multiple times before one is able to go beneath the surface narrative and
hear the separate voices it contains (Sorsoli & Tolman, 2008, p.510).
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I also invited my mother to mark key words in the transcripts, focusing separately on
the three topics of mother-daughter separation, dislocation and any emergent themes. I
suggested my mother read the transcripts three times so that each time the focus was only
on one research topic. I did the same, separately marking key words focusing singularly
on the three topics of the research inquiry.
With my support, my mother clustered and re-clustered her own chosen key words to
create a final set of key words. I also followed this process with my own key words from
the transcripts. The next step of this process was to cluster these final key words into
groups that were similar in some way. My mother did this with my guidance. I printed her
clusters of key words on separate pieces of paper. The themes that arose from this process
were then written up.
The major difference between this research inquiry and the research referred to by
Gilligan et al., (2006) is that I did not take on the role of research interviewer and my
mother was not the interviewee. We were both equal in the reflexive process of going
through the postcard images, and we both contributed to the more reflective analysis of
our meeting transcripts.
We did reflect on mother-daughter re-connection and express our thoughts, beliefs and
ideas about the topic. Finally we both decided we would each create a piece of art as a
response to the whole co-operative inquiry. We would add a brief comment about our art
work and the meanings it held for us. We agreed it was appropriate to complete the
journey with an art-based response.

Conclusion
This research inquiry has taken on a life of its own, expanding spontaneously without
stringent direction. When a research inquiry is art-based it can struggle to fit the confines
of only one methodological format. As McNiff (1998) reminded us: ‘In art-based research,
we are creating throughout the process of inquiry, responding to an artistic work with
artistic reflection and expression’ (p.147-148). These representations involve various
forms of reflection and methods of gaining and presenting knowledge, and:
Arts-based research makes use of diverse ways of knowing and experiencing
the world. As such the term arts-based research cannot be reduced to a
prescriptive set of methods ... It is more of an ‘umbrella term’ for many
methodologies that follow. (Finley, 2008, p.79)
The possibility that the research methodology might change was mentioned in the
introduction, and these changes are congruent with research that utilizes collaborative
research methods and with inquiries that use methodological bricolage. This research
inquiry moved from the creation of the postcards to a series of meetings between my
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mother and myself and finally to an analysis of the transcripts of these meetings. ‘The
paths taken by arts-related researchers are largely idiosyncratic but often hinge on
serendipity ... the art or arts become a catalyst and vehicle for the work’ (Knowles &
Promislow, 2008, p.522–523). Table 6.2 outlines the three cycles of co-operative inquiry
with my mother.
Table 6.2. Co-operative inquiry – structure.

Cycles of co-operative inquiry
Cycle

Task

Data analysed

Method of analysis

Reported

First

17 meetings with
mother reviewing
postcards and
journal

postcards
postcard titles
journal

what do you see?
amplification and
associations,
discussion of
patterns and themes

(Chapter 7)
as narrative of whole
process and its effects on
selves
understanding and
relationships

Second

thematic analysis
of researcher’s
postcard titles and
mother’s journal

postcard titles
journal

key words to
clusters to themes
comparison of coresearcher’s themes

(Chapter 8)
conclusions only

thematic analysis
of transcripts of
three of the
17 inquiry
meetings
with mother

transcripts of
meetings four,
eleven and
seventeen

key words to
clusters to themes
comparison of coresearcher’s themes
I-poems
art response to
whole inquiry

(Chapter 8)
key words, thematic
statements, reflection on
co-researchers’ themes,
I-poems
art response

Third

(Appendix 8.1)
key words and thematic
statements

(Appendix 8.2)
co-researchers’ reflections
on I-poems and on final art
response to the inquiry
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Chapter seven • Meetings with mother
Introduction
Although my research into mother-daughter separation and dislocation had originally
involved my mother only as a recipient of the postcards I created in this arts-based
inquiry, when my mother unexpectedly asked to be an active part of my research we both
designed this co-operative inquiry into our experiences of separation and re-connection.
This introduces my mother as a co-researcher for this second part of the inquiry.
What is presented in this chapter, then, is an overview of the first cycle of this cooperative inquiry into the 176 postcards I made for my mother. On my return to
Australia, my mother and I met 17 times to go through the postcards and her journal in
what became the first cycle of our inquiry. This process generated an experience of
mother-daughter re-connection, and meant a change of focus in the later part of the
research.

First cycle of co-operative inquiry: meetings
This chapter gives a global report of the process of the first long cycle of our co-operative
inquiry, and describes the effects of these meetings. Illustration 7.1 illustrates our actions
and the outcomes we both experienced, beginning with the creation of the postcards, and
including the meetings where we reviewed the postcards over a five month period during
2008 and 2009. As the researcher, I have written a narrative of the emotional responses I
experienced over the time of the meetings and two letters written by the co-researcher are
included in order to show her reflections on the co-operative inquiry.

Origins of the meetings
My mother first entered the research by deciding to keep a reflective journal. This
decision was unknown to me so we were both researching in parallel, but I did not know
this until later. My mother’s choice to be involved shows her initiative and motivation
along with her sense of creativity and independence.
My mother wrote about her responses to the postcards and her own initiatives:
Even though Janine told me she was going to send me the postcards and we had talked
about the method before she left, I didn’t realize, at that time the magnitude of the
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experience. When I started to receive the postcards in the mail I was overwhelmed by
the brilliance and quality of her work. The fact that Janine chose me to send the
postcards to was an honour and rather emotional. By getting the postcards I felt part of
Janine’s experience and did not feel so left out. I felt alive again. I lived for the postcards!
I soon had a ritual way of looking at the postcards. I laid them out on the table. I did
wait for a special time when I was alone during the day. I would wait until I had some
peaceful time by myself and I would open the parcel and lay the postcards on the dining
room table. I would put down and look at the seven postcards and sit back and cry or
laugh. I would see little ships or things going this way and that way. Everything was
important in the postcards and the titles. I would cry because I was wishing that I was
with Janine to share in all these experiences, it was rather a selfish thing. I did the
process over the whole week spending quite a few hours looking at them. It made me
happy just looking at them. I think I was trying to read into what was on the postcards; I
was trying to read Janine. For me the postcards were something to learn from and enjoy.
They helped me to appreciate art and separation. They were always a surprise. I loved
getting them. It was even better than religion!
When I read what Janine wrote on the back of the postcards I got jealous; I got
jealous of Janine putting her interpretation on the back of the postcards. I needed to
make them something for myself, so I started writing; I wrote the journal. I started the
journal straight away. I analysed the postcards and I put it back to what I thought they
meant and what they meant to me. The journal made me feel sometimes sad and
sometimes happy and sometimes amazed, but overall it was one of the greatest
experiences of my life. I was doing something, I was being creative.
Sometimes the postcards had people that were strange shapes, some were vivid and
some were sombre. I liked the ones with the people and the buildings, with a lot of detail
because they were very intricate and there was so much to look at. Some made me sad
because there were a few teary ones. I would look at the postcards and they would tell
me about Janine’s life, for example, I was in a hot place when she was in a cold place.
Every day I knew where she was, either in the gardens or in the city or in the galleries,
and the ones from New Orleans were great; the colours were marvellous. It was sort of
like a travel log. It made me think more about Janine and I, because we were so far apart
and the postcards were drawing us together. I formed a bond with Janine during the
months I received the postcards. I felt a connection. Together we made a great team.
Receiving the postcards also assisted me greatly in a therapeutic way. The biggest
disappointment was when it finished, when I stopped getting the postcards.

The initiative to meet came from my mother. I had no plans to meet with her and go over
the postcards. When I returned from New York I wanted to get on with my research and
follow my initial plans, whereas my mother insisted I meet with her and go over her
journal. She was keen to go through the postcards and her journal with me and I could see
she was determined and that this was important to her. I discussed this with my
supervisor who encouraged me to reflect on my mother’s active interest and involvement
and perhaps consider including my mother as co-researcher and thus take the inquiry to
another level. My mother and I talked over the idea and she was very excited to be part of
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the process. I admit at this point I was sceptical and reluctant to enter the process with my
mother, but I was prepared to be guided by both my mother’s enthusiasm and my
supervisor’s encouragement.
Action

Outcome

Daughter creates
handmade postcards

Daughter sends
postcards to mother

Mother receives
postcards from
daughter

Mother feels closer
to daughter

Mother responds to
postcards by journal
writing

Mother and
daughter meet
weekly to process
the postcards and
the journal writing

Mother and
daughter feel closer
to each other

Illustration 7.1. Actions and outcomes experienced.
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Researcher’s personal response to meetings
Viewing the postcards and reading the journal on a regular weekly basis provided a
unique arena for both my mother and myself to explore our feelings, beliefs and values. I
found the process of going through the postcards and the journal emotionally exhausting.
The entire five months remained a struggle for me, however the struggles themselves
changed over time. Initially I wrestled with the fact that I did not really want to meet with
my mother regularly, believing the process would be arduous and frustrating. To be
honest, at the beginning I couldn’t see any real value and meaning in the meetings and I
seriously contemplated not proceeding with them, thinking they were pointless. However
I could see my mother was keen and somewhat determined to go through the postcards
and her journal and I felt I couldn’t disappoint her. I allowed the process to unfold and
these uncomfortable feelings abated as time passed.
I am a researcher as well as a daughter, and so I discussed the redesign of my research
with my supervisor and could see that a co-operative inquiry was a valid and relevant
method even though I did not have high expectations for it.

Figure 7.1. scratched into history.

As the weeks went by I listened to my mother’s stories which she told in detail. For
example she told the story behind the family photo which I had altered, made into a
postcard and titled, scratched into history. The photograph was taken by a family friend
who was a photographer. I am the baby in the middle, surrounded by my siblings. I filled
the background with an opaque gold paint obliterating our shadows. I put a cool yellow
colour over the clothes, making us the same. I coloured the faces pink, then scratched
them, blurring the faces and taking away detail. My mother said: It’s the only professional
photo I ever had done of the children because I thought that was my family, but after that
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other things happened, but there are the two girls and the three boys (meeting 13). My
mother tells me I was meant to be her last child. However she went on to have four more
children. When recalling the time, my mother remembers how my sister was in a bad
mood because she did not want to be in her school uniform for the photo. In the
following meeting we talked about this postcard again and I said: Our history is scratched
into our lives and it can’t be changed (meeting 14). The smiling children stare back at our
ageing faces while they remain forever young; caught in the late 50s. The dynamics of the
family on this day remain vivid in my mother’s mind. Well that was my family at that
time (meeting 14).
I was trying to understand my mother’s family stories from her perspective and from
her stance within these stories. I felt myself cringe inside when she repeated some of her
old stories, stories of my wild endeavours and the way I hurt her. Some of these stories I
did not want to hear again. I wanted to bury them where they happened and where they
belonged, in my adolescent past, along with the pimples, smoking and cursing. I felt both
shame and anger, side by side, one wanting to hide and the other wanting to defend. I also
wanted to hang onto old negative and angry ways of thinking, ways that had become
comfortable and familiar. I did not want to hear how much I had hurt her and I did not
want to tell her how much she had hurt me. For example, my mother told me
Oh that weekend you went to Albury or somewhere, that nearly finished me off
completely. Remember you came home on the back of a motor bike and I went to say
‘hello’ and I couldn’t use my voice. The doctor put me on valium and I couldn’t even peel
a potato while I was on the valium so I went back a couple of days later and said, ‘I can’t
take them.’ And he said, ‘Well do you play any sport?’ and I said, ‘Oh I’m just learning to
play golf,’ and he said, ‘Well get a bucket of balls and a couple of golf sticks and go down
to the local footy ground and belt the balls up and down the footy ground for a couple of
hours.’ And that fixed me. It was probably the best advice I’ve ever had (meeting seven).

Towards the end of the process I struggled with the raw emotions of sorrow, guilt and
shame we both experienced and shared. All these struggles were not anticipated at the
beginning of the process. I actually thought it would be a fairly straightforward method
that would, in fact, make little difference to our somewhat fractured relationship. It was at
the third meeting that I began to experience a familiar inner anger, sorrow and self pity,
and in a rage of tears I seriously considered ceasing the meetings. I am not sure what
stopped me from doing this and drove me to continue. The meetings somehow gave us no
room to walk away, to cease talking or to express our anger and anguish by separating.
My own commitment to my research and my mother’s determination to help me were
contributing factors. Perhaps my mother, in her wisdom, knew this was the opportunity
for us to grow closer, saying: We’ve grown a lot in expressing ourselves and therefore the
conversations have become longer and more descriptive and more relaxed … it has made a
big difference to my life being able to communicate with you so well and put my thoughts
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and feelings down (meeting 14). Both of us seemed to have realized, without
acknowledgement, that this was our opportunity to repair our relationship. It must have
been something we both felt but did not consciously comprehend for some time.

Figure 7.2. I forgive you.

One postcard in particular which we kept referring back to was the one I named, I forgive
you. The postcard has a large red heart, in the centre of this heart is a white heart, and
tinsel has been draped across the postcard. It is a very simple image. My mother talked
about received this postcard, saying:
I must have done something that you had to forgive me for. I took it very personally ...
And this is almost heartbreaking ... Like turmoil, turmoil around your love and when I
started to try and think about what you are forgiving me for I thought, ‘well it was only
small things at first and then it grew bigger,’ and I think that sometimes in our
relationship it wasn’t always roses and beer, you know what I mean? There’s been
turmoil, I take this as turmoil. And then I wrote – ‘and I forgive you too’, because some of
the differences were my doing and some of them were your doing and then this is the
love that has existed between us even though we’ve had this turmoil ... I took it very
personally. I looked at it for a long time. ... I thought, ‘now that is so simple, yet to me it
has a lot of meaning’ (meeting seven).

It was difficult and emotional at the beginning to have a conversation with my mother
about the meaning of this postcard. I felt guilty and ashamed. However we did talk about
it again in both meeting 8 and 17, and we are now comfortable about its meaning.
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Figure 7.3. a game of snakes and ladders.

The postcard titled a game of snakes and ladders was made the first day of 2007. It begins
at the bottom with the date of 1924 which is the year my mother was born and finishes at
the top left hand corner with the year 2007. Each square is a year of my mother’s life. I
placed the snakes and ladders randomly symbolizing life’s ups and downs. My mother
said: I knew it was all about my life because I wrote, ‘the ups and downs of a very
interesting life’. I must have guessed it was mine because I did have an interesting life ... a
lot of my life was lived within myself, doing what I liked, not what I was told to like, or told
not to like ... it was a bit like going out into the garden and picking a beautiful rose ... and
enjoying it privately, the perfume and the way it’s made (meeting 12). My mother rejoiced
at the reflection of her life as a game of ups and downs. Sometimes I envied her
uncomplicated outlook on life.
As I continued with the meetings, I witnessed a change in myself that I did not expect.
This shift in my attitude seemed related to the process of viewing the postcards with my
mother. Sometimes after the meeting I felt reserved, humble and emotionally taxed.
Transcribing the audio tapes of the meetings meant reliving the meetings and this often
left me feeling flat and fragile and at times quite shameful. In a way the semi-formal
meetings pressured us into confronting and accepting our differences. The postcard titled,
let’s face it, shows two faces so close they appear to be one, or perhaps it is only one face
mirrored back to the viewer. One eye from each face is visible and the eyes are a rich
green colour against the auburn tones of the rest of the water colour painting. My mother
thought this image was religious: It’s the togetherness that is very subtle, it’s just beautiful.
They are almost kissing … It’s almost religious isn’t it? I suppose that’s a strange thing to
say about it. It is almost like some sort of thing you would adore. It is so pure and simple.
The purity is there and the simpleness, and yet it is emotional and almost like I said –
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religious (meeting three). For me the image represents how I often felt during the time I
was meeting with my mother. I was so close and entwined sometimes it felt as if we had
become one.

Figure 7.4. let’s face it.

This shift in my attitude towards the meetings may have been a result of the improved
communication that the postcards instigated. I was awed by the power of the postcard
images to generate so much dialogue and story telling. Art had become a bridge between
us. It was as if the postcards and the journal gave us permission to discuss topics that
conversations did not usually allow. The images prompted new conversations. For
example a conversation began over the patterns on the women’s dresses in a postcard, and
stories of my grandmother being a seamstress unfolded, and my mother’s dreams of
becoming a fashion designer, which she said:
...was my ultimate. But it’s too late now of course. But it was very cruel sending me to be
a typist. I hated it. I hated every typewriter I ever saw... No, I never, ever liked it ... It
wasn’t creative at all. All it was, was copying someone else’s words instead of writing
my own words. That’s what I wanted to do. I wanted to write essays and stories and do
drawings and things like that. ... I went down to Prahran Tech, I was sixteen or
seventeen, and I asked them all about the drawing classes and they gave me some
papers for my parents to sign. Then I went down to the dressmaking factory and asked,
was there any vacancies and they said, ‘oh yes, you can learn’ and I took the papers
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home and my parents wouldn’t sign them ...Well Dad said to me, ‘none of my daughters
are going to go to a tech school.’ But I only wanted to learn to draw. My father wanted
me to be a typist like my older sister. Well I went to work at typing and shorthand and I
did a bit of book keeping, and then I got engaged and then I got married and then I had
the children and that was my life (meeting nine).

The postcard images and the journal led to such stories and to sharing feelings and
emotions. Many stories were told by both of us including some untold family secrets.
These stories rose to the surface to be revealed and spoken about as never before.
Progressively as the weeks went by, thoughts and sentiments, past and present, were
divulged and shared. The process was an emotional journey where family dynamics and
personal pain and anguish unfolded to become transparent. The stories offered a means
of understanding each other.
Although the postcards became a springboard for storytelling there were also times
when words and dialogue were not necessary for communication. The images on the
postcards sometimes revealed feelings that somehow did not need spoken words. It was as
if the postcard images allowed the invisible to become visible. Our thoughts, feelings and
values which were previously unspoken or ignored slowly revealed themselves. By going
through the postcards and the journal, we found feelings that were not named were often
still acknowledged between us, through gestures, facial expressions and eye contact. Our
untold emotions were gradually ‘unmasked,’ sometimes through unfinished sentences,
and sometimes by the silent postcards themselves.

Figure 7.5. masking words.

The postcards spoke to us and spoke for us. At times when there was a long silence
between us, the images themselves ‘screamed.’ Many unfinished sentences were
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completed by the postcard images or the written words from my mother’s journal or the
titles I had given the postcards. Body language and gestures intermittedly became silent
messages between us. The silent postcard images spoke to us in a language we both
seemed to understand more fluently as the weeks went by. We acknowledged this silent
communication when we looked at the postcard titled, masking words, which was a water
colour image of a pale male face with a red liquid, resembling blood, coming from his left
eye, down his cheek. My mother wrote in her journal; keeping your mouth shut. When we
were looking at the postcard in meeting 14 she said; …this is almost crying blood ... it’s a
symbol, isn’t it? It was an injury or tears or both. The serious and sad face with tired red
eyes, stared intently at us, the viewers. My mother said, …the eyes are a bit sad. It’s a
beautiful face though. When we looked at it we both saw pain, abuse and being silenced.
We knew this without a word. There is some sort of pleading in the face ... a question, my
mother added (meeting 14).

Figure 7.6. crying on the inside.

Another poignant example of this was the postcard I had titled, Crying on the inside which
has an image of a woman crying tears that were flowing inside her body, tears that could
not be seen on the outside. This postcard became one of the most significant postcards of
the collection, as it halted both of us, as we silently understood how this felt; how we had
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experienced this phenomenon. Not only did we each know how this felt but we also knew,
without words, that the other had experienced this feeling too.
Our conversation over this postcard was interesting. I said: I was trying to capture that
feeling when you’re crying on the inside but you are not showing any tears on the outside.
You can feel the tears flowing out of your eyes, but they’re inside. For instance, when you’re
really hurting but you can’t show it; when you’re in terrible pain but you hold it inside
you ... here are the tears, running down here making an ocean where this boat is with the
heart inside. My mother’s first response was: let it flow – be happy. I don’t like the sad
pictures. You sort of look at it and think, ‘get over it.’ Cry and then be happy ... When you
look at the eyes, straight at the eyes, you think, ‘Oh she’s going to move any minute and look
happy’. Later in the conversation she said, Yes it’s a bit sad ... I’ll tell you what. It’s a bit
true to me ... I’ve felt like that sometimes ... when you cry to a great extent like this, it
signifies you’re exhausted. So you feel as though all the love that’s been in you is gone. It’s
flown out of your eyes and your heart doesn’t mean much, you feel as though it’s gone
(Meeting 14).
Towards the end of meeting 17 my mother and I both chose this postcard as the one
that resonated the most with how we were feeling. My mother said, I’ve cried on the inside
more than I have cried on the outside. We talked about how the woman in the image was
crying her heart out. The image represented the inner pain, anguish and sorrow that both
of us had endured. And because the tears were on the inside no one could see these
feelings or know about them. We did not allow others to see our pain or we believed our
feelings were not worthy of expression.
On the few occasions when I did cry in the presence of my parents, they would
demand that I stop crying, saying, ‘I should be the one crying, not you’ or ‘Stop that, what
are you crying for?’ As a family we did not permit ourselves to cry or show our feelings as
this was perceived as a sign of weakness. As a child I learnt a way of gritting my teeth and
taking my mind to another place so that I wouldn’t cry in front of others. Once I was
alone, I cried my heart out.
In the past I had not allowed myself truly to get to know my mother and to see her life
and her world as she sees it. Many of the stories she told I had heard before, some several
times over. However now I listened to them in a different way. Perhaps I was hearing the
stories differently because we were meeting regularly, reflecting on the postcards and the
journal in a semi-structured manner, or perhaps this was the first time I was ready to
value her stories. I am not sure, but I did find myself listening to old stories with new ears.
I believe I was approaching her as a researcher, ready to listen and in this way my
researcher role ended up helping my daughter role. I acknowledged a desire to hear my
mother’s life experiences that I had not previously felt. This desire was to understand the
way my mother thinks and processes information, the way she lives her life, makes sense
of trauma, sees situations and forms opinions. For the first time I began to appreciate her
decisions, her manner of acting, her values, her actions and inactions, and the perception
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she sometimes elicits of being distant and uncaring, or of wanting reality to disappear and
everything to become pretty and perfect.
As the weeks went by and my approach to the meetings changed, I began to experience
an emotional peace within myself alongside the familiar and uneasy turmoil. For me the
meetings dissolved issues that had sat unresolved between us. I discovered that the pent
up anger and resentfulness I had carried with me for years could be scattered to the wind.
I began to wonder why I had harboured such feelings and thoughts for so long, asking
myself how, why and where had these feelings and thoughts originated.

Figure 7.7. seen through my eyes.

When we looked at this collaged image of my mother’s face inside my split face she did
not like it. The postcard title was, seen through my eyes. My mother said she felt uneasy
and sad about what the image meant for her and she found it confronting, saying: I’m not
sure if I like it or not. I feel as though it’s a bit confronting. It’s saying a lot of things that
might not be all that nice. Perhaps I was seeing you in two different roles; as an artist and as
a child. And I don’t know whether we were approving of each other or disapproving. It’s sort
of a complex expression of perhaps not understanding each other as well as we should ... I
think it’s making me look the villain. I’m the villain and you’re the one that’s being set
asunder by something, perhaps that I did or something, I don’t know, but that’s why I don’t
particularly like it. It could be me looking through you, through you to something else but
I’m not sure what. But I hope it’s not meaning that I split you. It’s more to me like you have
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two personalities, you’re my child and you’re the artist and you have a separate life to me.
And we are separated. You’re separated from me. It doesn’t please me.... It doesn’t make me
feel happy. ... all these negative sort of feelings that you really don’t need to have. They’re
not necessary, they only make you sadder and that’s what that picture is, sad (meeting
three).
I also found this image to be confronting. I explained to my mother that the idea
behind the image was associated with the influence a mother has on her child and how the
presence of a mother cannot be ignored, explaining: What I was thinking ... when I was
making this ... it is more about how your mother is part of inside you; that part you can’t
ignore. It comes out in your life. You’re so influenced by what happens in your childhood
and a lot of what happens in your childhood is associated with your mother. So your
mother lives inside you (meeting three). As a daughter I identified with my mother and I
was influenced by her.
I wanted to know more about my mother as the mother she was to me when I was a
child. I wanted to know how she had become part of my inner self. Reflecting on the
image during the meeting with my mother gave me a chance to see the image anew. I saw
my mother trapped inside me, forever present within me, a part of my existence. I wanted
to know her, know about her and know her thoughts, the thoughts that were behind her
parenting of me. Our meetings gave me a chance to do this.
As a result of our meetings, I began to see my mother in a new light, I looked at her
and I saw a woman in many ways similar to myself, with flaws and idiosyncrasies
juxtaposed with a history of pain and lost opportunities. I respected her, probably for the
first time in my life. And I loved her as I always had, except previously I had not
demonstrated my love.
When the meetings ceased after we had viewed all the postcards I felt an enormous
shift in my perspective towards several aspects of myself, my mother and our relationship.
The art work was the initial instigator of this shift and the method of analysis took on a
life of its own. Although the entire process of going through the postcards and the journal
was emotionally wearing and physically draining, I came away from the experience
greatly changed. I did not emerge from the meetings the same person.

Co-researcher’s personal response to meetings
My mother, as co-researcher wrote two letters to me, one she gave to me a few days after
the final meeting in June 2008 and one some months later, in February 2009.
The co-researcher’s first letter.
Memories, facts and figures, especially threes. The experiences I have had in ‘postcards’
with you Janine have been very rewarding for me. We now have a very close association.
Being together for these times in art, discussions and ideas has made me feel

231

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

exhilarated and needed. The pleasure and anticipation of receiving the postcards weekly
… was the highlight of my week.
I have always enjoyed art. Janine, you have succeeded whereas I left my art ability
until later, painting plates and gum trees. Doing this has completed my circle and
been very satisfactory and inspirational.

The co-researcher’s second letter was written as her account of the impact of the whole
research process on her.
This is a true story of the journey of Janine and Moira – mother and daughter.
Janine, my daughter was heading to America and asked me if I would accept
receiving a week by week delivery of postcards. I felt honoured to be a part of Janine’s
thesis.
I admired Janine for creating for herself a life in the study of art, something I would
have loved to have done myself, but in my time, ‘you had to have a proper job.’ I could
have thrown every type-writer I ever worked out the nearest window. After my children
were all at school I took up China painting and later oil painting. I enjoyed this stage of
my life and still draw and sketch when I feel the need to.
When I received the first postcards I decided to start a journal. I wrote down each of
the titles Janine gave the postcards, which were written on the backs of the postcards
and my title under hers. For instance Janine wrote on postcard number seventy seven, ‘I
forgive you’ and I wrote, ‘I forgive you too.’
I looked forward to receiving the postcards and I was never disappointed as they
opened my mind to a new world, seen by Janine, created by her, wrapped by her and
sent to me. I felt connected to her in many ways. When I was looking at the postcards I
could almost feel the mood Janine was in. I looked forward to getting the postcards. It
was a revelation for me. It was just wonderful.
The joy of receiving the postcards was weekly therapy for me as I was ‘very poorly’,
as my English cousins would say. I was going downhill at the time and this gave me a
boost. I was very sick in 2007. I was in and out of hospital like a bloody yo-yo. Receiving
the postcards was like being thrown a life buoy when I was drowning in depression. I felt
I was going up and down in one spot and going nowhere. Doing this gave me a new life.
It made me feel worthwhile.
When Janine came home we met every Tuesday at La Trobe University for many
weeks. We expressed our feelings about each and every postcard. Then we extended this
to talking on tapes and then transcribing this to a computer. As Janine and I travelled
through this journey we became closer to our understanding of each other. The times I
spent with Janine every Tuesday at the University gave me a reason to feel wanted and
useful.
The theme of separation was consistent throughout our discussions. While we were
going through the postcards there was a sense of anger and disagreement, to comedy
and lots of laughter, and sometimes tears and hugs. I felt both humbled and pleased by
the part I played in this combination of separation, togetherness, loneliness and
triumph.
Like Obama’s famous words, ‘I say yes we can.’
Moira Brophy
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To receive such letters from my mother was quite moving. I was grateful for her response
and appreciated her efforts. We discussed the contents of the letters, and I could see she
was sincere and that the process had indeed had a profound influence on her wellbeing.

Analysis of researcher and co-researcher’s personal reflections on
meetings
My mother’s and my personal responses to the meetings were significantly different to
begin with. My initial response was fairly negative and resistant whereas my co-researcher
was consistently enthusiastic and positive. I anticipated the meetings would raise some
uncomfortable and confronting issues for me and I was unsure about how I would
manage this, whereas I believe my mother, as co-researcher, may have been less aware of
the anguish that might surface as a result of the meetings.
I resisted the urge I had at the beginning to cease meeting with my mother. Looking
back I am glad I did not stop the meetings and allowed the process to unfold. If I had
refused to continue the meetings I think I would have damaged our relationship and
further separated us. Instead, the meetings became a great opportunity for both of us to
reconnect.
My mother appreciated the process as it gave her a chance to take her journal and
response to the postcards to another level. Until the meetings the postcards had been a
private exchange between us and the journal had been her personal response. Her journal
had not been previously shared and the meetings gave her a chance to let me know her
thoughts and responses to the postcards.
The meetings were also an opportunity to re-visit family stories in such a way that we
could now respect our differences. It wasn’t until the final meetings that I felt I could ask
my mother questions about my past that previously I had not dared to voice. In the past
she had shown she did not want to address many issues, preferring to keep things unsaid
and cheerful. The main reason for my not asking my mother these questions in the past
was to avoid upsetting her. This manner of evading issues was one we had created
between us. However during these meetings my mother’s response to my questions gave
me an insight into situations from her perspective, which clarified the dynamics of many
situations and gave me a clearer understanding of her comment, I did the best I could
(meeting three).
Receiving the postcards had clearly given my mother a purpose in life at a time when
she was feeling unwell. She had lost meaning in her life and was emotionally fragile, far
more than I realized. I think she was, crying on the inside and no one noticed or knew.
Indeed, as she says in her letter, just a few weeks prior to agreeing to be part of the
research and receiving the postcards, my mother was in hospital due to serious
depression. To date she has not experienced such depression again.
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Conclusion
Despite my initial reluctance, it is true that we willingly entered this confronting process
and remained committed to the meetings until we had accomplished the set task. The
meetings required a strict routine for both of us, though we were not sure what the
method would bring to us. The three postcards that had the greatest impact on my
mother and I were, crying on the inside, I forgive you and seen through my eyes. It was not
that these postcards were the most appealing, it was rather that they conjured up the
deepest reaction and broadest discussion.

During the initial stages of the meetings, neither of us had any expectations or notion of
how exploring the postcards and my mother’s reflective journal would affect our lives. We
did not know the enormous impact the process would have on both of us. Nor did I
realize the extent of the supportive impact receiving the postcards and keeping the journal
had had on my mother until our discussions during the meetings. Her commitment to
both my research and the role of co-researcher had a profoundly positive effect on her life,
as our mutual commitment to the co-operative inquiry had for our relationship. I could
truly appreciate her words, I lived for the postcards!
It seems appropriate therefore that this chapter ends with a postcard I see as expressive
of both our previous experiences as women and our experiences of the inquiry.

Figure 7.8. women waiting.

234

Janine Brophy-Dixon

235

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

1

Introduction

2

Review
of Literature

Inquiry Phase One
Mother-daughter separation & dislocation

3

Methodology
& Methods
Art-based, heuristic
& autoethnographic

4

New York Stories
and analysis

5

Postcards
to Daughter
and analysis

Inquiry Phase Two
Mother-daughter re-connection

6

Methodology
& Methods
Co-operative
& art-based

7

Meetings
with Mother
and analysis

9

Discussion

10

Recommendations
& Conclusion

236

8

Postcards
to Mother
and analysis

Janine Brophy-Dixon

Chapter eight • Postcards to mother
Introduction
Where chapter seven focused on the whole process and the personal outcomes of the 17
meetings with my mother that made up the first cycle of the co-operative inquiry, this
chapter reports on two further cycles of inquiry. It looks briefly at our co-operative
analysis of the postcard titles and my mother’s journal, and goes on to examine the
transcripts of three of the meetings where, as co-researchers, we analysed the 176
postcards I sent to my mother. Appendix 8.1 lists the first clusters of key words for the
processes of analysis.
This chapter then is divided into three sections: co-operative analysis of postcard titles
and journal; co-operative analysis of transcripts of meetings 4, 11, and 17 and the I-poems;
and the co-researchers’ art responses.

Co-operative analysis of postcard titles and journal
The first part of this chapter focuses on our written responses to the postcards. In New
York I had responded to each image I created with an individual title, and my mother,
when she received the postcards, responded to the images and their titles by creating her
own written responses. I felt these titles and journal narratives needed a further process of
analysis to explore their connections to the research topics of mother-daughter separation,
dislocation and any emergent themes. So inspired by Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and
Bertsch’s (2006) ‘the listening guide’ we both selected and clustered key words from the
titles and my mother’s journal, focusing on these research topics.
My mother and I worked together making a typed list of the postcard titles and her
journal responses (Appendix 8.2). Then, working separately we read the postcard titles
and the journal three times, guided by ‘the listening guide’ (Gilligan et al., 2006). The first
reading focused on the research topic of mother-daughter separation, the second reading
on dislocation and in the final reading we searched for any emergent themes. After my
mother had chosen all her key words, I placed each one on a small separate card.
Focusing, one at a time, on the three separate topics, my mother moved the relevant
words around to form clusters of words. I did the same with my chosen key words. This
clustering and re-clustering method is explained in detail in chapter six. Each set of
clustered words was expanded into a thematic statement.
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There is not space here, however, to report the whole of this second cycle of the cooperative inquiry in full. Therefore the researcher’s and co-researcher’s key words and
thematic statement for each research focus have been placed in Appendix 8.3. What I
have included here are my summaries comparing the co-researchers’ themes. These
should give an overview of our findings in this cycle, and the supporting materials can be
consulted as required.
Mother-daughter separation: comparisons of researchers’ findings
My own analysis of the titles and journal shows how much my experience of motherdaughter separation was shaped by the immediacy and intensity of the situation in which I
experienced this separation. My key words focus more on the loneliness of the separation
which was a complete physical separation from family and home. My mother, on the
other hand, is more aware of the connection with me that increased dramatically when
she received the postcards, so that, though separated physically, she felt closer to me than
she did before. My mother focuses more on emotional reconnection despite our physical
separation.
We both recalled a shift in feelings. For me it was a shift to freedom and for my
mother it was to reconnection. Neither shift was due to the fact of separation itself so
much as to our way of handling it.
Dislocation focus: comparisons of co-researchers’ findings
Here my mother’s focus was more on the pain of homesickness. She was anxious about
me and saw sadness in many of the postcards and titles. I balanced this with the
excitement and new freedom produced by this voluntary dislocation to a stimulating
environment. Making the postcards gave me a way to contain fears and process them.
Nevertheless we both felt the homesickness – the mother vicariously as she imagined the
daughter’s feelings. We each found the dislocation hard to unravel and both found it
prompted some life reviews.
Emergent themes: comparisons of co-researchers’ findings
We both found meaning and transcendent imagination in the postcard titles. Each of us
discovered freedom and referred to finding creative expression and peace or rest. There
were some differences in the fact that I had freedom to sail away to imaginative places
whereas my mother was helped …back to reality, but with dreams coming true.
Conclusion
We noticed a close connection between mother-daughter separation and dislocation and
similar words appear for both of these themes. Because I was missing everything it was
hard to untangle the specific thread of separation from my mother (or even from my
daughter). The postcards themselves emerge as transformative for both of us. As I became
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absorbed in the art making a gradual freedom emerged within me and feelings of creative
immersion unfolded, whereas my mother experienced a sudden transformation when she
received the postcards, which gave her an avenue of narrative freedom and a sense of
worth.

Cooperative analysis of transcripts of three meetings
I had recorded and transcribed all 17 meetings from our first cycle of inquiry into the
postcards and journal. Each meeting transcribed to approximately 35 pages, so that all 17
transcripts gave me more data than I could analyse in detail. Therefore three of these
transcripts, meetings 4, 11 and 17, have been chosen for analysis. Meetings 4 and 11 took
place at La Trobe University, Bundoora, Victoria, while meeting 17 took place at my farm
in Boolarra South, Victoria. Each meeting is analysed separately to ascertain any shift or
change in our approach or outlook over the course of the meetings.
The next part of this chapter concentrates on the transcripts from these three
meetings. I begin with images of the postcards we reflected on and a brief overview of the
meeting. As detailed in chapter six I chose a method of analysis based on ‘the listening
guide’ (Gilligan et al., 2006) to capture the themes, ‘listening’ to the transcripts a number
of times with different foci in the manner they suggest. Again, the first reading of each
transcript focused on the mother-daughter separation theme, the second on the
dislocation theme and the third explored any emergent themes. After this is repeated for
each of the three transcripts analysed, there is another reading to draw out the ‘I
statements’ which we fashioned into I-poems, and finally we made a creative synthesis for
the co-operative inquiry.
This was the third cycle of our co-operative inquiry and it focused back, reflexively, on
the first and largest cycle, the 17 meetings to review the postcards and journal.
MEETING FOUR: postcards and transcript
§ meeting four: summary of transcript
Meeting 4 took place on Tuesday, 15/01/2008. My mother and I processed 10 postcards
from number 41 to 50.
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Figure 8.1. Meeting four: postcards 41 to 50.

This meeting began with an emotional debate about a misunderstanding between us. I am
not sure if we resolved our differences or not. However loss, grief, guilt and blame were
expressed. Throughout the meeting my mother told several stories about her life as a
child, a young woman and a mother. We talked about our experiences of sibling rivalry.
My mother said …sometimes you do things because you just want to be opposite ... we’re
all so different. We commented on the many postcards that had three centres of attention.
There were themes of keystones, doors and windows and my mother commented ... the
door can open to a surprise ... there is a door, it’s almost impossible to get to it. There was
some discussion regarding the religious or spiritual connotations portrayed in many of
the images, particularly the dark sombre places and buildings that appeared to be
monasteries or prisons. There was also some reference to the environments I created on
the postcards and the objects from nature I placed in the images, like... a bit of grass from
the mountain. We agreed that although many of the postcards were simple they often held
an array of meanings.
MEETING FOUR: mother-daughter separation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
I didn’t know why
you wanted to change

a thing a mother would do
to keep it in place

why?
why didn’t you?
you needed to
I would understand

love
the baby
togetherness

people knew
I felt guilty
you wouldn’t believe it
never talked
allowed to tell
I’ve got a lot of secrets
I’m sorry

looking around the corner
little road
the key
open the door
are you inside or outside?
an opportunity
running away
separated
lost

There is a theme in my key words of change and ambivalence about change. The first few
key words appear to be a conversation I am having with myself rather than a dialogue
between my mother and me. These words represent my ambivalence about taking on the
research journey and being separated from my daughter and my home. I am asking
myself questions that have no answers. There is a theme of being silenced, never talking,
secrets and the unknown that I believe is related to this first unfolding of our past lives, the
sharing of our experiences in the meetings. The key words little road, the key and the door
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conjure up a sense of mischief, curiosity and new opportunities. Some key words suggest a
need to be found or wanting someone to look for me, looking around the corner, are you
inside or outside? Another theme focused on being separated, lost and running away. The
research took me away and I could lose myself in the experience.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
I thought
powers
makes me
wise
I am satisfied
in fact
that’s normal
praise
I feel
I love that
cut out
how I felt
but it hurts
always reminds
promised her

completely obsessed
wonderful images
memories
answer
things I’ve said
things you said
change
things that happen
themes
expression
recollection
idea
exactly
it’s ageless
I noticed it then
two crows together
looking back
delving
always on your side

Separation is a feeling of not belonging and these feelings upset my balance and
thinking. When I opened my eyes I noticed I had become a wiser woman. The
wonderful postcard images of life we looked at in meeting four brought back
memories of times gone by. Contributing to Janine’s work reminded me of promises I
made to my daughter, Helen. Nevertheless I would prefer to be always looking on the
bright side rather than delving into the past and looking back, but it still hurts. This
was a time when I poured out my anguish and my guilt. My separation from Janine
when she went to New York actually became a healing between us. I felt as though I
wanted to change.
It was fascinating grouping the words and they often made stories where I learnt
more about myself and Janine. As I got into grouping them, I extended my thoughts,
listening more, absorbing and understanding what we were actually doing.
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§ reflections on theme of mother-daughter separation
Separation upsets or threatens to upset things – there is guilt, hurt and uncertainty – yet
we both find new opportunities in the separation – change, wisdom and love. As the
daughter however, I find a door to open and a new opportunity in the separation.
MEETING FOUR: dislocation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
it’s almost impossible
it still worries me
still haunts me
still angry
I never told you
stay away
finding something
couldn’t find you
disappears

you see it different
you’re so different
we’re so different
opposite
scratched into our lives
broken completely
rebellious
something wrong
trying not to cry
cry
I’m going to cry

The theme that comes to light in the first group of clustered words is one of rejection or
refusal; stay away, it’s almost impossible. With the repetition of the word, still, I seem to be
asking for space and expressing my need to hold onto old feelings; I am looking for solace
or reprieve; trying to find something or something wrong. The words, broken completely
and rebellious illustrate my feelings of being out-of-place and somewhat damaged when
reflecting on dislocation. The words seem to sit on the edge of an argument where I know
something is wrong and at last I allow myself to cry rather than remain still angry.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
anguish
I felt guilty
she died
abandoned
too intrusive in my life
I’d sooner forget
maybe it was a subconscious thing
I wondered about that
separation
lost baby
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upset you
upset me
lost my voice
losing it
broken my promise
it still worries me
the darkness taking over
isolated
change
I never felt upset
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The first cluster of words is on the dark side and it makes me feel less a person and
normally I wouldn’t feel like that. Maybe this dark side is in my subconscious mind, I
wonder about that. Sometimes I don’t have a voice and it reminds me of the times
when I couldn’t speak, when I was trying not to cry and my throat had enlarged and
I couldn’t talk. I didn’t have any voice. This is almost like going to confession!
Dislocation is being in a state of confusion, when the body and soul are in
anguish, when I am isolated and feeling guilty and inferior. I felt dislocated from a
lot of people at different times in my life and I left home once. For me any more
isolation or dislocation would mean the darkness taking over. I’d sooner forget. I find
myself feeling guilty and I pull myself up and say, ‘enough is enough.’ At one stage I
went to a counsellor and he helped me to sort-myself-out, but I found him too
intrusive because I didn’t want certain things in my life to be exposed and a lot of
these things came to light when Helen died. I poured out my guilt. Janine was the
second daughter who has an active personality, horse riding, art shows and music
concerts and these were all different from what I was used to.
My attitude was to forget the loss of being together with Janine while she was
away. Many of my words are sombre and gloomy and this is how I was feeling before
Janine went away, I was not well. I chose depressive words that focus on moods and
disclose the darkness. I could not understand the dilemma I was experiencing. I was
tired and vague. It is like a betrayal of oneself when the subconscious takes over from
reality. I was in the world of dreams; it was just not real; not perfect.
§ reflections on theme of dislocation
I notice here that dislocation for me seems to be about a profound feeling of being
dislocated from family and others, rather than the simple physical dislocation. This also
appears true for my mother, where separation and dislocation seem to refer to internal
states as much as (or more than) external ones. Both of us as co-researchers have focused
on dislocation in an interpersonal way, rather than in a physical/geographic context. For
both of us, isolation and rejection are part of it. The daughter perhaps expresses more
anger and rebellion, the mother more guilt and inferiority.
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MEETING FOUR: emerging themes
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
the door can open
the tiny little door
at the end
you’re trying to get there
it’s almost impossible to get to it
an incredible place
a lonely place
I’ve been there
it wasn’t easy
time
past
what did she see?

patterns beneath my feet
you’re curious
I think I know
I must have known
some day you will know
you might
I dreamed of it myself
answer the question
like a woman
tell me
I can never remember

Time is a theme that echoes throughout the key words. Many of my key words relate to
the passage of time. The incredible and lonely place I am trying to get to might represent
the research journey. Knowing is also a theme and may refer to trying to gain a knowledge
of ourselves and each other through the narrative and the postcard images. The words
represent a doubting of my knowing, I think I know, unsure about the patterns beneath
my feet; my history. The words, tell me, what did she see? and someday you will know,
suggest the curiosity and hope that motivate this inquiry and my explorative life journey.
One of my key phrases, the door can open might symbolize the opportunities this
research process has provided. I also allowed the door into my feelings to open to a new
opportunity of sharing my life experiences with my mother.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
always on your side
the door can open to a surprise
it doesn’t surprise you
pleasant to look at
you didn’t care
I’m sorry
forgive me
I’ve written

pray for
ask her
I was so happy
feelings
bright
spiritual
laugh
dance

Some of these words are about the postcard with the three doors and inside the doors
were photos of my great grandsons. It was a surprise and very pleasant to look at.
Doors open and doors shut, opportunities come and success follows. It was good to
see the boys included. It is a togetherness theme.
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I don’t like one of the clusters of words, it’s part of a situation at that particular
time. Perhaps I didn’t consider Janine’s feelings when I was writing this way. I am
surprised with the way the words have come together. It is a bit over judgemental of
the place and time at that particular stage. I probably didn’t realise that this would
come forward as a criticism, as a reprimand about family connections. I didn’t know
my inner thoughts could be exposed.
I always wanted to be artistic in some way or another but I was too busy doing
other things. I wanted to laugh and dance and I was so happy in my growing up
years and my spiritual life was bright.
Working with Janine on the research opened the door to let in spirituality,
happiness, laughter and dancing. The surprise was to see things more clearly, being
positive and getting meaningful results.
§ reflections on the emerging themes
Our emergent themes seem to diverge more, and it is perhaps natural that mine focus on
the challenges and uncertainties of the research, while my mother’s focus is on family
relationships. Her renewed sense of spirituality and creativity – and my search to
understand my life are the other sides for each of us.
§ meeting four: conclusion
The key words reveal our willingness to change, not only a change within ourselves, but
also a change in our relationship, with a new understanding of each other. This change
might be expected, particularly in light of the intimate process we were both experiencing
and the changes that were occurring within us, but we had not gone into this inquiry
anticipating such a change. We are starting to let our guards down, trust each other and
grow closer, we are starting to change.
What stayed with me from meeting four was our dialogue about dark places, finding
the way, trying to get there, doors opening and opportunity. Opening doors were
juxtaposed with the recurring reference to monasteries or prisons and our own grief and
loss. My experience was that my mother and I attempted to acknowledge our similarities
and our differences.
My mother has the key words abandoned, cut out, isolated and separation which may
suggest how she was feeling when I left for America. I was separated and dislocated
physically while she was feeling separated and dislocated emotionally. She also has the
words lost baby, lost voice and losing it which may represent the many significant losses
she has endured in her life.
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My mother as co-researcher said for me meeting four was about places, connections,
objects and separation. Being part of Janine’s research meant I was doing something that I
was happy to do and I felt the work was very deep.
MEETING ELEVEN
§ meeting eleven: summary of transcript.
Meeting 11 took place on Tuesday, 04/03/2008. My mother and I processed 14 postcards
from number 92 to 105.

Figure 8.2. Meeting eleven: Postcards 92 to 105.

The fourteen postcards we discussed in meeting eleven had a Christmas theme and
therefore much of the conversation related to our experiences of Christmas. The many
postcards I made about Christmas helped me to cope with the fact that this was my first
Christmas away from my family.
I was alone in New York during the Christmas season, and the wide range of expensive
and often oversized Christmas decorations there was astounding. Manhattan became a
visual feast with marvellous ornamentation, stunning light shows and a cheerful
Christmas spirit; it was outrageous but spectacular. In this meeting I shared my
experiences, explaining …there was a beautiful light show in Manhattan on the side of one
of the buildings with all these huge circular snow crystal designs.
We talked about the materialistic aspect of Christmas with its decorations and
presents, as well as the mythical side of Christmas, with figures such as Santa Clause, the
Christian messages and symbols of peace. My mother said …she doesn’t want the moon to
run away. She wants to hang onto it, make her Christmas a bit longer. There was some
chatting about life experiences we had in common, about home, family, children and
neighbours and I commented …so you were like me, you were the middle child in your
family? In contrast to this we talked about the feeling of being different. We shared our
feelings of being unusual, superior or inferior. My mother’s words were …I don’t feel like
that ever. I don’t feel as though anyone’s better than me ... even if I am different, I’m still
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good. We told each other some stories about being alone, along with our experiences of
being women and mothers. I explained …I was alone because I was doing different things,
and my mother said …I felt very alone ... I felt alone because I had no family out there; I
had no friends. There was also some dialogue about artists, galleries, darkness, light and
shadows.
MEETING ELEVEN: mother-daughter separation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
we all knew
they never fit
wonder why

you were a bit of a loner
you didn’t belong
you didn’t want to be

something to do with the pattern
you can look at it from both sides
the face is beautiful

I see you
eyes wide open
pleading
doing the right thing

I can hear what you’re saying
not like the rest of them
you were like me
you stand out
no friends
no family out there
I felt alone
all alone

you had the opportunities
to do what I wanted to do
given a chance
I’m not going to try anymore
hanging onto Christmas
hanging onto the mother
together
trying to make things better

The words I felt alone and all alone were significant in my clusters of words. I was alone in
New York separated from my daughter, my mother and family and I believe the isolating
experience was reflected in my key words. I am a person who is very much alone in my
work, interests and personal life and I am generally comfortable with this. I now know
and accept this part of myself. There was a difference between being alone and feeling
lonely or being a bit of a loner. I was alone and I felt lonely in New York but this was my
choice, I didn’t want to belong and it was not such a bad experience for me.
The key words here from meeting 11 show the beginnings of a connection between
two people, my mother and myself, more so than my key words from meeting four. Such
words as I see you, you were like me, I can hear what you are saying and looking at it from
both sides demonstrate a coming together and signs of understanding and empathy. My
key words also show my willingness to stay with the process and keep talking with my
mother, and to do the right thing, together, we were hanging on, giving this a chance and
trying to make things better.
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§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
Christmas bauble
she’s the star
the little hearts
I love the little girl
I love her shoes
the tree just decided to be different
the tree is selected
enormous tree
patterns
mandala
they all have different patterns
that brooch
joyous
dreamy
your thoughts
came together

wise women
three of us
trinity
I’ve been blessed
trying
this reminds me
wonder why
going back
aboriginal
I always battled on
I felt very alone
I’ve felt like that at times
you should feel the same
I would feel great
more mature
satisfied
shall we finish now

Janine was amongst the snow and cold of New York with over sized Christmas
baubles, enormous Christmas trees and the sky full of Christmas stars. She was
wearing Helen’s brooch on her red coat and she was alone, doing things differently. I
was in Melbourne with my extended family, I didn’t feel alone. I was looking at the
crib with the wise men bringing gifts of myrrh and incense. It all came together with
my joyous dreamy attitude. I have been blessed and I wonder why, because
sometimes that doesn’t make sense.
The words Christmas, little hearts, dreamy and joyous remind me of Janine
seeing the sights and celebrations in New York while I stayed in Australia. Her in
New York with the snow, stars and baubles and me with the Australian drought,
high country bushfires and the heat. I thought she was truly blessed to be where she
was because she may not get there again. I believe Janine’s achievements were bright
and blessed experiences. Although I was separated from her I think I experienced her
adventures too, through the postcards.
§ reflections on theme of mother-daughter separation
Both recognize the daughter’s aloneness in New York as something positive, and both are
now showing more empathy for the other, looking at things from the other’s point of
view. There seems a development since meeting four, and signs of re-connection.
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MEETING ELEVEN: dislocation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
the middle pin
feeling different
you were different
I was different
she’s different
but they’re all different
completely different
I can relate to that one that’s different
me too
what are you doing?
you needed
you needed to be outside doing things
off and about
never still
opposite

odd one
never two the same
stands out
feel that way
I know people who do
they’re all the same
there was a mistake
an accident with the paint
the wrong colour
it came together
it looked better
to make them fade
angry

The mistake and accident reflect my vulnerability and my willingness to accept failure
while wanting to make my past mistakes fade away. Or alternatively these words might
represent my adolescent car accident where my scars are fading away.
The word different is prominent here in one of the clusters. My mother tells me stories
about how different I was, and she speaks not in a condescending way but rather in a
curious way. I needed to be physically active and constantly discovering and I still love the
outdoors and exploring which comes into my researching. I was different as a child and
different as a mother. At times I have felt different and the odd one, both in my past and
present life experiences in Melbourne, and in New York. To be different meant to be
isolated and dislocated from others.
I think the word difference also relates to the difference between my mother and me,
you were different, I was different, completely different. Yet in some ways we are the same
and have many similarities including being the middle pin in the family. However, I do see
my mother as different from me. The phrases I can relate to that one that’s different, and
me too show that I now acknowledge and respect this difference. I celebrate our difference
and want to live with this difference, not clash against it as I have done in the past. In this
eleventh meeting there was a sense of acceptance of my mother, whereas in meeting four
the key words in the dislocation focus suggests we are more detached and focused on our
individual experience.

249

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
died
looking through from darkness to light
change colours
I felt alone
all alone in a sea of green
I had a dilemma

nobody knew me
I’m rejected
very much the odd one out
obsessive compulsive
I didn’t feel odd
never felt inferior, ever
why would you feel inferior?

I am looking on the dark side waiting for a light to appear so I don’t feel lonely or
rejected or feel the odd one out; the obsessive compulsive person that I was becoming.
I was in a dilemma before Janine asked me to be part of her research. I wanted to
change like the colours and patterns. I came out of this with a better feeling and
everyone feels better when I get back on track.
I think these key words pertain to how I felt and how I feel now because I have
clustered the words into two different groups. This to me is coming from darkness
into light, feeling not much good, to feeling worthwhile and contributing. This is the
predicament between having nothing to having something; down to up. It is a denial
to say, I didn’t feel inferior.
When I got married, I was separated from my family and my neighbourhood and
this memory comes back to me, again and again. But this has been therapy for me to
look at my many dark sides. What I have said is only the tip of the iceberg, there are
many more things I haven’t said but this process has got me thinking about them
again which has been helpful in my health recovery and with many of my problems.
Confusion was part of my life in 2007 when I wasn’t well and now I feel there is a
movement towards light. I no longer look on the dark side I see everything as light
and truth. I threw out all the rubbish I have been storing up in my memory and now
I feel better. There are many things that I have not said for my preservation, but this
time together with Janine has resulted in me looking at things differently.
§ reflections on theme of dislocation
It is clear that both of us return to past experiences of painful difference or isolation when
we think of dislocation. However, by meeting 11, we are both recognising shifts. I see this
as starting to accept, and even celebrate difference, while my mother speaks of this review
as a movement towards light and recovery.
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MEETING ELEVEN: emerging themes
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
people have got no right
saying to each other
an awful thing to say
it affected me

look at it
look at me
that’s my reflection
that doesn’t make sense

at times in my life
you can think that way
it’s hard to know

that could be you
trying to overcome
if you try hard enough

inviting you to go into it
if you hold it
you can feel it
sort of real
almost comes alive

a gift
with a message
measured by the star
it means peace

My first cluster of key words indicates a sense of disappointment when people say awful
things. There is some confusion around these experiences. I have always thought words
can be so hurtful, and derogatory words from loved ones haunt me for years. I am trying
to overcome the words that have affected me.
There is a suggestion of allowing myself to go into it, to hold, look and feel this new
sensation. I am sitting with my uncomfortable feelings and truly feeling them.
Alternatively there seems to be urgency in my key words, for example, if you try hard
enough, if you hold it and people have got no right and I am asking to be noticed and seen;
look at it, look at me.
At the end my words indicate there will be a gift of peace as an outcome of my
exploration of my feelings. I am seeking peace within myself and within my relationship
with my mother. My faults and my courage were reflected back to me when I listened to
my mother during the meetings, that’s my reflection, that could be you.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
rocks
isn’t this cute
red always stands out
shoes
I was happy when I got my feet wet
most people would have laughed
it should be such a happy time

I don’t care what other people think
she was the only friend I had
shining bright
image
always found
three of us
I like the bows
because everyone puts a bow on a gift

My words here are in contrast to the words I chose for the dislocation theme. Most of
these words are things I have felt and seen and many of them are about pleasures.
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Some of the words I chose because I liked the way they looked and I could see them as
soon as I read them, like shoes, bows and rocks. These words are more on the
pleasant side of life, shining bright!
Whether these words are just an illusion for me because I just want things to be
like that, I’m not sure. I want things to be pleasant, bright, peaceful and calm. If
everything was like that it would be perfect, but it wouldn’t be real. For example
when I look at a new moon I can see someone swinging on it. Children these days
don’t have the freedom to imagine, to see things that are not there, some will, but not
always. The theme here is perfection, the way I would like things to be.
When I say, ‘she was the only friend I had,’ this stands for all my friends I have
lost, my dad, my mum, my sister, my daughter, my best friend and others. I feel sad
but I should be happy but sometimes I just feel sad.
I think that to laugh and get your feet wet is an image of the three of us shining
bright and I don’t care what other people think. The bow is a representation of
togetherness; we are tied together, the three of us, me, Janine, and her daughter. The
bow ties everything together, and when someone unties the bow, the gift changes and
belongs to them, it should be such a happy time.
§ reflections on the emerging themes
Again, our emerging themes, not surprisingly, have less in common than our responses to
the research themes, though interestingly both of us pick up on the idea of a ‘gift’. For me
the gift is the peace that comes as I learn to hold and sit with uncomfortable feelings and
past hurts. For my mother, a focus on the pleasant side of life still produces shadows of
sadness, but a sense of togetherness as a gift.
§meeting eleven: conclusion
The important context for the postcards reviewed in meeting 11 was my feelings of
desperately missing my family and home during this festive season when family is central.
Making the Christmas theme postcards helped to alleviate my homesickness. This
meeting was quite relaxed and seemed to echo the positive Christmas themes in the
postcards.
My mother, as co-researcher commented, for me meeting 11 was about symbols,
activity, places and memories. I like to dance, to give gifts and be with friends and family.
I observed the shifts in my relationship with my mother since meeting four. We were
both more relaxed in this meeting. With each story that we told, feelings were expressed
and a growing sense of empathy emerged. The more we were willing to get to know each
other the more we trusted and relaxed into the process.
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MEETING SEVENTEEN
§ meeting Seventeen: summary of transcript
Meeting 17 took place on Monday, 28/05/2008 at Boolarra South, Victoria. My mother
and I reviewed all 176 postcards.
It was quite amazing to see all the postcards I sent to my mother together as a whole. I
was humbled and awed by the sight of so many images and so much work. I felt I was
seeing them for the first time together, they were a grand exhibition of my experiences.
The meeting began with us talking about the postcards as a whole, the prominence of
vibrant colours, faces, figures, women, Christmas and eyes. My mother said … there are a
lot of people ... the colours look magnificent. We were also startled by the sense of
loneliness and sadness in many of the images of solitary figures. Reflecting on them I
observed …some of them are quite sad ... there’s a sense of loneliness. Towards the end of
the meeting the conversation became more personal as we talked about love, family,
needs, misunderstandings, anger, frustration and forgiveness. I shared my thoughts
saying …the postcards have led to conversations at a deep level, much deeper than we have
ever had. We both became quite emotional. My mother added …yes. I’ve cried on the
inside more than I’ve cried on the outside.
MEETING SEVENTEEN: mother-daughter separation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
why did you do that?
why did you run away?
why did you do those things?

totally isolated
separated
missed

it hurts
it does, it does hurt
I hurt you so much
I think you hurt me too
I was afraid
I am so sorry

love
they do love me
they just love you
they love me
they care

heal the pain
heal the past
old memories
time
free

childhood
the baby
mother
mother and daughter
together
touching
with a good cuddle

A mother and daughter’s love for each other can sometimes be hurting. I have placed two
separate groups of words opposite each other, one about hurt and one about love. They
are interlinked as part of my re-connection with my mother. While my love for my
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mother grew, my inner hurting dispersed. My key words, love me and love you
demonstrate how important it is for me to feel loved. My words reveal my need to know I
am loved regardless of the things I did.
There were some questions in my key words, for example, why did you do that? why
did you run away? and why did you do those things? Although going through the postcards
was a means of answering many of my questions, I still felt a need to know more.
The very sensitive theme of touch rose in my key words. As a family growing up we
did not touch each other nor did we ever talk about why we did not. While in New York I
could not touch my daughter or my mother and I missed this, however I could paint and
draw about touching. This part of my life surfaced in my images and words. Touch and a
good cuddle were significant to me as a mother and as a daughter. Perhaps we both pined
for touch.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
gather these together
cluster them in groups
with certain expressions
and this one is just gorgeous
she’s having a great time
I loved every minute of this
this one shows togetherness
looking for you
I wanted to be noticed
a sense of guilt
I thought I did
imagine how I felt
admit that things have happened

it hurts me
you hurt me
surprised I hurt you so much
I felt bad about that
all bad things come to an end
maybe that’s a good idea
you were safe
they just love you
you love them
they love me
I often thought that
debates and memories
and understandings
looking back
we weren’t an affectionate family

The gathering of the postcards and grouping them together into clusters was a way of
seeing Janine in these different situations; having a good time in New York. I loved
making these themes and I loved every minute of this, every hour and every day we
worked on the postcards and the transcripts, seeing our togetherness shining through.
Looking back over memories has helped me to have a better understanding. I
wanted to be noticed, because as a mother I often felt no one took much notice of me.
I admit that things have happened in the past and we have both been hurt and I feel
bad about that, but all bad things come to an end. I feel safe in my love for Janine
and I have an understanding of being hurt in an unaffectionate family. This journey
from separation to togetherness through our discussions, criticisms and debates has
grown into an acceptance and appreciation of each other.
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§ reflections on themes of mother-daughter separation
Both of us are acknowledging the hurts of the past, and seeing the lack of touch or
affection in our childhoods. Both of us speak of the importance of understanding, and the
importance of love. My mother describes our process as a journey from separation to
togetherness and I agree.
MEETING SEVENTEEN: dislocation focus
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
I can’t stay here
I need to leave
go back
I don’t care
mixed messages
I could not understand
circumstances were completely different
looking for you
get attention
be noticed

you were safe
home
belong
a sense of loneliness
lonely
lost
looks a bit lost
crying
crying her heart out
still

These key words are quite negative and sad. The first key words, can’t stay, leave and go
back reflect, not only my childhood restlessness, but also my ambivalence about staying or
leaving New York and continuing with or abandoning the research inquiry. Other key
words continue the theme of lost, but in a way that is less forthright, a sense of loneliness,
a bit lost.
Perhaps in contrast to the earlier meeting I am now finding my way and do not feel so
lost (disconnected) emotionally. The rising feelings of hurt and pain, crying her heart out,
still, are in contrast to the words safe, home and belong. Once again I feel these are about
the mixed messages my mother and I had given each other in the past. There is a
suggestion of forgiveness as circumstances were completely different in the past when I
could not understand and dislocation was painful and not spoken about.
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§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
you were separated from him for a while
things will stay how they are now
which is perhaps stranger again
looking back at this behaviour
I was so upset
I felt very guilty
sorrow
I did run away to get attention
you kept telling me to stay

little girl lost
there is a sense of loneliness
in some of them
she looks a bit lost, doesn’t she?
totally isolated from everything
nobody talks to me
you kept telling me
it makes no sense at all

§ co-researcher’s thematic analysis – dislocation
Dislocation can mean, me living in one country and Janine in another land.
Dislocation can also mean being transformed to another world. I do not want to be
dislocated; I want to drive the fear away. I felt disorientated because I was in one
sphere and Janine was in another; I was home and Janine was in another place, not
at home. The fact that the postcards came and I studied them prevented me from
feeling so dislocated and inferior. The message I get from these phrases, statements
and words was driven by distance and my loneliness. I now have, in hindsight, an
understanding of dislocation focus. I was getting more confident as we proceeded and
the words had more meaning for me.
§ reflections on the theme of dislocation
Interestingly, it seems to be in our last meeting that the theme of dislocation is expressed
most strongly – the restlessness, pain, loneliness, even inferiority seem to be spoken about
here more clearly than ever. I wonder whether it is only because we are not now feeling
dislocated and alone that we can let ourselves recall and express more of the pain of this
state.
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MEETING SEVENTEEN: emerging themes
§ researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
all the colours
all the stars
the eyes dominate

shame
crying on the inside
more than on the outside

imagine
holding onto these feelings
I didn’t process them
I just didn’t know how to do that
we didn’t do it

remember
the only time
hugging

meaningful
memories
difficult things to raise
said too much
I feel guilty

relate
resolved
rejuvenated
really sure
feel freer
free from your nightmares

In my key words I have shown a transition between two places or spaces with the words,
feel freer, free from your nightmares. I was entering a new world. There is a sense of
celebration with all the colours and all the stars. Alongside this is a sense of shame and
guilt in saying too much. There is an acknowledgement of the difficulties in raising
meaningful memories. I feel sure by relating our memories and letting them go we have
resolved our differences and re-connected. I just didn’t know how to do that, to re-connect
with my mother. I had tried in the past but it did not happen, we didn’t do it.
There is a slight suggestion of secrets and mischief relating to the family and how we
had become so good at keeping our feelings hidden. I felt that as time went by my mother
and I acknowledged a knowing of each other that we did not have before. Until now, we
had not allowed our feelings and thoughts to be known to each other.
§ co-researcher’s key words and thematic analysis
you could get a hundred themes out of these
bringing up old memories
you feel freer
why did you do these things?
I don’t care, I can’t stay here
I am sorry that those things happened
oh they do care!
not happy about this one where the little girl is hanging onto her mother’s hand
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I had harboured these negative feelings
I feel guilty for hanging onto those feelings
to let go meant to change and I was afraid
I think it has changed our relationship
I was listening more to the meanings of the words. There are fewer words here but
they have greater meaning. I had a better understanding of the course we were
taking as I got to know what we were doing and the cycles of expression. I was free to
relate to the past by confronting, realising and believing that my family do care, that
Janine and I do care for each other. I am not feeling guilty now.
To let go would mean change and I was afraid of this. I was afraid that these
meetings would change Janine and our feelings towards each other and our
relationship. I was afraid that something would change our relationship and it
would become less important or less meaningful, but it didn’t, this has taken our
relationship to a far better place. This journey has taken me to where I needed to go.
This could be a focus or a blueprint to embrace life for future families, societies,
education and therapy.
§ reflections on emerging themes
An emerging theme for both of us seems to be the contrast in our experience before and
after this research process, a move from keeping feelings hidden to new knowledge of
each other and a far better relationship. Both acknowledge the difficulty of the process but
celebrate the outcomes for us as individuals and for our relationship.
§ meeting seventeen: conclusion
I was aware at the time that this was our last meeting and I felt both uneasiness and
disappointment, feeling that this was my last chance to talk intimately and openly with
my mother, using the postcards as a tool. This meeting was a poignant and emotional
experience for both of us. I felt a re-connection to my mother that was wonderfully warm,
loving and caring. I appreciated her honesty, her willingness to be open and emotional
which helped me to be vulnerable too.
As I look back over the meetings, I notice that in meeting four my mother had the
word, memories and I had the words old memories. In meeting seventeen I had the word
memories and my mother had bringing up old memories. Sometimes our memories had
become distorted and mixed up, yet we have a tendency to hang onto them, and I can see
this happening in the meetings. Somehow the process allowed us to share the memories,
to check them out, and not to hold so tightly to the painful ones.
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The changes that took place between meeting 11 and meeting 17 were great. We both
became emotional at this final meeting, crying and hugging each other. We trusted each
other and spoke about experiences we had not shared before. By exposing our shame and
guilt we could have empathy and understanding for each other. I felt a freedom that I had
not ever felt before and my mother felt an enormous sense of rejuvenation and energy.
Her words, I lived for the postcard, seemed to me to express the impact of this whole
project on her – and in a way on me, and this is why I have them in the title.
My mother as co-researcher said …for me meeting seventeen was about emotions,
attitudes, feelings and outcomes. I got answers from Janine that made me change my
attitudes to things that had happened between us. Reading the key words brings all the
memories back about receiving the postcards. This was an important time in my life. The
postcards were a means of mediation with Janine. I never expected anyone to connect with
me in such a way. Many of the key words make me think of images and ideas about me
being close to Janine. The continuing devotion that Janine and I now have together is what
I would have liked with the child I miscarried and my daughter Helen, who died at 49.
When reviewing the key words that my mother chose and the ones I chose I see that
we both focus on the past, the passing of time, and a shift to new freedom. The emergent
themes reveal an opportunity for freedom through accepting the secrets. Time itself has
allowed me to look, see and accept. The time we spent together has given us the
opportunity to accept our fears and share our stories. The freedom my mother and I
gained through this process came as we were able to free ourselves from the dysfunctional
patterns of communicating we had developed between us. There was a respect and
empathy with this re-connection that we both welcomed. I could see my past ways of
thinking dispersing and I felt a new trust and freedom of expression with my mother. For
the first time I felt I could ask my mother questions without being dismissed and I could
share my feelings without shame or guilt.
Being open to connecting and loving was something we had not been good at in the
past. It is doubtful if our re-connection would have taken place without this research
inquiry. Together we pursued the inquiry and together we took it to its closure. There had
been mother-daughter separation and through this process we experienced a motherdaughter reconnection. We had been apart emotionally for a long time, but together we
processed the postcards and journal and this experience bought us together.
This inquiry brought up many questions and phases demanding answers, and we each
at times asked the other to ‘answer the question and tell me.’ The feelings of hurt and love
were prominent in both our key words and no doubt reflect our overall needs and
shortcomings as well as the history of our relationship. Feeling different was also relevant
for both of us as individuals and in this process we both acknowledged and accepted our
differences from each other.
Many of my words and phrases express my needs, for example, love me, a good cuddle,
touch, me too, open the door, and need to leave. In contrast, my mother’s key words were
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more cheerful and playful, such as, I was so happy, laugh, dance and bright. I notice too
that many of my key words were outspoken and abrupt, almost demanding while my
mother used a collection of positive terms. Perhaps this in part reflects the dynamic
between a child and a parent – the child expecting, receiving, rebelling, the parent giving,
and trying to focus on the positive.
Since we have embarked on this research process together we have revealed and shared
our thoughts, feelings and beliefs, coming to know each other in a deeper and more
respectful way. I do believe that through the process we did get to know each other in a
way that might not have ever transpired otherwise.

Arts-based responses to the co-operative inquiry
Returning to arts-based representation to understand the impact of our meetings, and
once again influenced by Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch’s (2006) ‘the listening
guide,’ my mother and I read the three transcripts a fourth time focusing on the I
statements. As explained in chapter six, this process involves going through the
transcripts and highlighting all the ‘I’s’ and the following word or phase. Our ‘I
statements’ from the three transcripts were collected separately, and two lists of our ‘I
statements’ were formed. My mother and I then clustered and re-clustered them,
grouping certain ‘I statements’ together, discarding repetition and allowing ourselves to
be drawn to particular ‘I statements.’ After doing this several times, we created two Ipoems that revealed our personal journeys. Appendix 8.4 has the final list of ‘I statements’
before we created the I-poems. The first poem was created by using my ‘I statements’ from
the transcripts and the second poem was formed by taking the ‘I statements’ from my
mother’s words. After this we both wrote reflections on the I-poems, but I have decided to
let the poems speak for themselves at this point. Our reflections can be found in Appendix
8.5.

Figure 8.3. I forgive you.
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Researcher: I made, I sent
I started
I made
I painted
I drew
I cut
I glued
I scratched
I tore
I wrapped
I posted
I sent
I did
I am
I died
I lived
I took
I asked
I thought
I should
I could
I think
I know
I don’t know
I’m not sure
I’m sure
I forgot
I can’t tell
I guess
I hope
I listened
I don’t care
I can
I can’t
I should
I shouldn’t
I won’t
I must
I can’t stay
I’ll leave
I’ve gone
I left
I felt
I asked
I tried
I couldn’t
I did
I didn’t
I might
I nearly
I looked
I saw
I struggled
I needed
I was alone
I felt guilty
I’m sorry
I’m not good enough
I just
I forgive you

Co-researcher: I received, I wrote
I received
I opened
I looked
I wrote
I smiled
I cried
I lived
I can
I can’t
I wanted
I always
I almost
I shouldn’t
I sort of
I suppose
I nearly
I started to
I came back
I know
I don’t know
I remember
I can’t remember
I don’t remember
I think
I think so
I don’t think
I don’t think so
I can’t see
I see
I’m sure
I’m not sure
I’m home
I’m busy
I’m going
I must
I walked
I’m surprised
I’m different
I promised
I gave you
I feel
I did feel
I loved
I didn’t talk
I didn’t ask
I helped
I found
I lost
I mean
I was there
I believe
I was meant to
I touched
I loved
I didn’t realize
I hurt you
I said
I said to you
I forgive you, too
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Concluding the co-operative inquiry: visual responses
This chapter has reported two further cycles of the co-operative inquiry which look
further into the complex and remarkable process that unfolded during this research. This
commitment to a co-operative inquiry required trust, a trust in ourselves and each other.
This chapter concludes the inquiry findings.
The method of analysis used to explore the research questions of mother-daughter
separation and dislocation and to unfold the emergent themes helps to extract the core
themes and is a means of moving from images or conversation to more conceptual
analysis. However this is an inquiry that pays a great deal of attention to presentational
knowing, the knowing available to us through art forms. Therefore, we decided to create
an artwork each in order to give images the last word in this co-operative inquiry via our
creative syntheses (Moustakas, 1990). Our images respond to our experience of the
research and our experience of reconnection.
In our own time, we both separately reflected on the postcards, my mother’s journal,
our meetings, the transcripts, the key words and the I-poems and then we made our visual
representations of the experience of this inquiry. We did develop statements explaining
our art work which have been placed in Appendix 8.5 in order to let the images speak for
themselves here.
Co-researcher’s image

Figure 8.4. Things I like.
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Figure 8.5. the answer is blowing in the wind.
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Closing
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Chapter nine • Discussion
Introduction
Looking back over the research inquiry I ask myself, what do I know? How do I know I
know? And what do I do with what I know? Berger (1972) writes about the relation
between what we know and what we see and how our visual sense comes before our
explanation; ‘it is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world … the
relation between what we see and what we know is never settled … [and] … the way we
see things is affected by what we know and what we believe’ (p.7-8). In my research, the
most poignant personal knowledge I have gained is a deeper understanding of myself as a
mother and as a daughter alongside an enhanced insight into the themes of motherdaughter separation and dislocation. As a researcher I am struck by the richness of the
creative methodologies particularly the innovative arts-based method of making the
postcards as a way of representing and coming to know my experiencing. I have further
realised the power of the created visual image and how it can illuminate the inner world
of the art maker. However it was the profound impact the research had on my mother and
our relationship that was the most surprising discovery. My willingness to expand my
research beyond its original containment is what provided this profound discovery. I am
glad now that I included my mother, even though at the time it was challenging.
The bricolage of methodologies used in this research inquiry was challenging at times,
but the different arts-based methods of collecting data resulted in a more thorough
psychological analysis of my experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation. I
came to appreciate McLeod’s (2001) comments on qualitative inquiry as bricolage:
‘Rather than imposing a pre-determined method on the topic, the researcher is well
informed about a range of alternative approaches, and selects from these to “get the job
done”’ (p.119). The experience of this enquiry certainly encouraged me to add to my
research tools and to be more flexible and creative with their use. I also began to see
further possibilities for using arts-based methods with clients and communities.
Following an emergent methodology meant accommodating unplanned twists and
turns. ‘In the creative process, the most meaningful insights often come by surprise,
unexpectedly, and even against the will of the creator’ (McNiff, 2008, p.40). This inquiry
indeed changed over the period of the research and with each change there was greater
insight. I began with an intense desire to understand my own experience and a general
sense that this might help me make a more useful contribution professionally as an arttherapist and social worker. However as the inquiry became a form of action research that
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built relationship, it opened up new possibilities for arts-based contributions to
community development and health promotion.
Nevertheless, despite the way this inquiry broadened into collaborative methods and
social applications, it is predominantly an arts-based heuristic inquiry. Its focus is on
accessing my own experience through presentational arts-based forms. I try to translate
these to propositional and practical knowing (Heron & Reason, 1997), but I recognise that
this form of inquiry may illuminate our understanding, but does not provide
generalisable explanations. However, the deeper insight that may be gained from a study
like this can inform both theory building and personal and professional relationships.
Originally this research project was focused on the exploration of the separation
between myself, as a mother/art therapist/researcher, and my daughter who decided to
live in Italy, using daily art making as a form of processing this separation. I decided to
live in New York during this art making phase, and to send postcards to my mother as
well. My plan was to process each postcard image when I returned to Australia. However
the research changed and with the inclusion of my mother as a co-researcher, the inquiry
became a collaborative approach to processing the postcards that I sent to her. I had not
aimed for the postcards to have an impact on my daughter or my mother, but an
underlying theme that emerged was the unexpected reconnection with my mother.
In this discussion I will first reflect on the research questions concerning my
experience of mother-daughter separation and dislocation, then explore the emergent
themes, discussing the significance of these in the light of the literature and possible
practical applications. I will discuss what can be learnt from the arts-based, heuristic,
autoethnographic and co-operative methods used, and complete the chapter with
recommendations for future research, professional practice, and community applications.

Mother-daughter separation
My separation from my daughter
At the beginning of this inquiry I had a strong sense of what I wanted to research. I was
fascinated with the mother role and in particular the connections between mothers and
daughters. Even in becoming a mother, a woman is already separating from her child.
Fromm (1956) in his book, The art of loving, writes about motherly love and separation,
suggesting, ‘...the child must grow. It must emerge from the mother’s breast; it must
eventually become a completely separate human being. The very essence of motherly love
is to care for the child’s growth, and that means to want the child’s separation from
herself’ (p.48). He continues, ‘…in motherly love, two people who were one become
separate. The mother must not only tolerate, she must wish and support the child’s
separation’ (p.48). When a new mother has a daughter, she knows the difficulties and
trials her daughter may experience as a woman, such as, gender inequality, menstruation,
menopause, and perhaps childbirth, and she identifies with her daughter. I chose to
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research mother-daughter separation and dislocation because I felt uneasy about my
daughter leaving me to live overseas.
What I did know was that I was struggling with my fear of being separated from my
daughter. This was the first separation since my daughter’s birth, apart from a few short
holidays. I have always had a strong relationship with my daughter and I expected the
separation from her to have a profound effect on me. In the months and weeks leading up
to my daughter’s departure from Australia I could feel my fear and anxiety about being
separated from her sitting just below the surface of my being, waiting to spiral out of
control. I was preparing myself for an emotionally painful separation.
What I did not know was where these struggles originated from and I was unsure
where the research may lead me or what it might uncover. I had no idea that these feelings
were connected to my past and my experiences of separation and dislocation from my
own mother. It was the research process that unravelled this correlation for me.
To my surprise the severance from my daughter was not as traumatic as I had
anticipated. I did not feel the anxiety I expected. It was the ‘fear of separation’ that I was
struggling with not the separation itself. Of course I missed her but I did not feel the level
of concern I imagined I would. I believe my response was partly due to my focus shifting
from her to making the postcards.
Having completed this inquiry I feel re-assured my relationship with my young adult
daughter is a strong and healthy one. However at this point in our lives my daughter is
not in an intimate relationship, nor is she a mother and with these possible future
occurrences our relationship may change.
My earlier experiences of separation
When I began this research I did not intend to review my own past experiences of
separation. This was not the object of this inquiry. However, because I used an emergent
art-based methodology, my past experiences of separation did emerge in the postcard
images and in my stories. This means that, having completed this research, I now have a
different understanding of my fear of separation and where these feelings, and my
motivation for this study originated.
I experienced several earlier separations from my mother and family which I now
know impacted on my life. The first one was at my birth. I had the umbilical cord around
my neck which caused major complications for my mother. The medical practitioner who
delivered me advised our separation. He recommended my mother remain in hospital,
while I stayed with my maternal grandmother to whom I became attached. My mother
tells me when she returned home I was ambivalent towards her and appeared more
content to be with my grandmother. Bowlby (1973) in his research on ‘separation anxiety’
refers to children having an ambivalent response when a mother returns after a period of
separation. It seems my own early behaviour supports Bowlby’s observations. During that
first year of my infancy, my mother said, I wanted to be with my grandmother more than
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with her, and I would not allow anyone but my mother and my grandmother to touch me
and pick me up. Interestingly ‘touch’ was a theme that was drawn from the stories and the
postcard images. I am still sometimes shy and awkward when it comes to touching friends
and extended family. However with my own children I have always been tactile. Perhaps
in my infancy I associated unfamiliar touch with separation which might explain the
theme of ‘touch’ in my art work and the New York stories.
I believe this separation at my birth was the beginning of my fear of separation. As
Bowlby (1973) explains, each person’s experiences of separation are different and some
people are more affected than others. ‘Why some individuals should recover, largely or
completely from experiences of separation and loss while others seem not to, is a central
question’ (p.5). In my situation I believe this first experience of separation has remained
in my subconscious throughout my life. Bowlby (1973) claims: ‘A child does not remain
detached indefinitely. Sooner or later after being reunited with his mother his attachment
to her emerges afresh. … Furthermore, whenever he suspects he will lose her again he
exhibits acute anxiety’ (p.26-27). I do not think my first separation had a strongly
detrimental effect on me but rather remained as a niggling apprehension about being
separated from significant others. It is only now, through doing this research, I have
realised the connections.
My second separation from my mother and family was when I was 15. I had a car
accident where I sustained serious head injuries which left me in hospital for 3 months. I
still remember details of the accident vividly, particularly my grandmother sitting by my
hospital bed. I cannot remember my mother being with me in the hospital although she
tells me she was at the hospital every second or third day. She remembers being extremely
worried. It would have been an incredibly difficult time for my mother, with my injuries,
and seven other children to care for. How did she cope? At 15 I did not understand my
mother’s hardship. In hospital I felt abandoned, not because my mother chose to abandon
me but because I was alone, in pain and in a strange environment. The images on the
postcards bought the accident back to me and spoke to me about this second separation
from my mother, my grandmother and family.
I had two further painful separations from my home and family, when I was first
pregnant and as a young mother. I now understand that the first two experiences of
separation were magnified and rose to an emotionally painful climax during this time in
my life when I desperately needed and wanted to be near my mother and family. At one
point I was totally isolated and disconnected from my mother, family and society. I felt
shame, loneliness and abandonment. My feelings then support the notion that when a
child or adult (and especially a daughter) is ‘hurting’ it is usually the mother they turn to
for comfort, yearning for their touch.
When my daughter said she was going overseas to live in Italy I felt my fear of
separation rise within me again. However, this time I wanted to face these fears so I
decided to take myself to a foreign country, make art and see if I could make sense of my
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fears. I did not make the connection between my past experiences of separation from my
mother and family and my present fear of separating from my daughter until I created the
postcard images and allowed them to speak to me. And I agree with Chawla (2003) that:
‘Sometimes we make journeys in life that seem inconsequential until we go through a
similar or parallel experience at an older age’ (p.786).
In particular it was the postcard images at the final clustering that spoke to me about
my experiences of separation and my fears, allowing me to re-visit my past experiences
when ‘I allowed the postcards to “speak to me”’ (Allen & Rumbold, 2004, p.103). When I
looked within my art, read and re-read the New York stories and reflected on my past, I
was able to gain knowledge about myself and understand more fully the dynamics and the
depth of my experiences of separation. I could identify with what Ramanathan (2002)
found as the outcome of her three week art based heuristic inquiry, that: ‘Art is an
intuitive means of symbolic expression that may reveal thoughts, feelings and conflict …
As a healing outlet for hidden feelings and tension, creative expression is a tremendous
tool for learning at very deep levels’ (p.5).
When I saw the connections to my life experiences through the postcard images I was
able to give myself permission to let go of my fears. The postcard images I created allowed
me to see my life, and not dismiss my experiences but accept them. ‘Repeatedly I observe
that fear and resistance signal the presence of rich veins of creative discovery’ (McNiff,
2004, p.33). This was the first time I had searched my inner self and truly understood my
experiences of separation.
My daughter’s response to receiving the postcards
While the heuristic inquiry focused on my experience of separation, the method of
expressing my experiences by making postcards introduced a communicative form that
allows some understanding of the ways my daughter and my mother also experienced the
mother-daughter separation. In the case of my daughter this is mostly by inference
however. Megan did not take a great interest in the postcards I sent her, though at the
time of receiving them she considered them a novelty and a reminder of her artistic
mother. I suspect this could be linked to her age at the time of the research, and wonder if,
as she matures, she may take an interest in the postcards and see them differently. Indeed
if she becomes a mother herself she might develop a curiosity about the postcards. Megan
said the families she lived with in Italy were more interested in the postcards than she was.
The images were an entertaining distraction for her and the families. Later Megan did
confide to me that the postcards were her tangible connection to home, family and
Australia but she also felt they were of no great emotional significance. It is difficult to
gauge the impact on her of receiving the postcards as there is no way of knowing if her
time in Italy might have been different if she had not received them. Since our return to
Australia she has shown no interest in viewing or talking about the postcards, and as the
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research did not aim to involve Megan more than to receive the postcards, this is all that
did take place.
Perhaps it is appropriate that the daughter who initiates a separation from her mother
looks ahead, not backward to her previous relationship to her mother. As the mother, it
seems that I was the one who felt the real impact of the separation and needed to work
with the issues it presented. When I was the separating daughter myself, my attitude (at
least at first) was more like Megan’s.
My mother’s response to receiving the postcards
When I first explored the idea of researching mother-daughter separation and dislocation I
wanted to focus only on my relationship with my daughter, and so I did not consider
including my relationship with my mother. However, as an afterthought, seeing myself as
a daughter as well as a mother, I decided to send postcards to my mother as an additional
part of the inquiry. So although I did decide to include my mother in the research, I did
this without too much concern, just prior to my departure to New York. At this stage of
the inquiry my mother’s role was just to receive the postcards and I did not believe the
research would change my mother or alter our relationship.
However, as we have seen, my mother’s response to receiving the postcards was very
different from Megan’s. She chose to engage fully in the research process, and embraced
the opportunity and connected to the visual images with ease and enthusiasm. She
responded to the postcard images by keeping a journal to create her own written
interpretations of them. I had no idea that receiving the postcards would have this impact
on my mother and no knowledge at the time about her decision to keep a journal.
I later discovered that receiving the postcards had had a profound effect on my
mother’s health and meant a positive shift in her well being. Just prior to receiving the
postcards, she had felt trapped and isolated in an episode of depression. In her words: ‘I
was going downhill at the time … I was very sick … I was in and out of hospital like a
bloody yo-yo … I was drowning in depression. I felt I was going up and down in one spot
and going nowhere’ (chapter eight). My mother had professional medical care, however it
seemed the research process offered her an alternative means of freeing her from
depression.
As I have explained, I did not know that receiving the postcards would improve my
mother’s life or health – this was an unexpected outcome. Other researchers, (eg.
Guillemin & Westall, 2008) have seen the usefulness of the arts in exploring
understandings of women’s health and illness. Mostly this has involved self expression
through the arts, so I have become interested in the impact of receiving images from
significant others. At this critical time in my mother’s life, receiving the postcards gave
her a feeling of connection and belonging. She delighted in the experience, saying, I lived
for the postcards! (chapter eight).
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It could be argued that merely being involved in the research was enough to assist my
mother’s wellbeing, much like the ‘Hawthorne effect’ (Reber, 1985). The results of the
historic ‘Hawthorne effect’ research demonstrate that any change can produce positive
results in people. For example, when factory workers were advised they were chosen to be
part of a research project, they felt better about themselves and production improved:
‘Presumably the phenomenon results from the enthusiasm participants feel … from the
sense that people are interested in them’ (p.317).
When I asked my mother if she wanted to be part of the research by receiving the
postcards, she enthusiastically agreed, but I believe it was far more than this involvement
that aided in her recovery. Receiving the postcards gave my mother a connection to me
that she had not previously felt. The postcard images and their titles were unexpected and
exciting to receive. They also gave my mother a reassuring visual account of my travels.
My mother had had intervals of art making and consequently had an appreciation of the
handmade postcards. I also believe the images became companions for her. Receiving the
postcards and responding to the images became a ritual for my mother that provided a
silent and mysterious connection to me.
The postcard images and their titles also rejuvenated my mother’s own creativity
which led to her decision to begin her journal writing. My creativity stimulated her
creativity and I believe these were also the changes that helped my mother’s well being.
Her initiative to make meaning from the images through her written words indicated her
own creative involvement with the process. As Blatner (1989) noted: ‘Creative activities
are self-reinforcing; the more people discover their ability to be creative, the more
confidence they develop that they can use these sources of creativity in times of need’
(p.565). My mother was living her dreams of creativity through me and beside me and
this, I believe, was the beginning of her feelings of re-connection. It was the visual art on
the postcards and our mutual interest in creativity that began to build the bridge between
us.
And this was a bridge built by both of us. Although my mother had agreed to receive
the postcards, it was her own decision to respond creatively to the postcards. I did not
invite her to do this. Upon my return to Australia, it was my mother who encouraged me
to include her in the research process. Her involvement improved her health and
motivation.
Comparing my daughter’s and my mother’s responses to receiving the postcards
My daughter’s and my mother’s responses to receiving the postcards were vastly different
which leads me to wondering if mothers are more interested in (and more curious about)
their daughters, than daughters are interested in their mothers. My daughter was
nonchalant about receiving the postcards; and showed little interest in them. I was the
one, as the mother, who did not want to separate from my daughter, who wanted to
remain connected to her by sending the postcards, while she remained relatively
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unmoved by the concept. In parallel with this was my nonchalance about my mother
being part of my research. It was my mother who wanted to receive the postcards and be
connected to me, while I was not very concerned about whether she was part of the
research or not. This highlights the notion that the mother, in the mother-daughter
relationship, is the one who may seek connection with her daughter and feel the
separation more than the daughter does.
This is interesting in view of both cultural and research attention to ‘…the power of
the maternal bond’ (Demetrakopoulos,1992, p.51). Rastogi and Wampler (1999), for
instance claim: ‘Research shows that the intensity of the adult daughter-mother bond,
emotional connection, and interdependence are the highest in comparison to other
intergenerational relationships’ (p.328). My research certainly demonstrates some of this
intensity, but also suggests it may (initially at least) be felt more by the mother. When my
mother spoke about her feelings of connection to me when she received the postcards I
was unsure what she meant, but my understanding of her experience deepened when we
met and processed the postcards and her journal together. Eventually I did work to
understand and connect with my mother with the sort of commitment seen in Allen’s
(2005) client/artists.
My separation from my mother
When I reflect on my relationship with my mother I see a fractured past, one that has
been tainted with ambivalence, lost opportunities, confusion and resentfulness which is
explained in the introduction to this inquiry. According to Wodak and Schulz (1986) in
their book titled, The language of love and guilt, this is not unusual and the motherdaughter relationship is often ambivalent and problematic. They believe a child must
separate from their mother in order to form their individual identity, however a daughter
also forms her female identity from the mother, thus creating this dance between love and
guilt, connection and separateness. Women often find that: ‘Every identification process
entails love and admiration, and every separation conflict is accompanied by feelings of
hatred and guilt’ (Wodak & Schulz, 1986, p.7). Surrey (1993) refers to this complexity as
‘knots’ in mother-daughter relationships, and says that: ‘Differences become feared as a
source of potential disconnection, and so do similarities, as daughters become afraid of
“being like mother.” This can keep the relationship from moving forward and
encompassing both differences and similarities’ (p.116). However, Lowinsky (1992) would
see this tension as a woman’s search for the female soul, transformation and reconnection
to the motherline. It was in my reading and reflecting on the written material on motherdaughter relationships that I came to see that my relationship with my mother was, in
fact, not unusual.
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The family context
Dealing with the physical and emotional separations from my mother and daughter, was
easier as I came to see them as women who are separate individuals but who are, like me,
affected by family patterns and messages. It has taken me five years to complete the
research, and my mother was 81 and my daughter 18 when I began. I was about the same
age when I had my daughter as my mother was when she had me. I was my mother’s fifth
child and Megan was my fifth child, and my mother and I both had four sons, so that my
daughter and I both have four brothers. I never reflected on this matrix of similarities
before the research highlighted this repetition of familial patterns. Interestingly my
maternal grandmother had five brothers (one sister) and my father had five brothers (no
sisters), I have three grandsons (no granddaughters), and my mother has four greatgrandsons (no great-granddaughters). This dominant male presence in our family may
explain my unintended focus on the male culture in the New York stories which was one
of the emergent themes drawn from these stories. It also suggests a reason for the family
messages discouraging crying and being physically demonstrative.
Only now too do I see the threads of creativity running through the generations of
women in my family. My maternal grandmother was a gifted professional seamstress,
who made almost every piece of my mother’s and her sister’s clothing including their
undergarments and all their bridal wear. Perhaps my mother was inspired by her mother’s
seamstress role, and this was the foundation for her love for fashion. In Mullett’s (2008)
research she emphasizes the women’s need and desire to be creative, and Allen (1995) in
her book, Art as a way of knowing, claims: ‘The feminine force of creativity is wild and
unpredictable, charged with energy’ (p.180). When my mother was 17 she enrolled in a
drawing course with the aim of being a fashion designer. However her father insisted she
become a typist like her older sister, and so mother’s dream was never realised. She
worked for a short time as a typist, left to marry and have a family, and never entered the
paid work force again.
The value I found in understanding these patterns and messages tends to support the
genogram work of such family therapists as McGoldrick, Gerson and Petry (2008) who
help clients see themselves in the context of their intergenerational family patterns and
messages.
Perhaps mother-daughter separation does not ever take place and the coming and
going of the daughter to her mother is a natural ongoing process; the daughter’s to and
fro from her mother is a continuous part of life. In Miller’s (1991) description of the
developing young adult daughter she explains this process as change. However I believe
this change in the daughter’s internal configuration continues throughout life. Miller
writes:
In her internal representation of herself, I suggest, the girl is developing not
a sense of separation, but a more developed sense of her own capacities and
275

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

her greater ability to put her “views” into effect. That is, she has a sense of a
larger scope of action – but still with an inner representation of a self that is
not equivalent to separation; it requires change in her internal configuration
of her sense of self and other, but not a separation. (p.17)
Role shifts
I now understand that my experience of mother-daughter separation was challenging me
to shift roles, and that the expected difficulty of the separation was modified by the new
roles I did develop.
My mother and I had both led busy lives as mothers and our mother role had been
highly developed, perhaps even over developed. I know that much of my identity was
defined by my familiar and comforting mother role. Whilst playing the mother role I had
somewhat neglected my creativity, my artist self, the artist role. In New York my mother
role was not needed, and I began to find my artist role and nurture my creativity. At the
same time I was finding my new role as researcher. This transition in my roles also meant
seeking a balance of these roles, experimenting with letting go and separating from my
mother role. The balance that the research gave me was reassuring. The roles of researcher
and artist allowed the mother-daughter role to shrink somewhat. Demetrakopoulos (1992)
wrote about the woman as one who, ‘…needs to wean herself from mothering as her
children grow up so that she can develop other parts of her identity’ (p.52).
An over developed mother role was also true for my own mother. She raised nine
children and her identity and role in life was that of a mother, continuously responded to
the needs of others. And yet my mother, throughout her life, had nursed her suppressed
artist role and did at times take up artmaking though her mother role dominated. When
she received the postcards and began her journal writing, my mother reconnected with
her artist role. In this inquiry my mother also eagerly took up the new role of coresearcher engaging fully in the exploration of the postcard images, her journal, the key
words and the I-poems.
These role changes reminded me of Moreno’s (1889-1974) role theory practised in
psychodrama, where the protagonist acts-out parts of themselves (Blatner, 1989; Moreno,
1946, 1959, 1969). I saw the apartment in New York as the empty stage where I played out
the artist role and researcher role. Moreno (1946) states: ‘Role can be defined as the actual
and tangible forms which the self takes’ (p.153). I became the artist and protagonist and
my mother became the audience, then she too stepped into her roles of artist and coresearcher. ‘A basic premise of role theory is that human personality develops along many
simultaneous dimensions (roles)’ (Peterson & Files, 1989). Role theory emphasizes role
play and role expansion as a means of creating change, spontaneity and creativity:
‘Moreno believed that roles should be continuously re-evaluated, experimented with, and
shifted around’ (Blatner, 1989, p.564). My mother and I expanded our role repertoire and
these new (or renewed) roles complemented and balanced each other.
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Dislocation
A chosen dislocation
Dislocation was always a secondary and minor focus of this enquiry. I added the term in
recognition of the fact that this experience of mother-daughter separation involved
dislocation from my whole environment and an experience of a totally different setting.
My experience of dislocation came from a voluntary choice to place myself for 6 months
in one of the most exciting and creatively stimulating cities in the world. This
overwhelming environment shaped the way I experienced both dislocation and
separation.
Dislocation is a word relating to displacement and disconnection, the prefix ‘dis’ itself
means ‘changing to … the reverse of … apart’ (Oxford Dictionary, 1997). The term itself
seems to deter us from considering any positive aspects of dislocation.
There has been a great deal of popular literature about people relocating to foreign
countries, often in mid-life, often to ‘find themselves’ or to find a new life. Academic
literature and research studies into this area have been harder to locate, with journals such
as medical, health and psychology focusing on the trauma of dislocation.
Choosing to travel is a form of dislocation where stability is taken away and replaced
by temporary and transient living conditions. Kaplan (2000, 2002) wrote extensively
about postmodern discourses of displacement. When she compared tourism and exile, as
the two extremes of displacement she stated: ‘Tourism heralds postmodernism; it is a
product of the rise of consumer culture, leisure, and technological innovation’ (2000,
p.27). People generally enjoy travel but it can also cause stress and many tourists are
pleased to be ‘back home.’ In my situation I chose to experience being dislocated at a
deeper level than as a tourist traveller, although I was in ‘(t)he condition of estrangement,
or distance from “a point of origin” or field’ (Kaplan, 2002, p.33).
However alongside my experience of a visually rich environment I did have a sense of
not belonging and being foreign. Although I wanted to be part of this amazing city I did
not feel part of it, I wasn’t connected; I felt different. I was neither a tourist nor a resident.
I was also missing home and the combination of these feelings was unique to me and
added to my feelings of being dislocated. Franklin and Crang (2000) referred to a ‘mix’ of
feelings for refugees experiencing homesickness alongside excitement. I felt that I did not
‘belong’ in New York and I felt a sense of dislocation from the environment even though I
delighted in the vibrancy and freedom of the place. Perhaps then I was experiencing the
dilemma that Bauman (2001) referred to: ‘Security and freedom are two equally precious
and coveted values which could be better or worse balanced, but hardly ever fully
reconciled and without friction’ (p.4–5).
The sense of fear I experienced was also a form of dislocation; fear created a distance
between myself and the citizens of New York. I am not sure if this was due to travel
anxiety (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005) although it felt more related to a felt presence of
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fear within the city. The practical reminder of fear was the over-representation and
presence of armed police, the missing twin towers and the subway’s repetitious warnings
over the loudspeaker about reporting foreign items. I also experienced a felt sense of fear
within the people of New York, something difficult to explain which added to my own
personal feelings of fear and kept me dislocated. Contrary to my feelings and according to
Eisinger (2004) since 9/11 data surveys ‘…do show signs of public anxiety … particularly
in New York, but it is diminishing. There is little indication that fear has changed the
ordinary habits of daily life’ (p.126).
Apart from this, I did experience contentment in being alone and an outsider, separate
from the busyness of the city and its people. This feeling gave me a sense of dislocation
from the present surroundings and I believe also contained some of my anxiety. I wanted
to belong but I was also happy to be separate and dislocated from this strange but exciting
place. I was content in my present experience of aloneness. This feeling reminded me of
Hadot’s (1989) writings on ancient philosophers, particularly Faust, about being alone
and enjoying the present without looking ahead or behind.
Interpersonal dislocation
When I searched for journal articles on emotional and psychological dislocation, I found
the focus was on serious personal experiences such as natural disasters (Corrarino, 2008;
Fisher, 2010; Singelmann, & Schafer, 2010), torture (Goldfield, Mollica, Pesavento &
Faraone, 1988; Berman, H. Giron, E. & Marroquin A. 2009), war crime (Amone-P’Olak,
2005; Swiss, & Giller, 1993;), and family severance (Clark, 2000; Kokanovic, May,
Dowrick Furler, Newton, & Gunn, 2010). My mother’s and my experience of emotional
dislocation were far less traumatic. Our psychological dislocation was more a feeling of
alienation and loneliness, and I realised I needed to search the literature for these terms
instead.
When my mother and I reviewed the postcards and our discussions, our key words
focused on the psychological and interpersonal aspects of dislocation rather than the
physical ones. It was the pain of feeling different that kept me emotionally dislocated.
We both expressed a feeling of loneliness which can often be interpreted as a negative
experience with words such as ‘sad’ and ‘without companions’ describing its meaning
(Oxford Dictionary, 1997). Moustakas’ (1961, 1972, 1975) heuristic research on
‘loneliness’ where he immersed himself in the experience and then wrote extensively
about his own and other people’s understandings of loneliness, was a full analysis of
loneliness, including themes of alienating loneliness, existential loneliness, lonely solitude
and loneliness of anxiety (Moustakas, 1990). However, I believe what Moustakas (1990)
expressed in his later writings relates more to the experience of my mother and I. He
believes his writings on loneliness ‘…points to the freedom that lonely search inspired
within me, a voice that urged me to speak from the depths of being, to say what was
central and needed to be expressed’ (p.36). In the past I was not able to always express
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myself emotionally which meant detaching from my feelings or masking them. At those
times I felt I had no voice or I was not understood by others. My mother also expressed
this feeling of not being heard and losing her voice, feeling dislocated from her own
emotions. There can be a sense of ‘loneliness’ in these feelings of having ‘no voice.’
I was isolated and unsupported while living in New York and this seemed the worst of
it, rather than the purely physical dislocation. The loneliness I experienced there was
similar to my childhood experiences of loneliness, and seemed a mixture of uneasiness
and comfort. Sometimes the familiarity of this experience of loneliness was strangely
reassuring. I could relate this to Chawla’s (2003) descriptions of her childhood loneliness
at a time of physical and emotional dislocation, ‘…there was the stark reality of loneliness
at an age when it cannot be intellectually realized … loneliness creeps in and stays as a
companionable shadow by day and haunting memories at night’ (p.789). Again Chawla
(2003) described her physical and emotional dislocation as an adult; ‘This time … I was
expecting loneliness. This time, I embraced the loneliness. Loneliness was freedom’
(p.790). I also felt this shift in my experience of loneliness as a form of dislocation and
freedom, and agree that; ’Perhaps in my dislocation I find stability’ (p.797).
I recalled past experiences of feeling alone in many of my postcard images, throughout
the New York stories, and in my conversations with my mother and I sometimes thought
this was due to my age. However, in Gerstein and Tesser’s (1987) study on young adults’
experiences of loneliness they concluded that reflecting on the past creates less stress than
thinking of the future because for lonely individuals ‘…thinking of the future involves the
exploration of whether an uncomfortable experience will continue or end, while reflecting
on the past does not have direct implications’ (p.360). I believe for my mother and I there
was some comfort in reflecting on the past even though some of our past lonely
experiences were not so good.
My mother and I only really expressed the full pain of the experience of dislocation
toward the end of the meetings, when we had reconnected and were not feeling
dislocated, as though the experience was too painful to explore when we were still in the
midst of it. Our feeling of dislocation might stem back to generations of the feminine
struggle to be heard. In our maturity as mother and daughter we were willing to hear each
other. ‘From a midlife perspective there is a meeting of child, daughter, mother, old
woman and grandmother. It is time for forgiveness, a time for understanding, a time for
coming home’ (Marcow-Speiser, 1993, p.83).
Home
There were repeated references to ‘home’ in both the postcards and in the stories as
something that can represent the opposite of dislocation. To be separated and dislocated
from ‘home’ meant instability, fear and insecurity for me. Arrington (2001) in her book,
Home is where the art is, wrote about a family in therapy where their child drew a picture
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of a house. When the child completed the drawing, he turned to Arrington (2001) and
said quietly, I want to go home. She asked:
What is home? For most people, home is a place of safety where one lives
with loved ones called family. It is a comfortable dwelling place in one’s
native land. It is a place where one’s heart feels warm and safe. Home is a
place where one belongs. (p.xiv-xv)
Arrington placed importance on the notion of home for families and children. The
repetition of the concept of ‘home’ in my own art work revealed my strong association to
‘home’ but also helped me to understand the strong connections I had made between
home, mother-daughter separation and dislocation. I could also relate to Chawla’s (2003)
words about home being a place to hide. She said: ‘Perhaps, my search is for a home. A
home in which to hide from the pangs of dislocation and the demons of loneliness’
(p.797). Depicting home in the postcard images helped contain my fears of not having a
‘home’ when I arrived in New York. Phillips, in Bruce Moon’s (2002) book about the art
of art therapists, wrote about art making giving her a ‘home coming’ feeling: ‘Art making,
for me, is coming home. It is the space I enter into with a huge sigh of relief knowing that
it is here where I can be completely myself’ (p.187). I found that being drawn into the
images and the process of making them offered a sense of reassurance similar to that
experienced when one is feeling ‘at home’.

Emergent theme: Mother-daughter re-connection
My meetings with my mother
As the research became a co-operative inquiry and my mother became co-researcher, we
began our weekly meetings reflecting on the postcards and my mother’s journal. We had
never spent time together in this way before. Sinding, Gray and Nisker (2008) said: ‘We
cannot always anticipate what will happen when art is presented’ (p.463), and it is true we
were not sure what the method would unfold. Yet we agreed to enter this process and
remained committed to the meetings until we had accomplished the task. We were to
discover it to be true that such research results in, ‘...engaging research participants in the
constant praxis of action and reflection’ (McKenzie, 2008, p.340).
On one level the meetings were an uncomplicated method of sharing the postcards
and my mother’s journal, one that resonates with Cole and Knowles (2008) commented:
‘Life is lived and knowledge made through kitchen table conversations and yarnin’ (p.59).
These casual exchanges they refer to as, ‘moments of meaning making’ (p.59). I believe
the process we experienced had many ‘moments of meaning making’, some through
cheerful exchanges, others through emotionally challenging confrontations.
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We both intuitively trusted the process and our trust in each other increased as we
became closer. I also had to trust in myself by letting go of old ways of thinking and
allowing myself to be open to what might arise. Schnetz (2005) wrote about the
importance of trust and security when entering into a creative process that requires our
ability to ‘step into the unknown’ (p.79). By going through the postcard images with my
mother I saw her for the first time in a new light. I saw parts of myself in her that I did not
like and I saw parts of myself in her I admired, and I was able to accept my mother for
who she was. I agree with Surrey (1993) when she referred to mutual empathy and
authenticity as a means of understanding between mother and daughter. When mutual
authenticity is absent and, ‘…where either the daughter’s voice or the mother’s voice is
dominant or silenced – that creates relational disconnection. True dialogue involves two
voices listening and responding and able to hold and move with the different subjective
realities simultaneously’ (p.120).
The postcard images and my mother’s journal prompted storytelling between us. I had
heard many of these stories before but the meetings gave me an opportunity to listen to
them again with respect and empathy. What really helped me was to hear what was
happening for her at times in my life when I felt I really needed her, to hear her thoughts
and her beliefs. I learnt that my mother often did not know what to do in difficult
situations and struggled to discuss feelings of distress and pain. She routinely removed
herself (to smell the roses) wishing everyone to be happy and see the bright side of life.
She did not know how to cope and found ‘cheerful’ diversions as a means of distraction. I
can understand why she chose this manner of dealing with the enormous stress and
pressures she must have endured at times. Growing up in this way I was often frustrated
but I too learnt to dismiss or mask my emotions.
I needed to understand my mother’s inner world in order to understand how she was
in her outer world. Hollway and Jefferson (2000) in their qualitative research on fear and
crime address this issue of understanding others through a narrative, free association
method as an interview process with: ‘Research subjects whose inner worlds cannot be
understood without knowledge of their experiences in the world, and whose experiences
of their world cannot be understood without knowledge of the way in which their inner
worlds allow them to experience the outer world’ (p.4). The weekly meetings allowed me
to understand my mother’s manner of processing her inner world and thus have an
understanding of her actions and decisions in her outer world. She spoke to me with
honesty and as an equal, letting me into her inner world. I also believe my mother gained
a new knowledge of my life experiences. She listened empathetically to my stories, letting
go of the anguish I caused her.
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Figure 9.1. I forgive you.

The postcard titled, I forgive you created the deepest discussion between us. When I made
the postcard I was genuine in my message of forgiving my mother for past experiences
that had been difficult and emotionally painful for me. I did not intend to hurt or blame
her. The postcard was more about accepting that my mother had done her best under the
circumstances. However my mother was surprised by this postcard and said she did not
think there was anything she had done that required me to forgive her. I was also
surprised by my mother’s response to the postcard which was, I forgive you too because,
like her, I wondered what I had done to receive such a message. When I asked my mother
she reminded me of my teenage years when I caused grief and sorrow. My mother forgave
me for my rebellious behaviour in my youth. It was very confronting and extremely
difficult to talk to my mother about the times in my life when I felt hurt as a result of her
actions, her inactions or her words but I did, and to my astonishment she acted shocked
and said she had no idea she had hurt me in the past and this was never her intention.
However she did add, Oh well, we’re even now (meeting seventeen).
For me, it wasn’t the art making or the sending of the postcards that created the reconnection with my mother, it was the succession of regular meetings that created the
arena for openness and change. The meetings gave us insight into ourselves and each
other, and provided a positive and safe space to reflect on our lives and our relationship.
There were no aims in the meetings with my mother other than to go through the
postcards and her journal. We had no expectations, in fact, as I mentioned in Phase Two
of the inquiry, I thought the meetings were unimportant and would not accomplish much
at all. Perhaps it was this openness and lack of expectation that allowed change to occur
for both my mother and myself. We were both committed to the meetings and did not
leave or remove ourselves when we felt anxious or upset. Neither of us had any idea of the
past pain and hurt our meetings would uncover. The difference between our previous
conversations and these meetings was that the postcard images and the journal triggered
stories, directed our dialogue and became holders of my anxiety. We could talk through
the images sometimes, to avoid eye contact, pain, and shame. It seemed true that: ‘The
potential tension generated by face-to-face contact is lessened by mutual gazing at a
photograph or the act of exploring an object together’ (Burke & Prosser, 2008, p.410). I
believe the postcard images and my mother’s journal offered us a new way of
communicating, as if the postcards and the journal gave us permission to discuss topics
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that conversations did not allow. The dialogue was ‘...relying on the power of the art to
both inform and engage’ (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 62).
As time passed and we tested our trust in each other we opened up further and talked
through our fears, pains and disappointments understanding where we both stood in our
past encounters. Mullett’s (2008) research on women in mid-life accentuates the strength
women gain when they come together to share experiences, finding that the most
important revelation was that ‘...through the stories we came to a greater understanding
of some women’s suffering ... the women were ... enjoying the opportunity to learn from
and with each other’ (p.454). This became true for us as we made the time to listen to each
other’s stories and learn from them. Our stories became, ‘...the way humans make sense of
their worlds and ... essential to human understanding’ (Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008, p.129).
As a daughter I now understand my mother’s struggles with me, and feel respect and
love for her that I had not felt before. The meetings became the crucible for this change
and the images held the key to unlocking my past.
Re-connection of mother and daughter
My mother talked about feeling connected to me when she was receiving the postcards,
whereas my feelings of connection occurred during the period of our meetings. I believe
the change I experienced was due to my working through an emotionally painful period
of strong resistance during the first weeks of meeting with my mother. I did not want to
meet with her, and when I did meet with her I wanted to stop. I believed if I stopped I
would be free of the emotional pain I was experiencing and this seemed the easier option
for me. However I continued. ‘Opportunity for thought and illumination is possible only
while perseverance at the task continues’ (p.vii) says Lett (1975), and this proved to be the
case here. By staying with these feelings I broke through this resistant barrier that was
preventing me from connecting or re-connecting with my mother. I believe this resistance
I was experiencing was what Sela-Smith (2002) referred to in her ‘heuristic self-search
inquiry’, where she argued: ‘I have found that the resistance has to be confronted and
overcome before full discovery can occur’ (p.58). I doubt I would have fully understood
Sela–Smith’s theory unless I experienced it myself. Drawing upon her own experiences
and an extensive critique of Moustakas’s methods she claimed: ‘There must be an
acknowledgement of resistance to feeling in the reconnection with the I-who-feels … there
must be an acceptance of surrender that opens to transformation that can impact the
individual, society, and all of humankind’ (p.85).
There were many difficult and confronting times during the meetings. We did not
approach topics that were sensitive during the first meetings; we silently acknowledged
these moments, with a nod or a raised eyebrow, and continued our dialogue. But as time
passed we found the voice and courage to express ourselves. In this collaborative inquiry I
followed Barndt’s (2008) advice that, ‘...one must learn to live with uncertainty, become
comfortable with discomfort, and be excited by the insights and creativity that can emerge
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from both silent and sticky moments’ (p.360). I believe I was holding onto old and
familiar ways of thinking and I had become inflexible and unable to feel empathy which
would provide the avenue for healing and change. However I gradually trusted myself, my
mother and the process. Although I had not anticipated any of these struggles that I
experienced, I found that, by staying with this process, eventually my anger and
disappointment with my mother was replaced by empathy and love. Our relationship is
now stronger than it has ever been. I agree then with Marcow-Speiser’s (1993)
experiences: ‘Journeying back to the mother is a journey of courage … it involves …
coming to terms with the mother as she really was, as well as giving up on the mother who
might have been’ (p.86).
Crying on the inside
As a mother and a daughter I could empathise with and understand some of the
challenges my mother experienced. Many of my images provided knowledge that evoked
empathy between us. Eisner (2008) reminded us: ‘Images rendered in artistically
expressive form often generate a kind of empathy that makes action possible’ (p.11).
Scott-Hoy and Ellis (2008) referred to images having meaning when words are
insufficient. In their discussion over a painting, Scott-Hoy revealed, ‘...this painting
represents what I’ve been trying to put into words though I do not have the words to
describe what I see and feel. Just now I doubt words will ever be sufficient’ (p.132).

Figure 9.2. crying on the inside.

The postcard crying on the inside is an example of how an image touched our souls and
created a loving connection between my mother and me. This postcard was one of the
most powerful images for us. It raised feelings of guilt, shame, grief, suppressed anger,
pain and fear; revealing parts of ourselves we could not show but learnt to keep inside.
During the last meeting we both starred at the image for a long time, then my mother
cried and pointed to the postcard. Perhaps learning to cry on the inside had been a skill
passed down from mother to daughter for generations. We couldn’t stop the crying but
we could hide it from others. We had both learnt to do this but we had never spoken
about it to each other. Now we found that: ‘Art is a powerful tool in communication ... art
expression is a way to visually communicate thoughts and feelings that are too painful to
put into words’ (Malchiodi, 2003, p.ix). The woman crying on the inside also reminded me
of the mask Allen (1995) made of her mother. Allen said of it: ‘This is the mask of pain, of
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tears unshed, in a face hardened into stone by a relentless holding back of feelings. Tears
begin to stream down my own face … The price of tears uncried that have cut right
through to the bone’ (p.165). Allen referred to her mask as, ‘…a pain-filled-silence’. She
wrote: ‘My mother and generations of women before her suffered in silence’ (p.166).
This process of going through the postcards led to a new meeting ground between us,
where we could ask and answer questions about each other more openly and honestly
having respect for ourselves and each other. We now understand that we are two adults
caught by the web of past life experiences where we both did the best we could. The
meetings gave us the room to emerge out of our separateness with a new relationship that
had trust, empathy and love.

Arts-based methods
Creative methodology
In a project such as this, alongside the findings relating to the content studied, a great deal
can be learnt from reflection on the research methods used. This section reviews some of
what I learned from applying these methods, and does this in order to confirm or extend
our understanding of arts-based methods of inquiry, for the benefit of other researchers
and perhaps for people applying these methods to personal, therapeutic and community
uses.
In the course of this inquiry, I found it could be a creative process to construct a
scaffolding of arts-based methodologies that allowed the process of discovery to emerge.
It seems to have been a similar process to that of Thorburn and Hibbard (2008) who said
of their research: ‘This is our collaborative emergent construction. It is rather like
building a scaffold ... the procedures are necessarily flexible and elastic to stretch beyond
our knowing into discovery’ (p.160).
The arts-based heuristic and autoethnographic methodologies of this research inquiry
meant experimentation and exploring the unknown. I can identify with Howard’s (1993)
explanation of her art therapy research: ‘To be creative is to be involved in acts for which
consequences are unknown. The therapist, like the artist, may be seen as an explorer,
stepping into unchartered territory, willing to risk losing the way and becoming lost for
the sake of finding meaning’ (p.392). McNiff (1998) strongly supports taking this risk,
explaining that: ‘We will benefit from experimental activities which document outcomes,
beginning with our own direct involvement with the different aspects of the art
experience’ (p.204).
One of the features of this research inquiry was the coming together of different artsbased methodologies. The postcard images, the New York stories, the I-poems and the
final art pieces interlinked and contributed to understanding the impact of the whole
inquiry and to meaning on different levels. As Schnetz (2005) so aptly explained: ‘Within
the dialogue image/word approach the researcher like the artist, plays an active part in
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investigating phenomena. The artist or researcher explores the phenomena through the
different media and tools’ (p.64). By using different mediums I discovered a boarder
understanding of myself and the research topic. Schnetz (2005) when referring to the
researcher, noted: ‘As he or she shapes the emerging image and dialogues with it, different
types of understanding are brought to light; each medium offers its own unique
perspective’ (p.64). In exploring the topic of mother-daughter separation and dislocation
through heuristic, art-based, autoethnographic and collaborative methodologies, I was
thus drawing knowledge and meaning in several different ways. It was this combination
that generated deeper meaning for me and later for my mother.
Making the postcards
I had chosen an art-based methodology because I find making art a natural way of
expression, preferring to communicate visually rather than through words or writing. I
need to create visual symbols to comprehend concepts, feelings, and behaviour. Visual art
allows me to take emotions and troubles out of my body and mind, so I can ‘see’ them
afresh, in a new light and shape. Although I made the postcards spontaneously, I knew, as
an art therapist, they would hold meaning for me.
There were several stages to the postcard inquiry. One was the process of making the
postcards with the knowledge that they would be received by significant others. When the
postcards were completed I separated from them by mailing them. Another stage was my
mother’s and daughter’s experiences of receiving them. Finally there were several
methods of processing of the postcards when I returned to Australia. The postcards took
on a new life when I reflected on them in a new environment, months after I had made
them. In the future I plan to take the postcards to another stage, and to prepare a public
exhibition of the postcards. I will discuss this later in this chapter. First I will discuss the
impact and experience of making the postcards.
To make over 400 postcards was far more difficult than I expected. I was pleased with
my achievement, because at the beginning I was not sure if I was disciplined enough to
fulfil this rigorous undertaking and I knew: ‘The creation of artwork requires sufficient
internal and/or external motivation’ (C. Moon, 2002, p.177). There were times when I did
struggle with the consistent need to work on them and I was sometimes disappointed with
what I created, however, the time restraint meant I could only work on them for a short
time. Obviously this commitment reflects the sustained engagement of a researcher or
artist, but the postcard making itself could be a useful tool for therapists and community
workers.
I believe the postcard images, although created spontaneously held segments of my
inner world. They took form through my hands and from my mind; they came from me;
were part of me; an extension of myself. Moon, (2004) in his book, Art and soul believes
artists convey their messages through their art, so that: ‘The artist, in whatever medium
declares to the world, “I have something to say”’ (p.145). He adds, ‘…artists reach deep
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within and bring out their pain, their discomfort and their courage’ (p.146). My images
revealed and exposed me, they told my story and held my secrets. I created the postcard
images by pushing the pencils, moving the lines, choosing the colours, creating light and
darkness, brushing the paper and gluing the collages, all giving life to the postcards, so as
an artist I was able to, ‘…provide a means through which feelings can come to be known’
(Eisner, 2008, p.7).
I created the postcards instinctively and spontaneously, relaxing into creative art
making, letting go of restrictions and doubts. Spontaneity is often linked to playfulness
and creativity. As Winnicott (1971) reminded us: ‘It is in playing and only in playing that
the individual child or adult is able to be creative and to use their whole personality, and it
is only in being creative that the individual discovers the self’ (p.54). Winnicott is
speaking of children and people in general. I am reminded that while artists may
communicate through their art most effectively, others can also access and express their
experiences through making art. My mother created her first collage with a similar
spontaneity and delight.
The therapeutic benefits of art-making appeared in my research even though I had not
designed it to look for them. I believe making the postcards helped me to feel settled
despite my dislocation, and meant my fears about my response to separating from my
daughter were not realised. The consistency of art making became my comfort, holding
my trepidation. The postcards became a means of externalizing my concerns, my anxiety
and my anticipated sense of loneliness, my fears of separation and of not having a real
home. Perkins (2010), in one of her Art and Soul indigenous documentaries called
Dreams and Nightmares, asked a renowned aboriginal artist, Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula,
why he paints. Perkins told us his reply was: ‘When you sit down with no painting you get
lonely.’ In New York I also saw the postcards as a cohort of companions.
The postcards became vessels for my emotions. In much the same way some writers
see therapy offering a safe and stable container, these little pieces of card held me securely
while my world changed. Schaverien (1999), in her book, The revealing image, explains:
...the picture, safely contained within the boundaries of the edges of the
paper, reveals the imaginal world. It is the exemplified field of unconscious,
or semi-conscious imagery. As such it may contain chaotic, unmanageable
and unacceptable, as well as previously unexpressed, feelings and images.
While the outer boundaries remain predictable and constant, the pictures
may be continuously changing. Through them the patient may challenge the
inner boundaries of therapy whilst the outer boundaries remain intact.
(p.77-78)
However Schaverien’s (1999) depiction is opposite to my own experience in some ways.
She suggested that in therapy the therapist strives to keep the outer boundary unchanged,
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whereas in my experience in New York the environment had changed dramatically. I was
dislocated from my family and my home. It was during this unsettling period that the
postcards rather than the environment offered me reassurance and self care. In this
instance the secure boundary was at first perhaps just the postcard frame. The images
within changed, and the world outside had changed, but the form of the postcard and my
commitment to mailing them gave me my own safe place even before I found the refuge
of apartment 2D.
The apartment as studio
The place of the art-making was important in this inquiry. The creation of the hundreds
of postcards took place in the apartment space in The Bronx, New York which became my
home and studio; a safe and sacred place. The detailed description of the apartment in the
New York stories indicates that I was proud of my new ‘home.’ I created the sanctuary to
make art; a place where I would be free from everyday distractions, I would have no
visitors, no phone calls, no television and no interruptions. I was playful with my art
making yet I remained respectful of the task and this can be seen in the way I gave my
space over to it. The studio became a haven of art materials and small found objects and
here I was free to be the creative, passionate and cluttered artist. McNiff (2004)
enchantingly described the hospital cottage he transformed into a studio, remarking: ‘The
space served as an alchemical vessel for the transformations wrought by the artistic
process … Patients entering the studio environment literally passed into another world’
(p.16). He recalled how his work place studio became alive with the art making, ‘The place
is transformed and ensouled as soon as the images arrive and as we relate to them with
empathy and imagination’ (p.17). I believe my Bronx apartment became a space for
transformation and imagination.
Alone in my art making
I was surprisingly content to be alone in New York and sensed I was experiencing a
familiar feeling that I enjoyed as a child. My mother often raised the notion of me being
different from my siblings. During our meetings she told stories about my
‘disappearances’ and isolating behaviour as a child and adolescent. I often took her
comments as an insult but she did not intend to criticize me but just explain my
difference. I recognise this difference as I remember playing contentedly outside alone.
Coming from a large family, ‘time alone’ was difficult. I am an introvert and I need time
alone to process my world. This contentment in being alone is seen in the New York
stories, especially story three, snow, and in many of the postcard images of solitary figures.
It seems to me that part of the usefulness of arts-based methods of inquiry and expression
is that they can be used in solitude or communally. People can adapt them to their own
preferred ways of functioning. And where solitude is not chosen and is hard to endure,
art-making as we have seen can help to relieve the loneliness.
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Posting the postcards
The process of making and sending postcards was more than that of simply making an
artwork each day. There was an element of ritual in sending them. When I posted the
postcards I made it was difficult to separate from them. I felt quite attached to them,
because some had taken hours to create and I wanted to keep them safe and close to me,
for they had become part of me. However as I posted each package of postcards it became
easier to let them go, and the weekly repetition of ‘letting go’ helped me to detach from
them and place trust in their safe arrival. This continual ritual of separation from my art
work, from what I felt to be parts of myself, or my ‘companions’, was also a way of
confronting my fears of separation. Repetition, routine, consistency and trust dissipated
my trepidation about letting go. Barndt (2008) has noted that, ‘...artists talk about this
tension between holding on and letting go’ (p.360), and this was certainly a tension I felt.
Also (and perhaps I did not properly appreciate this at first) the postcards were not
only an expressive form for me, but an inherently interpersonal means of communication.
Plummer’s (2004) reference to letter writing is also valid here. He believed: ‘...every letter
speaks out, not just of the writer’s world, but also of the writer’s perception of the
recipient. The kind of story told shifts with the person who will read it’ (p.284). They are
not an immediate form of communication though. The physical distance between the
creator of the postcards and the recipient is one of the intrinsic qualities of this research
method. The distance opened up a time lag. Even if my mother or daughter did respond
immediately upon receiving them (e.g., by phone, text or e-mail) it would still be some
time after I created the postcards. The postcards reminded me as I sent them that I was
removed from their recipients in time and space, yet they also were the tangible
connection between myself and my mother and my daughter. Perhaps, having chosen to
use postcards in arts-based research, I should not have been surprised when my original
heuristic design became much more collaborative!
The analysis of the postcards as data
The postcards are the first and largest set of data in this arts-based inquiry. The remainder
of the research unfolded from this beginning, supporting the claim that: ‘The arts may
create the spark that ignites further inquiry’ (Higgs, 2008, p.553). The research process
that followed as a consequence of the postcard images thus guided and brought to life the
remainder of the inquiry. I found it to be true, as Barndt (2008) reminded us that, ‘...the
arts are powerful catalysts for unearthing different kinds of knowledge’ (p.354).
I made the postcards spontaneously without any analysis, but I did analyse them
verbally later. This framework of self analysis after the process of art making is one which
Fenner (1996) referred to in her heuristic research, advising that: ‘Intuitively I felt it most
useful not to process any material along the way as the idea was to be unselfconscious
about content, therefore more value-free in executing each image’ (p.39).
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I am aware now of the power of the visual image through the messages the postcards
that I created told me about myself. When I returned to Australia, I laid down and viewed
the 262 postcards I sent to my daughter and I was awed by the magnitude of the work.
When I viewed the postcards together and in a different environment I felt a true sense of
their presence and weight and gained a new understanding.
The picture offers an alternative external presence, it is an object which
exists outside the artist, yet a part of her or him temporarily inhabits it. A
split is made between the part of the person who makes the picture (the
artist part) and the part which views the picture (the viewer). (Schaverien,
1999, p.19)
In my inquiry I viewed the images months after I made them. My mother and daughter
were the first viewers. The postcards became the connection between myself, the artist and
my mother and my daughter, the viewers. Now I was the viewer looking at the artist’s
work. I was feeling a different sense of dislocation; I was viewing a past part of my own
life.
Moving from presentational knowing to propositional (Heron & Reason, 1997), from
the visual form of the postcards to a conceptual analysis in words, is probably always
going to be challenging. I experimented with different approaches; the clustering and
‘what do you see’ approach used for the postcards to my daughter, and the collaborative,
associative, story-telling approach used for the postcards to my mother.
For the postcards to my daughter, I clustered and re-clustered these postcards to
discover the themes that related to my inquiry. Women’s faces dominated and I found
myself in many of the faces. They were parts of myself, discovered and made known in
their presence, talking to me about their being, asking me to recognise and care for them.
I could not ignore these parts of myself. I wanted to gather them together and hold them
as I wanted to do with the ‘shivering’ children’s drawings at the 2006 9/11 anniversary
(story two). I wanted to be the caring mother.
When I looked at the postcard images at the end of the final clustering I was struck by
their meaning. I walked away and returned to look again at the images and I was
confronted with their message. I discovered the truth of McNiff’s (2008) comment that:
‘In the creative process, the most meaningful insights often come by surprise,
unexpectedly, and even against the will of the creator’ (p.40). I could see they represented
my life experiences of separation, although for a while I tried to ignore what I could see
and what they were telling me. I saw an image of a child without a neck, another postcard
of a teenager with an unfinished face and the two women with their eyes closed
representing my mother and my grandmother or alternatively myself at rest and
accepting. Although I am an art therapist, I did not expect these parts of my life to be
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revealed so openly. This was a way of knowing myself; knowing that these experiences in
my life rested within me, waiting to be revealed and understood.
When it came to analysing the postcards co-operatively, I found my mother often
interpreted the images differently from what I had intended when I made them. However
when I reflected on the images during our meetings, I did find new meaning in them.
Having the time to reflect and the presence of my supportive mother helped me to see
them differently. This resonates with what Butler-Kisber, (2008) said in reference to her
collage work: ‘The ambiguity that remains present in collage provides a way of expressing
the said and the unsaid, and allows for multiple avenues of interpretation and greater
accessibility’ (p.268). A co-operative form of analysis requires giving up some control, but
can also open up new understandings.
The New York stories
Deciding to include the New York Stories in this inquiry meant I thought about it also as
autoethnographic or narrative inquiry. However, as creative writing is also one of the arts,
I have included the stories as arts-based research. As an art therapist rather than a
sociologist or anthropologist, I find myself using the terms ‘art-based’ or ‘arts-based
research’ more often than ‘autoethnography’, although I acknowledge that is a valid
alternative.
Writing the stories meant going over the experience of living in New York. Lett (1975)
when writing about the novelist Frank Kellaway claimed ‘ …writing to be an experience in
discovery in itself, in which clarification, rethinking, insights and problem-solving occur
in a complex process giving opportunity for the imagination to range over experience and
re-order it’ (p. vii). When one returns to an experience to relay it again perhaps this is
when a true knowledge of the experience takes place. Lett indicated:
The creative process requires tremendous immersion in the particular world
of experience and openness to experience; it carries its own impulsion to
creation and completion; it involves the struggle towards definition of
experience, the isolation of meaning and the communication of this in an
ordered way, so that the delight of new experience is offered. (p.viii)
The stories I wrote were a means of capturing and holding the lived experience and they
opened up new ways of viewing the postcards. McNiff (2004) saw art and storytelling as
interwoven: ‘I often liken artists to travellers who return from journeys with stories to tell.
This storytelling dimension becomes a core feature of interpretation’ (p.80). He recalled
clients telling stories that lay within their art work, ‘...there is always an eagerness to tell
how the pictures came into being and how they relate to the feelings and lives of their
creators’ (p.80).
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The stories used in this research were a method of inviting readers to put themselves
in my place, to experience the complexities, difficulties and positive changes I
experienced. The journal and the transcripts were also forms of narrative filled with
stories that revealed the shifts and struggles both my mother and I experienced over time,
trying to make sense of our experiences. Ellis and Bochner (2000) described narratives as
conversations:
The stories we write put us in conversation with ourselves as well as our
readers. In conversation with ourselves, we expose our vulnerabilities,
conflicts, choices, and values. We take measure of our uncertainties, our
mixed emotions, and the multiple layers of our experience … Often our
accounts of ourselves are unflattering and imperfect, but human and
believable. The text is used, then, as an agent of self-understranding and
ethical discussion. (p.748)
The truthful narrative seeks to keep the past alive within the present. The New York
stories accentuate and transcribe the meanings within the postcard images that
accompany the stories; they give meaning and life to the images. ‘Personal stories further
our ability to get close to images and understand them better’ (McNiff, 2004, p.80).
Co-operative arts-based inquiry
As my mother became an active participant in Phase Two, the research developed into a
co-operative inquiry with ‘…two or more people researching a topic through their own
experiences of it, using a series of cycles in which they move between this experience and
reflecting together on it’ (Heron, 1996, p.1). From separate cycles of inquiry where I
created the postcards, and my mother made a journal response to the postcards, we
joined in several further collaborative cycles of experience and reflection as we reviewed
the journal and postcards. Heron (1996) said: ‘Each person is co-subject in the experience
phases and co-researchers in the reflections stages’ (p.1), and I think this became
increasingly true of my mother’s and my own participation in this inquiry.
While many researchers have studied or involved intimate others in their research
(Ellis, 1996; Hodder, 2004; Camden Pratt, 2002), our particular co-operative inquiry was
obviously shaped uniquely by our characters and relationship. It would be easier to
replicate the postcard making aspect of this inquiry than the co-operative analysis.
Although it is not a model for wider use, however, the co-operative inquiry is an original
aspect of this study that can contribute to our understanding of the challenges and
rewards of co-operative inquiry with an intimate other. As an inquiry involving artmaking and reflection on images, it also demonstrates what the mediation of arts-based
methods may achieve to further knowledge and build relationship.
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The I-poems
The I-poems (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg & Bertsch, 2006) were a startling revelation of
the essence of what my mother and I were both thinking when we shared our thoughts
and beliefs over the postcard images and my mother’s journal; they captured the heart, of
the process. I believe the journey we both experienced through the meetings was one
about accepting our differences and forgiving each other. I see both poems as an
expression of us reconnecting in the final words, I forgive you ... I forgive you too.
My I-poem, beginning I made, I sent, clarifies my experience both physically and
emotionally. The poem explains the making and creating of the postcards, I made ... I
drew ... I tore ... I glued and this part I find reassuring and nostalgic. Further into the poem
there is an element of uncertainty that reflects my insecurity, I tried … I couldn’t … I
struggled … I’m not good enough, and my indecisiveness, I should … I don’t know … I’m
not sure …. I can’t tell. The poem also shows my sense of freedom, I could ... I can ... I
see ... I saw. The last lines of the poem give a picture of forgiveness and my consistent and
prevailing sense of aloneness. Although some of the lines in the poem are confronting,
they are an accurate summary of my experiences of meeting with my mother over the
postcard images and her journal.
The I-poem that uses my mother’s words recalls her life, I’ve lived ... I’ve experienced ...
I’ve had. The poem also reflects my mother’s uncertainty in life, I almost ... I sort of ... I
started to, and her active effort to love and help, I loved ... I believe ... I touched. The poem
seems to take the reader on a journey, showing how my mother received the postcards
and reflected on them.
When I read the I-poems, each line becomes a beat. The beat then becomes a rhythmic
chant that increases in pace as the poem progresses, drawing me towards the final line of
the poem, I forgive you. The drumming monotone of the words seems to highlight the
difficulty in expressing the final words.
By creating the I-poems, we symbolized the core of the material. Thorburn and
Hibbard (2008) wrote about the rhythm of poetry as a way of ‘giving voice’ to experience.
Lett (1998) suggested: ‘The process of “giving back” what has been heard, felt, and
understood provides clarity but also allows the client to re-experience by hearing their
material in another form and in another’s voice’ (1998, p.339). The I-poems are our words
but placed together in such a way that they are given another ‘voice.’
Working together to create the I-poems further deepened our understanding of
ourselves and each other and our relationship. It was so different from our previous
manner of communicating. Our experience seems akin to that of Mullett (2008) who read
a woman’s poem to an audience, ‘...this woman’s poem allows the audience to feel her
emotion ... the audience is immediately attentive ... in the act of empathy, evoked by the
artistic form, the audience experiences the life world of the woman’ (p.459).

293

“I lived for the postcards:” An arts-based inquiry into experiences of mother-daughter separation and dislocation

Final art piece
The postcard images and my mother’s journal gave us a language we understood, the
language of art. Our interest in art, experiences in art-making and understanding of the
power of visual images, creativity and narrative, lay behind our decision to complete the
inquiry by each of us making a piece of art work. This was a similar discussion to that
reported in Mullett’s (2008) research where they, ‘…reflected on which “language” would
best convey the “results” or our presentational knowledge’ (p.456).
Our final responses to our co-operative inquiry were these visual art works. We both
felt we needed to have a creative closure to the inquiry. For me this was a satisfying
conclusion to the research while also inspiring me to continue my art making on
postcards. I note as well that Moustakas (1990) indicates the last step in heuristic research
is to create an expression of the discovery from the inquiry.
Knowing myself
I have a greater knowledge of myself through the different arts-based methods
incorporated in this heuristic and autoethnographic inquiry. The experience of living
alone in a foreign country making the postcards, the postcards themselves, the New York
stories, the meetings with my mother and processing the postcards I sent to my daughter
all contributed to my opening myself up, and in this I became vulnerable, honest and
trusting of myself and the research process. I learnt about my strengths and weaknesses,
my pain, my passion, my artist self and my researcher self. Having completed this
research I now strongly believe in the power of art–making as a method of knowing. I am
left with knowledge of myself, of my shortcomings, courage and aspirations that I was not
aware of before. Over the time of the research, beginning with the 6 month period in New
York and continuing through the processing of the postcards with my mother, I have
shifted into a knowing that is different.
Utilizing different art mediums, such as visual art, stories and poems, has been a
means of opening up to experiential ways of knowing. Even though I am an art therapist I
was still surprised by the power of the different arts–based methodologies to transform
myself and my relationships.
Spirituality and art-making
There seemed to be an overarching, unspoken spirituality to the art making and the
research inquiry. My mother is a religious person and this was often expressed in her
journal writings, her dialogue and in her stories. I am not religious, however I did feel
there was a spiritual aspect to the research inquiry. The methodology entailed a series of
rituals, such as the packaging and posting of the postcards, my mother receiving, opening
and laying out the seven postcards, the journal writing, the meetings with my mother and
processing the postcards and journal. This felt sense of spirituality is one I believe often
resonates with women. Mullett (2008), in her participatory action research with women in
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mid-life reported ‘...women said repeatedly that they found being with other women and
learning together in a community of women a spiritual experience’ (p.456). Indeed Allen
(2005) in her book Art is a spiritual path, wrote about engaging the sacred through art
making and writing. Moon (2004) in Art and soul believed, ‘...art can be a spiritual
practice, a process of ensoulment’ (p.66). He claimed soul was a way of being in the world
and: ‘Soul is most visible in creative work, love, intimacy, and community’ (p.13). One of
the first writings about art therapy was Cane’s (1951) book, The artist in each of us, where
she wrote about the spirit within each person; that no matter how simple the art may be, it
is the unique inner experience that is paramount. She claimed that people who experience
art-making have a ‘…new breath of life; they share in the creative pattern of the universe;
they know its pulse and, for a flash, feel godlike in their new power. A candle is lit; the
dark is dispelled. This is only the beginning’ (p.303).
Knowing ourselves
This inquiry began as an heuristic inquiry, yet it clearly became useful for my mother as
well as me. Beyond this, the art-based methods might have a wider use for others. This
sort of process can offer ways for others to know themselves, explore spirituality, and
enhance, mend or celebrate relationships. These methods can also be used by art
therapists and other professionals to assist others in all these areas.
It seemed the whole process of making, sending, receiving and talking about the
postcards served to connect me to myself, and then to connect my mother and me very
strongly. Our communication with the visual images themselves was surprising and
sometimes very powerful. Two instances of this unexpected power are the way the
postcard image of an unfinished face connected me to my earlier experiences, and the
effect of the postcard of the woman crying on the inside on both my mother and me.

The limitations of this study
This was designed as an heuristic study and so has necessary limitations due to the results
being narrowed to only my own experiences at a particular time. ‘Each researcher’s
experience with the process will be unique, reflecting the individuality of the researcher,
the nature of the project, and the open and flexible nature of heuristic inquiry itself’
(Frick, 1990, p.78). With heuristic research one can’t generalize from the findings to draw
conclusions about mother-daughter separation or dislocation as broader human
experiences. In heuristic inquiry the individual undertakes a quest and bears witness to
that quest, and this may inform or inspire others. Douglas and Moustakas (1985) stated:
Heuristics encourages the researcher to go wide open and to pursue an
original path that has its origins within the self and that discovers its
direction and meaning within the self. It does not aim to produce experts
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who learn the rules and mechanics of science; rather, it guides human beings
in the process of asking questions about phenomena that disturb and
challenge their own existence. (p.53)
The reporting of heuristic inquiries also presents particular challenges. Douglas and
Moustakas (1985) explained: ‘It is difficult to describe the heartbeat of heuristic inquiry in
words alone – so much of the process lurks in the tacit dimension, in mystery, in the wild
promptings of imagination, and in edgings of subtlety’ (p.53). Nevertheless, this heuristic
inquiry into my own experiences may in turn assist others as Sela-Smith (2002) explained:
‘I contend that heuristic inquiry that results in self-transformation and the creation of a
story that generates potential for transformation in others and in society is the strength of
the self-inquiry method’ (p.82).
In heuristic and arts-based inquiries the aim is not usually measurable results. It is true
of this inquiry that: ‘There is no test of statistical significance, no measure of construct
validity in artistically rendered research. What one seeks is illumination and penetration’
(Eisner, 1981, p.6). Bringing the arts into heuristic inquiry or heuristic inquiry into artsbased research is not unusual in a search for meaning. Eisner, (1981) explained: ‘Artistic
approaches to research are less concerned with the discovery of truth than with the
creation of meaning’ (p.9).
Although in its second phase, this research broadened into a co-operative inquiry and
included my mother’s experience as well, it was still not an inquiry designed to produce
generalizations. And the co-operative inquiry itself was difficult to report adequately. The
transcripts from all 17 meetings with my mother produced so much data it was
impossible to process it all. The personal nature of our discussions also held me back from
including these transcripts in the appendices. This does mean that the thesis can give only
a limited account of this part of the inquiry.
This inquiry gives a prominent place to presentational knowing (Heron & Reason,
2008). It relies on the postcards and stories to communicate the experiences to the reader,
and the space given to this form of knowing means that there is less propositional
knowing, less conceptualizing, in this thesis than there would be otherwise. However the
thesis does try to show the movement from presentational to propositional knowing, and
explores a number of strategies for moving from one to the other. I agree then that:
In artistic approaches to research the role that emotion plays in knowing is
central … the artistically orientated researcher recognises that knowing is
not simply an undimensional phenomena, but takes a variety of forms. The
researcher knows also that the forms one uses to represent what one knows
affect what can be said. (Eisner, 1981, p.8)
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However, the inclusion of visual art and stories as representations means the study risks
being judged in terms of aesthetic and literary standards, rather than by how well these
represent and communicate the experiences. Contextualizing the study within the
literature also proved difficult as there were a number of different disciplines that were
relevant, but there were few similar studies to point the way.
The practical knowing came as the very last stage. It would have been good to include
a third phase of inquiry with a community, perhaps using an exhibition to elicit responses
from others. However this thesis does present a body of knowledge built from my own
and my mother’s experiences that other researchers can draw upon. Through my research
experiences I would agree with Junge and Linesch (1993) who said: ‘As we develop
research more integral to and synchronous with our own proclivities, we may contribute
important research about the human condition in our own voices and from our own ways
of being and knowing’ (p.66). It is my own actions, responses and reflections as both a
daughter and mother that have been made visual through the various arts-based
methodologies. This is only one intimate and detailed example of heuristic, art-based and
autoethnographic methodology. However future research and art therapy practice may be
able to take part of this bricolage and further experiment and investigate.
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Chapter ten • Recommendations
& conclusion
I am sitting on the veranda of my country cottage listening to the peaceful farm noises. In
particular I can hear the new born calves calling out to their mothers. Sometimes they will
scoot off, in their playfulness, and become caught behind a gate or tangled in fallen
branches, calling out to their mothers to find them. At other times the calves fall asleep in
the warm sun, curled into themselves, hidden in the long grass and this time the mothers
bellow in search of them. I watch these beautiful big mothers moving in the confinement
of their paddocks and I witness their instinctive urge to protect their young and their fear
of being separated from them. This research on my experiences of mother-daughter
separation and dislocation began with some of these instincts but went far beyond the
natural impulses of motherly protection and survival. This research journey was one that
lived with me daily, slowly unfolding into a map of understanding differently the meaning
of the research questions, and my experience of mother-daughter separation and
dislocation.
Recommendations
When considering how this inquiry can assist others, I am reminded of McNiff’s (2008)
recent words: ‘Since artistic expression is essentially heuristic, introspective, and deeply
personal, there needs to be a complementary focus in art-based research on how the work
can be of use to others and how it connects to practices in the discipline’ (p.34). I believe
my research can be of value in a number of different ways. First I will look at how it can
be of value for future researchers, and applied on a personal level, in professional practice
for art therapists and finally for those using the arts for community health and
development.
Applications to future research
In terms of the subject matter of the inquiry, while the findings here relate to one or two
individuals they may suggest aspects of the experiences of mother-daughter separation
and dislocation that could be investigated further with theory building or survey research,
or through parallel heuristic or co-operative inquires.
It would be interesting to explore variations of mother-daughter separation when
separation is chosen or when separation is involuntary. Further questions are also
suggested by this research. Does physical separation allow more psychological closeness?
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Can a dominant mother role be moderated by the development of a new role, such as the
researcher/artist role? Are mother-daughter relationships improved if they come to see
things through each others’ eyes?
Other questions are raised about dislocation. How do people experience chosen
dislocation? What are their experiences of involuntary dislocation? Does creative
expression reduce the difficulties of dislocation? Does the development of new roles help?
In terms of the methodology used, perhaps this inquiry points the way to research that
gives a greater place to presentational knowing and to including arts-based ways of
representing participants’ experiences (alongside surveys, interviews and focus groups). It
might suggest ways to include arts-based inquiry in action research or co-operative
inquires. It also demonstrates methods of moving from presentation to propositional
knowing by clustering images, clustering key words, and adapting the steps of ‘the
listening guide’ (Gilligan et al., 2006).
An interesting aspect of my method of inquiry was my return to the postcards some
months after producing them. Another interesting aspect is that I had someone else
discuss with me the meaning of my own images. I can recommend both these elements be
included in applications of postcard art to arts-based researchers.
I would want to suggest to researchers undertaking the heuristic quest, that the task
can be emotional and life changing. Doing research with family and significant others is
risky as there are ethical issues and unplanned outcomes that may have a harmful effect
on relationships, and yet it is also potentially extraordinarily rewarding.
Applications for personal development and well-being
The simple pleasure of creating postcards can be beneficial for anyone. In this inquiry, the
aspect I most enjoyed was making postcards daily. Making postcards can be a way to keep
a visual diary, as a form of journaling, and I would encourage anyone to make postcards
as a means of processing and exploring their experiences or just for the playfulness of it.
Postcards are one of the few traditional means of communication that have survived
modern, immediate communication, and they are small pieces of manageable art.
Letters and postcards are tangible keepsakes, whereas modern forms of
communication, such as text messages and e-mails are generally short messages which are
designed to be read quickly and deleted to make room for further messages. Letters and
postcards are written with the knowledge that they will not be received until days later
and this creates the mystery in the process. The art of making and sending postcards (like
letters) is a means of slowing down, taking time to create, which is something we tend to
overlook in this fast paced world of constant contact and immediate communication.
Time seems more flexible when postcards are sent and the postcards can sit with the
receiver (the viewer) for as long as they choose.
This study did not set out to show that making or receiving postcards can have
therapeutic effects and yet the therapeutic potential of postcards is illustrated in this
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research. Making the postcards had therapeutic benefits for me, and receiving the
postcards had a therapeutic impact for my mother. This method, or parts of this method,
can be incorporated into any person’s life. Sometimes just the introduction of a blank
postcard can conjure up memories of places and occasions. Creating images on postcards
can also transform the postcards into companions for the art maker. Sending and
receiving postcards can help people build and enhance relationships. All of this can be
done without any professional input or direction.
Applications to art therapy practice
Postcards can be used by art therapists with individuals or groups. I would invite art
therapists to take any part of the research inquiry process I have undertaken and be
creative in designing methods of incorporating postcards into their own practice.
There are several ways the methods utilised in this research can be used in art therapy
practice. Postcard making and exchanging can be a means of connecting, re-connecting,
forgiving or asking forgiveness. It can be an expression of love, thankfulness or friendship.
The messages on a postcard can be both implicit and explicit. It can be a means of
communication that does not necessarily require a response. There are benefits for both
the art maker and the recipient. The person who receives the postcards also benefits as
they can interpret and reinterpret them each time the images are viewed. However the
obvious therapeutic benefit is often in the making and sending of the postcard. As an art
therapist I would recommend encouraging clients to make postcards as a form of therapy.
I often use postcards in my own art therapy practice, suggesting clients make postcards
to send to themselves. Often clients add a short message to their postcard, such as, you are
worth it, you are unique, I love you, I am sorry, and please forgive me. Following this I take
the client’s postcards and post them back to them. They let go of the postcards they
created and trust that they will return to them. Clients tell me they are inspired and
touched when they receive their postcards, which often seem to arrive at times when they
most need encouragement. I have done this each time I have travelled overseas, taking up
to 50 postcards that clients have made and posting these back to them from different
towns and cities. The clients do not know when (or if) they will receive their postcards,
which adds an element of anticipation. This method of giving to the self may also increase
motivation and direction.
In art therapy group work clients make postcards for each other, this time creating an
image and message of support for another group member. At the end of the session the
postcards are placed in envelopes and given to each other. This not only creates
connections between group members but improves self worth and respect for each other.
I have introduced postcard making in many different ways in my work as an art
therapist in a drug and alcohol residential rehabilitation service. One example of an
ongoing postcard project is when clients who have successfully completed the program
make a postcard for an anonymous person who is entering the service. Clients willingly
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participate in this task, pleased to have the opportunity to help others. Once the postcards
are completed, along with a message of encouragement, the departing clients place them
in plain envelopes. I then take these postcards and ceremoniously give them to clients
during their first art therapy session when they enter the residential program. They know
the postcard has been made by a person who has successfully completed the program but
no names or contact details are exchanged. This is a powerful form of communication
and connection between two people who share similar struggles. Often clients use these
postcards as their inspiration, encouragement and guide in difficult times in their
recovery. Again when these residents complete their program after 6 months, they have
the opportunity to make postcards for new residents entering the program. This process
could be used in any service where people enter and exit, for example with students
completing and entering the same course, with offenders leaving and entering prison, or
with patients leaving and entering hospital.
The art therapists themselves may find it valuable to use postcard making as a means
of de-briefing, expressing and containing their work experiences. They might also find
exchanging postcards with colleagues a satisfying and supportive means of peer
supervision.
Working with postcards has endless possibilities. They are small pieces of art that can
be easily handled, collected, shared, given away or exhibited. They can represent a period
of time, a journey, a transition, a letting go or can be a reward to the self.
Postcards as health promotion
Although at times throughout the research I have felt emotionally exhausted and in a
constant state of self therapy, I am excited about the next stage of my research which is to
take the idea further into the community both by exhibiting my postcards and by
replicating the process in new contexts.
This research leaves me wanting to develop health promotion projects using the
concept of communicating through postcards. My aim is to connect children and
students with the frail aged population through the exchange of postcards. Children and
young adults would be encouraged to make and send postcards to people in aged care
services. One of the many advantages of this concept is that it can be undertaken in any
community, including remote rural areas, and it can cross cultures and national
boundaries. While health issues and cultural differences will have some impact, the idea is
likely to assist those making, giving and receiving. Each postcard that is sent would be a
gift to another. If the sender receives a reply, this would be yet another gift. This idea
would assist the frail and aged to connect intimately with another through postcard
making and exchanging. Some people don’t have significant others in their lives and the
exchange of postcards may assist with a sense of belonging. White (2009) outlined the
history and development of the alliance between the arts, public health and education,
giving various examples of projects that have incorporated the arts and health. From his
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work in the community he concluded: ‘What has resonated for me … is that there is a
fundamental social connectivity in the application of participatory arts to the promotion
of community health’ (p.13). He outlined the complexities in measuring the benefits of
the arts in health, however he acknowledged, ‘…the work is still in an exploratory phase.
The most potent contribution that this new field of arts practice can make is the
revelation of just how creative community health can be’ (p.241).
I believe this concept, of the elderly receiving postcards from children, would be
economical, viable and most importantly rejuvenate those in our communities who are
often forgotten. I encourage art therapists and other community workers to take up this
concept. I am keen to pursue this idea and bring the rewards my mother and I
experienced to others in society. ‘Art, in any of its various forms, provides media for selfreflection, self-expression, and communication between and among creators and
audiences. Performing social change begins with artful ways of seeing and knowing
ourselves and the world in which we live’ (Finley, 2005, p.692).
Exhibition of the postcards
The postcards have been experienced in several ways throughout the research. I now plan
to exhibit the postcards so others in the community can hopefully be inspired. This seems
appropriate as the inquiry ripples out from the individual to society. At the beginning I
created the postcards alone in New York and this meant experiencing them in a solitary
and intimate way. It was a personal and private experience. My daughter and my mother
were recipients of the postcards, which was the first sharing of the images and messages.
When I returned to Australia I had a private viewing of the 262 postcards I sent to my
daughter. Grouping them into clusters provided further insight. After this I met with my
mother 17 times to go through the 176 postcards I sent to her. My final aim is to exhibit
the postcards, bringing them to the public in a participatory exhibition, where individuals
have the opportunity to respond to the exhibition by making a postcard at the gallery.
I originally intended to have an exhibition as part of this research, but I did not reach
the final stage of exhibiting the postcards, because my research expanded in another
direction and became a co-operative inquiry. However I still plan to exhibit my postcards
in the near future, and this research inquiry has opened my soul in many ways, so
exhibiting the postcards feels easier for me.
I realize that undertaking heuristic research must mean personal change. This research
was often challenging and difficult and I felt I was constantly confronting and reflecting
on my past and present life. I come away from the research experience a changed person.
Ellis (Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008) said of her research, ‘I have not emerged from my
fieldwork the same person’ (p. 127). I too have not emerged from the art making, the
creative writing, the analysis and the meetings the same person.
The most important outcome of the research journey for me was that it bought me
closer to my mother. It has also set free my creative self and developed my artist role. As I
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hoped in setting out on the inquiry, it also provided an avenue for knowledge and a
means of comprehending my fear of separation. As Archibald (2008) observed, ‘... in
order to understand ourselves and our situation today, we must know where we come
from and know what has influenced us’ (p.379). I believe the knowledge I have gained
about myself will enrich my art therapy practice. ‘We strive as family art therapist to help
our clients, intuitively knowing that we can only take them as far as we were willing to go
ourselves’ (Kerr, 2008, p.116).
Even more important than my experience was the impact the research had on my
mother’s wellbeing. This was a privilege and an honour to witness. I have seen her
emotional and physical health improve to the extent where she too has returned to art
making.
My mother has been delighted to witness my achievements as I have enjoyed
witnessing my daughter’s achievements. Do we, as mothers, live our lives through and for
our daughters? Do we, as mothers, dream of our daughter’s happiness? As I completed
this inquiry, my daughter completed her degree and packed her bags to leave me once
more, this time for the north of Australia, where she has a challenging new job. Another
separation takes place. However I now have no anxiety about her leaving. Of course I will
miss her but I do not feel the anguish that once tormented me whenever I was faced with
our possible separation.
As I watch my 23 year old daughter, move into her career, I remember at her age I was
about to give birth to my third child, and my mother in 1947, at 23, was preparing for her
wedding. How different our experiences were at the same age, yet we were all starting a
new path, turning a corner in our lives. What I do have now, that I did not have prior to
this inquiry is regular contact with my mother. Every Tuesday we meet to share and
discuss artists, art history and art making with lots of love and laughs. In separating from
my daughter I have returned and reconnected with my mother.
Back on the veranda of my small farm I gaze at my newly pregnant cows and realize it
is time to separate the mature calves from their mothers. When the yearlings are taken
away to a turn-out paddock the mothers are not disturbed, in fact they seem relieved
they’re not feeding their burly calves. However it is the calves that call out for their
mothers and search for them until their hunger and yearning diminishes. There are many
examples of nature being used as a metaphor for separation and dislocation, however one
of my favourites is: ‘How do you know that the fruit is ripe? Simply because it leaves the
branch’ (Gide, cited in Firman & Firman, 1989, p.111).
In closing I turn to the art-forms of poetry and visual art making. I present here two
verses by Stevenson (1982), Poem to my Daughter (p.50), which was first mentioned in
chapter two. I will leave the extract to speak for itself.
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Why does a mother need a daughter?
Heart’s needle – hostage to fortune –
freedom’s end. Yet nothing’s more perfect
than that bleating, razor-shaped cry
that delivers a mother to her baby.
The bloodcord snaps that held
their sphere together. The child,
tiny and alone, creates the mother.
A woman’s life is her own
until it is taken away
by a first particular cry.
Then she is not alone
but a part of the premises
of everything there is.
A branch, a tide … a war.
When we belong to the world
we become what we are
My final postcard is a creative synthesis of the whole research journey.

Figure 10.1. inching on.

In concluding I now invite you, if you wish, to take the blank postcard attached here and
make an image for yourself or for someone significant in your life, let it go by posting it
and then wait to see what happens.
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