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that supported their household economy and in a few 
occasions also allowed them to acquire shoes, silver-
laces, hair ribbons or handkerchiefs, among other 
“luxury” goods. The artist was immediately drawn to 
the connection between copper mining and the 
domestic, as it links to the relationship she has with her 
studio in the garden or the clothesline, where many of 
the objects she casts come originate.

This personal statement is the first reading we can 
extract from the Poetry for the Miners of El Cobre. The 
assemblages at the present exhibition have various 
narratives, all interconnected. Through them, Penny 
Harris shows us the possibility of multiple readings of a 
story, connecting it with others, and re-interpreting it. 
In some occasions, she purposely followed this idea of 
a multifaceted view; in others, new layers arose as the 
sculptures slowly took form in her studio. One of these 
unexpected layers that surprised Harris is the 
connection between her assemblages and the votive 
offerings that pilgrims from all over Cuba have 
presented during centuries to Our Lady of Charity, 
whose basilica is precisely in El Cobre. The most 
disparate objects -from crutches to dolls, from soccer 
jerseys to miniature images of body parts- mix totally 
unconnected on the walls of a room to express 
gratitude to the Virgin for her intercession in the 
granting of a miracle in the lives of her devotees.

It is precisely the presence of miraculous events at the 
site of the historically corroborated facts mentioned 
above that introduces us to a new level of decoding of 
the work of Harris, a fundamental one. Together with 
the research on actual places and events, the reference 
to literature as a basis for creating a new story, more 
specifically a poem, is a recurrent aspect of her later 
work. In this case, she draws from the marvelous real as 
defined by Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier, who saw in 
this mix of real life and supernatural events a 
quintessential Latin American way of creating a fiction, 
both in literature and in the field of visual arts, as 
opposition to the typical European Surrealism. Penny 
Harris creates object-poems by turning daily objects 
into pseudo-archaeological pieces, assembling them in 
enigmatic combinations. Using the words of the writer, 
she reveals a kind of marvellous-real by illuminating in 
an unusual way the unexpected richness of reality.

Paula Llull 
Freelance writer, Sculpture Magazine

IT ALL STARTED IN A SHIP FULL  
OF COPPER...  
Penny Harris’ research in the last 3 years has been 
focused in the commerce of metals, textiles and other 
cargo between the Americas and South East Asia 
during the Spanish colonial period. Said like that, one 
would think Penny is a historian and it may seem 
incomprehensible that an artist’s practice is linked to 
such harsh historical records. However, these specific 
cargoes have provided her with a character that is the 
unifying thread in the narratives she creates through 
her artistic process. As an artist, Harris is passionate 
about the versatility of materials, about how the very 
same object can be explained in different ways 
depending on the material in which it is recreated. 
Bronze in particular gives her the opportunity to 
experiment these changes in organic materials as 
clothing -socks, silver-lace, bonnets...- or plants and 
even in domestic objects. Through the resiliency the 
bronze provides, these degradable objects acquire a 
new quality that reminds us of archeological findings.

Archaeology has been a subject of art since the 1600s, 
when the French painter Claude Lorrain initiated a 
tradition of depicting ruins and archaeological sites 
that reached its high point during the Romantic period. 
Leaving aside the conceptual approaches to 
archaeology and memory, in current times photography 
has taken over this trend, always in the bi-dimensional 
sphere, often focusing on an overly-aesthetisised view 
of decay, dissociating the image of the ruin or the 
archaeological site from its social and historical 
context. However, Harris addresses archaeology from 
the sculptoric practice of bronze casting, and re-
creates archaeological objects that reflect a historical 
background. The specific technique of slowly burning 
things in a shell instead of melting them provides very 
realistic versions of domestic objects, clothes and all 
kinds of scrap. Later, the artist assembles them and 
adds a patina that reminds us of the salvage from 
shipwrecks and excavations that have solidified and 
transformed chemically after years of contact. In the 
archaeological world this happens especially with 
textiles, and it’s called pseudomorphism. Perhaps, if we 
were to excavate an archaeological site, we would find 
original objects of similar appearance to Harris’ 
sculptures. In particular, in the mining village called El 
Cobre, as the wall sculptures presented in this 
exhibition come after a thorough study of that old mine 
in Cuba. 

The artist reached this point following the misfortune of 
a vessel shipwrecked when travelling to Spain full of 
copper ingots from El Cobre. Harris was captivated by 
the story of a copper mine whose remnants in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were run only by 
women and children, as men, most of them royal slaves, 
were used for farming activities or to Crown 
obligations. The mine site surrounded the little village 
where its inhabitants lived, and thus this activity 
became part of the women’s domestic sphere. The 
women and young people did the preliminary hard 
work as surface miners, detaching the metal from the 
rock tailings, washing and sorting it from river deposits 
and slagheap. They used the copper as a commodity 

FOREWORD

Art and archaeology share a profound understanding 
of the primacy of the material in all culture, the 
overwhelming importance of ‘matter’ or ‘stuff’ in any 
attempt to grasp and truly read the cluttered fabric of 
the world. 

A steadily growing number of contemporary artists’ 
engage not only in storytelling, but more specifically 
in history-telling. In her exhibition Writing Poetry for 
the Miners of El Cobre artist Penny Harris has cast 
her bronze sculptures as archaeological artefacts 
re-imagining history.  The artist has created works 
which reconstruct and recover the forgotten and that 
question the relationship between matter (stuff, things) 
and historical truth. 

The artist works in an assemblage process with found 
objects, modern detritus analogous with the historical 
object left behind that becomes archaeological 
find. Through this process of re-imagining and 
reconstruction the artist explores notions of 
disintegration and preservation, of hidden histories 
that reveal traces of lives once thought lost, and the 
beauty and poetry which can be found from discarded 
fragments.

Wollongong Art Gallery would like to thank artist Penny 
Harris for bringing Writing Poetry for the Miners of El 
Cobre to us and we hope that you will find it both a 
fascinating and rewarding experience. 

John Monteleone 
Program Director
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