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As a young girl of about 11 years I re-

member making a huge tableau of all 

the ornaments and objects I owned. 

Working into the night I made an as-

sembly of possessions, a tiered altar to 

my life up to that point. Reflecting on 

this `altar’, it was an unconscious drive 

to deduce something about myself, 

through the collection of stu! which I 

had accumulated through Christmas 

stockings, birthday gifts and week-

end visits to the Croydon market, the 

burden of pocket money carefully doled 

out. I then took a photograph of the in-

stallation, a marker in time from which 

to grow up. I remember it particularly 

because the photograph failed to cap-

ture the magic which had been connect-

ed to these figurines, the camera flash 

deadening the little desk lamp spotlight 

I had set up to create drama, highlight-

ing the secret life of these figurines. 

Associated with this moment was a 

sense of loss, where on inspection these 

trinkets which had provided a screen 

through which I mediated my life and 

family relationships, did not hold fixed 

meaning. The deadness and lack of 

focus of the photograph of possessions 

created a shifting of meaning; the ob-

jects were revealed to me as cushions, 

gifts that had protected me from paren-

tal absence, and a looming awareness of 

actually being alone in the world. 

The title of Lynda Draper’s exhibition 

Home Altared captures the idea of how 

we use possessions, particularly col-

lections of objects to create altars of 

meaning in the home. And further, how 

through the passage of time and age-

ing, the meanings of these objects are 

revealed to us as unfixed and ‘alterable’; 

ultimately becoming useful helpers in 

the mediation of loss and change in life. 

On viewing Draper’s work for Home 

Altared this extraordinarily vivid mem-

ory came back to me and I dug through 

boxes of archived letters and trinkets 

to find my photograph, re-enlivening 

a feeling of nostalgia for my childhood 

bedroom, its soft furnishings and ani-

mal ornaments, and the physchologi-

cal narratives that I constructed with 

them. On the other hand the image is 

kind of pathetic, the objects inanane 

and vacuous. Yet it reinforced for me 

how Draper’s work contends a human 

function for nostalgia, which can be 

understood in terms of its usefulness in 

coming to terms with the past and tran-

sitional periods of shifting meaning. 

Draper returned to her own family 

home in Cronulla NSW after some 20 

years, and rescued from it a collection 

of ornaments which she had grown up 

surrounded by as a child. The objects 

include mass produced commercial 

figurines of both Disney and Australian 

animals and characters. These ob-

jects appear in a series of work titled 

Wonderland 2006-2007, (some pieces 

included in the exhibition) as recast 

white porcelain ornaments at times 

placed in little diaramas; gardens of 

butterfly hair clips or daisies. The sculp-

tures of Wonderland are pretty, sweet, 

almost prosaic and read as bleached 

decorative ornaments, similar to the 

figurines they appropriate. They evoke 

feelings of safety and girlishness and 

operate on a surface fascination with 

fantasy and escapism. Here, Draper en-

gages with the cast objects still caught 

in a child/adolescent state inside the 

pleasure dome that is her ‘Wonderland’. 

Donald Winnicott’s 1951 essay  

Transitional Objects and Transitional 

Phenomena identified that the young 

infant does not di!erentiate itself from 

its mother, and that it is through mater-

nal attunement that a baby is enabled to 

become aware of its separateness, de-

veloping an emerging ego. The growing 

awareness of a baby’s sense of ‘me’ and 

‘not me’ is mitigated by what Winnicott 

coined as ‘transitional space’. A space 

which provides room for a baby to 

develop play, come to terms with being 

alone, and can often include the use 

of ‘transitional objects’; substitutes 

for the mothers body. The transitional 

object can last long into toddler hood 

and beyond, becoming a comforter at 

night or during anxiety. This physical 

substitution/attachment to our first 

objects in life arguably informs later 

object/subject relations, and hence 

collecting. These ideas are inferred in 

Drapers return to the childhood ce-

ramic figurine in the Wonderland works. 

By way of comparison, Shepparton Art 

Gallery’s own enormous collection of 

commercial figurines from the same 

period, have been drawn together in the 

accompanying children’s exhibition 

Animal Island; providing an interest-

ing counterpoint for Draper’s work, 

querying the making and attachment of 

significance and value to low brow com-

mercial ceramics. 

Breaking out of an intense experi-

ence of nostalgia for the transitional ob-

ject and the comforts and safety of the 

childhood home, Draper has gone on to 

produce a new body of work making up 

the exhibition Home Altared. Where the 

figurines of Wonderland were placed in 

their own little garden diorama of but-

terfly hair clips, here they have become 

an entirely new play thing capable of 

being inscribed by a new audience.  

By altering the shape of the cast object 

and a very slight di!erence in surface 

treatment, there is an inferred artist/

child hand. The Kangaroo 2009 for 

example, reads as though an appendage 

has been applied to a toy like blu-tak 

over a dolls orifice. These child-like 

gestures are at once playful and ex-

plorative but infer in an adult (parent) 

mind, other more complex associations 

and fears. Here Draper has altered, 

defaced even her own ornament, and in 

doing so, importantly, validates the cast 

object as a new original. 

Following on, the spout coming out 

of several works such as Owl 2009 and 

Squirrel 2009 infer the filling up and 

emptying out of meaning and signifi-

cance, the way meaning attached to 

objects shifts and changes, sometimes 

leading to more menacing associations 

to the uncanny. Where the garden in 

Draper’s work began as flowers and 

butterflies creating a context/home for 

the figurative ornament, here branches 

and roots have taken hold of the figu-

rines themselves and are engendering 

more complete transformations. The 

Wonderland works show the objects 

polite and nestled in little garden set-

tings, where as the later gestures are 

more whole-scale and menacing. There 

is a loss of innocence in the penetration 

of the garden into the cast ornaments, 

and a morphing between subject and 

its environs; a nod to the role of place in 

the system of symbols. There is also a 

sense that the child has grown older and 

less satisfied with the toy’s capacity to 

deliver escape and wonderment and is 

taking greater control, morphing it and 

defacing it. There is a switch in power 

between the toy’s mimetic potency and 

the child, or perhaps a struggle for it. 

If my contention that the progres-

sion of Draper’s making reflects in 

some-way the development of a child’s 

play, the last work in the exhibition 

could follow this trajectory. Dumbo 

2010 has the inclusion of a stuck on 

googly eye located on Dumbo’s whale-

like pedestal. This gesture seemed 

lighter and optimistic, as though Draper 

is playing again with these objects hav-

ing shackled o! past associations to 

them, and is reconstituting new mean-

ings using other introduced mediums. 

Perhaps Draper was considering her 

own child’s play when she made this 

addition, which together with the 

raised trunk and sprightly march of the 

elephant riding the whales back seemed 

to be going forwards, if anchored down-

ward by the creature beneath.

There is a desire in the exhibition to 

consider a younger viewer, perhaps the 

child Draper, Draper’s child or born of a 

desire to make an adult audience engage 

in remembering. The exhibition refer-

ences the display of objects in the family 

home and a more formal relationship 

to collected figurines however there is 

also at play a familiarity characterised 

by acts of handling and appropriation. 

Furthermore ideas of Animism, objects 

capable of embodying their own spirit 

which serves a function of ushering 

us between the conscious and sub-

conscious realm are inferred, in both 

Drapers exhibition and the curation of 

the partnering Animal Island. There are 

relationships between parts, enabling 

narrative readings to be put onto the 

tableau’s. Horse is looking remorse-

fully down on the maimed Gnome while 

Dumbo is preoccupied with spurting 

water in Rabbit’s irreverent face; and 

so we remember our play and play at 

remembering. •

KIRSTEN PAISLEY, DIRECTOR

Home Altared Lynda Draper

Kirsten Paisley Collection of crap 1987

Photographer unknown  
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The suburban home of my childhood and its arte-

facts returned to my midlife projecting an uncanny 

aura derived from an eerie feeling of recognition that 

was both comforting and confronting, familiar and 

strange. The house and its artefacts functioned as 

mnemonic devices returning ghostlike images from 

the past, initially triggering a nostalgic response that 

projected fond memories of growing up in the sub-

urbs, the solace of old domestic rituals and a child-

hood fantasy world. However, something disrupted 

nostalgias’ seduction and comfort; uninvited un-

welcome feelings invaded the present, prompting 

me to question these ambivalent responses and the 

unsettling of time, space and memory. To answer 

this question I have engaged a wide range of research 

in psychology and the visual arts, in particular the 

studies of Celina Rabinovitch (2004), Sigmund Freud 

(1919), Margaret Inverson (2007), Anthony Vilder 

(1992), Andrew Arnzen (2000), Nicholas Royale 

(2003), Svetlana Boym (2001), and my own experi-

ence to demonstrate how my childhood home and 

its souvenirs could evoke such seemingly contrary 

reactions.

The research of writer, artist and professor Celina 

Rabinovitch (2004) has been significant in the com-

prehension of the phenomena evoked by material 

culture of my childhood home. Rabinovitch identi-

fies the conflicts between the secular and the sacred 

forces and the strange conflation of influences that 

impact on the subconscious, and continue to e!ect 

the modern imagination. Her research explores the 

threshold between the conscious and unconscious 

imagination in relation to religion and art. She would 

direct us to Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939) essay The 

Uncanny (1919), and his discovery of this phenom-

enon’s ambivalence, as a significant starting point 

in attempting to comprehend the uncanny and its 

relationship to nostalgia. Freud has been recognised 

as the first to identify ‘the uncanny’ as sensation that 

is not simply eerie or mysterious but specifically 

‘strangely familiar’. 1 

Freud’s essay traces the word ‘Uncanny’ and 

its complex etymology in which a connection to 

nostalgia can be recognized; the Sanders German 

Dictionary provides a starting point for Freuds’ in-

vestigation2. This definition is derived from the study 

of German words Heimlich and unheimlich (canny/

homely, uncanny/ unhomely)3. The term Heimlich 

conjures the comfort and shelter of the home, its’ 

root meaning moving from homey, cosy or intimate to 

hidden and concealed. The Unheimlich reverses the 

comfort of the Heimlich into something threatening, 

obtaining its power from the unfamiliar; at the same 

time Heimlich also suggests that which is hidden and 

concealed.4 Therefore, as Freud suggests, ‘ Heimlich is 

a word the meaning of which denotes that it develops 

in the direction of ambivalence until it finally coin-

cides with its opposite Unheimlich.’ 5 

The sensation of the uncanny is di"cult to pre-

cisely define, deriving its power from its mystery, its 

‘sense of lurking unease’ and uncomfortable ‘sense 

of haunting’ rather than any defined ‘sense of fear’. 6 

As Royle suggests (2003) it is not just an experience 

of ‘strangeness or alienation’. It involves a ‘peculiar’ 

blending of the familiar and the unfamiliar; ‘taking 

the form of something familiar unexpectedly arising 

in a strange and unfamiliar context or of something 

strange and unfamiliar unexpectedly arising in a fa-

miliar context.’ 7 The uncanny involves feelings of un-

certainty; of having experienced something before. It 

challenges ones sense of self, destabilising ones inte-

rior world. Royle indicates it is often associated with 

‘an experience of the threshold, liminality, margins, 

borders, frontiers…it inhabits a peculiar limbo- part 

of and separate from, before and after, what follows 

it.’ 8 Sarah Ko!man comments on the uncanny and its 

 ambivalent character:   

The ambiguous nature of the uncanny-its volatile pas-

sage between inside and outside, order and chaos, life and 

death, real and fantasy, present and past- is reflected in 

the ambivalent emotions it provokes, incorporating both 

pleasure and horror. Even positive feelings, it has been ar-

gued, always contain an element of the uncanny and draw 

on childhood fantasies.9 10

Nostalgia and the uncanny have been identified as 

reactions to uncertainty, to something alienating in 

the present. It appears they are both linked to remem-

bering and forgetting and share common ground in 

the mediation of loss and change. The uncanny is that 

which unsettles the familiar implanting it with an 

aura of strangeness. A key to this understanding could 

be found with the research of Arnzen (1999) who sug-

gests the uncanny is an encounter with change.11 He 

cites Lars Engle (1989) in his essay on the resistance 

to apartheid who describes that, ‘ the unheimlich lives 

at the juncture of the will to interpret and the fear of 

what will be revealed… The uncanny event is trying to 

change one’s mind, to admit new categories or reject 

old ones, and such forced change is painful, the mind 

defends itself by shying away’.12 In my circumstance 

it produced an innate nostalgic reaction. Nostalgia 

could be seen as the mind defending itself or func-

tioning as a ‘screen memory’ against the fear of some-

thing it didn’t want to comprehend.  

Arnzen suggests it is important to remain atten-

tive to this juncture between ‘interpretation and 

Lynda Draper Home Altar 2010 Variable sizes. Porcelaneous stoneware, multiple glaze firings, Courtesy the artist and Gallerysmith, Melbourne.

Nostalgia and the Uncanny 
Excerpt from Lynda Draper’s MFA thesis Home 
Altar, The University of New South Wales,  
March 2010
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revelation’ and to examine ones experience. This fear 

of what one may reveal about ones self and the past if 

confronted and explored, can raise awareness con-

tributing to a sense of personal and social conscious-

ness, a recognition of ones ideological make up and 

the e!ects of external influences on our wellbeing. 

The estrangement from the familial home and the 

place of my childhood induced an instinctive retreat, 

a ‘shying away’ from the reality of the situation, to 

‘screen’ my anxiety with nostalgic memory. 13 The 

souvenirs I had rescued from my family home initially 

o!ered comfort through enabling me to retreat into 

the past, to an imagined place of serenity, innocence, 

security and pleasure; to what Freud would suggest, a 

retreat ‘…to something…known of old and long famil-

iar.’ 14 These souvenirs embodied a strange familiarity 

eliciting a contradiction of attraction and perturba-

tion. The attraction may have come from a desire to 

interpret and understand the memories conjured 

by these objects, the unease from the uncertainty of 

what might be revealed. Confronting and exploring 

these responses to loss and change raises our aware-

ness and modifies responses to stimulus that may be 

confronting. 

Svetlana Boyms’ book The Future of Nostalgia 

(2001) was pivotal to understanding my nostalgic 

reaction to the past. Boym suggests that nostalgia 

can be a constructive or destructive force and dis-

tinguishes two kinds of Nostalgia, ‘Restorative’ and 

‘Reflective’. The ‘Restorative’ nostalgic objective is 

about reconstructing the past, rebuilding their lost 

‘home’,15 and often presenting itself in social or collec-

tive memory rather than personal memory. In con-

trast the ‘Reflective’ nostalgic muses on the reverie 

of another time and place, and the imperfect process 

of memory. 16 Boym suggests Restorative nostalgia 

is characterised in nationalism, religious revivals 

and a return to national symbols and myths.17 It can 

manifest itself in incidents such as the Cronulla riots 

of 2005 and can be seen in the renewal of interest in 

Australian nationalism and commemoration over the 

past few years. 

My nostalgic reaction to the technological, social 

and environmental change in the Cronulla area and 

the demise of the family home was one of reflection 

and melancholy evolving from loss and longing, and 

the imperfect process of recollection. Although my 

emotions were overwhelming, the focus was not to 

‘conquer’ and restore time but rather to reflect upon 

fragments of memory.18 •

LYNDA DRAPER, ARTIST
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Anna Kristensen’s recent work explores 

the illusory capacity of painting to 

transport audiences from the physical 

limits of architectural space into a natu-

ral or imagined world. Recurring motifs 

in her artwork such as caves, tunnels, 

vortexes and staircases suggest a cross-

ing, the passage between one place and 

another. The idea of crossing also oc-

curs in subject matter; the ambiguity of 

her selected imagery makes it possible 

to switch between two quite di!erent 

interpretations. Her practice has been 

exploring the potential of these spaces 

in-between to author new fictions and 

transformations. 

The artwork at Shepparton Art 

Gallery is a wall painting of an oriental 

carpet. Its formation alludes both to the 

architecture of an ancient step pyramid 

and to carpeted steps – as seen in his-

torical European paintings bearing no-

bility, royalty or religious figures. In its 

representation of a garden of paradise 

and its function as a prayer mat, the 

oriental carpet is intended to transcend 

the confines of an interior space. The 

magic of this enigmatic object could be 

parallelled with that of painting itself, 

in its ability to transform a two-dimen-

sional wall into a three-dimensional 

object in space. 
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List of Works

Murder in the Museum 2005

Digital Animation, 4:28 minutes

Original Soundtrack: Friday 13th part 2 

Originally released with issue 6 of Runway

The Pioneer Meets the Wanderer 2006

Digital Animation, 6:27 minutes

Sound design by Robert Stewart

Originally exhibited as a part of Imagine... the creativity shaping our culture,  

Heide Museum of Modern Art. Melbourne, Australia

Return to Point 2006

Duration 14:15 minutes

Digital Animation

Sound design by Robert Stewart

Additional drawing by Emily Schinzig

Originally exhibited at Conical Inc Melbourne, Australia

We Wanted Something More 2007

Digital Animation, 4:30 minutes 

Originally exhibited as a part of The Flux of the Matter,  

Gertrude Contemporary Art Spaces. Melbourne, Australia

The Triumph 2010

Duration 9:11 minutes

HD Digital Animation

Sound design by Robert Stewart

Previously exhibited at Hong Kong International Art Fair and  

Centre for Contemporary Photography Project Space Melbourne Art Fair.

All works courtesy of the artist and GRANTPIRRIE, Sydney.
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