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FOREWORD

Artist Jan Fieldsend’s exhibition The Nature Table creates a dialogue between 
raw materials of the earth, man-made objects, drawings and sculpture. Her 
installation draws on her concern for nature and its seeming disassociation 
from our modern lives. Her practice asks us to re-examine the idea of nature 
as something outside ourselves and make space to once again welcome the 
transformative otherness of the natural world.

The Nature Table reveals the artist as a wanderer, naturalist and gatherer, 
collecting objects on her many journeys in and around Wollongong’s northern 
coastal suburbs. As an artist Fieldsend is fascinated with different modes of 
communication and the interconnection of things. One of her many strengths 
as an artist is her ability to draw what is hidden or lies beneath the surface of 
an object and knowing when to use a light hand and let the inner calm and 
silence of that object to win through.

Assemblage art requires a sophisticated ability to select, edit and connect 
materials; Fieldsend reveals an intimate understanding and an alchemistic 
versatility in the use of disparate and incongruous materials in this exhibition - 
where even lumps of coal can be given an aesthetic power.

The artist’s work is thoughtful, playful and spirited, and while the exhibition 
is comprised of new constructions there is a persistent and resonant echo of 
long lost treasures found in abandoned basements. Fieldsend’s work seeks 
to intersect the space between nature and culture, in order to re-enchant 
our relationship with the natural world and thereby inviting a more active 
engagement and meaningful experience for the viewer. 

I’d like to thank the artist Jan Fieldsend for sharing her work with us and we 
hope you enjoy the exhibition.

John Monteleone 
Program Director

Jan Fieldsend: The Nature Table
Nature Study was introduced as part of the curriculum in major educational 
reforms that took place in Australia and New Zealand at the turn of the 
20th century. One aspect of Nature Study was its emphasis on the role of 
imagination in learning; it sought to integrate the intellectual, practical, and 
artistic development of children through such initiatives as the nature table1.  
The nature table would bring teachers’ and students’ offerings of seasonal 
plants such as nuts, leaves or flowers, together with artefacts and curio 
found or made in response to the natural cycle. The objects would begin as 
a random collection but would gradually attain aesthetic cohesion through 
arrangements suggested by anyone and everyone. The nature table became 
a forum for non-hierarchical exchanges of stories and knowledge between 
children and adults, students and teachers. It provided an opportunity to 
learn about the world in such a way that the centrality of nature and the 
fundamental role of art in human life were both gently and consistently 
affirmed. As such the sensibilities of all participants were enhanced: 
knowledge creation, learning, art and nature were perceived as part of a 
broader whole woven together through relationships. 
The Nature Table is a beautifully apt title for Jan Fieldsend’s recent work, 
which invokes the inextricable links between nature and art, learning and 
aesthetics, and ethics and attentiveness to the everyday. The artist spent 
many months walking, allowing materials, landscapes, objects, smells and 
textures to permeate her body and memory, then sift gradually into aesthetic 
arrangements. Walking is central to Fieldsend’s method, imbued with the 
ethics of responding to a particular place and in constant movement, like 
George Steiner’s ‘guest’ who never claims territory, always aware of their 
contingency. Fieldsend focused her walks on the environs of Wollongong, 
compelled by the towering sandstone formations of Coalcliff that render 
monumental geological events palpably present, and by the rich yield of coal 
from the open seams at Thirroul and Austinmer. Encountering these great 
chunks of glittering coal on the shore was transformative for Fieldsend. Until 
then, her view of coal had been framed by her commitment to the politics of 
climate change. But now she saw beauty, a dense blackness with enormous 
presence, and power of a different sort: connection to life 250 million years 
ago, and the material that made modernity possible. As critical Surrealist 
Roger Caillois mused, stones are like ‘an irreversible cut made into the fabric 
of the universe’. Through them, we can glimpse ‘the existence of fundamental 
constants which ensure the latent continuity of the tissue of the world’ (The 
Writing of Stones, 1970). By treating coal aesthetically, Fieldsend is interested 
in complicating our relationship with this much-maligned material.

Fieldsend’s coastal walks recall what ground-breaking environmentalist Rachel 
Carson said about the seashore, a place that reveals the links of immemorial 
time to the present, but that unlike the ocean depths is accessible to ordinary 
people. In The Edge of the Sea — one of a series of books about the sea 
that preceded her paradigm-shifting Silent Spring — Carson explains her 
fascination for the beach: it is a stage ‘where the drama of life played its first 
scene on earth and perhaps even its prelude; where the forces of evolution are 
at work today, as they have been since the appearance of what we know as 
life; and where the spectacle of living creatures faced by the cosmic realities 
of their world is crystal clear’. ‘The shore is an ancient world’, she continues, 
‘and each time I enter it, I gain some new awareness of its beauty and its 
deeper meanings, sensing that intricate fabric of life by which one creature 
is linked with another.’ Fieldsend’s way of working together with the objects 
that form her compositional elements highlight the unique standing of the 
seashore as a place of transformation.
In the studio, Fieldsend observes an approach consistent with her walking: 
gathering, winnowing, intensifying through aesthetic choices guided by 
broad concerns about the interconnectedness of living and non-living things. 
Starting with an effusion of materials, she gradually culls them until an essence 
is revealed. This process owes a great deal to Fieldsend’s regard for Norman 
Sparnon, the great post-war proselytizer of ikebana in Australia whose designs 
remain strikingly novel today. Fieldsend’s sculptural assemblages honour 
them, reminding us of the potential for floral arrangement to have complex 
meaning, and bringing us back to the philosophical and social implications of 
the nature table. 
Fieldsend’s assemblages evoke the many points of confluence between nature 
and art, including the condensation of time and place, the accumulation 
and refinement of elements, and of course the transformation of matter. In 
bridging art, the domestic and the natural world, Fieldsend’s work performs 
small salutary acts of perceptual and ethical attentiveness.

Jacqueline Millner, May 2016
Jacqueline Millner teaches Critical Studies at Sydney College of the Arts,  
University of Sydney

1 However, Nature Study was also driven by the state’s desire to cultivate children’s sense of national identity 
through their love of the natural environment. 
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Standing arrangement with disco element at Thirroul, 2016, rocks, coal, wooden urn, mirror film, height 45cm  Nature table in studio, 2016, rocks from Coalcliff, Austinmer, dimensions variable


