THE TOWNSVILLE COMMON:
CODIFYING A PRIVATE VIEW OF
NATURAL ENERGIES

A thesis
submitted with exhibition in fulfilment of the requirements of

the degree of

MASTER OF CREATIVE ARTS

at
James Cook University

by

Patricia Joan Nixon-Smith, B.VV.A. Hons., J.C.U.

2005

College of Music, Visual Arts and Theatre



STATEMENT OF ACCESS

I, the undersigned, author of this work, understand that James
Cook University will make this thesis available for use within
the University Library and, via the Australian Digital Thesis
network, for use elsewhere.

I understand that, as an unpublished work, a thesis has
significant protection under the Copyright Act and; | do not

wish to place any further restriction of access to this work.

Signature Date






STATEMENT OF SOURCES

DECLARATION
I declare that this thesis is my own work and has not been
submitted in any form for another degree or diploma at any
university or other institution of tertiary education. Information
derived from the published or unpublished work of others has

been acknowledged in the text and a list of references is given.

Signature Date

STATEMENT OF SOURCES

ELECTRONIC COPY
I, the undersigned, the author of this work, declare that the
electronic copy of this thesis provided to the James Cook
University Library is an accurate copy of the print thesis

submitted, within the limits of the technology available.

Signature Date






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank the many people who helped, encouraged and supported me
throughout this project.

First and foremost, I am particularly grateful to my supervisor, Dr. James
Brown, for his unstinting guidance and support, not only during the past three years,
but also throughout my prior studies at COMVAT.

Special thanks are due to Professor Diana Davis for her support; Gavin
Blackman for generously sharing his knowledge of the Common; Apple Australia and
AppleCentre Townville for kindly loaning a computer and, colleagues and friends who
freely helped in many ways—Associate Professor Anneke Silver, Dr. Sue Albanus, Jan
Graham, Jeff Vickers, Candace Miles, Hilary Mangan, Terri MacDonald, Jill
O’Sullivan, Isabelle and John Boyle, Rob McQueen and Vincent Bray.

Further appreciation goes to photographer Michael Mills for compiling the CD
Images from Townsville Common (a compilation of his aerial photographs of The
Common and my artworks, shown during the exhibition) and exhibition photographer
Jeff Vickers.

Finally, I am grateful for the scholarship from James Cook University, which

made this project possible.



ABSTRACT

Humans have been interacting with the Townsville Town Common Environmental
Park throughout its history. This study probes the relationship between artist and The
Common. More specifically, it examines this artist’s response to energies of cyclical
change within the Common (growth cycle, diurnal change, seasonal change, migratory
patterns and motion of tides).

An account is given of the previous one hundred and thirty year history of The
Common to provide a background to the artist’s interest in, and use of, the park. A
scientific view of The Common is also provided to give a context to the research
explorations. Particularly useful in this regard is information on the evolution and
uniqueness of this park obtained by extensive consultations with wetlands ecologist
J.G. Blackman, an authority on The Common.

To set a visual arts context for the practical component of the study, artists
using a range of mediums and featuring The Common as subject, are examined: John
Olsen (gouache paintings), Jim Cox (pen and ink drawings), James Brown (oil
paintings) and Hilary Mangan (lithography prints). This examination reveals the
essence of each artist’s relationship with The Common.

In revealing the response of the artist to energies of cyclical change on The
Common, the thesis lays out the development of an idiosyncratic visual code to
express the energies of cyclical change experienced during 2002. By design, this code
integrates intuitive and analytical processes framed by these experiences.

Predicated on personal observations and responses to natural energy cycles
(Growth, Diurnal, Seasonal, Migratory and Tidal) experienced at five different sites

during weekly field trips spanning a twelve-month period, intuition and analysis drive
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the research. From studies made during these field trips, involving diaries of drawings,
field notes, forty etchings and extensive photographic records, a framework of intuitive
responses (gut reactions) to, and ideas about, natural energies is established. This
framework is pivotal to the development of the code by allowing changes in personal
response to energy cycles to be identified.

Construction of the code involves three stages. First, there is analysis of the
intuitive responses involving examination of twenty field-trip etchings and supporting
diary notes. Second, is extension of key features from these intuitively drawn etchings,
by transposing pivotal sections from the prints into twenty exploratory study paintings.
These studies determine visual devices for the code by focusing on separate design
elements (line, shape, tone and texture). Third, is the application of these devices as a
code in five paintings to convey the notion of energies experienced. By intention, the
application of the code in these final paintings should show the expression of the
artist’s responses to the energies of cyclical change.

Evaluation concerning aptness of the code for capturing expression of these
energies is from the viewpoint of the artist in the context of comparison between a pre-
research control painting and the five post-research paintings. This comparison shows
that the code integrates intuitive response and analytical thinking to convey the notion
of cyclical change regarding The Common. Analysis reveals that this code also has
potential for application to a much wider range of landscapes. Moreover, the three
stages of its development may be a useful approach for other artists to encode their
vision.

The outcome of the research is presented by an exhibition of sixty-eight
artworks tracing the development of the idiosyncratic visual code from driver of gut
reactions in response to singular experiences, to encompassing views of energies of

five cyclical changes.
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