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suggested responsive activities for a selection of works in the exhibition.
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ABOUT THIS EDUCATION RESOURCE



Campbelltown Arts Centre acknowledges the
Dharawal people as the traditional custodians  of this land 

and pays respect to all Aboriginal Elders,
past and present and people from all Aboriginal nations.  
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Suzanne Archer in her studio. Photo by Stephen Oxenbury
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Over five decades Suzanne Archer has established herself 
as a painter, sculptor and installation artist. Primarily 
known for her large textural paintings, her work is held in 
many private and public collections. Her work has been 
presented in institutions across Australia and abroad, 
including Campbelltown Arts Centre. Archer has maintained 
an impressive career that cements her position within 
abstraction and expressionism – a position defined by the 
objects and thematic she presents in her work. 

Tracing Archer’s artistic success and personal tales, the 
exhibition, Suzanne Archer: Song of the Cicada explores 
major themes which have recurred throughout Archer’s 
practice including: travel, landscapes, death and skeletons. 
Linking these major themes and a diversity of mediums is 
Archer’s recurring obsession with text. The exhibition also 
features new work commissioned by Campbelltown Arts 
Centre proclaiming that for Archer, there is still a lot more 
to come.  

Archer holds strong ties to Campbelltown, living and working 
in the Campbelltown bush suburb of Wedderburn for over 30 
years, where a number of resident artists play a significant 
role in contributing to the artistic and cultural fabric of the 
region and beyond. A corresponding monograph of the same 
title will also be launched in late 2019 celebrating Archer’s 
illustrious career. 

CAMPBELLTOWN ARTS CENTRE 
SATURDAY 23 MARCH - SUNDAY 5 MAY 2019
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WILD LANDS                                                              

Waratahs, 1993
Oil on canvas
240 x 240 cm 
Campbelltown City Council collection, purchased with assistance 
from the NSW Ministry for the Arts 1997 
Photo by Document Photography
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This landscape is made up of rugged bushland with scraggly 
gum trees with their gnarled and grid-forming branches and 
deep gorges with rock pools. We are visited by king parrots, 
rock wallabies and koalas. The sounds are of cicadas, bird 
calls and ‘the whispering of leaves’.

 Suzanne Archer, Artist Statement: The Whispering  
 of Leaves, Nicholas Thompson, 2018

Born in Guildford, Surrey, England, Archer studied at the 
Sutton School of Art before immigrating to Australia in 1965. 
Soon after arriving, she lived and worked from a small two-
room cottage in the then industrial coastal town of Thirroul. 
Located 70km south of Sydney on an escarpment surrounded 
by bushland, the sense of space led Archer to begin working 
outdoors when producing her work. This approach marked 
a shift in Archer’s practice and consequently her long term 
success in large-scale works, and body of works created in 
response to her surrounding landscapes.

Upon moving to Wedderburn in 1987, Archer similarly began 
exploring this Campbelltown bushland as a central theme 
in her work. The jagged nature and constant movement of 
the bush is carefully held together in Archer’s large scale 
compositions, as the vertical trunks and horizontal branches 
form natural grids in the formalist tradition of abstract 
painting. 

These works, though based on landscape and place, have 

no sense of a horizon or clear location of foreground and 
background. This sense of ambiguous space situates the 
audience as ‘in the bush’, a participant walking though 
and surrounded by the landscape compared to an outside 
observer. The audience is similarly invited to merge with 
the work emotionally, to become engulfed or surrounded by 
the experience of a place. Consequently, Archer’s audience 
needs to give up some of themselves in order to engage 
with the work. 

This audience experience parallels Archer’s own sense 
of the landscapes she lives and breathes, never simply a 
formal abstraction of a physical site. Archer has developed a 
deep care for the natural environment, considering herself 
privileged to be able to live and paint in the Wedderburn 
bushland.
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Torsion and blight, 2017
Oil and wax on canvas
213 x 346 cm 
Collection of the artist 
Photo by Stephen Oxenbury 
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Torsion and blight, 2017
I work in thematic‘ bodies’ of work  and because I generally 
work on very large paintings and my process is one of 
realising the composition through the activity of painting 
plus the actual scale of them it requires tremendous energy 
and full involvement of my body. The paint over time takes on 
a surface quality which from a distance presents the viewer 
with an image which is suggestive of the landscape but by 
moving closer to the painting one can view the history of my 
process whereby I will move forms around the canvas until 
the work tells me it is complete and cannot be worked on 
more without completely changing it and me having to start 
all over again.

 Suzanne Archer, March 2019     
 (conversation with the artist)

Over the last three years Archer has revisited her 
examination of the Wedderburn landscape, prompted in 
part by retrospective studies of her 50 year practice. This 
exploration of a subject over time forms a key part of Archer’s 
practice, getting to know a subject intimately, whether 
explored in different mediums or repeated in symbolism 
through different paintings. 

In the case of her depiction of bushland, Archer has always 
been interested in these sites as chaotic assemblages 
of shapes and colour, though more recent works allow a 
contrast with the cacophony. Works such as Torsion and 
blight, 2017 explore Archer’s experience of the Wedderburn 
bushland landscape, and include more open spaces than 
earlier works. The dark sections within the work allow 
audiences to ‘move into’ the landscape and give greater 
depth than some earlier landscape works.

Archer’s making process is often marked by an almost 
spiritual, transcendental experience. Completely absorbed 
in the act of making a work, Archer describes this as trance-
like, all about action in the moment with no conscious 
decision. This rapid process of production is followed by 
very considered evaluation and assessment, as Archer 
stands back to decide what to keep and discard, what can 
be developed and what requires reworking. 

A fastidious documenter, Archer uses her studio journals 
or sketchbooks to document daily studio activity, acting as 
both records and future reference points. In creating Torsion 
and blight, Archer worked with both her existing experience 
and knowledge of the landscape, but also referred to earlier 
sketches made on site. She had previously used a small 
concertina sketchbook to draw outside, documenting a path 
through the bush and mapping out the lie of the land. 

WILD LANDS QUESTIONS                                                                           

1. Referring to the above text, describe the relationship 
between audience and artwork in experiencing Archer’s 
landscape works.

2. Explain how Suzanne Archer uses form, colour, gesture 
and movement to represent the Wedderburn landscape.  
 
Extension: In your response, compare Archer’s 
techniques with the work of one other artist who has 
or is working in Wedderburn. Suggested artists include 
Elisabeth Cummings, David Hawkes, Joan Brassil or 
Roy Jackson.

3. Extended response: Argue whether Suzanne Archer’s 
representation of landscape is a form of abstract or 
figurative art.

4. Practical:

i. Select a place or landscape that is important to you. 
Act out a gesture or movement that demonstrates the 
feeling of this place. 

ii. Use a large sheet of scrap paper or cardboard, and 
try to record this gesture. You might need to translate 
your gesture into hand-movements, and could make 
your recording using ink on the end of a stick, mud on 
your feet, or sprinkles of sand over a gluey sheet. Build 
up your marks by repeating the gesture over and over. 
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ON THE MOVE                                                              

Canal Street Fetish, 1978
Papier mache, drawing pinks, wire, matches, acrylic paint
60 x 34 x 26 cm 
Collection of the artist  
Photo by Stephen Oxenbury 
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In 1978 I had a Residency at the Greene Street Studio in 
New York, followed by another in the Power Studio at the 
Cite Internationale des Arts Paris in late 1978/79. Whilst in 
New York I purchased some metal alphabet stencils which I 
used with pain in lieu of paper collaged letters. I continued 
to use those in Paris. 

 Suzanne Archer, Suzanne Archer | Moving   
 Forwards, Looking Back: A Survey 1969 - 2016.   
 Nicholas Thompson Gallery (page 12) 2016. 

Archer has always absorbed visual and emotional imagery 
from the world around her, using mythology, deeply 
stored imagery, subjects from everyday life and travel, as 
she translates memories and experiences into something 
tangible. Travel and artistic residencies have also contributed 
to Archer’s practice in a very concrete way as she embeds 
materials and adopts techniques sourced abroad.

For Archer, her 1965 transfer from England to Australia 
as a migrant was the most significant journey of her life. 
In 1978 she received her first major travel grant from the 
Australian Visual Arts Board to conduct a residency at the 
Greene Street Studio in New York. This residency would 
prove extremely inspirational for Archer. At street level, New 
York was not just concrete, but a myriad of reflections and 
colourful vibrancy. The seemingly naïve collage painting, 

Kites, 1978 features simple, black outlines of kite shapes 
with a colourful and busy central stencil motif, referencing 
her collage aesthetic.

During this New York residency Archer also discovered instant 
papier mâché at the local art store, Pearl Paints on Canal 
Street. As she explored New York, Archer was surprised by 
the amount of waste thrown out on the curbside, so she 
repurposed found material into her artwork. Layered upon a 
papier mâché surface, the figurative sculpture, Canal Street 
Fetish, 1978 features items such as drawing pins, wire, 
matches and acrylic paint. Like collage, found materials 
would prove to be inspirational in her broader practice.

Immediately after New York, Archer found herself in Paris on 
another studio residency at the Cite Internationale Des Arts. 
This opportunity resonated with Archer, exposing her to the 
collections of major art institutions.  The language barrier 
and the small studio space she was offered again forced 
Archer to explore the landscape. 
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China Circle, 2016
Bamboo steamers with mixed media
3m diameter circle
Collection of the artist 
Photo by Leslie Wand
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China Circle, 2016
When I travel I am a sponge soaking up everything. Besides 
the anticipation of Gallery and Museum visits there is also 
the excitement of observing the unfamiliar aspects of the 
daily life of the country I am visiting. I travel with a camera, 
sketchbook, a little notebook and paint and pencils.  

... I have learned that the studies I make in transit or in a new 
place are more intimately informative for me on my return 
to my studio than the rather ordinary photographs I take to 
remind me of the places to which I have travelled. 

 Suzanne Archer, March 2019  
 (conversation with the artist)

China Circle, 2016 draws inspiration from Archer’s 
experiences and memories, formed during two trips 
to China for a group show in Beijing and the Red Gate 
Residency respectively. What fascinated Archer was the 
average, everyday life of people living amongst a deep and 
rich history including the Terracotta Warriors and the Hall of 
Clocks in the Forbidden City.

Archer developed these individual assemblages on returning 
from her residency in Beijing, not knowing what the final 
work would become. Continuing with several small pieces 
she had begun in China, Archer contained these works in 

bamboo steamers purchased from the local Chinese grocers 
in Campbelltown. The fans in the installation were sourced 
from both China as well as various local Campbelltown 
stores. 

Over time, Archer decided to arrange these small works to 
mimic the circle of a bamboo steamer, forming a 3 metre 
diameter installation. On mapping the existing works onto 
a wall with pencil, Archer added more steamers to ‘fill the 
gaps’ with imagery referring to her experience in China, also 
adding a ring of lids to define the edge of the circle. 

As in many of her works, Archer has included her self-
portrait in China Circle, a technique to show both herself 
but also self-reflection. She is interested in a psychological 
investigation of self, as another form of autobiography rather 
than simply showing her physical face. While the final work 
uses easy to recognize subjects and shares the sense of 
fun experienced during Archer’s China experience, the work 
itself is meticulously created and conveys a complex web of 
memory, place and self.
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Shrine, 1994
Oil on canvas
240 x 362 cm 
Collection of the artist 
Photo by Stephen Oxenbury 
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Shrine, 1994
On my return [from Spain] I began painting but found a strong 
image of a figure from an El Greco painting insisted itself 
into the 8’ x 12’ oil painting I was working on at the time. 
The work Shrine was completed with this figure immersed 
in thick paint, central to and dominating the painting.

 Suzanne Archer, excerpt from sketchbook,  
 1994-1995

Shrine was produced following a visit to Spain, where Archer 
drew inspiration from historical Spanish painters such as El 
Greco, Ribera and Velasquez. Returning to a work in progress 
in her studio in Australia, Archer found that a figure from 
El Greco’s, The Holy Trinity 1577-79 ‘insisted itself’ into her 
painting. This figure went on to dominate the composition of 
Shrine, an identifiable central figure with a red arm. Shrine 
incorporates these figures of The Holy Trinity, amalgamated 
with the expressive mark-making so common to Archer’s 
representations of the Wedderburn bushland.

ON THE MOVE QUESTIONS                                                                           

1. Research El Greco’s, The Holy Trinity 1577-79. Compare 
this work with Shrine, identifying shapes, colours, 
materials or symbols that are similar and different. 

2. Extended response: Using China Circle and Shrine as 
examples, suggest how travel has informed the cultural 
or social content and subjects in Archer’s work. You may 
like to refer to above quote(s) to help evidence your 
argument.

3. Practical: As a class, create a collaborative response to 
Suzanne Archer’s China Circle

i. Students should source their own found object from 
home, such as an unwanted toy, old book or discarded 
pillow. 

ii. Work individually to paint a favourite holiday memory 
onto each object, thinking about how Archer selects 
objects or pieces of a scene to show an experience. 

iii. As a class, assemble these objects to form a 
collaborative installation.  
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THE AFTERLIFE                                                            

Archer’s studio is like a natural history museum. A great 
dehydrated kangaroo hangs from the ceiling, a gift from 
fellow artist Luke Sciberras based in Hill End. There are 
bandicoots, wombats, rams’ skills and horns, heron corpses 
and taxidermy bought on eBay. She also has cabinets full 
of puffer fishes, bones, teeth, feathers and an abundance 
of birds’ nests. These are arranged around her light-filled 
studio, almost bigger than the home, a dwelling she and 
husband David Fairbairn built by hand.

 Prue Gibson, Suzanne Archer, Artist Profile Issue  
 11, 2010 (page 83-84) 

Archer is a forensic artist; she applies a system of inquiry, 
curiosity, courage and wonder in her ongoing examinations 
and quest to peel back the layers of artifice. As literal 
revelations beneath the flesh, skeletons, death and decay 
are recurring themes in her practice, but Archer also explores 
transformation and loss in playful and unexpected ways.

This infatuation with skeletons and the afterlife is informed 
by a range of divergent sources; over the period 2003-2005 
Archer drew in the Veterinary Science Horse Dissection 
Laboratory at Sydney University. Archer has personally 
collected skeletons and dead animals, specimens frequently 
displayed in her studio and found around her home in 
Wedderburn bushland; while as a young artist she gained 
experience in drawing dead rabbits or hares, caught in 
fences in her birthplace of England. Archer experienced a 
significant fall in recent years, with consequent X-rays and 
rehabilitation, also leading to her acquisition of a full size 
skeleton which now inhabits a corner of her studio.

From a theoretical perspective, Archer is interested in Dutch 
sixteenth and seventeenth century Vanitas paintings. These 
works highlight moments of decay to remind audiences 
of death in life, the necessary passage of time, and of the 
fleeting pleasures of earthly life. 

While a pre-occupation with skeletons and death might 
seem morbid or spooky, Archer’s works explore death as 
a reminder to celebrate life, and to re-value a necessary 
ongoing transformation. Her skeletons can be playful and 
dynamic, while many works speak to decay as an inevitable 
part of life to be honored and enjoyed. Archer acknowledges 
the beauty of the human aging process, the natural struggle 
for life and death of the Australian bush, and the actual 
process of moving from creatures into raw materials of the 
natural environment.  She employs a collectors approach 
in her careful compositions of dead animals or decaying 
natural materials, objects poetically arranged to speak to 
one another, giving new life. 

Archer’s practice possesses a spiritual dimension in dealing 
with the incomprehensible transition from life to death. 
This transformation is paralleled in the artist’s use of paint 
to transform her often lifeless subjects into powerful, 
animated beings, but also her ability to shift perspective and 
experiment with space on a two dimensional surface.
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Derangement, 2010
Ink, charcoal, pastel on two sheets of white paper
173.3 x 207.5 cm (sheet) 187 x 218 x 6.1 cm (frame)
Collection: Art Gallery of New South Wales - Gift of the 
Trustees of the Sir William Dobell Art Foundation 2011 
Photo by Diana Panuccio

Derangement, 2010
I have used as my subject some of the inanimate animals 
that hang, stand on shelves or sit in cabinets in my studio. 
They are either the real specimens or the sculptural 
interpretations of them which are often used as props for 
my work or in the case of the sculptures also exhibited in 
their own right. The most recent works have incorporated 
the uneasy element of my self-portrait. I am interested 
in the odd juxtaposition of my own cut-off head with the 
animal images, in the emotional reaction that it engenders 
in the viewer.

 Suzanne Archer trans. Art Gallery of New South   
 Wales, 2010

Archer is a forensic artist; she applies a system of inquiry, 
curiosity, courage and wonder in her ongoing examinations 
and quest to peel back the layers of artifice. As literal 
revelations beneath the flesh, skeletons, death and decay 
are recurring themes in her practice, but Archer also explores 
transformation and loss in playful and unexpected ways.

This infatuation with skeletons and the afterlife is informed 
by a range of divergent sources; over the period 2003-2005 

Archer drew in the Veterinary Science Horse Dissection 
Laboratory at Sydney University. Archer has personally 
collected skeletons and dead animals, specimens frequently 
displayed in her studio and found around her home in 
Wedderburn bushland; while as a young artist she gained 
experience in drawing dead rabbits or hares, caught in 
fences in her birthplace of England. Archer experienced a 
significant fall in recent years, with consequent X-rays and 
rehabilitation, also leading to her acquisition of a full size 
skeleton which now inhabits a corner of her studio.

… because I am receptive to an ongoing conversation with 
the work, I am willing to adapt and respond regardless of 
the effort to change the previously drawn areas however 
much I like them. One cannot preserve sections one likes 
if the whole composition is impossible to resolve as a 
consequence.

 Suzanne Archer, March 2019 
 (conversation with the artist)
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Six skeletons from the closet no 1 - no 6, 2014
Encaustic on canvas
200 x 100 cm (each)
Collection of the artist 
Photo by Elizabeth McCrystal
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Six skeletons from the closet no 1 - no 6, 2014
Archer’s exploration of the disintegration of flesh and bone 
is a way of probing the meaning of life and death...these 
coruscating paintings of transience display her courage 
to confront aging and mortality without vanity... However, 
painterly abstraction is the defining quality of Archer’s 
paintings.

 Sioux Garside, Mistress of the Dead (catalogue   
 essay) Tin Sheds Gallery, 2008

The skeleton depicted in Six skeletons from the closet no 
1 - no 6, 2014 reappears numerous times in Archer’s work, 
her model being a full size replica skeleton in her studio, 
“resplendent in a hat I added to lighten the mood!” (Archer 
trans. Nicholas Thompson Gallery 2015). 

In 2013, Archer had an unfortunate accident and fractured her 
pelvis (pubic-rami). Following hospitalisation and a tenuous 
rehabilitation regime, she became increasingly invested in 
learning about her injury. Fascinated by the human anatomy, 
Archer purchased a medical model of a pelvis, a full skeleton 
and a skull online. Adding an oversized hat, Archer found 
the hat instantly exaggerated the humanity of the skeleton 
and it went on to become the model for many works. She 
explored poses by tying the skeleton puppet-like with rope 
into ludicrous, humorous and emotive stances, creating 
apparent contradictions of both the playful and macabre. 

Archer’s works often share an uneasy psychological 
undercurrent and a black humour. These skeleton works 
are partially informed by the historical work, James Ensor, 
Skeletons Fighting Over a Pickled Herring, 1891, but Archer 
is also interested in cultural practices around the Mexican 
Day of the Dead, and mummified bodes such as those seen 
in Guanajuato, Mexico

THE AFTERLIFE QUESTIONS                                                                           

1. Research James Ensor’s Skeletons Fighting Over 
a Pickled Herring, 1891 as well as Day of the Dead 
(Mexico) and mummies in Guanajuato, Mexico. Create 
a visual map demonstrating how each of these items 
may have influenced Archer’s work, Six skeletons from 
the closet no 1 - no 6, 2014.

2. Practical: Create a photo series documenting contortions 
of your face, experimenting with your facial muscles (i.e. 
no hands). Think about how you can test your muscles; 
imagine and stretch parts of your face, moving to their 
furthermost limits.

3. Practical: 

i. Make a still life arrangement in your classroom, 
selecting fresh materials such as pieces of fruit, a freshly 
cut flower, a piece of bread. 

ii. Document the decay of these objects over time by 
sketching your arrangement once a week, for at least 3, 
and up to 10 weeks.   

iii. Write a creative description of the decay and 
transformation of your still life, unpacking how these 
materials are becoming something else and moving to 
another stage in their existence. 
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ROUND-A-BOUT                                                            

Working sculpturally is often part of my process of 
researching a new subject – giving me the opportunity to 
investigate many possibilities through a sense of ‘play’. 
Much as I sketch out ideas in my studio journal, I also sketch 
out ideas in the various sculptural media triggering different 
solutions. The experience of physically handling concrete 
materials, and combining them as objects to make ‘things’, 
often makes ideas tangible almost immediately. 

 Suzanne Archer, trans. Janet Clayton talks to   
 Suzanne Archer, Wilson Street Summer 2009/2010  
 (page 7)

Throughout her practice, Archer has recurrently explored 
text through a range of different mediums. Early works such 
as Deep Into Grassier Ditches, 1969 and Private Grounds, 
1967 have a direct relationship to more recent work such 
as Thrumming and Drumming, 2017, Libretto of Lunacy, 
2011 and Archer’s latest installation and sound-based work, 
Mutter Masks, 2017-2019.  

The synergy of Archer’s practice through subject matter and 
medium is highlighted in the exhibition through the inclusion 
of a large round plinth featuring sculptural works made from 
bronze, painted clay, papier mâché and timber assemblage. 
This round structure pays homage to the work, China Circle, 
2016 of similar proportion and form.
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Things Breaking, 1969
Collage and gouache on paper
19 x 28 cm 
Collection of the artist  
Photo by Stephen Oxenbury 

Things Breaking, 1969
Archer’s earliest works made in Australia reveal her 
fascination with collage. Works such as Things Breaking, 
1969 use daily newspaper posters found in front of news 
agencies to form seemingly chaotic, abstract and text-heavy 
collage works while revealing carefully assembled layers of 
newspaper headlines and colourful gouache paint. 

These works acknowledge the aesthetic properties of 
text, also using collage and play to visually explore ideas. 
Conceptually, this distinctive approach to collage draws on 
the social and political environment of the late 1960s, while 
Archer is also aesthetically influenced by the early twentieth 
century work of dada artist Kurt Schwitters. 

Archer’s use of text as a purely visual language, as well as 
the gesture of handwritten script, has positioned her to 
oscillate between abstraction and figurative references. She 
has expanded this approach in later landscape works such 
as Falling, Finely Far, 1869- 70 and Bunting, 1980.

ROUND-A-BOUT QUESTIONS                                                                           

1. Research the collage work of Kurt Schwitters, and 
describe how Things Breaking shares structural 
similarities and differences with his practice.

2. Practical: Create a work on paper, experimenting with 
collage, text, randomness and gesture.

i. Start with a text collage by cutting and selecting any 
letters and words that interest you, and sprinkling them 
across your paper. Stick down any appealing parts of 
your random arrangement, and play with this process 
several times.

ii. Document the decay of these objects over time by 
sketching your arrangement once a week, for at least 3, 
and up to 10 weeks.   

iii. Once you are happy with your text arrangement, add 
layers of similarly random, dribbley ink or paint by using 
sticks, branches or extended brushes. For example, 
attach a brush to your elbow, or use armature wire to 
create a curvy, three-pronged brush. 
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MUTTER MASKS                                                         

Mutter Masks, 2017-19
Studio table, velvet, metal stands, found cloth bags, acrylic paint, embroidery thread, 2-channel sound, wallpaper
Dimensions variable 
Commissioned by Campbelltown Arts Centre
Collection of the artist  
Photo by Adam Porter
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The latest work Mutter Masks commissioned for this 
exhibition includes a lot of the masks themselves being 
covered in randomly invented text painted on them… I 
love words, dictionaries, thesauruses, cryptic crosswords 
etc. and these have played a strong role in my visual ideas. 
The recent investigation of the sound addition has been 
very exciting, and I would like to explore the relationship 
between the painted word, written word and the spoken 
word much more. 

 Suzanne Archer, March 2019 
 (conversation with the artist) 

Commissioned by Campbelltown Arts Centre, Mutter 
Masks, 2017-2019 explores and reflects emotional and 
quizzical expressions of deep psychological disturbance 
and anxiety that haunt our minds. These uncomfortable 
emotions are often exacerbated by the aging process and 
the loss of those who are of ‘our time’, especially those who 
we have loved.

 The works are made from re-purposed bags collected over 
a two-year period from second hand shops which are then 
fastidiously covered with finely painted text. The random 
phrases evoke themes of loss, remembering, sadness, 
joys, solitude and companionship. The soundscape that 
accompanies the work references a form of concrete poetry. 
Archer would fold pages of a ledger to write columns of 
random words that came across her mind. Ironically, when 
these pages are unfolded, the words form an inherent 
poetic narrative that is nonsensical, yet remain convincing 
when read out loud by the voice of the artist. 

MUTTER MASKS QUESTIONS                                                                           

1. In the gallery: This work includes multiple mediums – 
the sculptural masks, the wallpaper imagery of Archer’s 
studio, the studio table and the soundscape. 

Spend some time experiencing Archer’s Mutter Masks, 
2017-2019 and describe how the mediums work together 
to impact audience experience.   

2. These physical masks can be seen as a metaphor for the 
masks we wear every day. We might present an image 
of ourselves to others by showing certain emotions, 
wearing makeup or tattoos, choosing clothes, as well as 
speaking and acting in particular ways.

i. Identify four ‘masking’ techniques you regularly use, 
to present yourself in a certain way. These might be 
deliberate choices; they might be cultural or social things 
that you do without thinking.

ii. Imagine one of these masks represents a person. 
Looking closely at the text, as well as the form and 
emotions of the work, identify four things this person 
might be telling us about themselves.

3. Research an anti-aging product, such as a wrinkle 
cream, and select 2 - 3 advertisements (photo or video) 
associated with this product. Compare and contrast 
these advertisements to Mutter Masks, considering 
how each work represents age, aging, beauty, women, 
and/or the human body.

4. Extended response: How does Suzanne Archer 
challenge conventional ideas of aging in her work?

In your response, you should refer to Mutter Masks and 
1 - 2 other works in the exhibition, as well as the below 
quote from the artist. You may also like to refer to your 
above response to question 3.

Aging is fascinating in a lot of ways; one can reflect and 
remember people, times and places. As I have worked 
on this exhibition and on the book of the same name 
about my art and life I have certainly looked back. For 
me viewing this exhibition has certainly given me an 
amazing opportunity to see paintings by my 20-year-old 
self and others I have not seen for years.

 Suzanne Archer, March 2019 
 (conversation with the artist)

5. Practical: Adapt Archer’s creative writing process to 
create your own work of concrete poetry. 

Using an old personal diary, or a past essay, fold one of 
the pages in half. Now looking down your page, re-write 
the first word to the right of the fold. You will effectively 
be choosing one random word from each line.

Re-write these words on paper, repeated over and over. 
Play with the shape, pattern and arrangement of these 
words, as well as experimenting with different types of 
handwriting.

Extension: Paint your concrete poetry onto a found 
object. Cover the surface with your text and give this 
object a unique personality. Work intuitively and in 
response to some of the feelings associated with your 
random words.
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LINKS                                                                           

Dobell Prize-Winning Artist Suzanne Archer, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 2012 (video)

https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/channel/clip/433/

Suzanne Archer with Maria Stoljar, Talking with Painters, Episode 22, 2017 (podcast)

https://www.talkingwithpainters.com/2017/05/11/ep-22-suzanne-archer/ 

Suzanne Archer with Maria Stoljar, In the studio | Suzanne Archer, Talking with Painters, 2017 (video)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eg2nq_XPiqc

Derangement, 2010, Art Gallery of New South Wales (accessed March 2019)

https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/10.2011/ 

Suzanne Archer, Nicholas Thompson Gallery (accessed March 2019)

https://www.nicholasthompsongallery.com.au/artists/suzanne-archer/
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Campbelltown Arts Centre is a cultural facility of Campbelltown City Council, assisted by the NSW Government through Create NSW 
and by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body. Campbelltown Arts Centre 
receives support from the Crown Resorts Foundation and the Packer Family Foundation. 
Artwork: Suzanne Archer, Trill 2017. Oil on canvas 173 x 213 cm. Image by Stephen Oxenbury.

Campbelltown Arts Centre 
One Art Gallery Rd Campbelltown 

Open daily, 10am – 4pm 
02 4645 4100  

C-A-C.com.au


